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Prologue
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The war lasted barely two weeks, Britain’s anti-missile defence system was hacked and disarmed and then the bombs started to fall. Not randomly. But specific targets such as the naval bases at Portsmouth, Devonport and up on the Clyde.  RAF bases in Lincolnshire, Oxfordshire and Scotland destroyed almost overnight. Disarmed and defenceless the UK government surrendered to the Chinese on the 23 of January and Britain would never be the same again. The British public had been told to expect “resolute resistance.” Instead, they were told by a calm, accented voice on every television channel, that they were now subjects of the Eastern Administrative Authority. The Union Flag was gone from government buildings by the second week. Mandarin street signs were bolted in place by the third.

Clearly a lot of planning had gone into the attack and the subsequent invasion. The Chinese moved swiftly more anyone could come to Britain’s aid. The population was immediately pacified. The healthy working classes were promised work, food and protection as long as they obeyed, or death if they didn’t. The unhealthy and the long-term sick were disposed of; exactly where they were disposed of wasn’t questioned. Every public broadcasting system and newspaper was taken under Chinese rule and the Internet was simply switched off “until further notice.”

Within a very short period of time the working classes realised that their lives hadn’t changed that much. They got up, went to work for their new masters, got paid adequately, went home, bought food and watched (state approved) TV, went to bed and repeated the same thing again the following day. Their health and education costs were paid for by the state. There wasn’t much to complain about they realised. They had merely exchanged Western masters for Eastern ones.

The real losers in the reorganisation were the traditional British middle classes. A British man or woman could now be placed under the Cultural Correction Programme (CCP), instituted by the Eastern Administrative Authority to "re-educate, discipline, and rehabilitate" members of the former UK’s professional, managerial, or intellectual classes who are deemed resistant, disrespectful, or ideologically unsuitable. This could also extend to Former professionals: solicitors, teachers, managers, civil servants, journalists. University graduates suspected of "anti-authority tendencies." And any British person who shows “incorrect attitude” during registration, public questioning, or interactions with Chinese officials.

And what would become the main source of “the dissident classes,” women reported by neighbours or colleagues for “subversive talk” or “uncooperative behaviour.” There seemed to be no shortage of British people willing to inform on former friends, neighbours and work colleagues. A lot of it was old score-settling and natural bitchiness but the Chinese didn’t really care much about the detail. Every person who was reported was another that could be re-educated into the Chinese mindset of respect and obedience.

Around that time the Camps were organised. Officially, they were called Rural Relocation Centres. In the controlled language of the occupation press, they were “productive environments where unskilled British citizens could be housed, fed, and taught useful habits.” In reality, they were walled compounds on the edges of wind-lashed moorland or in the ruins of decommissioned army barracks, far from cities, far from prying eyes.

The first images had surfaced a month after the surrender: aerial shots in the state-run news of neat lines of barracks, flanked by vegetable plots and watchtowers. British detainees in grey tunics and trousers, heads shaved, worked in rows under the supervision of uniformed guards. The footage was carefully edited, the smiles wooden, the camera never lingering too long on the barbed wire. Unofficial reports were worse. Those who had seen them and somehow returned, usually because they had been “reclassified” as compliant spoke in whispers. Women forced to work until their hands bled, hauling stone or digging ditches in the driving rain. Meals of thin broth and bread that tasted of mould. Nights in unheated dormitories, locked from the outside. The constant presence of guards with batons, their boots crunching on gravel in the dark.

And the punishments, camp inmates were broken in private. Beatings, solitary confinement in freezing concrete cells. Hours forced to stand barefoot in the yard, hands clasped behind the head, until legs buckled. Medical care withheld as “incentive for cooperation.” No uniforms in the camps, only the shapeless grey tunics, deliberately sexless, deliberately degrading. Worst of all was the unspoken truth: people did not always come back. No official records. No explanations. Just a bunk suddenly empty in the morning. In the cities, the occupiers cultivated the contrast. The local population was visible, neat uniforms, light public duties, inspected by officers and their families. They were meant to be seen. The camps were the opposite: a silent threat, a reminder of what happened to those who could not, or would not, adapt.

The camps were a threat, a stick to beat the population with. Somewhere the ideologically unsound could be sent to repent at their leisure. People such as senior politicians or former figureheads, famous people who might act as a catalyst for future unrest or disobedience. The Eastern Administrative Authority didn’t pause to think about “human rights” or any such failed Western nonsense; it simply acted in ways that it believed were beneficial to the new ruling class and the thousands of Chinese people that were pouring into Britain on a daily basis. Camps were where people most certainly didn’t’ want to end up. For many of them the rail journey to their place of detention was quite literally the last journey they ever undertook. No, far better to just accept Chinese rule, buckle down and work without complaint.
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Chapter 1
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Before the war, Stephen Cooper had been a junior account manager at a middling insurance firm in Croydon. A decent suit, a decent salary, but nothing in his life hinted at importance. He wasn’t brilliant. He wasn’t attractive, quite the opposite in fact tall thin and already the slightly self-conscious possessor of a receding hairline. He wasn’t connected. His Mandarin was barely functional,  merely the half forgotten remnants of a year teaching English in Beijing straight out of university,  but it was more than most and  just enough to get him through basic conversations.

But after the surrender, those scraps of language became gold. The Eastern Administrative Authority needed locals who could speak to the population and pass along instructions, and most who had the skill were either in hiding or in the camps. Stephen wasn’t hiding. Stephen was available. He started as a low-level interpreter at the borough command office, passing messages between the Chinese officers and the British public. But he learned quickly, not just the language, but the tone. He made himself useful. He flattered the right people. He laughed at the officers’ jokes, remembered their children’s names, and made himself indispensable in a dozen small ways.

The first real step up came when he was asked to assist in the Hall of Correction, helping smooth the intake process for new Correction Girls. The Hall of Correction was one of the centres of the new Chinese administration. Almost every important person in the bureaucracy passed through its doors at least once a week. It was a place to be noticed and there he learned how much could be done with the smallest advantage. A word of Mandarin in the right ear could move someone up or down the list for public duties. A hint of compliance could earn an extra ration. A subtle suggestion could see a stubborn woman marked for “further evaluation.”

By the second month, Stephen had been given an armband with the EAA crest and a small office in the Administrative Hall. Officially, he was Senior Cultural Liaison Officer. Unofficially, he was the man you had to get past if you wanted an easier assignment, and the man you had to avoid if you didn’t want one that was much worse.

The privileges came quickly, a nice flat in a requisitioned townhouse, rent-free. Access to the officers’ mess, where wine and cigarettes were rationed to everyone else but flowed freely for him. The right to requisition “staff” from the Correction Girl pool for clerical or domestic duties. Stephen took full advantage. He knew the Chinese officers liked him because he made their lives easier, and because he didn’t pretend to be one of the sullen, prideful Britons still nursing grudges. He had no qualms about wearing the tailored grey suit, white shirt, crimson tie and crimson armband that marked him as a collaborator. After all how was making people’s lives easier, both Chinese and British, collaboration?

He modelled his own behaviour on that of the Chinese officers and bureaucrats who made up the vast majority of the people in the building nowadays. When he passed a Correction Girl in the corridor, he addressed her by surname only, exactly as the officers did. He corrected ties, inspected aprons, and doled out petty punishments without hesitation. The Chinese noticed. They liked that in him, it was seen as Western confirmation of their own behaviour.

What Stephen liked most about his elevation into the bureaucracy class was the look in the eyes of the women who had once thought themselves untouchable,  the solicitors, the headmistresses, the corporate managers,  now standing in the hall with their chins up and their hands clasped behind their backs because he had told them to. In his old life, women like that wouldn’t have given him a second glance. Now they said “Yes, sir” when he spoke to them. And Stephen had every intention of keeping it that way.

It was Madame Zhao herself who gave Stephen the file. A slim manila folder, the EAA crest stamped in red, a single name written neatly in block capitals: Harvey-Jones M.

“She is capable, but slow to adapt,” Zhao said in her precise English. “You will make her useful, make her fulfil her potential.”

Stephen nodded, keeping his expression neutral even as he felt the small thrill of opportunity. And noticing at the same time how direct the Chinese were, no messing about, no beating around the bush. “You will make her useful, not show her or help her, make her. An instruction that he was more than happy to obey. Madame Zhao was the and not a woman to be trifled with.

The file held her intake photograph, head held high, jaw tight, the broad red-and-white tie biting at her throat. Underneath were pages of details: age, former profession, current status, disciplinary record. He noted the most recent entry: Ten strokes, carelessness during public duty. He couldn’t help smiling at the idea of a former headmistress being caned, it seemed so appropriate somehow. He decided to ask her more about that little incident in due time. When she was brought to his office later that morning, Melissa Harvey-Jones looked exactly as he expected. Neat uniform, hair tied back, eyes that tried to be expressionless but couldn’t quite hide the wariness. She stood just inside the doorway, hands clasped behind her back.

“Harvey-Jones?”  He said, leaning back in his chair.

“Yes, sir.”

He let the silence stretch for a moment, flipping casually through her file even though he’d already read it twice.

“You’ll be working here now. Copying, sorting, delivering files to Madame Zhao’s office when I tell you, that sort of thing. Is that okay with you?”

“Yes, sir,” she replied with clear reluctance.

Stephen smiled faintly to himself. Both of them knew that her opinion was not even slightly relevant, but he did so enjoy the theatre of the thing.

“That means I’ll see you every day. And it means I’ll notice if your behaviour isn’t to my liking. Your appearance, your attitude, your demeanour even, will be under constant observation.”

Her chin lifted almost imperceptibly at the idea that she’d be under the control of someone like him

Stephen smiled a little more, her reluctance, her snooty entitled voice all promised so much further down the line. He rose from his chair and came around the desk, stopping just close enough to take the knot of her tie between his thumb and forefinger. A sharp upward tug brought her chin the rest of the way up.

“And you already know I believe what the consequences of you disappointing me in any way will be?”

He was gratified to see the older, dignified woman blush.

“Well?”

He demanded sharply.

“I...I’ll be punished, sir.”

Stephen felt his cock twitch involuntarily hearing her educated voice say the words.

“You’ve been caned already haven’t you?”

“Yes, sir.”

The flush of shame was slowly spreading up her cheeks.

“Tell me about it.”

Her lip trembled and Stephen was gratified to see the first tears begin to form.

“I was caned ten times, sir. Across the backside, bent over a desk, sir.”

Stephen smiled imperceptibly; just the thought of this aristocratic woman stood to attention in front of him having her backside bared so that it could be caned was enormously stimulating.

“Show me.”

She looked at him aghast. Surely he wasn’t...

“Now! Let’s start as we mean to go on. So that you understand the reality of our relationship.”

Slowly she turned and edged up her scandalously short skirt. It was the sort of length that she’d have undoubtedly sent her former pupils home for having the temerity to wear to her school. Behind her she heard a low snigger as her caned, wealed backside came into view covered only by her brief pair of navy blue schoolgirl knickers. She jumped as she felt a finger run the length of a particularly painful stripe.

“What was it for, Harvey-Jones? Something serious, presumably? Ten strokes does sound like an awful lot?”

A single tear ran down the older woman’s face.

“F...for asking to use the bathroom while on public duty, sir.”

This time Stephen Cooper couldn’t help himself smiling in the woman’s face. But then did it really matter what she thought about him? Did he care?

“Oh dear, Harvey-Jones. Just imagine what the punishment is going to be for actually doing something really naughty is going to be?”

“Yes, sir.” 

She nodded miserably; only too aware of the rules of the bizarre new world she now lived in. He looked her slowly up and down before deciding how to assign her.

“You’ll stand by the filing cabinet until I give you something to do. And while you’re standing, you’ll keep your hands behind your back. No leaning, no fidgeting. If you get tired, you’ll stand anyway. Consider it practice.”

For the next half hour, Stephen worked at his desk without speaking to her, letting her feel the weight of his presence, the constant possibility of being addressed. Once, without looking up, he said:

“Straighten your socks, Harvey-Jones.”

The forty year old former school headmistress obeyed instantly, adjusting the fold at her ankles before returning to position. By the time he dismissed her for the day, he knew two things. First, Madame Zhao had been right as usual, Melissa Harvey-Jones was capable. And second, despite that she was going to learn that in his office, capability wasn’t enough.

***
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The Administrative Hall was unusually busy that morning. Several senior officers had come in from other wards for a planning meeting with Madame Zhao, and the main corridor outside her office was full of aides, clerks, and Correction Girls ferrying papers. Stephen decided it was the perfect setting for the opportunity that he’d been planning in his head. He called Harvey-Jones into his office, handed her a slim folder, and spoke just loudly enough for the clerks nearby to hear.

“Deliver this to Madame Zhao immediately. Make sure it reaches her without delay.”

“Yes, sir.”

The folder was clean, the paper inside crisp, but as she reached for it, he reached forward to tighten her tie for. He pulled it a little and arranged it for her enjoying her look of pent-up rage and humiliation. However he left the tie slightly askew on purpose. He said nothing. He watched from the doorway as she crossed the corridor, folder tucked neatly under her arm, tie now sitting slightly to one side rather than centred. It wasn’t much, half an inch at most, but enough for the right eyes to notice. And the right eyes did notice. Madame Zhao’s aide intercepted her at the door, gaze dropping immediately to the knot.

“Stop, girl. You are out of uniform.”

Melissa Harvey-Jones froze. She had long since ignored the fact that Chinese officialdom regularly referred to her as “girl” despite her age and former status, however the tone of the man’s voice made her stomach clench with anxiety. She automatically glanced down at her tie and realised what had happened.

“Sir, I...”

“Turn around. Report back to Mr Cooper and explain your mistake to him. Do not touch it until then!”

When she returned, Stephen was waiting just inside the office, hands in his pockets, waiting for her inevitable return. Slowly, haltingly she explained why she was back so quickly and why she hadn’t delivered the message yet. He nodded and then asked in a voice pitched so those working nearby could hear every word.

“What’s wrong with your tie, Harvey-Jones?”

She hesitated, then,

“It’s not straight, sir”

He nodded slowly, stepping forward to take the offending item between his thumb and forefinger. He pulled it upward a little until it bit against her collar and then carefully centred it for her so that it was just so and for everyone in the hall to see.

“You’ve let yourself down, Harvey-Jones, and what’s more important you’ve let me down too. Your careless lack of application reflects badly on me. And you, a former teacher, a headmistress no less, should know better. Let me introduce you to my standards, Harvey-Jones and I’m going to ensure you keep to it. Bend yourself over that chair and let’s see how a brisk half dozen wakes your ideas up shall we?”

She looked up at him, her eyes begging for mercy. Although if only she knew it her mute appeal merely excited the bully in him even more. He watched as she reluctantly obeyed, bending over his desk until her fingers reached the far edge of it.

“Hold tight, girl. These are going to sting a little.”

He picked up his cane from the desk where it had been placed just in front of her nose while he rolled up the white sleeve of his shirt, swished it through the air a couple of times enjoying the noise it made and her flinching reaction to it, before bringing it slicing into the centre of her red and white tartan skirt. The one that made her look like a schoolgirl rather than a schoolmistress. Five more times the stick rose and fell eliciting higher and higher pitched squeals from the haughty woman as she fought to maintain some sort of control. Once she’d cried herself out and was stood sobbing in the corner he ordered her over and handed her the folder again.

“Try again. And this time, Harvey-Jones, if anything is out of place, you stop and correct it before anyone else notices. Understood?”

“Y...yes, sir.” 

Melissa sniffed miserably, her bottom already sore and painful.

She left quickly, eyes forward, and Stephen caught the approving glance from Zhao’s aide as she passed. The point had been made, Stephen Cooper noticed things, he enforced standards, and he did it publicly. When Mrs Harvey-Jones returned from her second trip, tie perfectly high, Stephen let her stand by the filing cabinet in silence for the rest of the morning, a quiet reminder that the only reason she’d been spared anything worse was because she’d “learned.”
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Chapter 2
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Emily Weston had been a solicitor for one of London’s oldest firms, the sort that still had its name in gilt on frosted glass above the door. She had been proud of that. She had worn her silk blouses and fitted skirts with quiet authority, the click of her heels echoing through polished corridors. Now she stood in a draughty municipal hall, once Westminster’s Council Chamber, now renamed the Hall of Correction, pressed between two other women, the sleeves of her newly issued uniform itching against her skin.

The uniform had been given without explanation. Crisp white blouse, starched so heavily that every movement made the seams whisper. Red and white tartan pleated skirt, far shorter than anything she would ever have worn in public. White knee socks. Black, glossy shoes that pinched her toes. And around her neck, a red and white striped tie, knotted tight enough to press into her throat. When she had tried to loosen it, the female officer issuing uniforms had simply caught her chin in one gloved hand, pulled the knot high again, and said in deliberate, slightly fractured English:

“You wear it exactly so. Until told otherwise.”

Now, as the hall filled, she realised every other British woman here, maybe forty or fifty of them, were dressed identically. Former teachers, doctors, accountants. A middle-aged headmistress she vaguely recognised from the news. And all of them silent, watched by Chinese female officers in immaculate black uniforms with white blouses and crimson ties, their hair pinned severely back. A hush fell as a figure appeared on the raised dais at the far end. Tall, elegant, in a fitted black jacket with a crimson sash across her shoulder, she carried herself with the easy authority of someone accustomed to obedience. Her gaze swept the rows, cool and appraising, before she spoke, her Mandarin translated sentence by sentence by a young interpreter at her side.

“This place once belonged to you. Now it belongs to us. And you belong to me and my people. My name is Madame Zhao. I am the representative of the Eastern Administrative Authority here in London .”

The words hit the hall like a blow. There was no attempt to sweeten the pill or to pull any punches. The women looked at each other and a low murmur broke out until silenced by angry Chinese shouting. One by one, names were read from a list. When called, each woman was ordered to walk to the dais, stand on the small white square marked at its centre, and have her “presentation” checked. When “Weston, Emily” was called, she hesitated for a fraction too long. A Chinese officer stepped forward at once, seized her by the upper arm, and propelled her towards the steps. The hall seemed to lengthen with every step she took. She stood on the square, the bright lights above her making her blink. The interpreter’s voice rang out:

“Emily Weston. Solicitor, Lincoln’s Inn. Former member of the Law Society of England and Wales.”

***
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A murmur from the rows behind her, perhaps some people recognised. She had been fairly high profile before the war. One of the government’s tame legal people always willing to make her opinions heard on the media. From the side of the dais, a girl stepped forward. Seventeen at most, in a tailored black skirt and crisp white blouse with a neat crimson tie, her glossy hair falling perfectly straight. Li Hua, the interpreter, a member of the Youth Cadre according to her age and her armband. Li Hua circled Emily like a cat. Her English was perfect.

“Stand straight. Hands behind your back.”

Emily obeyed, her fingers locking together. The girl’s inspection began at her shoes. A faint nudge with the toe of her own shoe.

“Shiny. Good.”

Then the socks, pulled to the knee but not perfectly aligned. A quick tug corrected that. The skirt, flattened with an almost proprietarily brush of the palm. The blouse, tugged smooth at the shoulders..

“Better. We like a high collar.”

Laughter rippled from the officers along the wall. Emily could feel her ears burning. When eventually Li Hua had finished her detailed, humiliating inspection came the oath. Madame Zhao read the lines in Mandarin; Emily was to repeat them. The words were alien in her mouth, each tone wrong, and each syllable suspect.

After Emily’s second mistake, Li Hua’s palm shot our and cracked against her cheek.

“Again.”

By the fifth mistake, Emily’s eyes were watering, not just from the sting, but from the knowledge that every person in the room was watching her falter, stumble, and try again. And that this young, attractive-looking girl in front of her seemed to be taking a great deal of pleasure from her debasement. When she finally completed it without error, Madame Zhao inclined her head and spoke. Li Hua translated seamlessly for her.

“Better. Tomorrow you will serve in the public view. Tomorrow morning you will be brought back to this place and work appropriate to your status will be provided.”

She was dismissed with a flick of the hand. Emily walked back to her place in the row, her tie still biting at her throat, her face hot. She kept her chin up, because that was the only way to hide the fact that her lip was trembling. From the dais, Madame Zhao was already watching the next woman, her hands folded neatly, her eyes unreadable. Beside her, Li Hua smirked and whispered something in Mandarin that made the older woman laugh softly.

***
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Dawn in London had always been grey, but now it was grey under foreign banners.
The red white and gold standard of the Eastern Administrative Authority hung above the former Westminster Council Hall, its silken folds rippling faintly in the chill air. Below it, two black-uniformed guards stood on either side of the main doors, rifles slung but eyes sharp. Emily Weston arrived exactly at 06:45, as ordered. She had not been given the choice to be late. The officer at her lodging block had been waiting in the corridor when she emerged, dressed neatly in her Correction Girl uniform. The walk across the city, flanked by two other Correction Girls from Emily’s dormitory and a tall, silent female escort, had been brisk, every click of her shoes on the wet pavement an unpleasant reminder of where she was going.
The uniform had been worn for less than twenty-four hours and already it felt like a second skin she could not shed. The blouse was as stiff as yesterday, the collar pressing close against her throat. Her tie had been pulled up so firmly that she could feel the knot every time she swallowed. The skirt was short enough that the morning breeze toyed with its hem, and she had caught more than one passer-by glancing at her legs. Only weeks ago she had walked this very same route in her office finery, silk blouse, expensive woollen skirt, stockings and glossy high heels. The contrast was jarring, and a reminder as if she needed it, just how her situation, and thousands of other people like her, had changed so suddenly.

On the steps, Li Hua was waiting. She wore her black jacket buttoned to the throat against the cool of the morning, her hands behind her back and her eyes bright with amusement.

“You will begin here,” Li Hua told her. “From top step to bottom. Every edge, every corner. When you finish, you will begin again.”

She gestured to the broom propped against the wall. It was old-fashioned, wooden handle, stiff bristles, deliberately so, Emily thought. There were no mechanical sweepers for women like her. Doubtless there were several machines in the building to use to do this sort of mundane work, but clearly that wasn’t the point of this particular exercise. The point was the deliberate public shaming of her and her fellow Correction Girls. Li Hua stepped forward.

“Hands behind your back.”

Emily obeyed. The girl inspected her uniform again.

“Better. We like the people to see you neat. Now that you work for us your appearance must always be immaculate and be seen by the workers to be immaculate”

Emily only half absorbed the suggestion that she, a respected solicitor wasn’t considered “a worker” in the eyes of her new Chinese masters. Then the broom was placed in her hands. She began to sweep. At first it was just the scrape of bristles over stone, but soon there were footsteps on the pavement. London was waking. Workers passed by, some glancing quickly away, others slowing to look. A pair of young men laughed openly. An older woman shook her head. Every time Emily’s pace slowed, Li Hua’s voice came, low but cutting:

“Faster, Weston. Do you want to be here until nightfall?”

***
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By 08:00, the pavement was crowded. A city bus passed, passengers peering out at the sight: a British woman in her thirties and wearing a short skirt and striped school tie sweeping the steps of the occupiers’ headquarters. Several phones were raised. Someone whistled. There was Emily realised a distinct lack of support for her and the others carefully sweeping the imposing concrete steps that led up to the building. 

When a gust of wind caught the hem of her skirt, she instinctively reached to hold it down. But a guard simply took a hold of her hand and then wagged a finger in her face. The implication was clear, she was there to brush and not to fiddle with her embarrassingly short tartan skirt. Emily’s eyes fastened briefly at the cane carried attached to the guard’s leather belt and took a firmer hold of the brush. The lithe looking cane clearly wasn’t being carried as an ornament.

The humiliation deepened with each passer-by. She kept her chin up, as ordered,  but she could feel the heat in her cheeks. At 09:15, a small group of Chinese schoolchildren paused at the bottom step. Their teacher, a young woman in a black skirt suit, exchanged a few quiet words with them in Mandarin. The children giggled, a girl pointed and then one boy called out something that made the rest of them laugh

By noon, her shoulders ached, her hands were raw from the broom handle, and the humiliation had settled into a dull, constant weight inside her. She had become part of the scenery: the occupied city’s morning ritual. And not one person had tried to intervene on her behalf Emily was increasingly aware that in the eyes of the city, she was no longer a solicitor, no longer a professional, no longer anything but a correction girl.
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Chapter 3
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Charlotte Hulme read and re-read the small manual that she’d been given along with her  uniform that morning.

A correction Girl is a British woman placed under the Cultural Correction Programme (CCP), instituted by the Eastern Administrative Authority to "re-educate, discipline, and rehabilitate" members of the former UK’s professional, managerial, or intellectual classes who are deemed resistant, disrespectful, or ideologically unsuitable.

Who it applies to

	Former professionals: solicitors, teachers, managers, civil servants, journalists for example.

	University graduates suspected of "anti-authority tendencies."

	Any British woman who shows “incorrect attitude” during registration, public questioning, or interactions with Chinese officials.

	Women reported by neighbours or colleagues for “subversive talk” or “uncooperative behaviour.”


Purpose of the Term

	The label is designed to strip away all adult dignity, replacing professional or social identity with one implying childishness, dependency, and submission.

	The occupiers never use the woman’s former title (Doctor, Ms, Mrs, Professor). In official documents and in speech, she is referred to solely as “Correction Girl [Surname]” ...  or just “girl” to her face.


Uniform & Presentation

	Correction Girls must wear the issued uniform: 	Starched white blouse, buttoned to the throat.

	Broad striped tie, always tightly knotted in a colour suitable for that girl’s occupation.

	Short pleated skirt (above the knee) in a colour suitable for that girl’s occupation.

	White knee socks and polished black shoes.



	Hair must be kept neat and tied back if long. Makeup is forbidden.

	All items are inspected daily; any imperfection results in punishment or public humiliation.


Status & Restrictions

	Correction Girls are not permitted to hold paid employment outside their assigned “service duties.”

	They are under curfew and must report to a supervising officer daily.

	They may be ordered into public service (e.g., street cleaning, errand-running) or indoor service (e.g., waiting on officers, menial clerical work) at any time.

	Any member of the occupying authority, no matter their age or status has the right to correct, inspect, or discipline a Correction Girl in public or private.


Cultural Function

	They are both a labour force and a living propaganda display: an example of Western arrogance humbled.

	Their presence in the streets, neat and uniformed, reinforces the occupation’s message that Britain’s former middle class is now obedient, subordinate, and stripped of privilege.


The thing about the Chinese, Charlotte realised was that they didn’t attempt to cloak language or disguise it beneath a welter of jargon. Not only was the information clear and concise and the instructions unambiguous, but they’d also explained just why the idea of the Correction Girls was being implemented. There was no discussion or self-justification, the phrase the occupation’s message that Britain’s former middle class is now obedient, subordinate, and stripped of privilege, was clear for all to see.

And the British middle classes, particularly the female ones had certainly been stripped of privilege, Charlotte could personally vouch for that. Before the war and the subsequent crushing defeat she’d been a very well paid business consultant, using her degree from Cambridge to carefully explain to a succession of mainly male business owners why their ideas were nonsense. Not that she’d ever owned or run any sort of business, but one did develop a knack for explaining theory to the uneducated.

So when the reorganisation had come she’d been reclassified as “dispensable: reassign to clerical work” which had first shocked her before making her cry a little. “Dispensable”? What on earth did the uncivilised little people mean? She was clearly an important part of the business community and didn’t hesitate in telling them in her cut-glass middle class accent. She was so furious she may well have referred to the two Chinese interviewers  as savages. Unfortunately one of them, the short male in round spectacles spoke very good English.

Immediately he called for the guards and almost before she knew it Charlotte was hauled over a desk, her designer skirt lifted, her knickers pulled down to her knees and a cane applied to her bare backside in quite a ferocious manner while she howled and screamed and pleaded for mercy. That incident, she couldn’t help but think, was a major factor in her re-assignment. No more London bright lights and corporate expenses. Now she worked in the secretarial pool in a factory so far up North that she could barely decipher their broad accents.

The majority of her new colleagues were Asians, poor, ill-educated immigrants from Bangladesh and Pakistan she later discovered. But the new management team was predominantly Chinese. Charlotte, as befitting her status as a Correction Girl, was employed to simply type on a manual typewriter or sometimes write by hand just some of the many thousands of transactions that the company undertook on a monthly basis. There were six of them, all white, all former professionals who worked side by side in the stuffy room at the top of the factory.
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All were dressed in the humiliating white shirt, green and yellow striped ties and short grey skirts which were a Correction Girl’s natural uniform as far as the new Chinese owners of the factory seemed to be concerned. It was worn every day, formally and immaculately never a button unfastened or a tie loosened, no matter what the weather or occasion or the time of day. The six women, aged between 21 and 40 years old were simply put to work every morning apart from Sunday which was their one day off a week.

Work started at 7.30 without fail. Lateness was recorded and the offender publicly punished on the factory floor as both a sort of entertainment and a warning regarding timekeeping. Lunch was for thirty minutes starting at 12.30 and not for a minute longer. Lateness, even by a few seconds was punished in a similar way, usually being sprawled over a low bench, skirt up, knickers down and a thick leather belt applied mercilessly to delicate, pale British backsides.

The afternoon consisted of another five hours of tedium until 6pm, although at least once a week that time was extended if the factory was busy or the Chinese management team decided to work on until the job was done. Toilet breaks involved the Correction Girls having to raise their hands to ask permission to use the bathroom and then been given a large, noticeable key to carry so that all the workers could see where they were going and what they needed to do. Once again time was limited so they had to explain exactly why they were going to the bathroom to a smirking Pakistani gentleman so that he could apportion the right amount of time for them to do their business.

Corporal punishment was common for even the most trivial of reasons. Having been there a month, Charlotte was now well over the shame and the tears of having to lower her own panties and bend over a desk or a chair or even someone’s knee to be spanked or leathered or caned. That didn’t make the pain and the shame any easier to bear, it just made it more acceptable in a way. All the Correction Girls were subjected to the same humiliations on virtually a daily basis so they were in a sense bound together by that. Although in their hearts they knew that they were being made an example of Western arrogance humbled.
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Chapter 4
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By now, the Correction Girls working in the Hall of Correction  knew that when Stephen called a name, it could mean the difference between an easy day in the office and a miserable one in the yard. He made sure they all understood that. That morning, three were lined up in the corridor outside his office, including Weston and the new girl among them. All four stood neat and silent, hands clasped behind their backs, ties tight, eyes lowered. Exactly as described in the manual.

Stephen stepped out, holding a slip of paper. He let his gaze travel slowly down the line, stopping a fraction too long on the new girl, Amanda Elliot. The term “girl” was particularly inappropriate considering her age. She was older than the others, perhaps mid-forties, and a former doctor according to her file. Her uniform was immaculate, but he had noticed yesterday that her socks had slipped slightly during inspection. He hadn’t said anything at the time. Now seemed better.

“Elliot.”

Her head came up a fraction.

“Yes, sir.”

She’d learned that much respect at least. He studied her tie for a moment, and then shook his head as if disappointed.

“Your presentation is never quite right. Yesterday it was your tie. Today,” he reached forward and lightly slapped her left thigh. It’s your socks. Don’t you have any pride in your appearance?” He asked rhetorically. “It’s becoming increasingly apparent to me that you’re clearly not office material.”

A pause, just long enough for the others to feel the tension.

“Report to the yard supervisor. You’ll be on labour duty for today at least.”

Her face paled, but she kept her voice steady.

“Yes, sir.”

She turned and walked quickly down the corridor. The others remained, motionless, the lesson sinking in. Their decidedly unimpressive little boss and his wispy, inconclusive attempt to disguise his early onset of baldness had just sent a doctor from the bureaucratic over-disciplined but relatively safe environment of an office out to do hard, manual labour in the rain. Stephen looked at them both, and then smiled faintly.

“You see how simple it is? Standards are everything. Keep your socks high and you’ll stay where you are. Slip, even once, and you’ll be hauling stone with the rest of them.”

He let that hang in the air before flicking the paper in his hand.

“Macpherson, take these files to Madame Zhao. Weston wait inside.”

As Macpherson moved off, Stephen caught the flicker of relief in her eyes, relief that this time it hadn’t been her exiled into the yard. Exactly the effect he wanted. The girls needed to know exactly who had the power in her world now.
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The yard was nothing like the polished corridors of the Administrative Hall.
It was raw concrete, chain-link fences, the stink of wet earth and coal smoke. Correction Girls assigned here were stripped of the relative dignity of office or domestic duties; they became labourers, overseen by guards in black uniforms who barked orders in clipped Mandarin and English. Amanda Elliot had been a doctor once, a consultant in fact. She had worn her white coat with pride, lectured junior staff with calm authority, written her name on prescriptions with a flourish that meant trust.
Now, at forty-five, she stood in the yard in the same short, pleated skirt and striped tie as girls half her age, her collar stiff against her throat, the silver Correction Girl badge gleaming on her chest. The work was arduous to say the least. Wheelbarrows of stone and rubble to be hauled from one end of the yard to the other. The loads were deliberately heavy, the distance deliberately long. The guards watched with folded arms, correcting only when someone faltered.

“Faster, girl.”

“Straight back. Chin up.”

When her barrow tipped on a rough patch of ground, scattering stone across the concrete, one of the guards strode forward. A young woman, perhaps no older than twenty, her uniform immaculate, her voice sharp.

“On your knees.”

Ellison obeyed instantly, dropping to the cold ground, gathering each stone back into the barrow with her bare hands. The guard nudged her with the toe of her boot.

“Count them. Out loud.”

“One... two... three...”

By the time she reached twelve, her throat was tight, her voice hoarse. The guard only smiled faintly.

“Next time, you count them twice.”

The rest of the day was no easier. Buckets of water from the pump to the far end of the yard. Heavy sacks lifted onto shelves that were deliberately too high. Each task an exercise in humiliation: forcing women who had once been surgeons, lawyers, civil servants into silent, sweating submission. At midday, they were given broth,  thinner than in the Hall despite the physical demands of manual labour, nothing but cloudy liquid and two small slices of bread. Amanda like all the others ate standing, bowl in hand, watched by the guards.

By evening, her legs trembled with every step, her tie soaked through with sweat, collar rubbing raw at the edges. When the whistle finally blew, she lined up with the others, hands clasped behind her back, chin forced high no matter how much she wanted to bow her head. The guard walked the line, stopping briefly before her. A finger slid under the knot of her tie, tugging it sharply upward so that their eyes were inches apart

“You work harder in future or you go back to counting stones.”

Dr Amanda Elliot didn’t speak. She only swallowed hard against the fabric biting at her throat, the taste of dust and humiliation thick in her mouth. And all the while, at the back of her mind, one bitter thought pulsed again and again: Stephen Cooper did this to me. That boy who would never have dared look me in the eye before the war.
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By sheer chance, and right at that very moment, Stephen Cooper was thinking about Amanda Elliot. She was just his type, still attractive for an older woman, very well-spoken and, best of all, still carrying traces of her overweening arrogance and entitlement. The perfect middle class woman to humiliate and to grind down. He gasped slightly. While he was waiting for the main course so to speak to return from her physical duties he was using Emily Weston’s velveteen  mouth to slowly slide his swollen cock in and out of while he considered just some of the many indignities he was going to put Dr Elliot through
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Chapter 5
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When the war ended, Alice Morton had imagined she might keep her job. She had been a live-in housekeeper for a retired British judge and his wife in Hampstead for six years; surely the new rulers would overlook her. They didn’t. The judge was removed to a “residential supervision facility” within a week and his wife was given a one-way pass to a relocation zone in Devon. And Alice,  single, 37 with “no dependent value,” was sent to the Employment Reallocation Office for assignment.

Her new posting was delivered in a slim red envelope: Domestic Service Licence 214/13 Placement: Yang Residence, West Kensington.

She arrived at the tall, white-fronted house on a wet Tuesday afternoon. The gates opened without a word from the uniformed guard and the front door at the end of the gravel drive was answered by a woman in her thirties, slim and severe, wearing a fitted black dress and the crimson sash of the EAA Household Directorate.

“You will call me Madame Lin,” she said without looking up from her clipboard. “Shoes off. You will wear what is issued. Follow.”

The uniform was waiting in a small changing room off the kitchen. It consisted of a  starched white blouse, buttoned to the throat and at her wrists, a black tie with a small silver badge at the knot marked DS for Domestic Service. A short black skirt, hemmed to mid-thigh, black stockings and polished black shoes, a narrow white apron, pressed flat and spotless and two pieces of utilitarian white underwear, a bra and knickers.

Alice changed under the impassive gaze of a younger Chinese maid, who handed her each item in silence, adjusting the tie herself with a sharp upward tug.

“Always tight. Madame Lin will check. Always tight,” she said in the sing-song accent affected by most young Chinese women.

Her duties were explained in clipped tones: morning tea to the master and mistress, floor sweeping, table service for meals, laundry. She was to keep her eyes lowered unless spoken to. Any lapse in presentation,  a loose tie, a scuffed shoe, a crooked seam on her stockings,  would result in “correction.” Her first encounter with the master came that evening. Mr Yang was in his study, a high-ceilinged room lined with books in Mandarin and English. When Alice entered with the tea tray, he looked her over slowly, from shoes to hair, before speaking.

“Morton?”

“Yes, sir.”

“No. Say it properly.”

She hesitated, then:

“Yes, Master.”

His mouth curved slightly.

“Better.”

As she set down the cup, his hand reached out, catching the knot of her tie between thumb and forefinger. He drew it up until the collar bit at her neck and examined her closely, his eyes inches from her. Alice could smell his rancid breath. A few seconds later he licked her face. Alice recoiled automatically, nobody had ever done that before and certainly not an ugly little Chinese man like Mr Yang. Seconds later he slapped her full in the face almost spinning her off her feet with the force of the blow.

Alice gasped and held her face, the shock of it had momentarily stunned her. She looked up at him tearfully as he moved purposefully towards her. But suddenly a high-pitched indecipherable twittering and the click of heels on the wooden floor heralded the arrival of what presumably was Mrs Yang accompanied closely by her own maid, a pretty blonde-haired teenager dressed in what looked more like a stylised school uniform that a servant’s customary black tie. And, as if to confirm their respective positions in the household, Mrs Yang held two leads, one in each hand. At the end of one was some hairy little hound, at the end of the other was Carolyn, her ladies maid, attached at the collar by a silver chain.

Mrs Yang said something to her husband who said replied without turning his head or taking is eyes away from Alice.

“My wife wants to know why you are on the floor and that you should get up because you’re making the living room look untidy.”

Alice thankfully scrambled to her feet brushing at her apron as she did so.

“My wife is very pretty but very stupid. She doesn’t understand one word of English and she believes me implicitly. If I were to tell her that you’d flaunted yourself in front of me, exposed yourself to me perhaps then she’d beg me earnestly to have you taken out into the garden and whipped like he white bitch that I believe you are.”

Alice felt her stomach tighten and contract as she looked at him uncomprehendingly.

“You don’t believe me perhaps? Do you want me to convince my wife that this young woman who serves her has been rude in some way. She’s the youngest daughter of a duchess by the way, but I could cane her here and now until she bleeds, with my wife’s blessing.”

Alice hurriedly shook her head glancing over at the flushed face of the pretty girl attached to the dog lead who surely wasn’t much older than 18.

“No, please...surely that’s not necessary. I...I apologise.”

“On your knees...get down on your knees and crawl over to me and then kiss the tips of my shoes. Now, girl!”

Shocked and confused, Alice did as she was told. From above her she heard the man speak and then his wife’s irritating, tinkling response. The man reached down and patted her head.

“I’ve just told her that I’m teaching my new doggie some tricks. She liked that, could you tell? She’s an idiot of course, but an idiot with a very rich father and incidentally she’s a great fuck as well. You’re going to have to try very hard to surpass that, Morton, aren’t you?”

He asked tugging painfully on her ear. She felt her face warm, but said only:

“Yes, Master.”

At that moment Madame Lin appeared in the doorway then, 

“She will be ready for inspection at seven every morning. Apron starched. Tie tight. Hair neat. Any failure will be reported.”

Alice was dismissed without further word. That night, alone in the small attic room that had been assigned to her, she realised she had not sat down once since she arrived. The uniform hung on the back of the chair, the tie draped neatly over the hanger,  waiting for the morning inspection. Waiting for an introduction to real drudgery and who knew what else?
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When the alarm on the wall buzzed insistently at 5:45. Alice was already awake.
She had barely slept in the narrow attic bed, the sound of the rain on the roof tiles mixing with the dull ache in her feet from the previous evening. She got up and dressed quickly. The uniform had been ironed the night before under the watchful eye of the younger Chinese maid, Li Fang, who seemed to take quiet satisfaction in pointing out any missed crease. Blouse first, stiff from starch, collar biting slightly when she fastened the top button. Then the black skirt, shorter than she liked, the hem brushing her upper thighs when she moved. Socks folded neatly at the ankle and then her shiny, low-heeled black shoes.
The tie came next. She hadn’t worn a tie for many years, but she knew how much the Chinese valued neatness, conformity and dressing respectfully. With a certain amount of difficulty she centred the knot, pulled it tight until the collar pressed firmly against her neck, and then tightened it again, just to be sure. The silver DS badge gleamed dully in the dim light. Finally she tied the crisp white apron, the starched folds falling perfectly straight.

At exactly 6:00, she stood at the top of the service stairs, hands clasped behind her back. Li Fang appeared, already in uniform, her own tie immaculately tight.

“Inspection,” she said simply, and led the way down.

Madame Lin was waiting in the kitchen, a clipboard in one hand. She didn’t look up immediately, letting Alice stand under her silence for a full twenty seconds before beginning.

“Shoes.”

Alice lifted each foot in turn. The soles had been scrubbed clean.

“Socks. Straight.”

A quick nod.

“Skirt. Hem level.”

Madame Lin smoothed it herself, fingers brushing deliberately against Alice’s thigh before moving on.

“Tie.”

Her hand closed around the knot and gave it a sharp upward tug. Alice’s chin rose involuntarily.

“Better. Remember this height. The master does not like a loose knot.”

She moved behind Alice, checking the apron ties, then stepped back in front of her.

“Turn.”

Alice obeyed, pivoting slowly.

“Presentation: acceptable,” Lin said at last. “Serve tea to the master in the study. Address him as ‘Master.’ Do not speak otherwise. When you return, you will clean the downstairs lavatory.”

As Alice lifted the tea tray, Lin added, without looking up from her clipboard:

“The young master will be at breakfast later. He is to be treated with the same respect as his father. If he asks for something, you fetch it. Immediately. Understood?”

“Yes, Madame.”

The study door was already open when she arrived. Mr Zhao sat at his desk, reading a newspaper in Mandarin. Without lowering it, he gestured towards the table at his side. Alice set the cup down carefully.

“Morton,” he said.

“Yes, Master.”

The paper rustled as he folded it aside. His eyes moved over her, pausing briefly at the knot of her tie.

“Tighter than yesterday. Good.”

He reached out, not to adjust it, but to run a finger around the inside of the collar, checking for slack. Satisfied, he leaned back.

“You may go.”

By the time she reached the kitchen again, Li Fang was waiting with a bucket and brush.

“Lavatory. And don’t get water on your apron.”

Alice bent to lift the bucket. The knot of her tie pressed hard against her throat. She found herself adjusting her posture, not to be more comfortable, but because she imagined Madame Lin or the master watching.
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Chapter 6


[image: ]


The morning began not with a bell but with the sharp rap of a gloved hand against Emily’s door. She was already awake. Few had slept. The thin mattress, the draught through the barred window, the suffocating awareness of what awaited her, none of it had allowed rest.

“Up. Uniform inspection.”

The officer’s English was clipped, practiced. Emily rose, smoothed the plain white cotton of her State approved nightdress with fingers that still stung from yesterday’s broom, and opened the door. The Chinese woman in her smart uniform, cane tucked neatly under her arm and eyed her contemptuously. 

“Get dressed Correction Girl, you work again today. Very humiliating” She said with a slight smirk. A hand gripped her chin, tilting her face to the light. The officer’s nails were neat, lacquered crimson. “You will report to the Hall of Correction. Public duty again.”

The Hall of Correction was busier that morning. Traders rolled their barrows across Parliament Square, cyclists streamed past in the grey dawn; buses shuddered to a halt at the stop opposite. And there, as if part of the scenery, the correction women took their places at the foot of the steps. Emily expected the broom. Instead, Li Hua waited for her, smiling faintly.

“Today you serve differently, much more easy work” The girl said in her perfect, barely accented English.  “You will hand out notices. You will stand here,” a precise point at the top of the steps was indicated, “and when instructed, you will give the paper to anyone I choose. You will say the words exactly as I tell you. Nothing more. Do you understand?”

Emily’s throat tightened with nerves.

“Yes,” she whispered.

The slap to her left cheek was immediate, the report echoing a little.

“Yes what?” 

Demanded the deceptively frail-looking young woman. Heat rushed to Emily’s pale cheeks.

“Yes, Miss.”

Li Hua’s smirk broadened.

“Good girl.”

The notices were propaganda, printed on heavy paper, stamped with the crimson seal of the Authority. Each one bore Mandarin characters with a smaller English translation beneath: Order. Discipline. Renewal. Emily held the stack with trembling fingers as the morning rush thickened.

“Now,” Li Hua said softly, pointing at a man in a pinstripe suit who mounted the steps two at a time. “Give him one.”

Emily stepped forward, heart hammering. She held out the paper with both hands as she had been shown. “For you, sir. By order of the Authority.” The words felt like ash in her mouth.

The man’s eyes flicked from the leaflet to her tie, her blouse, and her trembling lips. Then he laughed, short, contemptuous, and snatched the paper from her hand before striding away. Behind her, Li Hua’s voice purred approval.

“Again.”

And so it went. A young mother with a pram who looked at her with open disgust. A pair of apprentices who smirked and nudged each other as she stammered through the formula. A grey-haired civil servant who refused the paper outright, forcing Emily to repeat the words twice more until, with a snap of the fingers from Li Hua, two guards stepped forward and pressed the leaflet into his pocket themselves.

Every mistake, every hesitation, was punished at once. A sharp tug at her collar that made her gasp. A flat slap against her wrist that left the skin red. By mid-morning, Emily’s voice was hoarse, her cheeks raw with shame. At noon, Madame Zhao herself appeared at the head of the steps. The crowd thickened instantly, curious eyes turning to the crimson sash that cut across her uniform. She surveyed the scene with the calm of someone accustomed to absolute obedience. Then her gaze settled on Emily.

“You!” The imperious woman’s voice rang out, but the tilt of Zhao’s chin left no doubt.

Emily dropped the stack of papers in her panic, scrambled to gather them, and hurried forward to stand where Zhao indicated. She stood on the topmost step, hands trembling as she offered the notices with all the stiff formality she could muster. Zhao descended a single step, reached out, and adjusted Emily’s knot herself, tightening it until tears pricked Emily’s eyes.

“She will remain here,” Zhao said simply. “Visible. A reminder.”

The crowd murmured. Emily stood frozen, her tie choking, her arms aching beneath the weight of the leaflets. She knew now what she was: not a solicitor, not a professional, but a lesson. And the city was being taught. By the afternoon, Emily knew the rhythm. Stand ramrod stiff and try desperately to ignore the looks of scorn or derision or, what was worse, the looks of  sympathy. Today there was a crowd already gathered when she arrived. Commuters paused, their phones held openly aloft. Chinese officers in black uniforms stood in a row, faces expressionless. A podium had been erected at the foot of the steps.

Li Hua was waiting for her, immaculate as ever in her crisp blouse and crimson tie, her glossy hair shining in the thin sun. She smiled faintly as Emily was positioned on the top step.

“Now you will stand here until dismissed, still, chin high, hands behind your back. And the people will look.”

Emily’s stomach knotted. She wanted to protest, to beg to be allowed to work, to move, to do something, but she had already learned the price of hesitation. She obeyed, locking her hands together at the small of her back, her shoulders square. The city flowed around her. Office workers in smart coats. Schoolchildren in tidy uniforms. Tourists with cameras. All of them looked. Some laughed. Some pointed. A group of young women in business suits passed close enough that Emily heard one murmur, 

“Used to be one of us, I think.” 

The reply was a snigger: 

“Not anymore.”

By mid-afternoon, her legs ached from standing. The collar cut at her throat. Sweat gathered beneath the stiff fabric of her blouse. The pleats of her short tartan skirt swayed in the wind, and each time she instinctively twitched to hold it down, Li Hua’s voice came, low and sharp:

“Still. Hands behind your back.”

Suddenly the podium came alive again. Madame Zhao herself stepped forward, the crimson sash across her uniform vivid against the black. Li Hua raised her voice,

“Today the people will see discipline. Today they will see what happens when Correction Girls forget their place.”

The crowd hushed, looking around in anticipation to see who the Correction Girl in question was going to be. They didn’t have to wait long. Zhao gestured. Two guards seized Emily by the arms and marched her down the steps. Her shoes clattered against the stone. She was made to stand beside the podium, visible to all. Li Hua approached a slender cane in her hand. Emily’s blood ran cold.

“She was late to her duty yesterday,” the interpreter proclaimed. “She faltered in her words. She must learn.”

The crowd stirred. Some whispered. Some lifted their phones higher.

Li Hua’s English was soft, cruel. “Hands out, solicitor.”

Emily’s mouth opened in horror. 

“P–please, Miss...”

The cane twitched once, warning, inches from her face. She stammered, tears rising. Slowly, shamefully, she stretched her arms forward, palms up. Her lip trembled as the interpreter announced:

“Ten strokes.”

The first crack rang out like a pistol shot. Emily cried out, her body jerking, but the guards held her firm. The second fell, then the third, each sharp sting echoing across the square. Her palms reddened, her tears spilled. By the sixth she was sobbing aloud, her words broken, incoherent pleas in English that no one heeded. By the tenth she could barely hold her arms steady. The crowd had seen all they needed. Their faces showed amusement, curiosity, indifference, but not pity.

Emily was pushed back onto the steps, her hands raw, her cheeks streaked with tears. The crowd dispersed, but not before a dozen photos had been taken, a dozen glances exchanged. By evening, she knew the city would whisper about the solicitor, once of Lincoln’s Inn, now reduced to weeping under the cane on Westminster’s steps.
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Chapter 7
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The office floor had fallen into a hush the moment Stephen’s voice carried out across it. Everyone could hear the sharp exchange: his cold questions, her stuttering replies, the unmistakable crack of the cane. Each stroke drew a collective flinch from the typists and clerks at their desks, though none dared look directly. Instead, they bent closer to their work, eyes fixed on the pages before them, pens scratching with sudden diligence.

Only the bravest risked furtive glances. A young girl at the back,  barely out of school herself,  bit her lip as Melissa Harvey-Jones shrieked aloud under the third stroke. An older secretary, who had once been Melissa’s social equal, now smirked faintly as though grateful to see another Correction Girl that wasn’t herself suffering Mr Cooper’s wrath.

Even the guards at the door shifted their weight, their eyes narrowing in satisfaction as the tartan-skirted woman was bent over like a chastised child. They had seen this many times before, but it never lost its charge: a professional woman, educated, once proud,  now weeping openly as a British man enforced the Authority’s standard on her flesh. When at last Stephen dismissed her to the corner, sobbing and dishevelled, the silence was thick. Her presence there, red-eyed and trembling with her tie tied brutally high, was more eloquent than any lecture. Every woman in the room knew that it could just as easily have been them.

Zhao’s aide watched all of this with measured detachment. His approving glance toward Stephen was subtle, but the meaning clear: here was a British officer who understood the programme. Not just private discipline, but public. Not just correction, but correction performed for an audience. He had reinforced the lesson not only for the wretched Correction Girl but for every pair of eyes that had dared to witness it. And so, for the rest of the morning, the clack of typewriters and rustle of papers filled the hall,  sharper, brisker, more desperate than before. The whole office worked under the shadow of one woman’s sobs, each stroke still ringing in memory.

The office hummed faintly again once Harvey-Jones had been sent to stand weeping by the cabinet, but the sound was brittle. Everyone wrote harder, typed faster, shoulders tight. And yet, beneath the surface, their private feelings churned. Some felt relief. They had seen Stephen’s eye sweep the room before fixing on Harvey-Jones. It might easily have been them. More than one woman silently thanked fate for sparing her,  even as she promised herself, with clenched jaw, that her tie would never, ever slip a fraction below the collar bone.

But stronger still was fear. The cane’s whistle through the air had lodged in every ear. The sight of Melissa’s schoolgirl tartan,  the wetness on her cheeks as she took her folder back with trembling hands,  all of it painted a picture they could not forget. Each woman saw a reflection of herself in her, and each knew there would be no defence if her own turn came. Even the men were not untouched. A handful of clerks shifted uncomfortably in their seats, caught between disgust and fascination. One or two smiled thinly, as though enjoying the spectacle of a woman put in her place at last. Another man looked away, ashamed at the flicker of pleasure he felt, and more ashamed still that he did not dare to help.

***
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All the while, Zhao’s aide watched with cool calculation. He did not need to hear the private thoughts of the workers; their bowed heads, rigid collars, and frightened efficiency spoke loudly enough. Authority had been demonstrated, and the room itself seemed more tightly wound than before, like a string pulled taut. And so Harvey-Jones stood silently, her swollen eyes fixed on the floor, and served as a warning to every pair of eyes around her: obedience bought safety, and safety was all they could hope for now.

By the time noon came, the mood of the office had hardened into something sharper, more brittle. No one dared a word of complaint, no one left a line of text uncorrected. Even the smallest details,  pens aligned, paper immediately and correctly filed seemed suddenly more urgent. Stephen watched it all from his desk with quiet satisfaction. The point had been made. Standards could be imposed, and when imposed they were obeyed. Which had the effect of making his office work more efficiently, and of course raising his own personal standing with his Chinese masters.

That was when one of  Zhao’s aide finally stepped over, the soft click of his polished shoes was enough to still the room. He paused before Stephen’s desk, glancing once at the still-sobbing figure by the cabinet. Then, with deliberate formality, he inclined his head.

“You have a keen eye,” he said in accented English. “And you do not hesitate to act.” His gaze flicked to the cane resting on the desk. “This is exactly what is required. Too many Englishmen lack the resolve.”

Stephen rose slightly in his chair, the barest nod of acknowledgement, though his chest warmed at the recognition. The aide continued:

“Madame Zhao will be informed of your diligence. There are positions opening above this hall,  positions for men who enforce, who make examples. Do you understand?”

“I do, sir.”

The aide’s eyes lingered a moment longer, measuring, then he placed a neat envelope upon the blotter. The red wax seal bore the Authority’s crest. “A token. Your ration allocation has been increased. And a small stipend besides. You will find loyalty and discipline are noticed here.”

He turned on his heel, leaving Stephen to break the seal with deliberate calm. Inside was confirmation: extra meat and tobacco, privileges few Englishmen now enjoyed. The murmurs that rippled through the office as the envelope was glimpsed were swiftly silenced by Stephen’s cold glance. Across the room, Harvey-Jones shifted miserably in the corner. She had been punished and humiliated,  Stephen had been rewarded and raised. The contrast could not have been starker, nor the lesson clearer.

For the workers, it was terrifying. For Stephen, intoxicating.
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Chapter 8
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The clock had just struck eleven when the door opened. Silence fell in the room. Six typewriters halted mid-clatter, six pairs of hands froze above the keys. It was Inspector Chen,  not yet thirty, slim, immaculately dressed in his black jacket with crimson epaulettes and a tie fastened with the silver Authority crest. Charlotte had already noticed that he favoured her desk. He walked with deliberate slowness between the rows, clipboard under his arm, polished shoes striking the boards with a steady rhythm.

“Correction Girl Hulme,” he said at last, stopping just behind her shoulder. The title landed like a slap. “Stand.”

Charlotte rose immediately, her chair scraping back. She felt five pairs of eyes on her, though none dared raise their head. Chen circled her, once, like a magistrate about to deliver sentence. He tugged at the knot of her tie, not loosening it but forcing it higher, tighter, until the fabric cut against her throat. His face betrayed nothing.

“You were seen,” he said softly, “frowning during your work. Do you imagine that typing for the Authority is beneath you?”

Charlotte’s lips parted, her cheeks hot. “N–no, Inspector.”

“No?” He tilted his head. “Then why such expression? The manual,” he tapped his clipboard, “makes it clear. A Correction Girl must be meek, neat, and willing. Your expression was not meek. It was insolent.”

Her voice broke before the whole room.

“I–I apologise, Inspector. I didn’t mean...”

“Silence.” 

He snapped his fingers and one of the guards stepped forward with a thin bamboo cane, already polished from frequent use. Chen took it without looking. He pointed to the desk in the corner. 

“Bend. Hands flat. Let us show your work colleagues what becomes of incorrect attitudes.”

Charlotte felt her legs tremble. She walked stiffly to the desk, her pleated grey skirt swishing childishly against her thighs. Her palms spread flat on the scarred wood. She knew what was coming, but the humiliation was almost as bad as the pain,  five other women, her colleagues, her social equals, were watching her reduced to this. The first stroke landed sharp and fast, a crack that echoed in the high room. She gave a strangled cry. The second, harder, made her legs buckle. After the sixth, Chen laid the cane on the desk before her nose.

“Stand straight, Correction Girl Hulme. Button your blouse correctly and remember that your face belongs to the Authority, not to your private thoughts.”

Tears blurred her vision as she straightened, her collar cutting into the soft flesh of her neck. She dared not look at her colleagues.

“Back to work,”

Chen said, already turning for the door. The room filled again with the mechanical chatter of the archaic typewriters, but the rhythm was broken, uneven, as six pairs of hands trembled on the keys. By afternoon the whole factory knew that Charlotte Hulme had been caned. Word always spread quickly. The clerical pool was high above the main shop floor, but nothing stayed secret,  someone always lingered in the corridor long enough to hear the smacks and the cries.

When the six correction girls descended for their canteen break, trays balanced carefully in their hands, the eyes of the immigrant labourers followed them. Bangladeshi men in overalls, Pakistani women in hairnets, young Chinese supervisors in polished shoes,  all turned to look. It was not simply curiosity. It was the sight of once-proud, middle-class Englishwomen stripped of their old importance, paraded now as humbled servants of the Authority.

The Chinese management encouraged the stares. Posters on the canteen walls made the purpose explicit: “Western Arrogance Humbled — Correction Brings Harmony.” Below the slogan, a photograph showed a correction girl in uniform scrubbing a floor on her knees while a young Chinese boy watched with folded arms. The factory workers laughed openly. Some made cutting remarks in Urdu or Bengali, which Charlotte half-understood but fully felt. A few shouted “Sit straight, girl!” or “Tie tighter!” as the six of them shuffled past. None of it was punished,  indeed, it was expected. The humiliation was part of their new function.

Charlotte kept her eyes fixed on her plate, her cheeks burning crimson. Once, she had eaten in the boardrooms of London, explaining market strategy to men twice her age. Now she ate watery stew under the gaze of kitchen staff who sniggered into their aprons, and the Authority made no attempt to shield her. The worst, Charlotte thought, was not the cane itself. It was the way her punishment became public property, whispered in corridors and retold in the canteen as if it were entertainment. She was no longer a private citizen with dignity, but a living example, a propaganda trophy to be pointed at. And tomorrow, she knew, another inspection would come. Perhaps she would escape notice. Perhaps it would be one of the others. But someone always faltered, and the factory would always watch.

Charlotte returned to her desk with her head held as high as she dared. She told herself she would not slouch, would not cry again, would not give the room the satisfaction of seeing her break twice in one day. She had once been a consultant, after all,  she had advised men with money and power, men who listened when she spoke. Whereas Correction Girl Hulme was a role imposed, a costume she wore. Inside she was still Charlotte. Still Cambridge-educated. Still sharper than the dull-witted officials who barked their orders in broken English.

At least, that was what she repeated to herself.
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But her hands shook so violently she mistyped every third word. The page filled with smears of ink, and she had to pull it from the roller with clumsy fingers, crumple it into a ball, and reach for another. The noise drew glances. The other Correction Girls never spoke, but Charlotte felt them watching,  some with pity, others with thinly veiled relief that, for once, it wasn’t them under the cane. Her collar itched fiercely where Chen had tugged it up, the knot pressing against her throat so hard she could feel the pulse hammering beneath it. She wanted to tug it loose, just a fraction, the way she used to at school when a lesson grew too stuffy or dull as way of making her teacher aware of her dissatisfaction. But here, in this room, even though she was several years older than those far off days,  she just didn’t dare.

Her pride told her to sit straighter, to keep her chin lifted, to pretend nothing had happened. Yet every shift of her skirt reminded her of the heat burning across her backside, every step down the corridor of the stares and whispers in the canteen. And whenever she thought of the laughter,  the Bangladeshi men smirking, the Chinese officers nodding with satisfaction at her shame,  the tears started to well in her eyes again. She blinked hard, willing them away, but her vision blurred. When the guard passed through an hour later, Charlotte felt her whole body stiffen. She gripped the typewriter keys until her knuckles whitened, praying he would keep walking. He did, but not before pausing just long enough to run his finger along the edge of her collar, checking the starch, ensuring it still cut tight against her neck. She exhaled only when he left, trembling.

That night, lying in the correction dormitory, Charlotte whispered to herself that she was still someone. She was still intelligent, still educated, still above all this. But the truth was obvious even as she mouthed the words. Tomorrow she would rise with the others, button the same starched blouse, knot the same childish tie, and walk into the same factory where her punishment was already gossip on a dozen tongues. The more she tried to cling to pride, the more it slipped from her fingers. And in the silence of the dormitory, listening to the shallow breathing of the other women, Charlotte realised with a sickening lurch that perhaps her pride was exactly what they meant to destroy.
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Chapter 9
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The morning in the Yang residence began without incident. Alice passed Madame Lin’s inspection, her uniform and her crisp white apron both immaculate. The young master was absent from breakfast, away at school, and the house felt quieter for it. By mid-morning, Alice was in the dining room polishing the long walnut table. The mistress entered without warning, a slim crystal vase in her hands, accompanied by Madame Lin.

“Morton.”

Alice straightened instantly.

“Yes, Madame.”

Her young mistress set the vase in the centre of the table, her fingers lingering on the glass.

“Your mistress instructs you to take this to the drawing room when you have finished in ere. Do not spill. Do not smudge the glass.”

“Yes, Madame.”

Alice curtsied obediently as she was required to do, keeping her head down in order to avoid catching the eye of her young mistress. The order was simple enough, but Mistress Yang’s  gaze as she left lingered just a fraction too long, Alice couldn’t help but notice.

When the table gleamed to Lin’s satisfaction, she lifted the vase carefully, balancing its weight in both hands. The water inside shifted faintly as she moved through the doorway into the hall.

Li Fang was waiting there, leaning casually against the wall. Her eyes flicked to the vase.

“Mistress will be waiting.”

Alice continued past her, but in the narrow corridor just before the drawing room, Li Fang stepped in close. A sudden bump,  not enough to be violent, but enough to send a thin thread of water spilling over the rim. It slid down the glass in a slow, damning line.

Alice’s breath caught. She glanced back at Li Fang, who smiled without warmth.

“Better hurry, girl.”

In the drawing room, Mistress Yang was seated as before, a book in her lap. She looked up as Alice placed the vase on the table. Her eyes went immediately to the water mark running down the side. There was a sudden ominous silence. Then she closed the book and rang the little hand bell placed by her on the table. Madame Lin and Li Fang appeared simultaneously, the latter pulling the English girl, resplendent in her mock schoolgirl uniform along by her ear. The girl held a formidable looking wooden paddle in her right hand. Mistress Yang said something in Mandarin to Madame Lin who turned angrily towards Alice.

“You were given a task,” Madam Lin said, her voice low. “You were warned not to smudge the glass. And yet...”

Her fingers traced the damp streak on the vase.

“Kneel.”

The tiles were cold through the thin fabric of her skirt. Lin stood over her, hands folded.

“Explain.”

Alice swallowed.

“Mistress, I...Owwwwww”

Madame Lin’s palm crashed into the side of Alice’s cheek. The shock of the blow almost rolled her over from her kneeling position.

“You have no explanation. Only carelessness.” Said Madame Lin, angrily. “Your insolence reflects badly on me.”

Using her other hand, Madame Lin calmly slapped Alice again, ignoring her howls for mercy.

Li Fang stepped forward, knotting her fingers in the tie at Alice’s throat and pulling it up until she was forced to look directly into Mistress Yang’s eyes.

“Shall we remind her, mistress?” Li Fang asked softly in Mandarin

The diminutive Chinese woman nodded enthusiastically. Li Fang turned back to a distraught Alice.

“You’re going to get twenty, girl.  Count them.”

Li Fang indicated to the tearful blonde girl should hand her the paddle she was carrying. The first strike landed hard enough to jolt Alice forward on her knees; she steadied herself, voice shaking as she spoke the number. The next came slower, the pause between each one making her cheeks burn hotter. By the tenth, the back of her legs burned agonisingly. At twenty Li Fang stepped back.

“You will polish the vase again. And this time, you will do it on your knees.” Said Madame Lin, still clearly agitated at losing face in front of her young mistress.

“Y...yes, M...Mistress,” Alice managed to stutter well aware that the state she was in could be made very much worse if Mistress Yang or Madame Lin chose.

She rose stiffly, the tie still tight where Li Fang had set it. As she carried the vase away, she could hear the girl’s voice behind her,  calm, almost satisfied.

“You see, Lin? She’s becoming almost teachable.”
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The following morning, the house was back to its usual rhythm. Alice had passed Madame Lin’s inspection as the woman pulled and tweaked her already immaculate uniform. The welted heat from the day before was still there, faint beneath her skirt, but the fabric of the apron and blouse was as stiff and perfect as ever. The young master arrived home from school just after four. His bag was taken upstairs by Li Fang, leaving him free to stroll into the sunroom where Alice was laying out the tea things.

“I heard you were careless,” he said without greeting.

Alice kept her eyes lowered.

“Yes, young master.”

“With the vase?”

“Yes, young master.”

He stepped closer, picking up the sugar tongs and setting them down again with deliberate slowness.

“Did they correct you?”

“Yes, young master.”

“Show me where.”

The request,  or rather, the order,  was delivered so casually it took a moment to land. Her hands tightened behind her back.

“Young master...”

He didn’t raise his voice, but the pause between his words was enough.

“Show. Me.”

Alice turned slightly, enough for him to see the faint outline of yesterday’s marks above the thigh-length hem of her skirt. His gaze lingered, not hurried, before he stepped around to stand in front of her again.

He reached past her for the teacup on the tray.

“Pour.”

She did so carefully, aware that his gaze was fixed not on the tea but on the movement of her hands, the pull of the tie as she leaned forward.

“Better,” he said, sipping. “We’ll make a habit of checking you every day. I want to be sure the corrections are... lasting.”

He set the cup down, gave the knot of her tie one last upward pull, and walked away without another word. When Alice returned to the kitchen, Li Fang was there, polishing silver. She didn’t look up as she spoke.

“He’s like his father. They don’t forget a mistake.”
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The summons came through Li Fang, as always.

“Drawing room. Mistress and young master are both waiting. Bring the tea tray. And... be careful.”

Alice didn’t need the warning. She adjusted the knot of her tie one last time before lifting the polished tray and walking the corridor to the drawing room. The mistress was seated in her usual armchair by the window, black dress immaculate, crimson sash a diagonal slash of authority across her chest. The young master lounged on the sofa opposite, his school blazer open, tie perfectly knotted.

“Morton,” the boy said, eyes flicking over her. “Serve.”

Alice poured for the mistress first, then for the young master. His gaze never left her as she worked. Once done she stood subserviently by their side, head down and her hands folded in front of her. Her master and mistress spoke in Mandarin, the conversation light and domestic. From time to time, the young master would glance at her as if to ensure she hadn’t moved. Once, Mistress Yang reached out and smoothed Alice’s apron without looking at her, fingers brushing deliberately over the starched fabric. And then said something to her son

“My mother thinks that finally you are presentable enough to serve in front of guests,” he said. “You will remain so for dinner tonight. Our guests will expect the same standard.”

“Yes, young master.”

The boy smiled faintly.

“And I will check you again before they arrive.”

And despite her age and her fear of the Yangs, Alice Morton felt oddly pleased to have been praised by them. She was, she realised, coming to accept her place.
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Chapter 10


[image: ]


The sealed envelope had contained more than just ration slips and stipend papers. At the bottom, on a separate slip with the Authority’s red stamp, was a note written in Zhao’s aide’s careful hand:

“Permission granted: household service. Selection to be made within the fortnight. Report choice for confirmation.”

Stephen read it twice, hardly believing. A housemaid of his own. Not merely a servant, but one of the Correction Girls, reassigned into domestic bondage as reward for loyal officers. It was more than privilege. It was status. It meant he was no longer just enforcing in the office; he was trusted enough to carry the Authority’s discipline into his private life. A sign from his Chinese masters that he was becoming if not one of them, then a trusted accomplice.

That evening, as he walked back through the streets, the thought was almost intoxicating. Every woman in uniform, the starched blouses, the childish skirts, the ties knotted mercilessly high in the Chinese way, seemed suddenly available to his eye in a different way. Which of them might be standing in his kitchen soon? Which of them might be answering his door, bending meekly to pour his tea, her eyes downcast, her uniform and appearance dictated by him and him alone?

He remembered Harvey-Jones bent over the chair, her tartan skirt rising, her sobs filling the office. She had looked almost school girlish then,  proud solicitor reduced to blubbering girl. The idea that he might have one like her,  exactly like her, under his roof, trained to obey every domestic order, was really rather thrilling. In the office, the whispers had already begun. The men knew what such permission meant. The women, too. A ripple of new caution spread; every female glance seemed sharper, more nervous when Stephen passed. They understood: the man who had taken one of their own to pieces in front of them was now entitled to have another installed in his home.

At his desk the next morning, Zhao’s aide passed him without stopping, but there was a faint, knowing smile. Stephen knew what it meant: he had entered a new class of Authority men, the ones trusted not only to enforce standards at work, but to live them, breathe them, embody them in every corner of their lives. The question now was not whether he would choose a maid,  but which woman he would select for the honour of his personal supervision. The summons came two days later. A thin file slid across Stephen’s blotter with Zhao’s aide’s precise instruction: “Report to the Ministry Hall at fourteen-hundred. Selection will be made under supervision.”

When he arrived, he found a row of six women waiting in the anteroom, each standing stiffly at attention. They wore the same crisp white shirts, collars starched to an unyielding bite, and the similar ties although different colours to signify the department that they worked in.  striped ties pulled cruelly tight. Skirts differed too,  tartan for one, plain grey for another, navy pleats for a third,  chosen, it seemed, to exaggerate their helplessness. Their hands were clasped before them like schoolgirls awaiting an examination. The hall itself had been arranged for the ritual: a polished desk for the officer to sit at, a chair set deliberately in the centre of the room, and a clerk to take notes on the choices made. Overseeing it all was a silent Chinese matron in a black uniform, her crimson sash a reminder that this was an official proceeding, not a private indulgence.

Stephen took his seat. The matron gave a curt nod.

“Proceed.”

One by one, the women were called forward. Each had to step smartly to the chair, bow her head, and submit to a brief inspection from their potential new master. Stephen could feel his cock thicken just by doing this and then to testing their obedience with simple commands.

“Stand straighter. Hands behind your back. Look at me. Now look down. Repeat after me,  I will serve faithfully in my master’s house.”

The clerks scribbled everything, noting tone of voice, visible contrition, readiness to obey. A woman who hesitated was made to repeat the phrase until her voice cracked. One who answered too boldly had her tie twisted until she choked, tears springing to her eyes. Stephen found himself enjoying the ritual more than he had expected. Here was no need for pretence,  the process itself was designed to break them down, to show him who could be bent most easily into service. Their shame was deliberate, built into the procedure. Each curtsey, each bitten lip, each whisper of “yes, sir” was part of the Authority’s promise. These women were his to choose from, his to train further in his own home. When at last the line was finished, the matron asked him coldly, 

“You will make your selection now. Which of these women will enter your household as maid?”

Said the stern-faced matron as if sending a young woman into domestic semi-slavery was an everyday  occurrence as far as she was concerned. Which, Stephen considered later on, it probably was. He let his gaze sweep across the row, lingering on the lowered eyes, the heaving collars, the skirts pressed knife-sharp but quivering with nervousness. He savoured the silence, knowing each was praying please not me with a quiet desperation. Then, with deliberate calm, he raised his hand and pointed. His hand paused, then pointed not at Harvey-Jones but at the last in the row,  the youngest.

She was perhaps twenty, no more. Her pale hair was pulled back in a glossy braid, her skin unlined, her hands soft. Even in the uniform she seemed out of place, the cut of her shirt too fine for her narrow shoulders, as though she had not yet grown into the Authority’s harsh world. The pleated grey skirt she wore barely reached mid-thigh, and the white socks gleamed as though her mother had pressed them for her that very morning. The clerk announced her name without expression:

“Helena Fitzalan. Former undergraduate at St Hilda’s, Oxford. Daughter of Sir Peter Fitzalan, once Permanent Secretary at the Treasury.”

There was a faint stir in the room. A Fitzalan. One of them. Stephen studied her closely. Her  eyes betrayed her: wide, frightened, still carrying the entitlement of someone unused to consequence. He thought of the grand house she had grown up in, the governesses, the finishing schools, the silk blouses and horses. And now here she was, standing on trembling knees in a schoolgirl skirt, waiting to hear whether she would be chosen as maid in the home of an English collaborator.

“I’ll take her,” 

Stephen said evenly, trying to hide the excitement in his voice and pretending like the Chinese matron that this was just a normal transaction in his life. The matron inclined her head once. 

“Confirmed. She will be assigned to your residence within three days. Training will continue under your authority.”

The girl swallowed hard, her lips parting as though she might speak,  then thought better of it. She dropped into a neat curtsey, her cheeks flushed crimson, her eyes wet. Stephen noted it with quiet satisfaction. As the others were dismissed, Eleanor remained standing before him. The matron gestured coldly.

“You will kneel for your master as a sign of your acceptance of his authority over you.”

With a strangled breath, the girl sank to her knees on the polished floor, her pleated skirt spreading, her tie biting at her throat as her head bowed. The moment was everything the note in the envelope had promised. A child of privilege, now his maid. Stephen felt the weight of the Authority behind him,  and the thrill of its reward.
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The scullery smelled of neglect, a far cry from the bright, perfumed kitchens she had known as a girl. A bucket had been left waiting for her, brimming with lukewarm water, a stiff-bristled brush resting on the rim. Stephen leaned in the doorway, arms folded, watching. 

“On your knees, Fitzalan. Start with the tiles.”

Helena glanced at the brush as though it were some foreign object. Her hesitation was answer enough. She had never scrubbed a floor in her life.

“Kneel,” Stephen repeated, just a little more firmly.

She lowered herself slowly, wincing as the hard stone pressed through her thin skirt, the hem riding up until her pale thighs were bare above the white socks. She gripped the brush awkwardly, dipped it into the bucket, and pushed it across the tiles with uncertain, feeble strokes.

“Harder,” Stephen said. “Not like you’re stroking a dog. Put your weight into it.”

She tried again, this time pressing down until her wrist ached. The bristles squeaked, leaving a narrow streak of suds. A single line against the expanse of dirt.

“Pathetic. Faster!”

Helena’s cheeks flushed crimson. She pushed again and again, clumsy, her hair loosening from its braid to fall across her damp face. Soap splashed onto her blouse, leaving translucent patches that clung to the fabric. The starched collar cut at her throat each time she bent forward, the tie dragging taut as if mocking her clumsiness. Within minutes, her knees throbbed from the stone, her hands red from the bristles, her breath ragged. She tried to shift her weight for relief, but Stephen’s voice cut her short.

“Keep at it, girl. You’ll stay down there until I can see my reflection in that floor. Every inch.”

She bit her lip hard enough to taste blood, forcing herself to keep scrubbing. The humiliation was worse than the pain: she knew he was watching, judging every weak movement, every gasp of breath. She had been brought up to host teas, to write essays, to ride horses. And here she was, on her knees in a stranger’s kitchen, reduced to a clumsy maid with raw hands and wet eyes. When at last she dared glance up, Stephen’s expression did not soften. He merely tapped his foot against the stone.

“Faster, Fitzalan. Or shall I fetch the cane and remind you how I deal with lazy girls?”

Her brush squealed harder against the tiles, her shoulders shaking with each stroke. By the time Stephen called her from the scullery, her arms were trembling with exhaustion and her knees raw from the stone. She stood before him in the parlour, cheeks streaked from crying, tie still biting high at her throat. He glanced once at the tiles she had scrubbed, then back at her. 

“Better,” he said flatly. “But not good enough.”

Her lips parted, desperate to plead, but he was already seated on the heavy chair by the hearth, one hand resting on his knee,.

“Over here.”

She obeyed, slow, uncertain, until she stood at his side.

“Over the knee, Fitzalan. You know what that means.”

Her face flamed crimson. “S–sir, please...”

In a previous time, the sound of her well-modulated upper class tone might have been enough for him to back off, to know his place in the scheme of things. But not anymore, instead he seized her wrist and pulled her firmly down, tipping her across his lap with effortless authority. The pleated skirt rode high in an instant, baring her thighs and then he slowly pulled her brief white knickers to her knees, savouring the experience. And then, ignoring her protests,  his palm came down, sharp and brisk.

The sound cracked in the room again and again. Eleanor yelped at each stinging slap, her legs kicking helplessly, socks flashing white, tears breaking afresh.

“Lazy scrubbing earns punishment. If you don’t want your bottom to be blistered my girl, you simply must learn to work harder.”

The last word was accompanied by a particularly hefty slap that made Helena squeal like a frightened schoolgirl.

“I–I will, sir!” she sobbed, flinching as another landed. “I’ll work harder, I p–promise!”

Stephen smiled to himself and redoubled his efforts.

Slaaap!

Slaaap!

SLAAAP!

When at last he let her up, she stood trembling, her face red, and her hands clutching at her blistered backside, her tears running freely.

Stephen rose and gestured toward the narrow stairs.

“Up. You’ve had enough for one day. You’ll be put to bed.”

She blinked at him in disbelief. “B–bed? But it’s still...”

“Quiet. Pull your knickers up and come with me.”

He marched her up to the small back room and set a folded bundle on the bed,  a pair of pyjamas that he’d spent quite some time searching for. Eventually he’d found them in a second-hand shop. They were shockingly brief and particularly well-worn and faded, a thin yellow cotton top that ended just below the ribs, and matching threadbare shorts cut indecently high, the fabric pulled so tight they looked like a child’s.

“Change. Now.”

Her hands shook as she undressed, forced to peel off her blouse and skirt under his watchful eye. When she pulled the pyjamas on, they clung to her body in a way that made her cheeks burn with humiliation. Stephen nodded once, appreciatively. 

“Good. That’s how a maid sleeps in my house.”

He said as calmly as he could, his emotions raging and his penis jutting against his pants at the sight of her. There’d be plenty of time for that in the future, Stephen wanted to prolong the excitement rather than traumatise her on her first evening under his roof. He drew the curtains, though daylight still poured around the edges, the sky outside bright with evening sun. Helena  stood miserably by the bed, wishing the floor would swallow her.

“Into bed.”

She climbed in, pulling the thin blanket up to her chin, though it did little to hide her shame. He tucked it tightly around her, a deliberate echo of a parent with a child, and stepped back.

“You’ll stay there. Lights out. Tomorrow you will rise at six and present yourself in your uniform, ready to work properly. It’s hung in your cupboard. That’s what you’ll wear, no exceptions  Is that understood?”

Her voice was a whisper, broken with tears. “Y–yes, sir.”

He closed the door, leaving her alone in the small room. Outside, children’s laughter still drifted faintly from the street, the sun not yet set. But Helena Fitzalan, once daughter of privilege, now lay weeping in her narrow bed, punished, tied into pyjamas that stripped away every last shred of dignity. Downstairs, Stephen poured himself a drink, the sound of her muffled sobs a quiet, yet entertaining soundtrack to his evening.  From above came only faint sounds: the creak of a bedstead, then silence. The girl was lying there now, in his house, dressed as he had ordered, crying into her pillow just as he had left her.

He let the thought linger. Eleanor Fitzalan,  once a name whispered in drawing rooms, paraded at regattas, guarded and coddled as a daughter of the great and the good. Now tucked into a narrow cot by his own hand, whimpering in the shameful clothes that he, Stephen Cooper had chosen for her. It wasn’t lust alone that stirred him,  though he could not deny the sharp pull of it,  but the deeper satisfaction of possession. She was untouched, innocent, and that made her humiliation more exquisite. All those years of careful breeding, the grooming for marriage, the layers of polish and polish again,  stripped away in a single evening. 

***
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He imagined her in that cramped little room, the fabric stretched tight over her thighs, her cute little backside burning with the after effect of his heavy hand. She was his now, for as long as he wanted her. And not simply because of the Authority’s seal on the papers, but because she knew it herself. She had looked at him with those wide, wet eyes and said the words. Stephen leaned back in the chair, the weight of the glass warm in his hand, and smiled faintly. The Authority rewarded loyalty. They had given him a maid, and in giving her, had given him proof that he was trusted. But more than that, they had given him what every officer secretly wanted: a girl from the old world, innocent and available, delivered into his keeping.

Tomorrow he would see her at six, uniform crisp and respectful as he wanted it. And he would remind her again, with questions and corrections and punishments if need be, that her innocence was no protection now. She was his maid. And she would learn to savour the fact that he had chosen her, and in time no doubt thank him for that decision. Stephen sat long after the whisky glass was empty, the faint smell of soap still clinging from where she had scrubbed on her knees in the scullery. Every detail of the day replayed itself in his mind, — her hesitant scrubbing, the flush of humiliation, the sight of her lying small in the childishly brief pyjamas he had chosen for her.

He had been rewarded with a maid, yes. But more than that: he had been given a canvas. Helena Fitzalan was raw material, unformed, untested. She carried with her all the outward signs of privilege,  the accent, the hauteur, and the delicate hands that had never known work. She was the perfect subject to be broken. Each task he gave her would be new, foreign, impossible to perform without mistakes. And each mistake would be corrected, hard and fast, until obedience was instinct.

He revised the regime he already had planned for her, the rituals, the uniforms and the punishments. He was so looking forward to introducing her to the cane for example. Any mistake, any falter, any hesitation would be met with instant correction. He wanted her to dread the very idea of displeasing him, her master, in any way. He was going to introduce her to old-fashioned domestic service  Floors scrubbed by hand, rugs beaten, laundry done to his own exacting standards, meals prepared from scratch. She would learn the weight of a bucket, the sting of raw knuckles, the ache of standing for hours. Each failure would be punished briskly,  over his knee at first, perhaps, or bent against the scullery table waiting fearfully for the strap or the cane. The repetition would grind her pride to dust.

He would ask questions daily. Not just about her work, but about her past. What she wore to her first ball. What her governess once said of her. What she thought when she first saw the Authority banners fly over Oxford. He wanted her to confess everything, each answer turning the grandeur of her background into another nail in the coffin of her dignity. The contrast between what she used to be, and what she was now was really quite delicious. The sort of thing that needed to be picked at and explored.

She looked at him with wide, wet eyes, seeking mercy. That dependence he would deepen until she understood there was no world beyond his. He would be her judge, her master, the only arbiter of whether she was spared the cane or made to weep again. The thought of it made him hard. A mixture of lust for her ripe young body of course, but also mixed with the rare pleasure of control,  of knowing that a girl like Helena, a Fitzalan, untouchable once, would now be shaped entirely by his hand.

He stood at last, moving to the hallway and listening a moment at her door. Silence. She was asleep, or trying to be, bound in the tight little pyjamas that mocked her adulthood. Tomorrow she would rise, put on her uniform, and stand before him. And that would be the true beginning. With a faint smile, Stephen returned downstairs. His true reward was more than meat or tobacco. His true reward was her.
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Chapter 12
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The guard’s finger hooked under Amanda’s striped tie, tugging it higher still until the stiff collar cut into the soft skin beneath her jaw.

“Well?” the young woman asked, voice quiet but carrying across the yard. “Have you learned?”

Amanda’s lips parted. Her first instinct, honed over years of ward rounds and case conferences, was to reply smoothly, authoritatively. To assert control. But in this instance nothing coherent came. Her throat rasped, raw from dust and thirst.

“I–I... I w–will try harder, Miss.”

The title slipped out before she could stop herself. She hated it instantly, hated the way it turned the twenty-something guard in front of her into a superior, hated the ripple of amusement it sent down the line of guards. The girl’s smile widened faintly.

“Try? You’ll do harder, girl.” Another sharp tug on the tie made Amanda wince. “Look at me when you answer.”

Amanda forced her chin up, eyes locking with the girl’s. Her vision blurred. She blinked rapidly, desperate to master herself, to hold steady. But the hot sting came anyway, and a tear escaped, rolling down her cheek for everyone to see.

“There now,” the guard murmured, almost indulgently. “Not so proud after all, are we?”

The women on either side of Amanda stared fixedly ahead, rigid, silent. They could hear every broken syllable, every gulped breath. Amanda wanted to explain, to salvage some fragment of the composure she had once carried like armour, but her voice betrayed her again...

“I... I’ll do better, Miss. P–please. I will...I...I promise”

The guard released her tie with a flick, stepping back, her satisfaction obvious. Amanda’s collar throbbed against her raw neck. Her cheeks burned. The humiliation was complete, not because she had been forced to labour, not even because she had been pulled to her knees before, but because she had begged, tear-stained and stammering, before a girl who might once have fetched her tea and was easily young enough to be her daughter. And as the whistle blew again, driving them back toward the dormitory block, Amanda swallowed down the dust, the ache in her throat, and the knowledge that tomorrow may well be worse.

***
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Her legs were still trembling when the guards marched her from the yard. She was not taken toward the dormitory block as she had expected, but through a side door, along a narrow corridor of filing cabinets. Her heart sank even before she was ushered through the double doors back into what had once been her sort of world, order organisation and sanity. Behind a mahogany desk sat Stephen Cooper. The sallow-faced spindly young man who held her future in his hands. Some sort of junior manager oik who’d probably had never even been to university, well at least not a good  one, was now sitting judgement over her. If there was any confirmation needed  that the world had indeed gone mad there was no need to look any further than him in his cheap suit and collaborator armband.

Now he leaned back in the leather chair, pen in hand, his expression composed, faintly bored, as though she were no more than another entry in the endless paperwork of the Eastern Authority bureaucracy.

“Elliot.” His voice was clipped, businesslike. “You caused a disruption in the yard today I hear?”

She froze just inside the doorway, hands twisting before her.

“I—I tripped, sir. The stones...”

He silenced her with a raised finger. “Excuses. I’ve heard enough of those from women who once thought themselves important.” He gestured lazily to the chair before his desk. “Sit.”

Amanda lowered herself into the seat, the starched collar biting as she bent her head. She could feel his eyes on her tie, her skirt, her raw hands.

“Do you enjoy the yard?” he asked, almost conversationally.

Her lips parted, a hot rush of shame flooding her. 

“N–no, sir.”

He smiled faintly. 

“Then perhaps you’ll be more careful in future. Unless...” He let the word hang, his eyes gleaming. “...you’d prefer to try and make a case for yourself?”

Her throat closed. She knew what he wanted, what he required. The humiliation of saying it aloud.

“P–please, Mr. Cooper...” The words broke from her in a sob. “Don’t send me back to the yard tomorrow. I—I can’t—my hands, my legs...” She caught her breath, fighting for composure. “I was a doctor, sir. A consultant. I—I could be of more use in an office. Please. Let me work there again. I beg you.”

The plea hung in the air, raw and degrading.

Stephen tapped his pen against the desk, considering her. 

“Begging suits you, Elliot. Far more than that clipped tone you used to affect in theatre.” He leaned forward, his voice low, intimate. “But tell me, why should I give you back in the office? What assurance do I have that you won’t frown, won’t question, won’t sneer, the way you once did when you thought yourself above everyone?”

Amanda swallowed hard, her voice breaking. 

“B–because I’ll obey, sir. I’ll do exactly as you say. I swear it. No questions. No complaints. Just, just give me the chance. Please.”

Tears slid down her cheeks unchecked. She had never begged like this before—not to a patient, not to a superior, not even to a colleague. And Stephen Cooper watched her with the calm patience of a man who knew he had won. His pen stopped its lazy tapping. He let the silence stretch, his gaze travelling deliberately from her trembling hands to the tear tracks shining on her cheeks. Then, with a faint smile, he pushed back his chair.

“On your knees, Dr Elliot.”

Amanda blinked, stunned.

“S–sir—”

“On your knees,” he repeated, sharper this time. “You wanted indulgence. You’ll earn it properly. On the floor, where you belong.”

Her face burned, every instinct in her crying out to resist. But her legs were already moving, as though some deeper, broken part of her had decided the matter long before her pride could speak. She slid from the chair, the pleats of her skirt riding high as her knees touched the polished floorboards. The cold bit into skin made raw that day’s exertions. A day she most certainly didn’t want to repeat if she could possibly avoid it. Stephen leaned forward, elbows on the desk, watching her with cool amusement. 

“That’s better. Now,  let me hear it. Not that thin little whimper. A proper plea. Tell me why I should grant you an office job again.”

Amanda’s throat clenched. Her eyes closed briefly, then opened again, wide, beseeching. 

“P–please, Mr. Cooper... I can serve you better here. I’ll type, file, fetch... anything you ask. Only don’t send me back to the yard. Please, I beg you.”

He tilted his head. “Beg harder.”

Her breath hitched. She clasped her hands together, the way she had once seen patients do in desperation. Her voice cracked into a sob.

“I’m begging you, sir. On my knees. Please, don’t put me out there again. Let me work inside. I’ll obey. I’ll be useful. I swear it.”

The sound of her own words made her cheeks burn with shame, but Stephen’s expression was unreadable, a faint smile playing at his lips.

“Now that,” he murmured, “sounds more like the Amanda Elliot this regime requires.”

He reached across, his hand catching the knot of her tie once again, tugging it up until she had no choice but to lift her chin to him. Their eyes met,  hers red and wet, his steady, appraising.

“Very well. Tomorrow you’ll report here. We’ll see just how obedient a secretary you make.”

He released her tie with a flick, leaving her swaying slightly on her knees. Amanda’s whole body shook with the effort of swallowing back the sobs. Somewhere, dimly, she knew she had just traded the yard for a new humiliation,  and that the bastard smirking in front of her  would enjoy every second of it. She remained kneeling, her breath coming in sharp, uneven gulps. Her hands twisted in front of her like a penitent child, but Stephen made no move to dismiss her. Instead, he leaned back in his chair, the faint smile never leaving his face.

“You see how easily it comes,” he said softly, almost as though he were remarking on the weather. “The great Dr. Elliot, consultant, lecturer, too important to worry about what people really that about her arrogance... and now look at you. On your knees, tie soaked with sweat, begging for a typist’s stool as though it were a prize.”

Amanda’s cheeks burned hotter, but she dared not lower her eyes. 

“Thank me,” he said suddenly.

Her lips parted.

“S–sir?”

“Thank me for showing mercy. Thank me for sparing you the yard. Thank me properly.”

The words scraped her throat as they emerged. “Th–thank you, Mr. Cooper, sir. Thank you for your mercy. I...I won’t forget it, sir.”

Casually Stephen unzipped himself enjoying the look of shock on her snooty entitled face that the mere sound of the zipper being lowered produced. His hand worked his cock free and it flopped out of his underwear already half engorged. He chuckled quietly, 

“You’ll repeat it, girl. Every morning you walk into this office, you’ll remember who put you here. Not your years of training. Not your talent. Not your name, not your contacts. Me.”

“Yes, sir,” she whispered, tears welling again. “I’ll remember.”

He let the silence sit heavy. Amanda shifted uncomfortably on her knees, her legs aching, the stone-dust still clinging to her skin from the yard. She wanted desperately to stand, to flee, but she knew better than to move without leave. At last, Stephen leaned forward again. He extended his hand, not to help her up, but to trail a single finger slowly down the front of her tie, pressing it flat against her shirtfront. 

His cock was slowly growing erect and Stephen could wait no longer. Taking a firm grip on her he pulled her slowly towards him enjoying the ill-disguised look of revulsion on her haughty face.

“You know what to do, Dr Elliot. Let’s see if you can make a better job of it than you did with those stones.”

He slapped her cheek gently with his penis, just enough to bring tears of humiliation to her eyes.

“Decision time Dr Elliot, suck or yard work again tomorrow. It starts at daybreak I believe?

He slapped her other cheek just a little e more firmly.

“What’s it to be?”

Dr Amanda Elliot opened her mouth a little, the distaste clear in her eyes.

“It’s not as easy as that Dr Elliot. First of all you have to beg and ask for permission. Tick tock, what’s it going to be?”

Amanda swallowed, nodding quickly desperate now to just get it over with.

“P...please may I s...suck you sir?”

“You may”

Amanda had given head before, reluctantly of course. She was an educated professional woman after all, not a whore so she knew the mechanics of it although she was under no illusion as to her skill. Luckily for her the pig was already throbbing when he thrust inside her, she could taste his vile precum even as she hesitantly used her tongue. He didn’t seem to care. He just thrust a little deeper so that she gagged and then groaned. Within thirty seconds she could feel him tense and she prepared herself for the inevitable.

“Take it bitch...swallow it all or you’ll feel my caaaannne.”

The last word coincided with a sudden relaxation and then her mouth and throat were full of his revolting seed, and he seemed to have an awful lot of it. She half-choked but still obediently swallowed. It wasn’t the threat of the cane, dreadful though that was, it was the idea of being sent back to the yard at dawn tomorrow that did the trick. She could hear him pant above her as he slowly deflated.

“Lick me clean, Dr Elliot like a good girl and I’ll see you tomorrow at nine back here.”

For a heartbeat she stayed frozen, shame rooting her in place. Then, slowly, Amanda gathered herself, rose unsteadily from her knees, and bowed her head. Her legs were stiff, her pride in ruins. Without another word, she turned and left, the sound of his quiet laughter following her out into the corridor.
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Chapter 13
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Stephen Cooper very much enjoyed his work and the role that he was forging for himself with his Chinese masters. Every day that went by he was cementing his own position within their bureaucracy and in essence, that was all he cared about. Some of his former associates had abandoned him, ghosted his calls, not turned up for planned meetings etc. At first Stephen had been concerned. His new role wasn’t to everyone’s taste, he appreciated that. Some people resented him. Someone in a pub went so far as to shout the word “traitor” as he passed by. 

But rather than lowering himself to respond immediately, Stephen had instead informed the local police that he suspected the man in question, a former work associate of “anti-State thinking” which to his gratification was enough to see the man arrested, beaten and then sent to work on an industrial farm somewhere in the far North. That seemed to do the trick because nobody said anything derogatory to him after that particular incident. Which emboldened Stephen to wear his official armband whenever possible and with a certain amount of pride. In fact people became more respectful to him rather than less, a situation that he very much enjoyed.

He already had his work  environment well under control. Dr Elliot’s mistreatment at his hands, her temporary banishment into the yard and her sexual subservience to him had helped concentrate minds wonderfully. If a well-known and respected Consultant could be humiliated in such an arbitrary fashion how safe was anyone else? As a result Stephen’s department, he had been made the head of it recently, was getting a reputation for efficiency and rigid control, two qualities that the inflexible Chinese management teams actually respected.

But it was his own home life that he looked forward to after work that thrilled him the most. He really had made the perfect choice, Helena Fitzalan was the ideal illustration of how the former British ruling class had been brought to its collective knees, humbled by the Chinese invaders. This time just a few short months ago the young woman in question was leading a life of hedonistic pleasure, spending the money that her aristocratic parents had acquired over the years as if her indulgent lifestyle would never end.

And now here she was in his luxurious apartment, figuratively and literally on her knees as she carried out his instructions be it in the laundry, the kitchen or his bedroom. That was where the two of them were at the moment. She kneeling on his bed, he pulling her up by the hair so that she could see herself in the long mirror on the far wall. She was in her shirt and tie as usual, but that was all. No bra or panties or even socks, just her tie pulled tightly to her collar and her crisp white shirt unbuttoned so that her breasts spilled out giving Stephen something to hold on to as he fucked her from behind.

He did enjoy this particular position, dominant, masterful controlling. As he rammed in and out of her he couldn’t help but remember his first sexual conversation with her. He hadn’t rushed into it, he’d savoured the opportunity and picked his time.

“Tell me something, Fitzalan.” 

His tone was mild, almost conversational, there was no need to threaten. He was already the master of the situation. 

“Are you a virgin?”

Her eyes had widened. 

“S–sir...?”

“Don’t stutter. Answer.”

She had twisted her hem of her spectacularly short skirt, colour flooding her face.

“Y–yes, sir, “she had admitted, eyes downcast.

The corner of his mouth had tugged faintly, he could remember the sensation.

“Of course you are. Daddy’s little debutante. Protected, pampered, paraded at parties. Untouched. Untested.” His voice hardened. 

She sobbed, shaking her head, but he leaned closer.

“You see the point, Fitzalan? Purity means nothing here. What matters is obedience. You are not your father’s daughter any longer. You are my maid. And if I ask you the most humiliating question I can think of, you will answer me clearly, quickly, and respectfully. Do you understand?”

Her throat worked. At last, her voice came in a shuddering whisper: 

“Y–yes, sir. I understand.”

“Good girl.” He stood, satisfied. “Sleep now. We’ll explore your unusual...situation tomorrow at great length.”

He’d fucked her the next day of course, made her suck him first, just because he liked the feeling and then fucked her in the conventional position. Well...conventional for him at least. He’d enjoyed deflowering her, another victory for the working classes he thought with a smile as he came inside her. She’d cried and begged almost throughout the whole experience which, if anything, stimulated Stephen to even greater heights of excess

Helena  had given in  of course. She had no choice. But what tormented her wasn’t just that she’d lost her virginity to a man she barely knew. But the fact that he was a nothing, a nobody. She wouldn’t have spared him a second glance in her previous life. He probably worked 9 to 5 in a grubby little office somewhere in a shiny suit before all...this. She couldn’t even begin to think what her father would have thought of him, the man who had deflowered his only daughter.
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As he rolled off her with a satisfied little giggle she still tried to reason with herself, to insist this was temporary, a mistake, that Father would never allow it. But even in her head the words sounded fake, ridiculous even. Her father hadn’t stopped it. Nobody had. The Authority had decided, and she had been delivered like a parcel to a stranger’s door. The world had changed irrevocably in just a few short months. Her world in particular, her pampered lifestyle, the money the clothes, the parties all seemed like ancient history now, as if she was recalling someone else’s life rather than her own.

And she knew, with a sick twist of her stomach, that tomorrow he would demand more. Tomorrow he would push her further. And she would break again, because there was no one left to stop him. This was her new reality now, the destruction of her class her friends and her family and the installation of a new alien culture that seemed to value collaborator scum like Stephen Cooper over people like her and her friends and their families that had ruled the country for hundreds of years. She had cried then, deep bitter tears of remorse for a time and a place that was lost forever.

The End
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