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Chapter 1

Marcus sighed as he got changed into his street clothes and left the 92nd Street bro-thel where he worked. It had been another no-event shift. Over the years, Marcus had got good at shutting off his brain and going to a happy place while various clients fondled and stroked his body, getting him to involuntarily perform the sex acts they wanted.

When the world order had first begun to shift, as a series of feminist revolutions toppled one country after another to total female leadership, men had been up in arms about losing their control on, well, everything. A few years later, when the Cooperative Feminist World Order—the CFWO, now embracing more than 130 nations—had introduced forced impotence for all boys at puberty with a new wonder drug that women controlled, there were some limited protests by both men and women—women bearing banners such as ‘not in our name’ and ‘men’s rights are human rights too’. But to no avail, mainly because of the power already held by the female-led governments.

Most men had hoped that, later, in a world where—even Marcus had to agree—the tyranny of male-pattern violence, rape, and harassment that had pervaded the early 21st century had been completely eradicated, that would be the end of such measures.

Early on, men had been unable to perform any sexual act until they married and were even then completely dependent on their wives providing the impotence antigen—commonly known as impoanti—for female sexual pleasure and childbearing. But, of course, unmarried women were quick to declare sex a woman’s right, and even married women were keen to access some variety, without the hassle of having to control the impoanti of multiple men—which came with a level of liability, as they were legally responsible for the actions of any men under their control. So that was when licenced bro-thels had been introduced, where men such as Marcus were permanently on impoanti, to enable them to service the women clients who came to visit. Male prostitutes were only allowed in very strictly licenced facilities and had implanted tracking devices that monitored any erections outside of working hours, the penalties for which were severe.

As he left the building, Marcus pulled up the collar of his jacket against the cold drizzle. He walked quickly, with his head down, not making eye contact with either the couples walking past nor the groups of young women standing around on the street corners. Definitely not with those groups. It was pretty clear that he was a prostitute by simple virtue of the fact that he was walking the streets alone without a chaperone.

While women all knew the rule that paid sex should only happen in a licensed establishment, sometimes the younger ones, particularly if they were drunk, harassed prostitutes on the street, just to see if they could get them excited enough for an erection. They did this knowing that the penalty for the prostitute would be severe, while they would likely get little more than a slap on the wrist.

Marcus kept to the main, well-lit, busy road, even though it was 20 minutes quicker using a short-cut down a back alleyway. He had heard too many stories of men being attacked in those places.

While men retained a generally superior physical strength to women, in the CFWO, women were allowed to carry all kinds of weaponry, while men could not without severe consequences.

The rain picked up, as did the wind, and Marcus walked quicker. He just wanted to get home as soon as possible. He remembered that when he was a child both men and women had been allowed to drive, at least in the country where he lived—he’d heard rumours that there had been some countries where women had not been allowed to drive, but that seemed completely nonsensical, particularly as, when the CFWO had passed legislation banning men from driving, it was reported as being an entirely science-based and logical decision. Decades of insurance data proved, and it was widely reported, that women caused fewer accidents, and therefore less mortality when driving, than men did. There was clear scientific evidence that women were simply better, safer drivers. It seemed like a complete fantasy to Marcus that there had ever been any countries that allowed men to drive but not women; how ridiculously backward that would be!

There were buses to catch, but those that men could safely access came only once an hour and, unfortunately, Marcus’s shift hours did not line up with the bus timetable. So walking was his only option. He generally didn’t mind in the mornings, even when it was wet, but after a long shift, and in the dark, it was less pleasant. He knew other men he worked with walked home in pairs, for safety, but there was no one living in his direction who he could do this with.

Marcus arrived home and let himself in. Quietly. It was gone 10 p.m. and that was his curfew, even though it left him little time between ending his shift and getting home. His landlady was generally very kind, but he was still aware that he rented a room in her home and had to abide by her rules. She was a high-level politician within the CFWO and owned a stunning townhouse in a very middle-class area of town. The street was tidy and clean, with no rubbish anywhere. Female police units patrolled the area regularly, ostensibly providing protection to both men and women, although Marcus had heard enough stories of police brutality against men to be wary of any approaching patrol cars.

The house was three storeys and Marcus rented the small room on the top floor. As per CFWO regulations, he wasn’t allowed access to the internet, but the room did have a TV, which was more than others had, he knew, so he was grateful. His landlady also passed on various books to him: she was genuinely very kind.

Marcus tiptoed into the kitchen and opened the large fridge, within which he had one dedicated shelf. He was relieved to see he had some cheese left, and he knew he had a little bit of bread in the cupboard, so he made a cheese sandwich to take up to his room. He was allowed to prepare food and use the microwave in the kitchen, but the oven was off-limits and he could not eat in there.

His room was small, but comfortable, with a single bed, a small wardrobe—not that he owned many clothes, and, of course, when working he was required to not be wearing much at all—and an old armchair. In addition to this, the room held his most prized possession: the TV. He switched it on and settled down for an hour before bed.

First up, the news. The international news always started with updates from the countries that had most recently joined the CFWO and statements from their Presidents or Prime Ministers (female, of course) as to how well things were going and how rosy the future now looked. This was followed by reports of violence on the streets (or lack thereof) compared to previous generations; climate change action and positive progress towards healing the earth; positive progress on reducing inequality among different groups of females; positive progress on eradicating racism and religious discrimination; and positive progress on the Cooperative Economic Model, which provided a more long-lasting and sustainable economy all around. Generally, positive progress overall.

There hadn’t been any major economic instability since the CFWO took over, at a national or global level. The Cooperative Economic Model was one of low-level, sustainable growth and a genuine sharing of wealth across the (female) population. Tax was high and public and social services excellent; education and health were free at the point of delivery for all, and for girls this included up to postgraduate education. The multi-billionaires that had characterised the first 20 years of the 21st century had been eradicated. Of course, there were still wealth differences, but all women lived in good, clean, safe accommodation with security of tenure, and had access to cars and holidays and generally a good standard of living. No one had more than they needed and that was how wealth was continually shared.

Healthcare was excellent. Maternal mortality had been almost entirely eliminated and female diseases such as breast and cervical cancer had more research funding in the past decade than ever before, enabling early detection for all, leading to rare fatalities from these causes.

Male health was lagging a bit, it was true. This was openly admitted by the CFWO but, despite the awareness that this was an issue, there seemed to be little being done about it. Many news reports highlighted that the CFWO recognised men’s health issues were lacking in research and evidence and that they were committed to doing more when there was time—it was just there was so much more research to do first for the general population, meaning women.

The issues were clear but, unfortunately, unavoidable, the scientists said: male bodies don’t menstruate, and therefore, the default research conducted on menstruating bodies, with hormones that fluctuate on a monthly basis, simply didn’t apply properly to men. On top of that, it was both well-known and well-evidenced that men have a much lower pain tolerance than women, and so it was difficult for doctors to determine if men were actually sick, or if they were just making a fuss. While medical guidance for CFWO countries was to try and listen to men, and believe them when they listed their symptoms, it was commonly known that many doctors didn’t really do so.

Marcus watched a short report by the CFWO Health Board on this. He wasn’t particularly interested. He was checked weekly at the bro-thel for any STIs (for which he was fined one week’s wages if he had picked any up—something he always felt unfair given it was the clients who would have given him the infection in the first place, and there were no penalties for them). The doctor there, much like his landlady, was kind and also always asked if he had any other complaints.

The news ended, as it always did, with footage from one of the Dude-City prisons. Marcus would watch it knowing it would be over in a few minutes—but he always felt his pulse quicken. By this point, almost no man did anything wrong. Ever. The fear of being sent to one of those god-forsaken places was so great that it acted as an extremely effective deterrent, but the footage was still aired nightly.

It was over after a couple of minutes, and Marcus relaxed back in his chair. One of his favourite shows was coming up: Feminist History.

Marcus had always been bright and had loved learning at school. But when he was seventeen, the CFWO brought in the ban on boys’ education after the age of twelve. This meant that all boys still in school or university were abruptly rejected from their educational establishments. So, Marcus’s education ended. He stayed at home with his mum and his sister—his dad having been removed from the house two years earlier—for a couple of years. But, in marriage talks, his sister and mother had failed to secure any interest, at least none with a high enough groom-price, and when bro-thels were licenced when Marcus turned nineteen, his mother and sister agreed that was the best place for him.

His wages went directly to his mother’s bank account—while the CFWO allowed each nation-state to decide under national legislation whether men could hold bank accounts, it was not encouraged. Again, the CFWO had extremely good scientific evidence backing up the superior organisational skills and financial literacy of women over men, in terms of investing in the household and children (of course, by this point, girls rather than boys)—education, good nutrition and health—rather than wasting it on alcohol and gambling, which apparently was something that many men used to do. Evidence showed women were more responsible with household incomes, hence, while it was not illegal everywhere for men to have bank accounts (co-signed by a female guarantor), it was definitely frowned upon.

As it was, where Marcus lived, it was not legal for any male to have a bank account. So, his wages went directly to his mother, who then paid his landlady and allocated a small monthly allowance onto a top-up card for him to buy food and basic necessities with. Marcus, in fact, didn’t even know how much he earned, or what his rent was.

Feminist History was a show that looked at previous eras of humanity across the globe. They were currently on the suffragette movement in England in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Marcus found it fascinating. Firstly, he was beyond captivated by the very thought that women had been considered inferior and therefore not allowed to vote. The evidence was clear to all that women were the smarter sex. The CFWO produced more and more evidence on this every year, including the major improvements in the world for humanity and for the planet since the CFWO took over.

Marcus settled in to watch the continuing story of Emmeline Pankhurst and the other brave women of the time. This episode was focused on the suffragettes who challenged a rule that women were not allowed to swim in the sea or lakes.

How crazy, a world where women were not allowed to swim! Marcus thought. This was one of the rights that the suffragettes fought for, and the story was completely absorbing. He also thought the story of these brave women gave some hope to men of today. The suffragettes weren’t looking to take over. They were looking for equality. They simply wanted the same opportunities and respect that men demanded. Surely, there is a way for that equality to happen?


Chapter 2

It was late when Emmy got home; definitely past midnight. She parked her eco-friendly electric car outside the house and hesitated as to whether to bring in the bicycle from the boot now or wait until the morning. She was desperate for a drink after the day she’d had, or more accurately, the evening she’d had, so decided that the bike could wait.

The bicycle was a gift for her lodger, Marcus. She knew he struggled with the bus schedules and his working hours, so she thought it would be a good idea. She had debated for weeks about buying it, as she wasn’t sure how much of a line she was crossing, but had ultimately decided, now that she had an ulterior motive, to bite the bullet, and so bought one this afternoon. She wasn’t at all sure how he would receive it; he was super shy—like most young men these days, as it was considered more ‘man-like’ to be demure. But she felt that she wanted to get to know him a bit better, particularly given the world that she wished to introduce him to at some point.

Emmy let herself in and allowed the door to slam behind her. While she fully believed herself to be a considerate person, it never would have occurred to her to keep the noise down in case Marcus was asleep. The years of CFWO power had ensured that women felt confident in their presence in all spaces and were unused to moderating their actions for fear of disturbing others—particularly if those others were men.

Emmy went straight into her large living room and headed over to the bar area, where she poured herself a large bourbon, neat. She had an impressive collection of spirits, as well as wine and beer in a specially built-in fridge within the bar. Marcus had never come near the bar—while no actual law had been passed (although it had been heatedly discussed for many years) to ban men from drinking, it was generally frowned upon and, again, not considered particularly ‘man-like’.

That particular battle had started in the early years of the CFWO forming, probably 2031-2032. Many legislators across the world had argued that banning men from drinking was the single most critical action necessary to eradicate male pattern violence. Over many months, report after report after report was presented to the High Council proving that alcohol exacerbated violent behaviour, both between men and by men against women. Account after account was given by women of varying ages, races, religions, ethnicities and linguistic groups, where the similarity was one thing and one thing only: alcohol-fuelled domestic and intimate-partner violence. It was folly, legislators argued, to allow the new world order to go ahead for even a second more while men still had access to alcohol.

The counter-argument, however, had eventually won out. This argument was founded on the history of alcohol and the prohibition years, and how, when substances were banned, underground production—and with that, its own level of violence and crime—flourished. They argued that there was no point eliminating alcohol completely: women would still want, and deserve, to drink, and therefore, alcohol would still be around and accessible to men in marital homes, and in lodgings. The idea, instead, was not to make it illegal but, rather, make it unsavoury behaviour for men to drink. Not to stop men drinking through law but rather through changing social norms and redefining what it meant to be ‘a man’, and to ensure—as with any other infraction—that punishment was swift and final; any men caught doing anything illegal under the influence of alcohol would be sent to a Dude-City prison. The prisons, even in the early years, acted as a strong deterrent for anti-social behaviour. (Of course, any woman doing anything illegal while under the influence of alcohol, particularly if it only involved hurting a man or boy, was generally let off with a warning by a sympathetic female judge, who felt no woman should have her whole career and life ruined over a ‘hijinks, girls-will-be-girls’ mistake).

The latter side had won out and there was no radical legislation that forbade men to drink. But the more it was frowned upon, and the few examples of high-profile cases of men who had been stupid while drinking alcohol and punished severely for it, meant fewer and fewer men wanted to drink. And this had clearly increased with the younger generation.

Emmy sat down in her favourite comfy armchair and switched on her music speakers with the remote. It was an old favourite, Elle King. She turned up the volume and let the bourbon slip down her throat and wash away her frustration. She had just come back from dinner with her mother, which was the primary source of her current irritation.

Emmy and her mother had had a changing relationship over the years. It had always been just the two of them, and Emmy’s mother had been an unconventional parent, to say the least. Born herself to very strict and traditional parents, Emmy’s mother had been determined to be different with her own daughter, and their relationship had been, from the earliest Emmy could remember, one of friends, rather than parent and child. Her mother had told her over and over again that she was free to make her own mistakes, and the only thing asked of her was that she also take full responsibility for the consequences.

When Emmy had first joined the movement that was to become the CFWO, being well-positioned as a high-flying national politician of one of the founding countries, her mother, an active feminist her whole life, had been delighted. That was well over a decade ago, when Emmy and her mother had been the best of friends. Her mum was so overjoyed at the emerging new world order, and the feminist revolution. Emmy remembered fondly the flowing champagne she’d shared with her mother the day the idea of the CFWO was fully cemented into British national legislation: July 5th, 2031. It was, incidentally, 83 years to the day since the birth of the UK National Health Service—a service that many believed was the single greatest achievement of the UK, ever—on 5th July, 1948, when the UK became the first country in the world to declare that health was a human right which belonged to all, regardless of economic status, and which was fundamental to a strong and united functional society.

But then, countless consecutive British governments, run almost entirely by men—although the UK was one of the few countries in the late 20th and early 21st centuries to have more than one female Prime Minister—almost completely destroyed the NHS. Deliberate underfunding by greedy, morally bankrupt, reprehensible (mostly male) politicians, out only for increasing their own wealth, almost brought the NHS to its knees.

It was one of the many ‘last straws’, at least in the UK, that broke the proverbial camel’s back. Women rose up in a beautiful revolution of strategic voting. This led to, in the late 2020s, a shift to a 90% female Parliament, across all parties, which led to increased cross-party cooperation, sufficient funding for health and education, a crack-down on the corruption and greed that had previously characterised politics and then, in 2031, the unveiling of the CFWO dream, coordinated with the other seven founding nations.

It was, according to Emmy’s mum, the first step towards a new era of humanity: prosperity, compassion, and mutual support and respect. Emmy couldn’t have agreed more. She had, as a teenager and in her early twenties, lived through the Trump years and the overturning of Roe vs Wade. She had felt the despair, as had women around the world, at how a century of fighting for equal rights had left women slightly better off, but nowhere near equal. This was followed by the Taliban take-over in Afghanistan, and the immediate dismantling of girls’ education, followed in the next years by the removal of all rights to free movement and work for women. This all unleashed an anger in women around the world: it pushed them to breaking point. The revolution had started, worldwide. It was quiet and entirely non-violent, and the war was waged simply through the legal means of voting. Emmy had always wondered how men could not have seen it coming, given the simmering anger that had been building up for years.

During those first couple of years of the quiet revolution, around 2025-2026, Emmy had confided in her mum about everything, and her mum was a more-than-willing and appreciative audience. But things began to change from 2031 onwards. Her mum became more and more critical of what the fledging CFWO, only just formalised, was trying to do. She was openly hostile to the exciting news of the impotence-hormone-regulation-levelling drug, commonly referred to as IHRL, and what a game changer that would be. Emmy remembered—as a complete opposite to the joy of the champagne day they had just previously shared—how much her mother had raged at the direction CFWO was going. She’d shouted and yelled about principles of equality and respect for all, including men, and how this was not what feminism meant or was hoping to achieve. Emmy had tried to counter her arguments with those that CFWO had used to convince Emmy herself: decades upon decades of asking men to respect consent when it came to sex had gone unheeded, so what else was there to do? IHRL was a genuine levelling tool; without male sexual dominance over women, women and men could finally be equal. To no avail; her mother was not to be swayed.

At that point, Emmy decided not to share the discussions that were already starting to take place in the inner circles of the CFWO around boys’ education ending at twelve. She wasn’t sure how well that would go down. And, deep down, she knew that was because her mother was speaking sense, and that she, herself, wasn’t completely committed to the direction the new world order was taking.

Since that time, just under a decade ago, Emmy and her mum had had an increasingly frosty relationship. They had gone from knowing everything about each other’s lives, speaking two to three times a week and seeing each other every week, to short and awkward monthly phone conversations. Before tonight, Emmy had not seen her mother in nearly six months.

But the last six months had been very strange for Emmy, to be sure, and there were so many things she now wanted to tell her mum about the extra-curricular activities she was taking part in, of which she was sure her mum would approve. In fact, when her mum had messaged earlier in the week and asked to see her, Emmy had felt an overwhelming sense of relief and excitement. But she was sworn to secrecy, and she knew the risk involved in working with the secret male-rights group, the Mascgettes, so her head told her that she could not tell her mum anything, no matter how much her heart wanted her to.

Her mum had been as cold and frosty as ever, and Emmy soon realised that, for her mum, the meeting was simply another dutiful catch-up. Her mum had asked about her work, but with little interest in Emmy’s answers; they had long since realised that was not a comfortable topic of conversation anyway. She asked if Emmy was considering taking a husband anytime soon, or having children—of course, completely up to women on both counts, and every choice was considered valid.

At 40, Emmy had more or less decided that children were not for her, although she had not definitely ruled it out, but she knew that if she wanted to, she would have to decide soonish, either picking a husband or getting a sperm donation. Women may now be in charge, but biology hadn’t changed that much.

But her mum’s questions had seemed more like polite duty than genuine interest, so Emmy had deflected with vague responses. In general, Emmy felt the evening was forced and it left her both exhausted and depressed. She poured herself another bourbon and turned up the music, letting it drift over her and clear away the negative vibes.


Chapter 3

It hadn’t always been this way. Marcus was born in 2015 and his memories of his first decade of life now seemed fantastical. He remembered a male President and male newsreaders. The most important characters in the storybooks read to him were male—and the boys in the stories seemed to have all the fun; boys got to go out and have adventures, and girls sat at home and were well-behaved. Men were in charge, and women were much less visible in public life. Marcus often wondered if that time really was so completely opposite to the reality of today, or whether his memories were exaggerating the difference. Surely, there could never have been a world in which men controlled women’s bodies? Or ran politics, economics and social affairs?

But then, he knew his memories were correct because he had clear images of his own home, where his dad had worked and earned all the money—and kept control of it, too!—and his mum had cooked and cleaned and looked after Marcus and his older sister. When he was born, one uncle had apparently commented, ‘Thank God, this time it’s a boy.’ It seemed so unbelievable in the current world, where births of girls were celebrated, but births of boys were generally ignored.

He remembered all the toys his father had bought him: Lego pieces to build skyscrapers, and chemistry sets and fire trucks to play with. His father would ask him every night what he wanted to be when he grew up, which was never a question asked of his older sister. The world had been so different then, and Marcus often reflected on how his life might have been if that world had continued. Would he now be ‘head’ of a household, with a wife and family, as his grandfather had told him he would? Would he be working in a good job, having finished education—perhaps even a degree?

Marcus had been seventeen when the CFWO decreed boys’ education should end at twelve, which was in 2032. His last few years of education had anyway been restricted, with the advanced classes in all subjects being reserved for girls, who also received additional tutoring, particularly in so-called STEM subjects: science, technology, engineering, and maths. The writing had been on the wall, as it were, for a couple of years, and across all countries that had turned to feminist leadership, less and less importance was being attached to male education during Marcus’s whole high school career. It just became formalised in 2032, that was all. There was limited reason to educate boys in the CFWO, it was reasoned, given the fact that all men needed to be controlled and guided by a woman, and generally had lower-level and less-skilled roles in society anyway.

As study after study had confirmed since the year 2000, girls generally did better in academia and cerebral activities than boys. Back in the stone age, when communities relied on the brute strength of men for hunting and gathering, men had been important, but in the modern age, with technology and digitalised robotics almost completely replacing the hard labour needed in previous centuries, and therefore, physical strength no longer being a factor of success in any role, women were more valuable than men in general. It had been reasoned by the Supreme Feminist Court, therefore, that it made much more sense to ensure quality, comprehensive education for all girls until the age of 22 instead, given that it was girls who would become the engineers, doctors, politicians and leaders of the future.

It had been considered a landmark ruling, with many hailing it as ‘reversingreversingroe’—a reference Marcus did vaguely understand as being the 2022 reversing of a 1973 landmark ruling in the US that allowed reproductive choice for women—specifically, the right to abortion. It was completely crazy now to think there used to be a time when male legislators controlled women’s bodies; it seemed absolutely insane!

Things had begun to change only six to seven years prior to the 1932 boys’ education ruling, around 2028-2029, when Marcus was thirteen or fourteen. 2030 had marked the end of something called ‘sustainable development goals’—Marcus had gleaned that simply from the conversations between his mum and dad; he had no idea what they were—that apparently were not on track to be met. This, coupled with climate change and a spiralling cost of living in many countries since the grand pandemic of 2020-2022, meant that the whole world order was collapsing in on itself. In the midst of this, still in a male-dominated world, there was an increase of what used to be called misogyny and male patriarchy, with—Marcus still found this massively difficult to believe—more and more restrictions on women. This, in turn, led to mass global protests.

Marcus remembered a particular night, when his mum was shouting angrily at his dad before storming out the house with a placard, leaving his dad to get the children their dinner, which was cereal, as he didn’t know how to cook.

Women the world over had been pushed as far as they could be, with hard-won rights being reversed. And they had had enough. Women were fed up and found a voting power they had not previously used, and within a few short years, the CFWO began to become a reality.

While this was happening, there was still, according to Marcus’s mum and sister who had both become fervent supporters of the new world order, a pervasive male-pattern violence where men used their greater physical strength to overpower women, often involving sexual violence. If only there were a way, Marcus’s mum had lamented when he was a teenager, to remove a man’s physical and sexual power unless it was wanted by a woman. The world had tried the route of ‘consent’ for years, but it clearly hadn’t worked. What women wanted and needed, what the human race wanted and needed, women argued, was a way to force men to respect women’s consent.

And then, suddenly, there was a way. In 2032, simultaneous with the ruling on boys’ education, the new drug was launched, hailed as the saviour of the new world order. Drs Tracey Robertson and Denise Frank had created an injectable that caused long-term, but reversible, impotence in men. Despite his lack of higher education, Marcus was well aware of these two doctors. They’d received the Nobel prizes for both chemistry and peace in 2032, and their faces were on the 5- and 10-pound notes, respectively. They were ‘world heroes’.

The CFWO immediately passed laws to test IHRL on all male prisoners.

Later that same year, as soon as it became clear that IHRL, and the associated impoanti, worked, the CFWO immediately passed laws to include the IHRL injection for boys alongside other vaccines already given around the age of twelve, such as the HPV vaccine for girls. Both these injections were viewed as necessary for health, one for the health of individuals, and the other for the health of society.

There had been some protests—by both men and women—about the ‘unnaturalness’ of the procedure, to which, the CFWO responded with the same argument used by men to defend female genital mutilation in previous decades: that it was in the best interests of the opposite sex that this procedure was done. With the additional actual, valid benefit, the CFWO explained, that this medical procedure had an overall societal benefit that very clearly FGM did not. Other protests highlighted men’s rights, but this was countered by the argument that, for centuries, men had been asked to respect women’s rights, and respect consent, and no amount of asking had been effective. Therefore, this simple procedure was entirely necessary to ensure women’s rights were respected.

Within a month of IHRL, boys’ education was, by law, constrained to primary-level only. Protests by men were met with brutal responses from female armies, controlled by female politicians holding country-level budgets.

Entire cities were designated male prisons, with walls built around them to keep the men in. The plan was one of attrition: with no women in those cities, and no way out, these violent and lawless men would simply die off. The CFWO ensured that news reports frequently covered the absolutely brutal, dog-eat-dog, Mad Max environment of the ‘Dude-Cities’, as they became called. This meant that, when the CFWO started rolling out a mass campaign for injecting all men under 75 with IHRL, there was little resistance, for fear of being sent to a Dude-City prison. And the world order, just like that, was shifted.


Chapter 4

Marcus woke up at 6 a.m., tired and grumpy. It was his one day off, which was always appreciated just for the joy of not having sex with gropey strangers, but he never had anything to do. The sheer number of restrictions on single men meant there were limited activities for him to partake in. He had never been one for sleeping late, even on his day off, but he had slept badly the night before given the sound of music vibrating up from downstairs.

Still, Marcus had been mostly conditioned to accept his lot in life and to, of course, keep his frustrations to himself.

He got up and tiptoed down one floor to the bathroom for a quick shower before quickly getting dressed and heading downstairs to get some breakfast. He wasn’t expecting his landlady to be in the kitchen when he arrived, and he immediately felt the need to apologise, even though he hadn’t actually done anything wrong.

“Oh, ermm, sorry, Emmy, I didn’t realise you were up already. I’ll come back in a bit.” Marcus stumbled backwards as he spoke, awkward as ever around any successful women, but particularly as Emmy was well aware of what he did for a living.

“No, no, don’t go Marcus.” Emmy smiled encouragingly from where she sat, perched on one of the kitchen stools at the massive island in the middle of the shiny, modern kitchen. She was cradling a cup of black coffee and had two untouched pieces of toast on a plate in front of her. “I was up early on purpose, I wanted to speak to you.” She noticed how Marcus paled at that and looked even more worried than he normally did. “It’s nothing bad, I promise.” Emmy was quick to reassure. “Actually, hopefully it’s something good.”

Emmy waited a few beats.

Marcus didn’t move.

“Really, it’s okay. Please, come over here and sit and have coffee.”

Emmy patted the seat next to her and smiled as kindly as she could. She pushed over a cup and the coffee pot, together with the cream and sugar.

Slowly, Marcus walked forwards and took a seat, but didn’t reach out for the coffee.

Emmy shrugged, and poured some for him, adding cream but not sugar.

“So, are you at work today?” she asked. She knew he wasn’t but wanted to hear his response.

“No, it’s my day off today.” Marcus mumbled, voice quiet and eyes kept downwards.

“Any nice plans?” Emmy cringed inwardly as soon as she said it.

Women had mostly been reconditioned to not think about everyone else’s feelings all the time, and so had become much more able to speak bluntly and truthfully and be clear about what they wanted to know in conversations. But Emmy still realised this was a crassly insensitive thing to say, given the limited options for single men these days.

But to his credit, Marcus answered with no hint of annoyance—he even lifted his eyes to look at her for a second.

“No plans actually, I’m just grateful to have a rest. I’ll probably just be upstairs watching some TV.” Marcus paused to take a sip of coffee. “Oh, and I need to go to the male-accessible shop at some point, stock up on food.”

Emmy saw the opening she was looking for. “That’s quite a way, isn’t it? And I don’t think the weather’s looking so nice today.”

Emmy genuinely didn’t know how far the male-accessible shop was. There were a number of women-only shops around that were fully stocked with all the groceries you might want, and, as Emmy had full internet access, she did most of her shopping online. She briefly paused to wonder why she had never offered to add Marcus’s shopping to her list, and whether other landladies ever did this.

“It’s not too far, only about thirty minutes’ walk from here,” said Marcus. “And I’m not too bothered about the rain, to be honest.”

He sipped more coffee, still looking quite awkward, but Emmy thought, hopefully, that he was perhaps slightly relaxing.

“Well, I have a present for you, if it’s not too forward,” Emmy said in as bright and breezy a voice as she could manage before 7 a.m. “Wait here.”

Emmy jumped off her stool and left the kitchen, oblivious to the sharp tone of the imperative order she had just given Marcus, with no ‘please’ or ‘do you mind’, and with an absolute expectation of being obeyed. Women now spoke like that. That was just the way of the world. And, of course, when she returned five minutes later from the car, wheeling the bicycle through the wide, parquet-floored hallway, Marcus was still sitting in the exact spot she had ordered him to wait in.

It was hard to discern the look on his face.

“This is for you,” Emmy prompted. “I bought you a bike, so you can get to and from work easier, and safer, and get to the store and stuff.”

Still, Emmy found it difficult to read Marcus.

For his part, Marcus’s thoughts were going into overtime. A bike would be amazing—only one other male prostitute that he knew had a bike, and it was the envy of the entire bro-thel. But of course, he was a prostitute and knew that no woman would give him a present without expecting something in return—sex in return. Emmy had been completely polite and respectful towards him until now, so this kind of threw him. On the one hand, even though she was a good fifteen years older than him, she was not an unattractive woman. And, of course, women generally were attracted to much younger men, that was just natural. On the other hand, she was his landlady, and it could get difficult if she expected this to be an ongoing arrangement. Of course, he might expect to get a series of presents out of the arrangement, which would be beneficial. But he had heard enough stories of toy boys with rich sugar mummies who ended up with nothing once the woman got bored of them—women held all the power, after all, and it was a risky direction to take.

“Ahem.”

Emmy’s tone was disapproving, and Marcus was acutely aware that he had been silent too long and that he had to say something.

“It’s, ermm, it’s… it’s amazing, Emmy. I don’t even know what to say, it’s… well… it’s…” Marcus looked directly at Emmy and realised that whatever happened afterwards, his next words were genuinely meant. “It’s the kindest present anyone has ever given me. Thank you. Really, I mean it. Thank you so much.”

Emmy grinned, moving forward and handing over the bike. “You’re welcome, I’m glad you like it. And before I forget, you can keep it in the hallway, no problem.”

“Again, I don’t know what to say,” replied Marcus. He took a deep breath. He knew how the world worked, and what was required next. “I am very, very grateful. And, of course, I am happy to offer in return any, ermm, well… any services that you might require from me, from time to time.”

Emmy looked perplexed. “What do you mean?”

Marcus cringed, immediately regretting this unspoken agreement they had just entered into. She wasn’t going to make this easy: she was clearly going to force him to explicitly offer his sexual services.

Marcus had no idea why women did this, although he saw it a lot. It wasn’t just about the sex, although CFWO had produced numerous studies to show that women needed sex on a regular basis—this was a confirmed biological fact; sex wasn’t just a desire for women but a physical need that was considered by everyone now to be a basic woman’s right. And that was fine, Marcus could understand that. But it was this power play and insistence on dominance verbally, as well as physically, which was just unfair. And demeaning.

His irritation emboldened him, and he looked directly at Emmy as he responded, “You know what I do for a living, Emmy. And I understand how this works, nobody gives presents for nothing in return. I’d just like for us to be clear about the arrangement. I’m sure you can understand that the position I’m in is much more precarious than the position you’re in.”

Emmy looked horrified. “I don’t want to have sex with you, Marcus!” Her shock at the insinuation made her blunter than she intended to be. “For God’s sake, I’m old enough to be your mother.”

She paused and canted her head to the side as she thought. “Well, that’s probably not true. What are you, twenty-two? Twenty-three?”

“I’m twenty-five,” replied Marcus, haughtily.

“Well, I’m forty,” Emmy snapped back. “And while at some point in history it was the norm in many countries for poor girls to be sold off to the highest bidder and to become mothers by the age of fifteen, thankfully that doesn’t happen anymore.”

“I—”

“Don’t interrupt me, Marcus,” Emmy continued. “I want to be very clear, I just bought you this as I thought it would be useful for you. I don’t want sex from you in return. I don’t want anything from you in return, okay?”

Marcus studied her closely, to see if he could discern from her face the veracity of her words. He began to feel a sense of hope that she might really be serious and that the gift was without strings. It was so unlikely that any young man, let alone one who did what he did for a living, would get gifts from older women without the expectation of sex, that he really didn’t know what to say.

Emmy just smiled at him. “Listen, I have to go and get ready for work. Enjoy your day off, okay, and I hope that the bike is useful.”

She turned and waved backwards over her head as she left. She had intended to ask him to be around tonight when she got home, so she could talk to him about the Mascgettes—he would have heard rumours of them, she was sure. Orders had come from the Grand Master, a shadowy figure known only as Mukwege, that all cells must start recruiting. The twist being: they must start recruiting men. For Emmy, Marcus was an obvious choice. But his expectation that she would demand sex from him in return for the bicycle had thrown her a bit. She wasn’t sure why, thinking about it now, with the power dynamics in play—her being a woman and him being just a man—of course he would jump to that conclusion.

She decided to take it a bit more slowly.


Chapter 5

Emmy, 15 years older than Marcus, had a life opposite to him in every way. A single child, born to a fiercely independent single mother, and named for Emmeline Pankhurst, one of the most famous British suffragettes from over a century earlier who had fought for women to get the vote.

Emmy’s mother had been born to very traditional parents, who expected her to get married and have a respectable career as a teacher or nurse, a career that she could manage with childcare. Emmy’s mum had had other ideas, and left school at sixteen to take an apprenticeship as a plumber, and then used that to travel the world, scuba-diving and doing plumbing jobs to make a living. She travelled like this for years until, on some small island in the Caribbean, she found herself pregnant after a fling with a local scuba-diving instructor. Emmy’s mum then moved back home and had her child, and built a comfortable, if unconventional life.

Always intensely progressive, Emmy’s mum had consistently rallied against gender stereotypes and women’s oppression her whole life. She volunteered in a local women’s shelter and spent Emmy’s early years reading her storybooks of the great women of history. Her clear message to Emmy was: shoot for the stars, and don’t let being a girl stop you from doing anything.

And Emmy didn’t disappoint. She excelled academically and in sports at school, being a key player in the girls’ football and rugby teams. She studied engineering and politics at university and went into local politics straight from university, meaning that she was in prime position as a rising star in the late 2020s, when the seismic political shift occurred.

Emmy moved quickly up the chain of command in the CFWO and soon became one of the master strategists. Born in 2000, she had lived through, and been shaped by, the Trump years, Brexit, the reversal of Roe vs Wade and the fall of Afghanistan to the Taliban, amongst numerous other events that highlighted just how much humanity was taking two steps back for every one step forward. No one was stopping climate change. No one in power cared. She knew—just knew—that with women in power, all that would change.

And in the early years of the CFWO dream, the hope was there. The new world order was about cooperating countries, respect and equality. As, country by country the world shifted to female leadership, a light could be seen for the future of humanity. But despite this, male-pattern violence did not stop, even though, newly emboldened by increasing legislation that not just protected them, but prioritised them, women were reporting violence more often.

Emmy had found this profoundly depressing, thinking about all those women, for all those decades—centuries—who were victims of violence by strangers and by family members alike, but had nowhere to turn, and never bothered reporting it because they knew society didn’t care. It was accepted. It was normal. It was ignored—by male policemen, male judges, male politicians. Those few brave women who did report were told that they were lying or were themselves to blame. Because of what they wore. Or what they drank. Or how they spoke. Or what ‘vibes’ they were giving off. Girls, blamed for the sexual abuse perpetrated against them by those in positions of authority and power—older male relatives, teachers even. All those centuries of women and girls who were apparently ‘asking for it’. The victims apparently responsible for the violence perpetrated against them. Men were not held accountable. They did not have to take responsibility for their actions.

So, as legislation changed to believe women and girls, and to expect accountability from men for their actions, women became emboldened to report the acts of physical and sexual violence against them. And they did. The floodgates were opened and would never again be closed.

But, male pattern violence continued to dominate homes and societies. Given the opportunity to take responsibility, and respect the bodily autonomy of women, too many men refused to change. Not all, by any means—always the mantra of the anti-feminist in previous decades: ‘it’s not all men’. And it certainly wasn’t—but it was enough that women and girls continued to be needlessly hurt. Something more had to be done.

Emmy remembered the first time she was invited to a meeting about IHRL. It was relatively secret, and she had genuinely thought it was a meeting on international human rights law and how it should be updated under the new world order. She had been stunned into complete silence when IHRL turned out to be ‘impotence hormone regulation levelling’. It was explained that ‘levelling’ referred to levelling power dynamics between men and women.

Emmy had been both fascinated and terrified by the plan to use IHRL. She was clear that it was completely against existing international human rights law—oh, the irony!—but her colleagues all convinced her that the outdated laws protected men and offered little for women, and that the new world order meant a seismic shift of everything to ensure progress for the human race. She had no counter-argument for that. Of course, ‘not all men’ was a counter-argument, but that was countered by ‘it’s enough men’ and nothing else—nothing else!—had ever worked.

And so came the introduction of IHRL, and the immediate, massive-scale undertaking that had been the CFWO-wide roll-out. This was swiftly followed by the restriction on boys’ education, then by the restriction on what occupations men could hold, and then the ban on men driving—all backed up by actual scientific evidence, rather than the religion-based evidence used to oppress women for centuries.

And ‘the proof is in the pudding’, as so many CFWO colleagues would repeatedly say. With women in power, the global economy was stable, wealth inequalities had reduced, health was improved (for women, at least), the oceans were cleaner and the atmosphere was less deadly. The CFWO made sure the planet was healing from the harm it had suffered during the previous century.

Many studies were being conducted into why climate action had increased so drastically under a female-led world order. Some postulated that it was due to the fact that women had a better visceral sense of the world they were leaving to their children. Those on the feminist far right argued that women simply loved their children more than men did. This argument propounded that humanity had known for many, many years that the Earth they were leaving to their children would be hotter, dryer, and with more extreme weather patterns and more deadly climate disasters, and yet, given the choice between reversing the damage for the future or making more money today, men opted for more money today. The feminist far right argued, vehemently, that this was absolute proof that men simply did not care about anything but themselves.

When the CFWO took over, carbon-reduction orders were not only articulated, but came into practice with immediate effect. Wealth was redistributed from the super, obscenely rich (men in the main, but women too, who were happy to reduce their wealth)—those who had billions and billions more than any one person could ever spend in one lifetime—and that money was used to offset the cost of reducing carbon emissions.

Some of those billions were injected into CFWO-wide research projects into cleaner energy sources and the bringing together of scientists from more than 50 countries for collaborative projects designed to benefit all of humanity. These projects were, to begin with, male-dominated, but women quickly took charge while still using the educated brains of the men—and, occasionally, to the shame of the CFWO, taking credit for the men’s work. Although the ‘shame’ of this was not enough to actually properly credit men for their work. Increasingly, female scientists took over all aspects of all projects. There was no doubt though, that, whether it was men or women working on the climate change reversal programme, the whole of humanity, and the planet itself, was better off under a female-led world order.

And so, slowly, arguments against the eradication of men’s rights died out. The proof was in the pudding, they said.


Chapter 6

Pam had gone to bed shortly after her daughter, Emmy, had left. She found it difficult to sleep though. It was the single greatest regret of her life, how much they had drifted apart over the last years.

Pam had had an unconventional life, to say the least. Born in the mid-1970s she had grown up with very traditional parents. A father who worked, and a stay-at-home mother who took care of the kids and the housework, and had limited control over family finances or decisions. Her father gave her mother household money for food and clothing, but he decided on which family car they had, and where they went on holiday. He decided on when, and how the house should be decorated, and what furniture to buy. He decided on when to have ‘friends’—mainly colleagues and their wives—to dinner, and he provided strong suggestions to his wife as to what to cook for the four- to five-course dinner he expected her to provide.

Despite all of this, Pam had a stable and pleasant enough childhood. Her dad provided well for his family, and her mum never showed any signs of being unhappy. Pam, however, knew from an early age this was not the life she wanted.

Born in the last quarter of the 20th century, Pam lived in a Western world that had seen great advances in women’s equality since the turn of the century, facilitated and accelerated by two world wars and the opportunities for social change that they provided. At this time, many in the global north believed equality had been achieved; girls were educated to the same level as boys, and no one believed boys were smarter than girls. Girls could become doctors and engineers, no occupation was deemed unsuitable.

But this facade of equality was just that: a facade. Pam’s parents fully expected her to become a nurse, or a secretary, or a primary school teacher, or have any nice, stable, female-dominated career that would also be compatible with time off when she became pregnant—after marriage, of course—and could facilitate part-time work while caring for children and her husband.

More broadly, children’s toys and clothes still greatly promoted gender stereotypes. The boys’ toy aisles being full of Lego and chemistry sets, while the girls’ aisles were full of dolls and cross-stitch. Clothing promoted ‘pretty little angel’ and ‘be kind’ messages for girls, and ‘go get ’em tiger’ or ‘future leader’ for boys. Women earned less than 75 cents to the dollar compared to men across the US and Western Europe. And none of this had significantly changed 50 years later, in 2025. The inequality was pervasive and insidious and permeated everything, made worse by the fact that there was a general feeling in the global north, by men and women alike, that inequality was no longer an issue.

The global south was a different matter, and it was well understood that the effects of girls being treated as owned commodities were all horrendous: child marriage and female genital mutilation, lack of access to education, lack of access to land ownership or bank accounts, marry-your-rapist laws, and restrictions on freedom of movement without a male chaperone. People in the global north would see news reports and lament the fate of those poor women and girls, while at the same time earnestly questioning if it was morally right for Western nations to interfere with the cultures of other countries. ‘If it’s their culture,’ people argued, trying to prove their liberal-leaning credentials, ‘surely, it’s a form of Western imperialism for us to say it’s wrong. Surely, if it’s their culture, we shouldn’t presume to think we know better, or that our culture is better, and we really shouldn’t interfere.’ As though ‘culture’ was a justification for child abuse. As though the 12-year-old girls being sold to 40-year-old men celebrated their ‘culture’ and loved their lives, and didn’t pray every night for someone to come and save them.

Pam had read about these issues as a young teen in the 1980s and joined her school’s young Amnesty International group, where she wrote letters to politicians asking them to address these issues. Of course, nothing changed.

Her parents had assumed it was a phase, that she would grow out of it and that, after university, she would settle down into the traditional female role they envisioned as the foundation of her life.

Instead, Pam left school at sixteen and got herself accepted onto a plumbing apprenticeship, much to her parents’ abject horror. The dinner parties all but dried up given the embarrassment their daughter now proved to be. After a difficult two years of working and studying while still living at home, paying her parents a token board but mainly saving like crazy with a clear goal in mind, she left.

The day after her eighteenth birthday, Pam took off travelling. She had also done a PADI dive course while doing her plumbing training, and between dive master work and cash-in-hand plumbing jobs, Pam was able to comfortably travel the world. She had few material needs and travelled with one trusty rucksack, stopping in different beach towns for anywhere between one and seven months. She stayed only until she got bored, and then moved on, often leaving like a ghost in the night: no big fuss, no drama, just the way she liked it. She had intense but short-lived friendships, and intense but short-lived romances. She was beholden to no one and accountable to no one, and it was her perfect life.

She did not give up her feminist ideals, and they formed an inherent part of her life. When clients were surprised that their plumber was a woman, she lectured them earnestly on what women’s equality really meant. She had regular conversations with other dive crew, educating them on some of the embedded sexism within diving itself. For example, the fact that all diving tables used to calculate safe depths and times were based on a male body, which has a different muscle-to-fat ratio than a female body, as science proves. ‘What does this mean for how decompression sickness impacts women?’ she was often heard questioning anyone who would listen. ‘Why is there no research done on this? Why do women not matter?’

She felt that having a traditionally male job and raising questions within the dive world that others apparently had not thought about, was proof of her continued feminist ideals. And this life continued until the most female of female events meant that life would have to change.

She fell pregnant.

It was a short-lived fling with a fellow dive instructor, a sweet and uncomplicated young man, but, with whom, she was immediately sure that she did not want to share her life. She executed her normal, no drama, no fuss exit from that town without even telling him she was pregnant. But this time, instead of moving on, she moved home.

Looking back all these years later, Pam had no regrets for that part of her life. She held hundreds of fond memories of beautiful days diving, and long, beer-fuelled nights dancing and laughing. It was the life she had imagined living forever.

As fond as the memories were that Pam had for her travelling years, she could genuinely say she enjoyed the next two decades just as much. Pam loved being a mother.

By virtue of a sad but fortuitous coincidence, her grandmother died just a few months after Pam returned home, leaving her a modest inheritance that was enough for a deposit on a small house. She created a home for herself and her newborn daughter that was perfect for the two of them. Pam had no interest in any future relationships and was content with a life that was her and Emmy—named for one of Pam’s favourite heroines. And Pam and Emmy were happy.

Emmy was born at the turn of the century, and there were plenty of signs that things were, very slowly, improving. Gender equality was still a far-off vision, in all corners of the world, but it was a vision that was incrementally getting closer.

Pam was determined to raise a strong, confident, principled daughter, and Emmy did not disappoint. She excelled at school, both academically and at sport. She went on to attend a good university and entered local politics as a passionate and compassionate advocate for rights, equality and solidarity. As the tide started to turn, following the overturn of Roe vs Wade—the first straw that began to break the camel’s back as three and half billion women worldwide rose up in anger and frustration—Pam was in a continuous state of being increasingly amazed by her incredible daughter. Emmy would call or visit and enthral Pam by recounting how women in politics were supporting a drastic change in the composition of parliaments and ruling bodies across the world.

From Rwanda—which had had anyway, for many years, a female majority in parliament—to Romania; Germany to Guatemala; Cambodia to Colombia, women were organised, and strategically voting women into power. First, Parliaments, and then senior Cabinet positions, became places where men become more and more a minority group.

It was all organised and coordinated—much like the work of the suffragettes more than 100 years before—to take power and force the implementation of reproductive, economic, social, and legal rights reforms that women had been asking for for decades, but that were not only not comprehensively given, but were also being retracted.

This time, women weren’t asking. They weren’t even demanding. They were simply taking power—by legitimate means, working within the system rather than from the outside of it—and giving themselves their rights. Pam could hardly contain her pride that Emmy was a part of it.

Those first few years after the overturning of Roe vs Wade were heady and exciting. Country after country became predominantly female-led at the political level, with, what seemed to be, an almost comical lack of awareness of what was happening from men. Policies were implemented that levelled the playing field and rapidly changed the gender structure of economic, military, and media fields. This, in turn, led to an ever-increasing domino effect of countries shifting to the new female-led norm. Even Islamic countries began to shift: first Syria, emerging from a brutal civil war that had lasted for over a decade, transformed into a female-led secular democratic republic; then Iran underwent astonishing changes in a short period of time, and women regained positions in society that they had held in a civilised, and more equal, long-forgotten era. What followed were negotiations and support to Iraq, which, two years later, elected the first female Iraqi President.

By 2028, two years before the end of the timeframe for the Sustainable Development Goals that would not be met, the idea of the CFWO was first born. The development goals were off track due to numerous factors: climate change not being tackled in any meaningful way under decades of male rule; spiralling cost-of-living crises; war in Eastern Europe; and sky-high national debts. All of which were exacerbated by the Grand Pandemic of 2020-2022. Under newly emerging, female-led media franchises, humanity heard how this lack of caring for the future generations of humanity—the children of today—under male-led governments must be stopped; that the thriving of future generations relied on sensible and considerate action now, and that had simply not been provided by male-led nations; that what was needed was a radical rethink of policies and a level of cooperation between states that the world had never before seen.

The Cooperative Feminist World Order was born.

And Pam had been so, so proud of Emmy. Oh, but how quickly it had started to go wrong.


Chapter 7

Emmy went to work still thinking about the conversation she’d had with Marcus that morning; she couldn’t believe he had assumed she wanted sex in return for the bike!

She hadn’t seen him again before leaving for work. She had showered, got ready, and left the house straight away and was now in her car driving to the office—two hours earlier than normal. She usually didn’t get up until 8 a.m. but had got up early this morning specifically to catch Marcus without having to go up to his room; she knew he was an early bird. But even thinking about their conversation brought a blush to her cheeks. She felt quite mortified.

Of course, she knew a lot of women her age had ‘boy hobbies’, and most women chose younger husbands. This made perfect evolutionary sense: even in the previous world order, women outlived men, so, if the purpose of a husband was to look after you, cook and clean, and care for you, you wouldn’t want one that would likely die before you. That would make no sense at all. And fifteen-year age gaps, like between her and Marcus, were not unusual. Of course, in previous decades, it had always been younger women with older men, where the age gap wasn’t frowned upon at all, that way around. Older women with younger men had generally been mocked by society—the women were called ‘cougars’ and the like.

But still, Emmy had never been anything but polite and respectful to Marcus. The fact that he could even consider that she was trying to buy sex from him! Even if other women did it, that didn’t give him the right to assume that’s what she was going to do. Her mortification was morphing into anger the more she thought about it. Surely, he should treat her with the courtesy of not expecting exploitation just because other women exploited other young men in his position. Surely, when roles were reversed, women had treated all men with this courtesy and respect and didn’t need to be wary just in case one particular man turned out to be a predator… Oh, wait. That wasn’t true, was it?

Emmy was remembering back to a time when she was a teenager and was walking home alone after going to the cinema with friends. It wasn’t late, about 8 p.m., but it was winter and it was dark. She saw a man—an average man, probably minding his own business—walking towards her on the fairly quiet side street she was walking down. She quickly turned around and walked back to the well-lit, busy main road.

Actually, now she came to think about it, there hadn’t been one incident. There had been many incidences.

Her friends hadn’t jogged in certain areas, at certain times. Just in case. Her mum’s single friend didn’t leave the downstairs windows open when she was in the house, even in the height of summer. You know, just in case. Her mum, the fiercest feminist of them all, would never get defensive with any aggressive male drivers that cut her up. Just in case.

It was true that, back then, Emmy and her mum had discussed this very topic at length. It wasn’t all men, all women knew that, but, as it was impossible to tell which men might be a very real threat (and statistically, many of them were), for their own safety, women had to treat any man as a potential threat. ALL women knew this; no man did. They didn’t ever grasp that the fact that ‘it’s not all men’ wasn’t the point. Of course, it was not all men, but it was always a man that was the threat. Women had spent their entire lives subtly changing their behaviour, changing their direction while walking alone at night, checking their tone, their clothes, their words, their attitude, all to ensure continued safety. It was conditioned.

And now, the power dynamic had changed, and older women were all potential threats to younger men. That was the reality of the world, and, Emmy realised, it was no wonder Marcus had assumed the worst. In fact, she began to feel a certain amount of respect for how he had handled the whole interaction: straight on, bravely raising the subject, directly asking her. She felt simultaneously proud of Marcus, more certain than ever that he would be a perfect fit for the Mascgettes, and depressed about the direction of the CFWO.

As Emmy pulled up to the gates of the underground car park at the Western Europe headquarters of the CFWO, where she worked—a massive, formidable building complex which covered more than ten square kilometres—she wondered at the enormity of trying to bring this organisation down. It wasn’t even an organisation. It was a ‘world order’. Was it even possible?

She often, on her more optimistic days, thought, well, the previous world order was toppled. Not so much in a ‘how difficult can it be?’ kind of way—it had taken centuries to change the patriarchy that had been in place since the beginning of time—but more in a ‘nothing is impossible’ kind of way. But when she came to this building, and saw the physical, structural manifestation of the sheer power of the CFWO, she felt strongly that the Mascgettes would never be victorious.

Maybe this was how the suffragettes of the previous century had felt?

The gates automatically opened as they scanned her vehicle registration. She felt a sense of weight and darkness blanket her as she drove into the car park and towards her allocated space, right by the lifts up to the building, as befitted her senior position within the organisation she had helped to create.

The Emmy who exited the lift on the 18th floor and walked towards her opulent corner office was very different from the Emmy who had emerged from the car in the bowels of the building below. She had been living a double life for some months now.

She was becoming more and more involved with the Mascgettes, the secret underground organisation dedicated to reversing some of the CFWOs decisions and working towards true equality. ‘Rights are not pie’ was their main slogan; you don’t run out of pieces. Everyone can enjoy equal rights, men and women together. Secret Mascgette societies had sprung up all over cities across the CFWO. Cells were strictly separated, so while Emmy had become quite senior in her own cell, she had no idea who were members of other cells, either in her own city or elsewhere.

However, Emmy also held a senior position in the CFWO. The first lesson she learnt in the Mascgettes, and what had been drilled into her tirelessly by her cell leader, was that the unique contribution she could make to the cause was her inside knowledge of the CFWO. She was repeatedly told she must, must, must maintain a completely loyal front to the CFWO. There could be no indication of dissatisfaction for her at work. None whatsoever. That would be disastrous.

So, Emmy, unused to deception at this level, assumed two different personas. When she entered her work building, she switched off all thoughts of the Mascgettes. She spent the lift ride up every morning, from the basement to her 18th-floor office, trying to remember the jubilation of those early years of the CFWO: the promise of a better world for everyone, the sense of achievement of genuine equality across all of humanity being within grasp. And, focusing her thoughts entirely on those feelings from the earlier years, she was able to exit the lift with a genuine smile on her face.

As she logged onto her laptop, which she had left at her desk, her email opened automatically showing a couple of dozen new emails since yesterday afternoon. As the CFWO was a worldwide affair emails came in throughout the night from different time zones.

Emmy made a point of not looking at her work email outside of working hours. She had rarely managed that before her new extracurricular activities, and that was mainly because, even though she would admit it to no one, she was relatively lonely. Yes, she had friends with whom she played tennis, went to bars and went on holiday with. She also volunteered at a local wildlife charity and was an active member of her local community. But, one by one, her friends had, in recent years, been taking husbands and having children.

Emmy had never felt the biological urge to have children. Within the new world order it had become increasingly clear that the biological urge for children, that previous generations of men had insisted that every woman had, was, in fact, only really present in about half of women. In previous generations, some women had had children because it was expected, or because it was the norm, or because it was the next step… for any and all reasons other than really yearning to be mothers. Of course, for other women the opposite was true. There were many ongoing studies into the ‘biological urge’ and where it could be found within women. These studies included research into females of other species to try and identify, isolate and, if necessary, manipulate the urge for motherhood in humans. None of that research had so far proved conclusive, although there was more and more acknowledged and accepted evidence that about 50% of women had ‘the urge’, as it was becoming known, and 50% did not.

Within the current world order, those who did not have ‘the urge’ now had complete validation from society for choosing a life without children, without taking anything away from those who did want children.

Women still gestated and gave birth to children—although labour and childbirth now were 100% safe and as pain-free as women wanted them to be, given the immensely increased research and medical developments for pregnancy and childbirth since the beginning of the CFWO. Incontinence, fistulas, tearing, long-term chronic pelvic pain—all of the multitudes of childbirth injuries and traumas that women had previously had to live with (dismissed in prior times by male doctors as simply being ‘the way it is’) had been eradicated because the new world order valued and cared about women.

Women who chose to have children then had a year off on full pay, after which point they normally left their husband in charge of the day-to-day housework, now the accepted role of husbands, to return to part-time or full-time work. This allowed them to focus on balancing motherhood and career, while the drudgery of household tasks was left to men.

This arrangement had led to a reversal of the low fertility and ageing population issues that had beset the global north in the first quarter of the 21st century. At that time, women were having fewer children—less than replacement level—in increasing numbers of countries across Europe, North America, Latin America and Asia. Some of the reasons for this were due to positive societal changes: child marriage had been decreasing everywhere; girls were going to school longer, getting married later, choosing who they married, and choosing how many children to have. But some of the reasons for decreased fertility levels were due to negative reasons: the cost of childcare was exorbitant in many countries; the planet was dying—or rather, being killed by humanity—and women wondered what kind of world they would be leaving their future children to cope with; urban living conditions were too small; and many companies did not have any kind of family-friendly policies for parents, male or female. The CFWO changed all of that by systematically addressing all the negative reasons for declining fertility, which immediately reversed the trend to the point that repopulation evened out: no longer growing, but not at risk of declining and leaving aged populations dependent on social care that could not be provided by the state.

Emmy wasn’t sure why, in her circle of friends, she was the only one without ‘the urge’, leaving her alone, still unmarried and without children. It almost seemed like the research was incorrect, and that much more than half of women had ‘the urge’. But that would mean that the CFWO had published research—now believed the world over to be robust scientific fact—that was, in fact, wrong. Deliberately so, one would have to wonder? That couldn’t possibly be true, could it?

Either way, Emmy had felt increasingly lonely over the previous few years, and this had only served to exacerbate the hurt of her estrangement from her mum, the one person she had previously thought she would always be able to count on. Maybe that was part of what pushed her to join the Mascgettes when given the chance. Yes, she had found new friends and a new purpose, but she had also understood, deep down, that in all those arguments with her mother about the direction of the CFWO, there was one key fact: her mother had been right. Emmy knew her mother would approve of her work with the Mascgettes, and somehow this knowledge made her feel closer to her mum again, even if in reality and in their actual meetings, like last night, things were still frosty and awkward.

Emmy shook her head. Her cardinal rule with this new double-life was that she did not, ever, think about the Mascgettes at work; she focused solely on the work of the CFWO. The good, righteous, moral work of the CFWO.

Right, time to get started.

Emmy started looking at her emails just as her assistant came in with coffee. He was young, probably about Marcus’s age, and from a good family. Even though he didn’t have much formal education, he would have been offered typing courses at school while waiting to leave.

Most of the assistants at the CFWO were young men, providing the more senior female managers, like Emmy, choices for future husbands.

If Emmy were so inclined to marry, Sean here wouldn’t be such a bad choice. Tall and good-looking (an unspoken rule for all assistants, to be fair), though there wasn’t much personality to him as far as she could gather. No banter, no jokes, but, of course, that was true with all young men nowadays. Sean would make an acceptable husband, probably a good sperm donor for kids, and she assumed he could cook and clean as well as any other young man.

She was brought out of her mini-daydream by the quirk of urgency in his voice as he spoke.

“Umm, Ms Willis? So sorry to interrupt, but there is an urgent meeting in twenty minutes I was asked to tell you about.”

Distracted by one email with a glaring title in capital letters that almost literally jumped off the page, Emmy didn’t reply. She was stunned into silence.

“Umm, Ms Willis,” Sean tried again.

Emmy had grown up comfortable with ‘Ms’. It had seemed very outdated to her generation that women should be identified as married or single with ‘Mrs’ or ‘Miss’ when the same wasn’t true for men. Of course, the CFWO had produced evidence on how detrimental it had been to women to be identified by a prefix intended to describe whether they were ‘owned’ by a man or not: particularly as men were all simply ‘Mr’. This, coupled with the practice of women taking their husband’s name when marrying and wearing a wedding ring to denote they were taken, had led to a complete reversal of the whole practice. Now, all women were referred to exclusively as ‘Ms’, while unmarried men used the prefix ‘Master’ and married men the prefix ‘Mr’. Married men were required by law to wear a ring from the time of engagement.

Emmy looked up. “I think I know what the meeting is about, Sean,” she said.

She looked back at her email. She couldn’t believe it. She opened the email and started reading before glancing up distractedly to see Sean still standing there, holding her coffee. Of course, he wouldn’t leave until she dismissed him. Nodding her head to the table to where he should put down the coffee, she spoke without looking at him.

“I know about the meeting, thanks, Sean. Clear my schedule for the rest of the morning—no, wait, for the rest of the day. That will be all.”

There was no need for pleasantries; most women at work, like Emmy, now treated their male assistants in precisely the same way female assistants used to be treated by male managers in the 20th century. Curt and brusque commands, no need for social niceties. Normally, she was more aware of her behaviour, but right now, Emmy didn’t care. This news was HUGE.

Afghanistan had fallen. After eighteen years of Taliban rule. Education denied to girls since 2021 when the Taliban first came into power. Freedom of movement for women curtailed over the following year, together with a ban on women working in multiple sectors, including the international aid sector, which had led to the UN withdrawing in 2024. Nineteen years of Taliban rule and now Afghanistan was a free country and asking for urgent support from the CFWO. This news was HUGE.

Emmy unplugged her laptop and picked it up, together with the coffee, and headed to the conference room.


Chapter 8

As Emmy walked into the large conference room, she saw there were already around twenty others sat at the huge ornate table that dominated the room. The 120-inch screen on the wall was turned on, showing four small tiles of similar conference rooms around the world. Some of the rooms were empty—for time zones where it was still the middle of the night, she assumed. The news had only just broken, so people were probably being woken up and were rushing into their offices at this very moment.

There was a general sense of excitement and anticipation across the room.

“Can you believe it?” asked Emmy’s colleague, Ann, as Emmy sat in a chair next to her, plonking her laptop and coffee on the table.

Like Emmy, Ann was a Senior Strategist with the CFWO. They worked well together, although there was some level of competition, and they both knew that one them would be the point person for the implementation of whatever strategy the CFWO moved forward with now, with regard to Afghanistan.

“Well, there’s been rumours for weeks,” replied Emmy. “But still, it seems to have happened pretty abruptly, right?”

“Pretty much like when the Afghan Government fell to the Taliban back in 2021, I guess,” responded Ann.

Emmy had just been finishing university when the Taliban had taken over Afghanistan, and she remembered it vividly. It had happened so quickly. The US withdrew their NATO troops, which was a significant proportion of NATO’s presence, meaning the whole operation was no longer viable. It wasn’t a snap decision, and plenty of warning had been given. While many around the world blamed the US for what followed, the US had made it clear for a number of years that they would withdraw their presence before September 2021, marking the 20th Anniversary of the 2001 attacks that destroyed the New York World Trade Towers. The rationale being that if 20 years of capacity building of the Afghan government and armed forces was not enough, then nothing would ever be enough. 20 years was their limit.

No one had been prepared for just how quickly the country fell to the Taliban though. The withdrawal of the international forces was followed swiftly by the fall of city after city—Kandahar, Jalalabad, Mazar, and finally, within a short, sharp three weeks, Kabul. The Taliban were back in power. What followed was the systematic erasing of all women’s rights. Education for girls was suspended, with promises from the Taliban that girls’ schools would re-open when all ‘necessary’ arrangements were in place. They never did. Girls and women were banned from universities, from certain jobs, and from free movement in public without a male family member chaperone.

At the end of 2022, another blow: the Taliban declared that all female NGO workers providing aid must be fired. The UN and NGO partners had continued to support the Afghan people enduring horrifying poverty rates and soaring levels of suffering under the Taliban, but this was the last straw. Negotiations went on for months and months, but to no avail. The UN simply could not continue to provide aid through NGO partners without the female aid workers who ensured that women’s voices were listened to and that women and girls received aid that benefitted them as much as their husbands, fathers, brothers and sons.

It was a crucial tenet of the UN (now long-since disbanded under the CFWO) that gender equality was a consideration across all aspects of aid. The ultimate goal had been gender transformation: addressing the root causes of inequality within social norms and society itself; identifying, recognising and changing all the customs and behaviours that reinforced the second-class nature of women and girls. But, if transformation wasn’t possible, then achieving gender-responsive gains was fine.

In the first quarter of the 21st century, it was understood and accepted that gender transformative results weren’t possible everywhere. People often declared that things were okay; there was still no real equality, but these things take time, it takes generations for women to really be treated with equal respect to men, but everything was fine as long as progress was being made in some places. So, gender-responsive approaches were about identifying and recognising the customs and behaviours that reinforced that women were second-class citizens, and accepting them, while working to mitigate the harmful effects that they had.

The problem in Afghanistan was that, even working with a goal of limited gender-responsive achievements, there was still a need for women aid workers to speak to women. That was the minimum requirement. That was the red line.

The Taliban refused, and, despite negotiations, there was no crossing that red line, apparently for either side. By the end of 2024, the UN had entirely pulled out of Afghanistan, and the country was on its own.

For the next sixteen years, Afghanistan had remained on the fringes of the international community. There was still trade, mainly with Iran, Turkey and China, all committed members of the CFWO, who used the trade routes to provide support to underground networks of both women and men inside Afghanistan who were fighting against the Taliban. Much like during the previous Taliban years, in the 1990s, women provided underground education to girls, in homes and in basements. This time around, they were supported by their husbands, fathers, brothers and sons; a whole generation of men, raised between 2001 and 2021 who believed in equality and education for girls.

Afghanistan had been left to fend for itself and decide its own fate. And, even though it took sixteen years, it appeared that the right side had eventually won. The Taliban had been defeated, by the people of Afghanistan.

Emmy looked up as the High Commissioner for CFWO Western Europe walked into the room. Clara was a woman in her mid-60s, of slight build and no more than five-foot-four, even with heels, but formidable nonetheless. She had previously worked for UNICEF and had been stationed in Afghanistan for a few years prior to the CFWO, so Emmy knew this would be a subject close to her heart. In fact, while Clara generally maintained her stern demeanour as she swept to the front of the conference table, her heels click-clacking on the polished wooden floor, Emmy thought she detected a slight wet sheen in Clara’s eyes.

Her voice, when she spoke, though, was strong and true, and gave no indication of any underlying emotion.

“So, everyone, thanks for gathering,” she said briskly. “We’ll need to get right down to it I’m afraid. And, before going any further, all leave is cancelled until further notice. All non-urgent business is suspended. We are all—and I mean ALL—working on the Afghanistan situation until further notice. Is that understood?”

Without waiting for an answer, and not even sparing a second glance for the nodding heads and agreeing murmurs around the room, Clara clicked a button and pulled up a PowerPoint presentation alongside the small tile squares of the different conference rooms, which all reconfigured to allow the front page of the presentation to appear.

Emmy couldn’t help but be impressed that Clara had had time to put together a presentation—when? The news had only just broken! Incidentally, she also couldn’t help but be slightly irritated that, despite all the gains made since the CFWO took power—increased wealth distribution, climate change action, increased health and education (for girls and women at least)—the world had still not advanced from bloody PowerPoint presentations.

Emmy noticed that in the small tiles looking into the other conference rooms around the world, more and more women were turning up, generally looking a bit flustered and harried, sitting down and turning towards what was presumably the same presentation on their screens, being presented by their own regional High Commissioners.

Clara started the presentation. The ongoing support of the CFWO to the women of Afghanistan over the last decade, mainly through the efforts of Iran, Turkey, and China, had finally paid off. Arms had been smuggled into Afghanistan through underground routes for many years, and female soldiers had been trained in military manoeuvres and techniques.

Emmy was somewhat surprised by this. While she recognised that the CFWO now controlled a huge army across the world, the initial strategy had been take-over by peaceful means only. Violence was not the female way, so, it was taking power through voting. Using ballots for change, then, change from within. That was the strategy. But, Emmy realised, probably not a strategy that had any value in a country where nobody was able to vote, women or men. Further, the CFWO ended up turning to violence anyway, or at least, strong oppression based on fear and, well, yes, violence. So, maybe violence was simply the way of the oppressor, no matter if they were female or male.

As the presentation came to the slide about ‘next steps’, and ‘where do we go from here?’, Emmy had a rather horrifying realisation: this was not breaking news. Of course Clara had not put together this well-polished presentation, including a ten-step, three-month plan of action, in the last 20 minutes. This must have been known to the most senior staff in the CFWO—mainly the regional High Commissioners and Deputy High Commissioners, Emmy assumed—for a while.

Emmy wondered when the Taliban actually fell. She now had very strong doubts that it was just this morning, or even last night. This had been planned for months and kept a secret, the news released in one coordinated move across the world this morning. Which felt, somehow, overwhelmingly sinister.

The CFWO was a collaboration of 142 nations organised into five regions, with each region having a CFWO HQ and High Commissioner, and then CFWO Leaders at the national level. There was no physical location of a global HQ. When the UN was disbanded in 2031 as one of the initial acts of the newly formalised CFWO, there had been talk of using the UN HQ in New York for the purpose. But the CFWO, based as it was on cooperation, collaboration, and solidarity, had decided that there was no need for one overarching place of power and instead agreed that devolved power was the best way to go. Bi-monthly meetings rotated between each region, with the High Commissioners, Deputy Commissioners and select senior staff attending. Emmy usually attended two to three times a year. Other than that, all cooperative action was taken digitally.

In addition to the 142 full member states, a further 30 were affiliated members: they had no voting rights and did not attend the High Council or sit on the Supreme Feminist Court, but cooperated well in trade and environmental agreements with the CFWO. That had left another 22 countries, generally small island states with no interest in participating in global organisation. Afghanistan had been the one significant country left outside of the CFWO.

Emmy startled as she heard her name called, she suspected, not for the first time.

“Emmy! Are you listening?” Clara snapped.

All eyes were on her as Emmy realised Clara had been speaking directly to her.

“Oh, I’m so sorry. I was just, well, just amazed at this. It’s just, well, I just really don’t know what to say…” Emmy was mumbling and rambling and knew she had to pull herself together. “Sorry, Clara. It’s just amazing, that’s all. After all this time.”

Emmy took a chance, realising she was close to being insubordinate. “And kudos for the presentation. I’m in awe that you pulled that together so quickly, what with the news just breaking this morning.”

“Don’t be passive aggressive, Emmy, it really doesn’t suit you.” Clara’s tone was even, with no sign of anger or frustration. “You aren’t stupid, so don’t pretend to be, and don’t try to bait me. Obviously, the Taliban did not fall this morning, and obviously, I have known about this for a while.”

Emmy had to give Clara credit: she was being very open and direct about this.

“You of all people understand how this works. We had to get our ducks in a row before announcing the news to the world. We have to be seen to act fast and decisively to support the women of Afghanistan and ensure their efforts don’t go unrewarded.”

Emmy had the fleeting—disloyal—notion that the toppling of the Taliban was probably down to the women and men of Afghanistan, but she let it go. She could see what was coming, and knew she had to focus.

“Obviously,” Clara continued, “CFWO Central Asia will be leading our response and solidarity support to Afghanistan from now on. But all regions will have a role to play. Emmy, for Western Europe, you will be the lead strategist. Ann will support where necessary, but you will ultimately be responsible.”

Emmy snuck a side glance at Ann; her face was devoid of emotion and Emmy really couldn’t tell if she was annoyed with this seeming demotion to assistant when they were both at the same level.

“You know Tahira in the Turkey office. I need you to coordinate with her. She will be leading the overall CFWO strategy. Follow her lead and get this done. Use whatever resources you need.” Clara turned to the rest of the room. “Everyone here, report to Emmy for instructions. Our plan is for Afghanistan to be a full CFWO member within a month.”

With that, Clara nodded at those around the table and then click-clacked out of the room.


Chapter 9

Marcus was bored. He had woken up at 6 a.m. even though it was his day off, and he had now watched nearly four hours of TV—much more than a usual day, which was only one hour after he finished his shift. As much as he loved his TV, four hours was really his limit. Despite the most incredible breaking news about Afghanistan being finally free of the tyranny of male rule and the imminent female take-over and entry to the CFWO, Marcus still recognised that he had reached his limit: four hours was enough.

It was the same every week—although to be fair, usually without such exciting news. He got up early, showered, had breakfast, watched TV, and then, by 10 a.m., he was bored. Normally, he would then walk to the male-accessible supermarket and do his weekly shopping, then come home, have some lunch, and then read a book, if he was lucky and Emmy had given him a new one. Then, dinner, more TV, and bed. It was a dreary existence, to be sure.

Apparently, this had been the life for many women for many decades in different countries, only with childcare, cooking and cleaning thrown in. He thought he should probably feel grateful that he didn’t need to do any of that. Although, he also thought that doing it as a house-husband would in fact be preferable to being a prostitute, and the ‘work’ he was required to do six out of seven days a week.

The lack of freedom to go anywhere was unbelievably oppressive. There was no specific legal ban on men going to parks, restaurants, bars, or even the cinema, but it was highly discouraged. Any man in those places without a female chaperone would face stares at the least, likely aggressive questioning from women who had the right to confront single men alone, or at worst, the possibility of violence.

Single men tended to be stopped by female police patrolling the city. They would be questioned on what they were wearing, where they were going, why they were on their own, and then cautioned that it wasn’t really safe for them to be alone on the streets and that they ought to go home before something bad happened. This was generally said in a tone that suggested that if something bad were to happen, it would be the fault of the young man for being out on his own, rather than the fault of the perpetrator. Ultimately, it had become the social norm that young men did not venture out without a chaperone. There was no need for it to be written into law. The more it became embedded behaviour, the more difficult it became for any young man to go out unless it was necessary—such as to work, or the supermarket.

Interestingly, house-husbands did have a pass as long as they were out with children. They were allowed to access general supermarkets with children or take children to family-friendly cinema screenings. There were specific family eateries for men with children. Those men had no real chance to get bored, what with the housework and cooking, and making sure that their wives had a nice, calm home environment to come back to after a working day.

As most young men were encouraged to marry an older woman with a respectable career, Marcus was aware that his life was not the norm.

He pulled his thin jacket out of the wardrobe. A quick look out of the tiny window confirmed that, yes, indeed, it was raining. He had no choice; he had to go to the supermarket, even if he knew he was going to get soaked on the 30-minute walk there.

Oh, wait a moment. He had a new bike! He had completely forgotten. Well, this wasn’t going to be just another boring day off then.

With a new-found jaunt in his step, he made his way down the stairs to the hallway where his brand-new bike sat waiting. Marcus manoeuvred the bike out of the front door and down the steps, making sure he locked up behind him—although it hardly made any difference.

Crime was practically non-existent these days, what with no men having any free movement or free time, and an equitable share of wealth and fair living conditions for all women, burglaries were pretty much obsolete.

Marcus steered the bike onto the side of the road. Had it been ten years since he had ridden a bike? Maybe more. Actually, less, he thought. He used to ride a bike to school only eight years ago, when he was seventeen. It felt like decades ago, the world was so different.

‘Just like riding a bike’, he swung his leg over the frame and pedalled off before he had a chance to be nervous. And he was right to be confident. After an initial few wobbles, he was riding straight and fast, and as he picked up speed his spirits soared. He hadn’t felt like this in years—the wind in his face (and the rain, which he didn’t actually mind at all), and a sense of freedom that was exhilarating. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt so happy. Or, for that matter, happy at all.

The bike ride was thrilling and felt completely safe. Since the CFWO take-over, public transport (for women, at least) had been improved considerably and consisted of some buses that were available to men and women and then female-only ‘environabs’, which were everywhere. Environabs were a cross between old Uber cabs and the minibus shared taxis that used to be found across Africa. Marcus had seen a TV show on them once, where they were referred to in one African country—Kenya, he thought it was—as ‘matatus’. They were these very unclean, old minibuses that would hurtle around the roads, paying no attention at all to traffic laws, with people seemingly packed in so tightly that they were spilling out through the windows. The current environabs were, of course, nothing like that: they were orderly and never over-packed, with lovely plump, upholstered, sparkling clean, comfortable seating. But the way they were organised was the same as the old matatus; they had specific routes along the main roads, based on general traffic needs, and would pull over anywhere to pick up any (female) person with her hand out. They were cost-efficient and environmentally friendly (hence, environabs—short for environmentally-friendly cabs) and provided clean and safe transport along main routes.

There was also a shared bicycle system, like the old ‘Boris bikes’ that London used to have, of course, also for women only, that would then carry them any significant further distance from where an environab had dropped them off.

The system worked well and had decreased the carbon footprint of cars by close to 80% in Western Europe since 2032, according to a recent news report. The system was so well-functioning in fact that, while most women still owned cars, few of them used them daily or just around town.

Marcus suspected that Emmy used her car every day, but he was usually gone long before she got up, and returned home after her, so he wasn’t sure. Now he came to think about it, she had been out in the car in the evenings a lot more than she ever used to.

The result of all of this was that the roads were quieter than they were when Marcus was growing up and, because all the environab drivers were female, as were all other drivers, there was a very high adherence to speed limits and traffic regulations, and almost zero drink driving. So, bike riding felt very safe to Marcus.

The ride to the grocery store took less than ten minutes and he found he was disappointed that it was over so soon. He then thought, perhaps he could just ride around for a bit. It was probably the most rebellious thought he had ever had. It wasn’t completely unheard of for men to have bicycles, so most men cycling were left alone, with any patrolling police officers assuming they were running errands or grocery shopping. If stopped, Marcus could tell the truth: he was out grocery shopping. When they checked his ID—which they absolutely would—and questioned why he was cycling in the wrong direction, he could tell them that he had got a bit lost as he had only recently got the bike and was used to walking through shortcuts, so he hadn’t been so sure of the road layout. That was partially true.

So, Marcus rode around for another 30 minutes. With no police patrols in sight and no one to stop him, he really hadn’t been this happy for as long as he could remember.

Eventually, he knew he should get the shopping over with. He parked the bike and locked it with the padlock Emmy had thoughtfully provided.

Crime was certainly close to non-existent in the nice neighbourhood where he lived, but this male-accessible supermarket was in a less salubrious area of town. More than this, though, it was the only place that single young men like Marcus could go shopping, and he knew that a bike would be a real temptation for them. While crime in general was down—extremely harsh punishments for any men committing crimes were a strong deterrent—and male thieves would have to explain to their landlady, benefactor or family where they had got a bike—which was another strong deterrent—Marcus wasn’t about to take any chances.

Walking around the supermarket put a bit of a dent into his newly jaunty step. It was dinghy and dark, with a limited choice across all ranges of food, but particularly fresh fruit and vegetables. It was dirty and grimy, and always looked like it hadn’t been cleaned in a decade—it probably hadn’t. There were no self-service checkouts, and only one grumpy, mute old man at the till who very slowly and thoroughly checked everyone’s ID against their top-up cards when they paid, so there was always a queue.

The last time Marcus had been invited back to his mother’s house for a visit—which was well over a year ago—he had ended up going to the local supermarket with his sister as she picked up a few bits for lunch. The place was amazing: bright and clean with row upon row of fresh-looking vegetables and fruit, some of which he’d forgotten even existed given the very limited selection available to him; there was a row of at least 20 high-tech-looking self-service checkouts, and he counted probably four or five robot cleaners as he went round, quietly and unobtrusively cleaning around browsing customers.

He thought about that supermarket every week when he came into this one. The comparison depressed him, but so did everything else.

As he got into the queue with his meagre basket of food to last him another week, he heard a voice behind him.

“Hey, Marcus.”

Marcus turned round, surprised. It was rare for him to meet someone here that he knew; single men were not encouraged to be friends with each other, and he generally kept to himself. He didn’t socialise with any of the other prostitutes at work, and other men his age were generally married or engaged and were encouraged to be friends with the husbands of their wives’ friends.

It was Alan. Marcus knew him from the bro-thel.

“Hey Alan,” Marcus replied. “I didn’t know you lived over here?”

“I just moved last week. My previous landlady got married so I had to find a new place. My sister is my financial controller, and she found a room for me down Chipney Street.”

“Oh.” Marcus felt sorry for Alan. Chipney Street was just round the corner, and not the best area of town. It also meant that Alan would now have over an hour’s walk to work. “How’s it working out?”

“Not great.”

Alan didn’t look that great either. He was pale and looked very tired.

“The room is in the basement, it’s pretty damp and cold. But on top of that, the landlady is… well, my last landlady wasn’t nice to me, but pretty much left me alone most of the time. This one…. well… she takes advantage. And you know, after a long day at work, the last thing I want is to come home to….”

Marcus nodded, sympathetically. He didn’t know what to say and thought again how lucky he was to have Emmy as a landlady. He idly wondered what would happen if she decided to get married. She could, right? It wouldn’t be that unusual, but what would become of him then? He dreaded to think. It was such a precarious situation, being a young man these days.

“Did you tell your sister?” Marcus asked. “Maybe she’ll be able to find you somewhere else.”

Alan just looked sad. “I told her,” he said. “She didn’t care. The room is cheaper than the last one, and she thinks I’m beyond marrying age—and particularly now I’ve been, well, doing the work that we do, for four years— I’m not really marriage material. None of us are; we’re not virgins anymore, right? Who would want to marry someone like us?” Alan huffed out a bitter laugh. “Anyway, I told her; she doesn’t care, it’s just the way of the world now, isn’t it?”

Marcus, again, just nodded. There was nothing left to say.

“But, hey it could be worse, right?” said Alan. “You heard about Kevin, yes?”

“No.” Marcus had no idea what Alan was talking about. “What happened?”

Kevin was another colleague at the bro-thel—a more outspoken young man than the rest of them, more prone to speaking up at the unfairness of the system. It didn’t really surprise Marcus that Kevin may well have got into some kind of trouble.

“Oh, God, I thought everyone knew.”

Alan seemed bizarrely happy that he had gossip to pass on. Their lives were so bland and controlled, it was as though anything out of the ordinary, however awful—and Marcus strongly suspected that whatever Alan was going to tell him, was going to be awful—was still better than the brutal boredom and monotony.

“He was arrested,” reported Alan. “Wednesday night, I think, although I’m not sure. He’s been sent to Dude-City.”

“God.” Marcus tried to breathe out slowly, feeling his pulse quicken at the mere mention of that god-forsaken place. “What the hell did he do?”

“Apparently, he was working for the Mascgettes,” said Alan. “You know, that underground men’s rights group, right?”

Marcus nodded, yes, he had heard of them.

“Well, I heard he had been working there for a while, giving secret education to boys. Like, really, really brave, but I guess someone told on him, or his landlady suspected something, and they arrested him and now he’s gone.”

Marcus jumped as there was a bang behind him. While talking, both Alan and Marcus had been shuffling towards the front of the queue. Marcus had been moving backwards and had now reached the front without realising. He turned to see the angry face of the man at the till, with a mallet in his hand that he had just smacked against the counter. The man gestured impatiently for Marcus to put his shopping on the broken conveyor belt and push it forward. Marcus complied, while looking back at Alan with horror in his eyes.

“Poor Kevin,” Marcus whispered. “But, as you said, how brave.”

Once he’d left the store, Marcus cycled straight home. The euphoria of the morning was gone; he didn’t feel like riding around anymore. All he could think of was the terror and pain Kevin must be experiencing right now, being locked up in the Dude-City.

Dude-City was one of many across the CFWO realm: the anarchical, chaotic, post-apocalyptic city-prisons all dissenting men were sent to. Most people tended just to refer to the singular, the one closest to them. No checks on male testosterone by laws or societal norms, or female restraint—they were places where the strongest killed the weakest with no accountability. It was a dog-eat-dog, survival of the fittest prison. No wardens. No control. No escape.

The very thought of them made Marcus go cold inside. It was where his own dad had been sent nine years earlier on the testimony of Marcus’s mother and sister.

He cleaned the wheels of his bike before bringing it back into the hallway, keen to show Emmy how grateful he was for the gift, and not to give her any chance to regret giving it to him. He packed away his shopping and made a cup of tea but didn’t bother with lunch; he found he wasn’t really hungry.

Marcus made his way back upstairs to his room, sat in his lumpy armchair and reached out to switch the TV on. It was still news of Afghanistan. The presenter was speaking of the struggles of Afghan women over the previous decades, and how, even during the first Taliban rule in the 1990s, women went door-to-door providing secret education to girls who were denied schooling. How brave, and praise-worthy those women were, the presenter said.

“Oh, the irony,” muttered Marcus, thinking of Kevin.


Chapter 10

Pam woke up in a depressed mood. That wasn’t, in itself, unusual; she felt that she had been depressed for the last decade. The promise of the feminist revolution, the hope of genuine equality, and this is what the world had turned into. This was a normal waking thought, but today there was an even darker cloud over her head because of her disappointing dinner with Emmy the night before.

Having a disappointing catch-up with Emmy also wasn’t unusual. The immense pride Pam had felt in her daughter as she grew up, the strength of her character, her abilities, her compassion and her commitment to social justice, all meant that Pam had felt that being a mother was the one thing in life she had done perfectly.

She had no delusions as to who she was. She had disappointed her own parents greatly, she knew that; she was not a good daughter. Her father had died many years before, never accepting the changes that the feminist revolution brought, even before the CFWO was formalised. In a way, Pam thought it was a good thing he hadn’t lived to see the new world order. Her mum was still alive but lived in a home, with serious dementia. She was very well cared for—under the CFWO, care home services were well funded and prioritised, and staff were well paid and respected so, in turn, looked after their elderly charges with empathy and compassion: exactly what any child would want for their parents. Pam would go to sit with her mother once every few months; she couldn’t say ‘visit her’, as her mother had no idea who Pam was.

But Pam was a bad daughter. She had always been a bad daughter. As an only child, she was not anyone’s sister; she had also, generally, been a bad friend and a bad girlfriend—more often than not, simply upping and leaving whenever she got bored, without a word to anyone.

But she had always thought she was a good mother. A perfect mother. A friend and a mentor. Giving her child an unconventional upbringing, surely, but one based on the foundations of social justice, equality and equity as defining characteristics of a world to strive towards.

However, with the emergence of the CFWO, Pam saw before many others the horror of the direction the new world order was taking. Emmy was already too embedded within the structure—too committed, too naïve to see where things were headed. What had followed was a decade of arguments and rows, and long periods of no contact before finally achieving what they had now: frosty conversations with no love, warmth or understanding,

Pam had tried, last night, to ask about Emmy’s life, trying to find a way back in, to regain some of the connection and closeness they had enjoyed before. But Emmy had given vague, curt responses, and had seemed to resent being there. But Pam was desperate. Not just because Emmy was her daughter, and she was sick of all these years of fighting, but also because Pam knew that Emmy was working for the Mascgettes. She really needed for Emmy to know that she knew, as she understood deep in her heart that this was what was going to bring mother and daughter back together again. But Pam was restricted in what she could say, and she needed Emmy to confide in her about her new extra-curricular evening activities first.

Pam had naïvely thought it would be simple. Emmy knew Pam’s political leanings; she had never kept them a secret. Oh, she wasn’t stupid; she had kept her head below the parapet and not made any waves for the CFWO, but, with Emmy, Pam had never held back. So, it had seemed natural to Pam that when Emmy started working with the Mascgettes, she would confide in her, confident that the work aligned with Pam’s view of the world. Pam had waited three months for Emmy to reach out to her, but nothing. So, Pam had reached out, and invited Emmy for dinner, hoping that might provide the opportunity for Emmy’s confession.

But nothing. Hence the more-depressed-than-normal mood of the morning. Pam was now at a bit of a loss as to how to let Emmy know that she knew what Emmy was doing.

Emmy was angry with her, Pam thought to herself. Of course she was. And that was the crux of the matter; Pam was not a perfect mother. Or even a half-decent one. Pam had been proud of Emmy only as long as Emmy was the embodiment of what Pam thought it was to be a girl, to be a woman—to have the same ideals, the same beliefs, the same convictions that Pam herself held. But the moment that Emmy had gone in a different direction, the moment she had continued to support the CFWO when Pam was having doubts, Pam had stopped being proud of her. Stopped supporting her. Stopped being her friend.

Honestly, how was that any different from how Pam’s own parents had treated her? Withholding support the moment she’d turned out to be something different from the vision they’d had for her?

Pam sighed and distractedly picked up the remote to turn on the TV on the kitchen wall, to watch while her coffee brewed. The news was on, and she sensed there was something big happening. Turning up the volume, she ignored the hissing coffee machine and wandered over to the table to sit down.

The Taliban had fallen. Afghanistan was free. Afghan women were free. The sheer intensity of feeling that this brought up threatened to overwhelm her.

She could remember vividly when Afghanistan had fallen to the Taliban for the second time, in 2021. The feelings of despair and hopelessness for the world that had emerged when Trump was elected in had come flooding back to her then. But her feelings of despair and hopelessness had been quickly overtaken by feelings of anger. Pure, unadulterated, rage. How dare the Taliban bring back prehistoric draconian restrictions for women in Afghanistan? When, oh when would this shit end? The fury had coursed through her body like a living thing.

She remembered a worldwide Gallup Poll (an old-fashioned style of poll where data was made available to anyone who wanted to see it) that came out in 2021, or maybe 2022, with something like ten years of data, and which showed, irrefutably, that women were getting angrier. Much more so than men. It was something like the ‘gender rage gap’—a twist on the much more well-known ‘gender pay gap’. Which was one of the multitudes of things that had led to the gender rage gap, Pam had thought angrily at the time—how on earth was that not obvious to everyone? The poll had highlighted that thousands of women, across hundreds of countries, all knew and understood the same thing: not only was progress on equality stalling, but in many places, it was going backwards.

Yes, girls’ access to education had been increasing over the years, and by the early 2020s, more girls had accessed education for longer than in any other period in history—a cause for celebration, said the UN, that the world had ‘almost’ achieved parity in education at primary level. Almost. And at primary level only. That didn’t change the fact that, across the world, girls’ education significantly lagged behind boys’ at secondary level, and even more so at tertiary level. It didn’t change the fact that girls struggled with doing homework by candlelight, long after dark, and only after all their household chores were finished, while their brothers got to do theirs early, play football, and have a full night’s sleep.

And, while the UN, NGOs and governments who claimed to prioritise women’s and girls’ rights lauded these incremental steps—while simultaneously estimating it would take another 136 years to achieve gender equality worldwide—nobody was doing anything of substance. That time frame seemed acceptable. ‘Oh well’, people would say, ‘these things take time’.

The anger of women had been palpable. And growing.

The Roe vs Wade decision, made by men. The all-male Taliban take-over in Afghanistan, and the decision to withdraw NATO forces, made by men. Even before that with the election of Trump in the US; a self-professed misogynistic abuser who literally boasted about ‘grabbing a woman by the pussy’ and who was voted to become the most powerful man in the world. People made excuses for him; apparently, his attitude towards women was not important to how he would be as the president of a nation made up of 50% women.

Then there had been the great pandemic of 2020-2022, which took a much harsher toll on women than on men. Most women at that time were the ones to juggle working from home with home-schooling their children—of course, some men helped, but many, many did not. At that point, the chancellor in the UK—later to become Prime Minister—had said, ‘We owe mums a great deal.’ Not dads. Not parents. Just mums. Because of the overwhelming and completely accepted (correct) assumption by men and women alike that it was predominantly women who juggled the home-schooling and everything else. It was accepted by society that this was the case. It was normal. It was, as many would justify it, simply the way of the world. The underlying sexism of an embedded patriarchy highlighted by that statement went unnoticed by most, but not by Pam.

And still, the anger grew. The rage swirled and fermented and turned into something almost living. And that, in itself, became a cause for misogynistic comment because ‘anger isn’t feminine’. A man could be angry, that was righteous and determined; justified and powerful. But an angry woman? That was probably her ‘time of the month’. It was uncouth and inappropriate; shrill and strident. It was not what society expected or wanted.

There was another poll around the same time, Pam remembered, that had said that most toddlers associated angry expressions with men because, in their short lives, they were much more used to seeing outward expressions of anger on male faces than on female faces. This was because girls and women had been conditioned to mask any feelings of anger. ‘Cheer up, love’ and ‘You should smile more’ were common phrases. Every woman Pam knew had, at one point—prior to the CFWO—been told to smile more by some random man. By complete strangers; at work, on the bus, walking down the street—men felt, somehow, that they had the right to tell any woman just to smile more.

Being angry was not what society expected of women, and doing the unexpected was exactly what birthed the CFWO into existence. Women had become so enraged that they stopped being ‘shrill’ and ‘strident’ and simply started being smart. They stopped asking and they stopped demanding. They started taking. They strategised and coordinated, and in the end, they won.

Perhaps it is an objective truth, thought Pam, that nothing good ever comes from a foundation of rage. She sighed. As much as she hated the way the CFWO had turned out—to the extent that she had founded the Mascgettes—she understood how a world order born of such anger and venom would end up subjugating and oppressing men in the way that it had. It was understandable. That didn’t make it right, but it did provide a reason.

Though, none of that solved her problem with Emmy. Pam had sworn an oath when founding the Mascgette Grand Council—with four other women from all corners of the world, including one Afghan friend living in exile in Iran—that she would never reveal her identity to anyone outside of the Mascgettes. This is what had led to her current quandary. She knew Emmy was in the Mascgettes—she, and she alone, knew the names of every person in every cell in the Western Europe region—but until Emmy voluntarily told her so, Pam could not speak to her about it. And even then, she would never be able to reveal her identity as the leader, it was just too risky.

Pam tuned back into the news. Of course, she already knew that the Taliban had fallen. It had actually happened more than six months ago. Saliha, her Afghan friend in Iran, had been entirely abreast of the situation. In fact, Saliha worked for the CFWO in Central Asia as a communications consultant. Afghanistan had been one place where the Mascgettes didn’t need to work—there was no need for secret education for boys in a country that only educated boys—but there was a need to discuss exactly how they would operate there moving forward.

Even though Pam had been aware of the situation, she had not known that the CFWO would choose today to tell the world. This changed things, drastically. Things were in motion, and clearly, the CFWO was about to make a dramatic move, so the Mascgettes would need a game plan.

Pam looked at the clock. She now had two urgent issues for the day. One was organising support for that poor young man, Kevin, who had been arrested, and the other was getting a secure line and speaking with Saliha—code name Hashimi—in Iran. A busy morning ahead.


Chapter 11

Emmy didn’t get home from work until 8 p.m. that night.

It had been a hectic day and she had barely even had time to stop for lunch. Luckily, her assistant had kept her plied with coffee all day, a fresh pain au chocolat from the bakery around the corner at mid-morning, and a nice couscous salad from the deli a mile away at lunchtime, which she ate on the go. Good assistants understood what their bosses needed, and Sean was definitely a good assistant. Emmy had considered briefly, once again, that he would probably make a very good husband.

The day had been a whirlwind of planning and strategising. She had spoken with Tahira in Istanbul and got up to speed on their thoughts for leading this process. Afghanistan would, of course, be joining the Central Asia CFWO region. That region’s High Commissioner—a Pakistani woman called Fatima—had already been in Kabul for over a month, working with the female rebel leaders there to determine who would emerge as the national CFWO Leader, and how the governance structure would be set up.

There was Level 3 readiness for 3,000 CFWO troops from Central Asia to enter Afghanistan within the next three days. The planning for this had been going on for months, but that scale of troop movement across a national border could not happen in secret, so they had to wait until the news was formally declared worldwide before giving the final signal for movement.

Emmy was just beginning to understand the immense amount of planning that had already gone into this, and, she couldn’t help it, but it somehow made her feel rather small. She knew that, in reality, she was a traitor to the CFWO, working behind their backs to bring the whole organisation down. But they didn’t know that. She had always believed herself to be senior within the organisation, and it felt somehow belittling, and humiliating, that she hadn’t been a part of the ‘in group’ who knew about this before. It was clear that Tahira had known for months, and they were at the same level. She was quite confident that Ann hadn’t known before this morning, which was a bit of a relief, otherwise she would have had to consider that they suspected her extra-curricular activities. But, God, if she had known, how useful would that have been to the Mascgettes!

It was late, and her mind began to wander. She wondered at the leftover idiosyncrasies still floating around from the prior world order, such as saying, or even thinking, ‘Oh, God’.

Religion had been debunked. It had, the CFWO proclaimed, been one of the founding and singularly powerful misogynistic tools of all time. It was religion that had created the patriarchy, the CFWO said. God, of course, male; Jesus, male; Mohammed, male; Moses… the list goes on. Even Adam and Eve: Eve was made from Adam’s rib, as a gift for him—women created solely for men. That was the message. Eve eating a forbidden apple on the encouragement of a talking snake; Eve bringing Original Sin down on humanity—woman being the one to screw up and damn the whole of humanity. That was the message.

Christianity, Judaism, Islam—one thing they had all had in common was a seemingly intrinsic and foundational hatred of women.

Emmy remembered her mum once telling her about the time she’d spent in Jerusalem. Pam had been there during her ‘travelling the world’ years and had found the place fascinating and beautiful and the people friendly, warm and welcoming. The old city had, of course, been divided into quarters: the Muslim Quarter, the Jewish Quarter, the Christian Quarter, and the Armenian Quarter. Jerusalem was the birthplace of modern mankind and was so steeped in history you could feel it seeping from the stones, her mum had told her. But what Pam had remembered the most was the hatred and vitriol in the looks that all the old religious men—of all three monotheistic religions—had given her. She had been young, blonde, and not dressed particularly provocatively—jeans and a vest top, given how hot it was—but the undeniable loathing and abhorrence in their looks—Muslim Imams, Christian Priests, and Jewish Rabbis alike—was what had united them; they hated, hated, hated young women. That was what Emmy’s mum had remembered the most.

Since the CFWO had been born, organised religion and religious doctrines had been dismantled. Women were still allowed to believe in a higher power—a female deity, of course—and privately meditate and be thankful; to appreciate nature and embed charitable acts and compassion within their lives. None of those positive aspects to faith had gone. But for most women, belief in a higher being was tied once again to the earth—as it was pre-modern, manmade religions that worshipped a male deity and were based around the subjugation of women. Paganism was considered a much more feminist reflection of humanity’s purpose on earth. Worship of mother nature was, itself, grounded in a female veil, and in Greek mythology, this was symbolised by the goddess Artemis, and in Roman mythology, the goddess Diana. So, in the CFWO world, most women had beliefs tied more to the pre-Christian, pagan era.

And yet, phrases such as ‘Oh, God’ endured.

Emmy went into her living room and poured herself a bourbon; thoughts of her hectic day crept back into her mind, and she wanted to drown them out. The 3,000 troops from the Central Asia army were on the border and ready to go. Tahira had estimated that they would be seeking an additional 1,000 troops from the other regions to mobilise and send to the Afghan border within the next week. She explained that, while Afghanistan had been taken back, and the Taliban definitely defeated, there were pockets of resistance to the new rule that needed to be swiftly ‘dealt with’.

Emmy had asked some probing questions and been left rather uneasy by the responses. The pockets of resistance were in Herat, Mazar, and Jalalabad in Nangarhar. Tahira was rather cagey about whether this resistance was Taliban, or Afghan men in general. She was even more cagey about how this resistance would be ‘dealt with’, and what the 4,000 troops being sent in were likely to do.

However, there seemed to be little Emmy could do about it, so she had spent the rest of the day coordinating with the army chiefs and had been able to secure 300 troops from her region that would be available within five days. Just before leaving, she had received an email from Clara that simply said, ‘Good job.’

Emmy had ordered Chinese take-out on the way home—enough for two, as she knew she had to speak with Marcus tonight. She was fully aware of how dejected and downcast he was every evening he came home from work, so she instinctively knew that her best chance of successfully recruiting him was on his one day off.

She had originally planned to leave work early and be home by five, at the latest, to speak to him. If she had really thought it through, she would have taken the day off and spoken to him over lunch maybe. But, shrugging mentally to herself, it was clear that today of all days, if she had stayed home, they would have just called her in anyway.

Maybe the Afghanistan news would be a good segue into a conversation about the Mascgettes; she knew that he would have been watching the TV today. She perked up at that and took a deep breath. If she didn’t speak to him tonight, she would have to wait another week, which she really didn’t want to do.

She jogged up the stairs to the first floor and then simply hollered up to the loft room, where she knew Marcus would be. Where else did he have to go?

“MARCUS!” She waited a beat, until she heard the door crack open, and then shouted again, “Marcus! Can I speak to you for a moment? Downstairs, please.” And with that, she turned and walked back downstairs, confident he would come at her command.

As she got back to the bottom of the stairs, the doorbell went. She collected the Chinese from the delivery robot and swiped her card, then carried the food into the kitchen where she made short work of organising plates and cutlery.

Marcus appeared at the bottom of the stairs, and Emmy looked up at him from the kitchen briefly.

“Into the lounge, please,” she said, turning back to the food on the table.

She put everything on a tray and walked into the lounge.

Marcus was stood awkwardly, just inside the door. He looked uncomfortable. Thinking about it, Emmy wasn’t sure if he had ever even been in this room before.

She put the food on the table and spooned some rice and duck in black bean sauce onto her plate. She shuffled backwards towards the chair by the fireplace, where her bourbon sat on the side table, and gestured to the opposite chair, for Marcus to sit.

Emmy nodded to the food on the table. “Help yourself,” she offered before taking a large forkful.

Marcus looked terrified.

Emmy almost choked on her food. How insensitive, she thought.

She only just realised what Marcus must be thinking. Food—she had never shared a meal with him in the living room—which, now she thought about it, he had most definitely not been in before; and after the conversation they had had this morning, he must be thinking the absolute worst!

“I don’t want to have sex with you Marcus,” she blurted out. “I work for the Mascgettes and I want to recruit you.”

Well, she thought, that will either assuage his fear, or tip him over the edge. By the look on his face, she thought it was about 50/50 either way.

She had not intended to be so blunt. Her plan had been to speak to him about his work, perhaps his background and his family—she knew he had been seventeen when the boys’ education law had come in, and she knew his dad had been sent to Dude-City. She had spoken with his mum, a relatively stony-faced woman, as Marcus’s guarantor when he had come to live in her house. Emmy had planned to discuss how life used to be, and the changes that had been made, and then gently move on to the unfairness of things now for young men. She had hoped he would open up to her a bit, and then she would talk about her own passion for social justice, then admit that the way the world was now was not what feminists of the early 21st century had really wanted. She was then going to ask if he had heard of the Mascgettes—she knew he had—and what he thought of their work. Then, the big reveal—she worked for the Mascgettes!—and his eyes would light up, and he would be so grateful that she was working on his behalf and for his rights. And then, she would have asked him to join and, with tears in his eyes, he would say how honoured he would be to join, and how indebted he was to her for the opportunity.

That was the way it was meant to go. On no level, and at no point in time, did Emmy ever consider there was a risk that he might betray her. As she waited for him to speak, she realised that it was exactly that attitude that had allowed women to take over in the first place. At no point, and on no level, did men ever think women were a serious threat to them, pre-CFWO. And, Emmy thought, that didn’t work out so great for men. However, she was pretty confident that Marcus had been oppressed enough to pose no risk to her—there was a far greater risk to him if he reported anything. There was, firstly, nothing that he would gain by exposing her. Secondly, even if he were to be believed, he would lose just as much as her, including his current lodging, which she knew was a pretty good deal for a young man in Marcus’s position. Most importantly, all she would have to do would be to deny it; she would be believed, and he would not. There was never any situation in which a man was believed over an older woman. That would be preposterous.

“Marcus?” she prompted, when no reply had been forthcoming for a few moments. “Did you hear me?”

Marcus’s head was lowered, and she couldn’t see his eyes.

To her surprise, when he looked up, the fear had disappeared from his face and had been replaced with a look of determination.

“I’m in,” he said. “Tell me more.”

They talked until nearly midnight.

Emmy told him about how she had got involved in the Mascgettes. She spoke about her life before CFWO, and her dreams of equality that had turned into this nightmare they lived in now.

Marcus spoke about his family. Emmy already knew all of the details, but she sat quietly, letting him explain it from his own, raw perspective. He spoke of the humiliations of his work and the continuous, incessant degradation and debasement of his existence in general. He spoke, too, of Kevin’s arrest.

Emmy had known that a young man from another cell had recently been arrested but had not known his name. She had been planning to tell Marcus just how dangerous this could be before letting him come to the first meeting, so she was surprised that he already knew.

She felt a sense of pride in him in that moment that she had never felt before, and she wondered, with a pang of pain, if it was the same pride that her mum used to feel about her before they’d become so estranged.


Chapter 12

Marcus went to bed that night exhausted, terrified, exhilarated, and happier than he had ever been. He was under no illusions as to how dangerous this was going to be—it had literally been the very same day he had heard about Kevin’s fate—and the thought of being sent to Dude-City was the single greatest horror he could imagine. The very thought made his pulse race, even here in the safety of his own bed. But, at the same time, this was the first time in his life that he’d had a purpose. A goal. Motivation to do something, be something, be a part of something bigger, and something righteous. A justification for life.

What he had realised tonight, while talking with Emmy, was that what he was living right now wasn’t a life; it was an existence. And being too scared to join in the effort to make change, just to protect his current miserable existence, was illogical. His current existence was not worth protecting, not worth living. It was dismal, with no let-up, no hope. If he got caught and sent to Dude-City, then he would die. He was 100% certain of this. But how could death be worse than his current state? Either there was an afterlife—and if Marcus believed in God/Artemis at all, then he believed in a benevolent deity that would not punish the innocent, and he was innocent. Or there would be nothingness. Back to the earth. Neither option would be worse than his current life, and arguably, would be better.

He was committed and had never been so sure of anything in his whole life.

Marcus was old enough to remember a different world. Born in 2015, his first decade of life did nothing to suggest that he would be the underdog, or the oppressed, because of his sex. On the contrary, it was his dad who did most of the talking at home, in a loud, booming voice, ordering his mum to do this, or buy this, or wear this. He and his sister, Lydia, had had a pretty normal childhood for the time, he’d thought. They went to school; he played football in the playground with his friends; his sister read a lot, he seemed to remember, and maybe also crocheted?

He’d liked school. Teachers called him smart. Once, he’d overheard his mum and dad talking after a parent-teacher evening—Marcus’s dad would never actually go, believing all childcare activities to be the domain of his wife. He’d lain awake in bed, even though he was meant to be asleep, listening to them talk.

“Marcus is doing well,” he’d heard his mum say. “In all subjects, but he is particularly interested in history.”

He’d heard his dad scoff. “That’s not going to get him a decent job, is it?” he’d said, in a mocking tone. “What about maths, science, proper stuff like that?”

“His teachers say he’s not that interested in those subjects. But Lydia is doing really well in maths. And apparently loves CDT.”

“What the hell is CDT?” his dad had questioned. He had never been one to take more than a cursory interest in his children’s education.

“Craft, design and technology. Her teacher said there was an after-school club for mechanical engineering that he thinks Lydia would really enjoy.”

“Mechanical engineering for a girl!?” His dad had laughed. “Don’t be silly. She’s not going to do that.”

Marcus had remembered wondering at the time if Lydia, two years older than him and at secondary school, was also lying awake listening. And, if so, how it made her feel.

It was the mid-2020s at that point. Trump had been and gone, but Roe vs Wade and the Taliban takeover of Afghanistan had stirred things. Even as a ten-year-old boy, Marcus had been aware that things were shifting. His dad seemed to blame it all on the great pandemic.

Marcus and his family lived in a small, semi-detached house, in a small town, in a nondescript county in the UK. His dad worked in ‘middle management’ in an office on an industrial estate about ten miles from the house. Marcus hadn’t really known what he did but did always sense that it wasn’t senior enough to satisfy his dad. In fact, the job, the house, the family—nothing and none of them seemed to satisfy his dad.

Marcus’s dad always seemed vaguely disappointed with life, and his position within it. There was a general sense that he believed he was entitled to more—a bigger house, a better family, more seniority at work—and that it was the world’s fault that he didn’t have it.

When the pandemic started, his dad had had to work from home for the whole year. The little spare room was turned into an office, into which his dad would go at 9 a.m., after eating breakfast and leaving the dirty cereal bowl and cup for his mum to clean up. At lunchtime, his mum would take up a plate of sandwiches, crisps, and a coffee. She would go up again 30 minutes later to clear the plate away.

At 5 p.m., on the dot, his dad would emerge from the office and head downstairs to sit in front of the TV. His mum would bring his dad the paper and a beer before heading into the kitchen to make dinner.

When Marcus looked back now, he was pretty amazed at how much his mum did compared to his dad. Especially because it wasn’t as if his mum didn’t work too. She was a primary school teacher and, pre-pandemic, would rush to clean up all the breakfast stuff before dropping Lydia and Marcus at ‘Aunty’ Gloria’s around the corner—not an actual aunt, just an older neighbour who would walk them to school—before going to work. She’d collect them from Gloria’s by 4:30 p.m., carrying armloads of books and things, and take them home. She’d clean up the kitchen, check their homework, and make sure dinner was cooking and everything was ready by the time their dad got home from work, at 5:30 p.m., to sit in front of the TV. After cooking every night, she would clean the kitchen again, do a pile of ironing and then settle down to do her preparation for school for the next day. During lockdown, she did all of this while supervising Marcus and Lydia on the computer doing their assigned home-schooling work.

There seemed little let-up in her life, with no spare time just for her.

Marcus had overheard his mum and his grandmother talking once, his grandmother saying that everything was fine, this was just the life women had, and, actually, it got easier as the kids got older as women then got a bit more time to themselves.

Lydia had been in the kitchen with them and had been showing them her school assignment on the great-great-grandmother she was named for, who had been a suffragette. Apparently, this great-grandmother had left school at twelve and been sent to work, her wages going directly to the family to pay for the continued education of her three brothers. The unfairness of this was what, according to Lydia’s research, had prompted the original Lydia to become a suffragette. In response to her grandmother’s comment about her mum getting more free time as the kids got older, Lydia had said cheekily that if her dad did more around the house, then her mum would have more free time now. Marcus hadn’t quite heard the reply to that but, from the tone of his grandmother’s voice—his dad’s mother, who doted on her son—she hadn’t been too supportive of that idea.

When Marcus really thought about it, his situation now—earning money to give to his mum and sister—wasn’t any different from what his great-great-grandmother Lydia’s had been. And, if that was what prompted her to join the old suffragettes, wasn’t it quite germane that his situation prompted him to join the current-day Mascgettes?


Chapter 13

Marcus felt that the days after the meeting with Emmy were relatively anti-climactic. He had gone to bed so euphoric, with the idea of joining the Mascgettes and having a purpose in life. He was, by nature—and now also by nurture and conditioning—not a particularly confrontational person, so to be undertaking illegal activities frightened him to his core, but it also made him feel alive in a way that he hadn’t felt since he was a small child. He felt that he was now a part of something bigger, part of a group with a common purpose. And it made him feel that, in a small way, he was taking charge of his own destiny.

He had a strong inkling that in previous generations, feeeling in charge of their own destiny had been a normal way for men to feel, and less so for women. He liked the feeling, and he didn’t want it to go away.

The problem was, of course, that he was not in charge of his own destiny at all. He still had to go to work every day, and although the bike made it slightly easier than it had been before, it didn’t change the degrading and soul-destroying ‘work’ that he had to do.

As it turned out, he wasn’t even in control of whether he could go to a Mascgettes meeting, let alone his own ‘destiny’. In the days after his long chat with Emmy, he’d hardly seen her. She had been working late at the office every night on the Afghanistan situation, and going into the office much earlier than she normally did. One morning, three or four days after their chat, she told him that, as things were so chaotic with Afghanistan, no one new could join the Mascgettes until things calmed down—she hoped within a week or two, but she wasn’t sure. She had looked harried and exhausted, and Marcus had felt sorry for her, but he felt more sorry for himself. He had been shown a light, and given some hope, and now was expected to sit and wait patiently until called forward. It was beyond frustrating.

The other thing that happened, which was also annoying, was that his mother had summoned him for a visit on his next day off. She had sent a message via mailbot to the house. It was not a summons he could ignore, but it was also not a visit he was going to enjoy.

In general, there was an expectation that female family guarantors for young men like Marcus ‘check in’ with their charges at least once every six months. Some, of course, met up more often, but for Marcus it had been over a year since he’d last seen his mother and sister. It was always an awkward meeting, generally involving him being asked if he was being good and polite, and not getting into any trouble or answering back at work or at home.

His mother would also receive quarterly updates from Emmy, a form that Emmy filled out and signed to confirm Marcus’s continued good behaviour at home, and he knew that his employer also reported to his mother in a similar way. Other than that, the only contact Mrs Sanger had with her son was on their irregular day visits.

His day off rolled around, and Marcus left the house with an air of reluctance and resignation about him. He couldn’t even cycle there, as it was too far, so he’d had to leave at 7:30 a.m. to get the two buses and then the train. It would turn out to be a longer day than his usual working days, and probably no less unpleasant. But it was a requirement that he went home when ordered to, and so he did.

Marcus’s mum, Sue, and his sister, no longer lived in the same town he had grown up in, but slightly closer to the city where he lived now. His sister had gone to university there. She had been a bit delayed in going, mainly because she re-started her A-levels after their dad had been sent to Dude-City. That had been in 2030, just before the formal establishment of the CFWO, but the city-prisons were already set up in the founding CFWO countries by 2029. Marcus’s dad was one of the first to be sent there.

Lydia had first started a course of A-levels in what their dad had considered to be ‘female’ subjects—History, English and French; ironically, the subjects that Marcus himself would have loved to study if he had been able to continue his education. At that point in time, the feminist revolution had more or less won, in the UK at least, and all girls had the right to choose whichever subjects they wanted to, with a big push towards STEM subjects—Science, Technology, Engineering and Maths. But Marcus’s dad had refused, point-blank, to allow Lydia her choice. Marcus could remember the screaming matches at home, with Lydia and her mum on one side, and their dad on the other. Marcus—already at that point beginning to be conditioned to be quiet and non-confrontational and to not offer any opinions—had stayed out of the way, something that did not go unnoticed by his dad and had seemed to fuel his rage.

His dad believed that he was the man, he was the head of the household, and he refused to be disrespected by his wife and daughter. He roared and bellowed, with a level of anger that had been, as Marcus could now understand, exacerbated by a confusion and bewilderment at the shifting power dynamics in the world.

Marcus’s dad had been born in 1970 and had a solid idea of what masculinity meant; of what ‘made’ a man. Providing for your family. Taking charge of your household. Being respected and being obeyed. All ideas passed down from generation to generation that Marcus’s dad had thought were the bedrock of society. He’d known nothing different and so struggled with the changes happening around him in society.

“By God!” he would roar at his wife and daughter. “Whatever craziness might be going on out there—in here, I am in charge, and you will do what I tell you, both of you!”

And so, Lydia had started her first year of A-levels doing subjects she hated and wasn’t particularly good at.

It was, ironically, partly Lydia’s testimony about how her dad had so negatively impacted her education that had sent him to Dude-City, although it was Marcus’s mother’s testimony about the financial and emotional abuse over the years that had swayed the court. Marcus had not seen it in that way. He had thought they’d had relatively normal lives—but, as the court noted in sentencing, just because financial and emotional abuse by men towards women was normalised, as was physical and sexual abuse in so many cases, that did not make it okay.

Marcus definitely thought his mother and sister had exaggerated, and he had been horrified on the day of sentencing when his dad was marched away in handcuffs. He would never, ever, forget the look on his dad’s face as he turned back towards his family—a look of utter betrayal and terror, that somehow made him seem so much smaller than he had ever seemed to Marcus growing up.

Lydia had immediately restarted her A-levels, this time doing CDT, Maths and Physics. She had excelled at them all and got a place at a prestigious university doing environmental mechanical engineering. She was now a super successful, high-flying senior engineer within the CFWO. She travelled extensively for work, ensuring building projects across the CFWO—not just in Western Europe, but internationally—were environmentally sound. She taught two classes at the university and gave talks and lectures at multiple conferences every year.

A few years after university Lydia had bought a lovely large bungalow not far outside of the city, with more than two acres of garden. Their mum had subsequently sold the family home and moved in with her. Their lives were, as far as Marcus could see, as happy as they could be. His sister would eventually take a husband, probably, and have children, but she was only 27, so everyone said she should ‘sow her wild oats’ first and enjoy being single and without responsibility. Plenty of time to take a husband later on.

Marcus had left plenty of time to get to the house, knowing that he was expected to be punctual. He had been invited for 11 a.m. His train arrived at 10:20 a.m., and it was only a fifteen-minute walk, but he knew that being too early was as frowned upon as being late. As always, he was unsure what was best to do. He could wait at the train station on the other platform, pretending that he was waiting for a train back into the city, but it was drizzling, and the indoor seating area was women-only. He could walk around the streets—he would get a bit wet, but probably less so than if just standing still on the platform. The only problem would be if he was stopped by a patrol; he was a long way from his official residence, and if he explained he was visiting his mum and sister then there was a good chance the police would take him there to confirm, and he wasn’t sure that would go down too well with his family.

In the end, he did both. He walked up and down the platform for 20 minutes; he went to use the toilet at the train station; he then walked really, really slowly, taking the longest possible route, to his sister’s house. He arrived at 10:55 a.m. and waited outside for five minutes before ringing the bell at 11 a.m. on the dot.

It was his mum who answered. Sue was 60. Born in 1980—ten years younger her husband—she had been a pretty girl, a conscientious student, a dedicated primary school teacher and a suitable wife and mother for her husband, Pete.

60 wasn’t considered old by any means. Back in the first quarter of the 21st century, when the UN still existed, ‘older persons’ were defined globally as 65 and above. Of course, ‘ageing’ differed significantly from country to country based on poverty rates, and health and educational attainment targets, which all contributed to average life expectancy, making a global definition problematic. So, for example, a 65-year-old, at the turn of the century, wasn’t considered old in Western Europe or North America but was in, say, Sierra Leone, or Somalia, where life expectancy was much lower.

`The population as a whole was getting older. The world was estimated to have been 1 billion at the beginning of the 1800s, doubling to 2 billion by 1927, about 130 years later; this then doubled again to 4 billion by 1975, approximately 45 years later; and by 2022 it had doubled again, to 8 billion. However, this explosion of growth that humanity had seen since the end of the 18th century had slowed, the result of both significantly decreasing fertility rates in many regions by 2020 and increasing average life expectancy, everywhere. People were living longer. That meant that the notion of 65 being the baseline for ‘older age’ became increasingly outdated.

The CFWO had redefined ageing and what it meant. Pensions, working life, contribution to society—all of this was reframed around capacity and fitness, rather than a strict definition of older age. So, as life expectancy for women had risen to 95 on average across the CFWO, 65 was definitely not considered old, but middle-aged. Few women retired at this point, preferring to select a hybrid work-life balance that suited them, individually, combining part-time work, hobbies, charitable and community work, continuing education in many cases, and family time.

Despite all of this, Sue looked old. Older than 60. She looked old and tired and—Marcus recognised this immediately—deeply discontent.

“Hi, Mum,” Marcus offered. He stood still on the doorstep, waiting.

His mum looked him up and down, seemingly without much interest, and then stepped back from the doorway, a silent invitation for him to come in.

As he walked in, he took off his thin coat, which was wetter than he had thought it was, and stood in the hallway, waiting to be directed where to go.

His mum took his coat from him and nodded her head down the corridor.

“Your sister’s in the conservatory,” she said.

Marcus nodded and walked down the hallway and through the large, light and airy kitchen, and out the back door into the conservatory. It was warm. A number of expensive-looking rattan and wicker chairs and sofas with massive cushions were dotted around, surrounded by large pot plants. A whole three sides, together with the roof, were entirely made of glass, and the sound of the rain pitter-pattering on it was rhythmic and soothing.

Lydia was sat on one of the sofas, legs tucked up beneath her and with a cup of coffee in her hands. There was a coffee pot and a plate of sandwiches on the small table in front of her.

“Hey, Marcus,” said Lydia. “Glad you could make it.”

Marcus was confused. First, his mum acting oddly, and now this unexpectedly nice welcome from Lydia—much warmer and more inviting than he was used to—had him feeling slightly discombobulated. It had been over a year since he had last visited and he knew that he was feeling different, more confident, more purposive since his meeting with Emmy last week, but it felt like dynamics had shifted, and he didn’t really know how or why.

His mum followed him in and went and sat in a corner. His sister only glanced that way, with a concerned look, before looking back at Marcus, still standing by the kitchen door.

“Come in, Marcus, sit down. There’s coffee and sandwiches if you want them.”

Marcus was in fact hungry, so he went to the small table and poured himself a coffee, taking a bit of cream from the jug he found there, and then picked up a small side plate and helped himself to a couple of sandwiches. He went and sat in a chair opposite Lydia, and waited.

His mum had still not said a word.

“So, how have you been?” That was Lydia. She looked well, as ever. Perfectly manicured nails, wavy hair cut into a fashionable bob, leggings and a big, cosy-looking cream jumper.

She had always been pretty—the spitting image of their mum when she was younger. But the differences between them now were stark. His mum looked despondent, and more than unhappy—discontent. It was radiating off her in waves. Lydia, on the other hand, retained the confidence and contentment that she had found the year after their dad had been sent away, when she had blossomed at school doing the subjects she loved. There was a new gentleness about her, though, not taking anything away from her self-confidence or strength, which exuded from her. It was a compassion and sympathy in her eyes that Marcus didn’t remember being there before.

“Umm, I’ve been fine, thanks,” replied Marcus.

There was nothing new that he could tell them and, in fairness, in the past the questions had always been purely perfunctory. This time he did something different, though, something he hadn’t done in a very long time; he asked the same question back.

“What about you both? How have you been?”

If his mum was surprised, she didn’t show it. Lydia, on the other hand, did, with slightly raised eyebrows. She waited a beat as she refilled her coffee cup.

“How have we been?” she repeated. It sounded almost wistful. “Good and bad, Marcus. Reflective, you might say.”

She shifted herself on the sofa, pulling her legs back up under her.

“Mums been a bit… well, depressed, I guess.” She glanced over at their mother, who still was not speaking.

Marcus also looked over, surprised. She did look depressed, that much was clear, but his surprise was more about the fact that Lydia was talking about it openly and naming it as depression. There had always been a sense that this new world order, well, it worked for women. It gave them what they wanted, what they needed, and what they deserved. There was no need for depression in this new world order.

“So,” Lydia continued, pulling Marcus’s attention back towards her. “Mum and I have been talking quite a bit about the past, you know. What with Dad… and you. I think we both have some things we want to—”

“I’m so, so sorry, darling. I’m so sorry.”

Marcus looked over at his mum in astonishment. She was sobbing now, absolutely sobbing.

“I’m sorry we sent your dad away and left you to such a horrible life. I’m so very, very sorry.”


Chapter 14

Pam had had a long week. She had barely even had time to think about Emmy since their dinner the week before. She had spent the week in multiple discussions on the Mascgettes in Afghanistan, and in ensuring that Kevin was being looked after—the Mascgettes didn’t abandon their own, even after arrest. And Pam knew things about the Dude-Cities that the general public did not.

Anyway, now it was Saturday, Pam had gone for a meandering walk in the morning, and then a spa appointment in the afternoon. It wasn’t something she did often, but she had really felt the need for a massage and a bit of pampering. She’d returned home feeling relaxed and was now sitting listening to some mellow music and drinking a glass of wine. She wasn’t a big drinker, but every now and again she did enjoy a good merlot. The week had been exceptionally busy, but was also pretty productive and successful, she thought. The mixture of the relaxed feeling in her muscles, the lingering scent of the oils, the music and the wine had put her in a reflective mood—she felt almost hopeful for the future.

Kevin was settled and doing okay in Dude-City. While she wasn’t able to visit, there was a liaison person that she trusted, who got messages in and out.

The news did not accurately portray the situation in the Dude-Cities—deliberately, she knew. It was a brilliant strategy, of course: the deterrent lay entirely in the fear that was provoked at the very thought of being sent to Dude-City, rather than the reality of what happened there—that nobody could possibly know. Well, apart from Pam and a few others high up in the Mascgettes, and also, of course, the most senior echelons of the CFWO. One of many perverse similarities between the two organisations, Pam thought, wryly. There were uncomfortable comparisons between how the two organisations were structured.

After a number of calls and secret meetings, Pam was confident that Kevin was as well as could be expected. She had been given a short briefing, and Kevin had been allocated to a mentor. Pam could see from this mentor’s short resume that he had a lot of mentoring experience, so she had no doubt Kevin would be taken care of. There was an annoying little thought at the outskirts of her mind, but she couldn’t place it so brushed it off.

Of course, there was one thing that was not a lie about Dude-Cities: there was no release, ever. Kevin would have to adjust to a different life, one from which there was no escape. But wasn’t that true of all boys and young men in today’s world? There was no escape from the life mapped out for them, whether it be as a house-husband, or as a working boy, much like it had been for women the world over before the CFWO, from the stone age to 21st century Afghanistan.

And that brought her back to the Afghanistan situation. One good thing that had come out of this week, was a face-to-face catch-up with Saliha and two of the other founding members of the Mascgettes.

It had been risky, definitely, but there was total freedom of movement for women the world over, so holidays abroad were not uncommon. Granted, they were less common than pre-CFWO, for environmental reasons—people tended to take holidays closer to home to reduce air travel—but air travel was widely available for all women, especially given the increased parity of wealth.

So when an encrypted message from an unknown number had come through suggesting a mid-week getaway in Rome, signed off by ‘Hashimi’—Saliha’s codename—Pam had booked a flight immediately for the next morning. She went to the same hotel that she had met Saliha in three years before and sat waiting at the veranda bar. Not to disappoint, it was not just Saliha that turned up, but two of the others as well. Missing only one of the founding members—from the Latin America and Caribbean region, who couldn’t make it—the four of them were overjoyed at being together again.

That first night there had been no mention of the Mascgettes, or Afghanistan. They were just four old friends catching up, that was all. They all knew the drill. They had dinner, drank wine and genuinely enjoyed spending time with each other. From the outside, that was all it was, four friends enjoying a nice warm evening outside in Rome.

The following morning, they met early in the hotel lobby and took Pam’s hire car for a drive up to Cerveteri Falls. They parked and went for a long hike around the beautiful countryside. It was there that they had their Mascgettes meeting.

Saliha filled them in on the situation in Afghanistan. It was more dire than Pam had imagined, and her heart broke a little at this new reminder that the world had not learnt. Oppression was ongoing; the oppressor and the oppressed had simply switched hats.

Men and women, boys and girls alike had fought to overthrow the Taliban. Since the second Taliban takeover in 2021, it was no longer the case that the men and boys agreed with the subjugation of the women and girls, like it had been in the 1990s. Although, even that wasn’t true, Saliha had reminded them; there had always been male advocates for women and girls, in Afghanistan and elsewhere. Saliha reminded Pam of Malala Yousafzai, the young Pakistani girl who had been shot in the head on a school bus in northern Pakistan in 2012, when she was fifteen. Malala had won the Nobel Peace Prize in 2017, shared with Denis Mukwege.

Malala was a strong and articulate girl—and then young woman—who gave the world hope for gender equality with her passion, her compassion, and her forthright eloquence. But that was not the whole story. Malala would not have been on that school bus if not for her father; her father who had resisted the norms of his village, his custom, his culture, and said: my daughter will be educated. My daughter deserves education. All girls deserve education. It was Malala’s father, a staunch male advocate for women’s and girl’s rights, who deserved equal recognition for his bravery. He had been the decision-maker, and he had made the right decision.

Dennis Mukwege was another devoted male advocate for women’s rights, the founder of the Panzi Hospital in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, specialising in providing medical attention for women brutally raped in the country.

There had always been male advocates, champions and supporters of women’s rights, Saliha reminded the others. And she was right. But at the same time, the second Taliban takeover in Afghanistan had been different from the first, in that, during that time, the majority male opinion was that women were equally deserving citizens. Well, maybe not ‘equally’ deserving: men still held a claim to being head of the household and the final decision-maker on all family matters; men still expected respect and deference from women as an automatic entitlement, not necessarily something to be earned; there was still a sense of innate superiority. There was still strong support for the full burka, particularly in rural districts. But by the 2020s, the vast majority of men in Afghanistan believed that their wives, their sisters and their daughters deserved access to education, access to the workplace, access to equal voting rights, and freedom of movement. Which was progress, although too little and too slow for what the CFWO wanted worldwide.

As Saliha spoke, Pam realised the dangers now in Afghanistan. Overpowering the Taliban could not have been achieved by the usual CFWO means of strategic voting as a silent and peaceful coup d’état. Women couldn’t vote, and women couldn’t work, so women couldn’t stand for election to Parliament. Instead, the CFWO strategy in Afghanistan over the past ten years had been different from anywhere else in the world. It was one of building a female underground resistance: smuggling in weapons and communication systems, and training women and girls in modern military warfare. The CFWO had significantly superior technology and more powerful weaponry than was available to the Taliban, being as they were on the outskirts of the world order with limited interaction with the CFWO and no access to the increased technology, robotics, and telecommunications that the CFWO had invested in. It was a completely different strategy than was used anywhere else in the CFWO. It was a strategy with an end-game that was always intended to be more violent, brutal, and harsh than anything previously attempted by the CFWO. Well, apart from, of course, Dude-Cities. But, as the CFWO often pointed out, Dude-Cities were not planned to be violent post-apocalyptic nightmares: they were designed simply to contain dissenting men in order to protect the citizens of the CFWO. The fact that they became violent post-apocalyptic nightmares was entirely down to the innate traits and intrinsic characteristics of, well, men. That was not the fault of the CFWO, was the official line.

In terms of Afghanistan, a decade of preparation had culminated in a brutal three-day, coordinated takedown of the Taliban by an entirely female army. The men of Afghanistan, many of whom had been advocating for girls to be allowed back into education, and women to be allowed back into employment—without any success, so many argued that they must have been advocating half-heartedly—were told to stay out of the way, or risk becoming collateral damage.

When the fighting was over, it rapidly became apparent that the new rule was not going to be good for men or boys. Overnight, educational establishments banned all boys. The new feminist government immediately ordered all girls aged between five and 25 (taking into account those years of education lost for young women under the Taliban) to report to school. With significant financial backing from the CFWO, the government appointed a military woman to be in charge of every department, province, company, and organisation. The UN—long since disbanded—and other international organisations had not worked in Afghanistan since 2024; there were no local organisations that provided aid to women or girls, and those that had existed for men and boys were immediately dissolved.

What followed was six months of localised skirmishes between the female army and quickly formed groups of men and boys, horrified at the sudden 180-degree turn of events. The female Afghan army had been dealing with this themselves, while also negotiating with the CFWO—a lady called Fatima, who was the High Commissioner for the CFWO Central Asia region, had been in Kabul, working with the Afghan female militia to set up a CFWO governance structure.

The announcement to the world only came after the governance structure had been agreed—the details were yet to be announced, but Saliha had confirmed that it was in place—and so allowed for the sending of CFWO troops to back up the Afghan female army. Saliha was clear that, within the next two weeks, there would be approximately 4,000 more troops going into the country, and all local resistance would be defeated.

So, what remained for the Mascgettes? Saliha had already started. She had retained many connections in Afghanistan since fleeing to Iran in 2021, and through her communications role with the CFWO over the years, she had nurtured a network of the Afghan diaspora across the Central Asia region and beyond. She had a very good sense of who was sympathetic to the Mascgettes cause, and who was not, and had already reached out to those in the network she knew would support. What she needed now was follow-up by Pam and the others in their regions.

The end game was to get safe routes and safe houses for the boys and men in the resistance, to save as many of them as possible. They would then lie low for a while—probably up to a year, while things settled and the CFWO in Afghanistan got established. At that point, there was no reason not to believe that education would be re-opened to boys up to twelve, like everywhere else, and that boys and men would have the same rights as they did in other CFWO nations—limited, of course, but protected from being indiscriminately slaughtered. At that point, Saliha said, they would be in a good position to set up the standard Mascgettes model of ongoing, secret, secondary-level education for boys.


Chapter 15

During Sue’s outburst, Marcus had not known where to look or what to do. He had never heard his mum like this at all. And she hadn’t called him darling since he was a child. Lydia knew what to do. She had immediately gone to kneel before their mum, cradling her hands and pulling her head close, murmuring something to her—what, Marcus could not hear.

Their mum had calmed herself, and dried her tears, and then even accepted the coffee and sandwiches that Lydia had fetched for her from the table. Lydia had returned to the sofa and seemed about to start talking, but Sue got in first. And then it had all come out.

Sue had not been unhappy per se in her marriage to Pete, but she couldn’t say she had always been happy, and she couldn’t even say she had been in love with him when they got married. She had been 25, and Pete 35, when they had met at the wedding of some mutual friends. He had seemed strong and confident; he had his own place and plenty of cash. He was ambitious and talked to her about the life he would have when he reached senior management in the company he worked for. She didn’t fully understand what he did, or care, if she was honest; it sounded quite boring. But he was tall and good-looking in a generic, puff-faced sort of way, and he paid her a lot of attention. She was a young primary school teacher and had few expectations in life other than getting married and having a family of her own.

After their wedding, the confidence and strength she had admired became more akin to arrogance and control. After the children were born, the control became simply a way of life, and she had so many women around her—her mother, her aunts, her mother-in-law—telling her that his behaviour and the daily drudgery of running a household was normal, expected, and okay. So she didn’t complain. She understood that this was simply the way of the world and the life of a woman. But there was always this niggling background thought that this was not the way it should be. There was always a level of resentment as she cooked and cleaned and did all the childcare, even while working a full-time job. And that resentment built up and built up.

She recalled a conversation in the kitchen with her mother-in-law. Lydia had been there, too, doing a school assignment on ancestry. When Sue’s mother-in-law, Mabel, had told her that things would get easier as the kids got older, Lydia had made a cheeky comment that things would be easier for her mum now if their dad ever lifted a finger to help around the house. Her mother-in-law, Mabel, had been brutal in her put-down of Lydia:

“Your dad works hard to pay for this house and the car and your holidays, Lydia!” Mabel had snapped. “The least he can expect is some care and attention when he gets home. And respect from you kids and your mum!”

Lydia had scowled, but said no more. Sue hadn’t said anything, but later on, oh, how she wished she had. She wished she had responded with the fact that she, too, had a full-time job; that it was the 21st century, and for most couples—well, maybe not most, but at least more than in previous generations—housework was considered a shared responsibility. She had understood that the mental burden of all household work generally still fell to women, but things were changing, slowly.

It had become less acceptable for men to talk about ‘babysitting’ their own children, however, many men would still boast that they were happy to ‘help’ their wives with the housework, or complain that when they asked their wives ‘what can I do to help?’ their wives wouldn’t tell them—which only reinforced the idea that it was a woman’s job, and men should be congratulated for doing a small bit here and there. Never had it truly been considered an equal burden.

During the grand pandemic, the Chancellor in the UK had thanked all the mums for everything they had done working from home full-time, as well as taking on the majority of the home-schooling burden while schools were shut, caring for older relatives and still doing the majority of the household chores. Mums had been thanked because it was well understood that they had shouldered the majority of the burden in most households. And the thanks were as meaningless as the clapping for the carers that happened at the same time. For acknowledgement of unfairness without the will to change or address it is meaningless. Clapping never turned into decent pay or working conditions for nurses; thanks never changed the status quo for millions of women struggling to ‘do it all’. When those in power benefit from the status quo, there is no incentive for them to change it.

For Sue, the resentment grew and grew, and then the feminist revolutions started and she had got swept up in it all. The excitement, the sense that even though she had been treated almost as a modern-day slave, her daughter would not have the same fate. And somehow, over time, that excitement turned into hatred for her husband and disdain for her only son.

Marcus sat there listening to his mum talk. He had never dreamed she would open up to him like this, which was really the only part that surprised him. He wasn’t surprised that she had felt like that, all those years. He had known that life at home when he had been a child had been intrinsically unfair on his mum.

She was beginning to wind down, after an avalanche of feelings and explanations.

She looked directly at Marcus. “I am so, so sorry, my love. Sorry for what I did to your dad, but even more sorry for what I’ve done to you. You are my son, my child. It was my job to protect you, and I didn’t, and I can never, ever make up for that. But you need to know that I am truly, truly sorry.”

Marcus didn’t know what to say. He could feel tears welling up in his eyes. Even though nothing could change—his mum and sister could do nothing to improve his life, young men were treated a certain way, and that was that, until society changed—this apology meant more than he could ever say.

They sat in silence for a minute before Lydia started to speak.

“So, I also need to apologise, Marcus,” she started.

Lydia spoke about her ambitions, and resulting frustrations, as a child. Marcus had got Lego he wasn’t even interested in playing with, and she’d got dolls, shoes and dresses. She told Marcus that she had cried herself to sleep one night after overhearing their dad laugh out loud at the suggestion that she could be an engineer. Without any consideration, just outright and immediate ridicule.

Lydia said that when the feminist revolution had started, she had got so caught up in the whirlwind of promises and excitement for an equal future, that she didn’t even realise the dangers of the direction they were moving in until it was too late. And, she admitted, she hadn’t cared. She reflected that, for a long time, she’d felt that men and boys—including Marcus—deserved the flipped roles. Women and girls had lived like that for centuries; for millennia. Women and girls deserved their turn. They deserved to be on top and to be the alphas. To have the choices and the control.

Lydia then spoke about how she had recently been remembering their childhood together. How Marcus had let her play with the Lego when their dad was out. How they’d talked to each other about their ambitions.

She talked about the conversations she and their mum had been having, about the good things in their family growing up. Their dad had not been all bad. Yes, he’d wanted a traditional household, and for him to be the undisputed head of that household, and he was generally discontent with his place in life and felt entitled to more. But he had loved them all in his own way. He had taught them both to swim, on holidays in different Mediterranean islands when they were kids. He’d provided well and was never physically violent. A low bar, to be sure, but a good thing, nonetheless. She reminisced about the Saturday family movie nights they had, all four of them snuggled up on the sofa with popcorn, watching silly comedies.

Their dad had tried his best, and Lydia fully admitted her part in what happened to him.

By the time she finished talking, Marcus couldn’t help himself, he had tears silently pouring down his face.

Lydia and his mum didn’t move, they didn’t come over to physically comfort him. But, he realised, he didn’t even want that. The words, the apologies, the explanations—the genuine sorrow and guilt they had both shown; that was what he had wanted. And that was what they had given him.

“So,” Lydia said, wrapping up. “There is nothing we can do to change the past. But we can change the future, Marcus.” She paused, just for one second, looking at their mum, perhaps checking to see who should say the next bit. “We want you to come and live here, with us. And to give up your job, of course. I could maybe get you a secretarial job where I work, if you think you might like that? Or not, up to you.”

Marcus sat very still. Throughout his sister’s apology he’d begun to understand that this is where it was heading, but he also understood the implications.

Right now, his existence was miserable. This chance to move in with his mum and sister: a week ago he would have jumped at it. A week ago, it would have been a dream come true. But now, while his day-to-day life would certainly be more pleasant, there would be no hope for a more purposeful future. He would still be a young man in a woman’s world. And, he had another option: to stay where he was, with Emmy, and join the Mascgettes. And he realised, without a shadow of a doubt, that was what he wanted to do: join the Mascgettes; fight for equality. If it ended with his death in Dude-City, so be it.

Marcus took a deep breath. He knew he had to get his next words exactly right.

“What you have both just said, it means the world to me.”

His voice was even and clear, and he felt a level of confidence in his decision, and general self-confidence, that he hadn’t felt in a very long time, if ever. He could tell by the expressions on his mum’s and sister’s faces that they saw it too. The way he held himself upright, and the calm tone of his voice.

“I really mean it, what you have just said means everything, and I will cherish it forever.” Marcus paused. “But I can’t move here.”

He took another breath.

“Obviously, I don’t enjoy my job or my life. But there is something else that is keeping me in the city that I just have to do. I can’t not do it. I’m sorry, I can’t explain, and I am so very grateful to you for your offer, but I just can’t leave the city right now.”

His mum and sister were both looking at him in shock. He realised that there was no way they had ever expected him to turn down the offer. And of course not, he himself knew that a week ago he would have jumped at it! But he was certain that this decision was the right one.

His mum continued to stare at him, but when he looked at Lydia, he noticed there was something akin to dawning understanding in her eyes.

She nodded, thoughtfully. “You have the right, of course, to decide to stay,” she said, faltering slightly over her words, which was unlike her. “It must be something very, very important to you. I understand that. And I wouldn’t want to incite you to do anything you don’t want to do, Marcus.”

Marcus frowned. What an odd thing to say.

Lydia shifted and stood up, abruptly. She seemed to shake off her slight wobble, and clapped her hands together once, as if to move on.

“I hope you have a bit more time today, Marcus?” she asked. “There’s a pretty park near here, and I think it’s stopped raining, so maybe we could all go for a walk together before you have to go home?”


Chapter 16

Emmy was exhausted. It had been two weeks since she’d had that conversation with Marcus over Chinese food in her living room, and she had barely seen him since. She had been putting in twelve-hour days at the office, all on the Afghanistan situation.

Over the last two weeks, 3,500 troops had moved into Afghanistan, to help the female freedom fighters retain control over the country now that they had ousted the Taliban. The news reported daily updates, showing interviews and stories from female army leaders—Afghan and CFWO troops alike—in Nangarhar, Herat, Mazar, and Kandahar, keeping the peace and bringing women and girls back out into the light. Reports also covered the serious meetings in Kabul, with Afghan female leaders and CFWO High Commissioners from across the globe discussing financial support packages, fast-track education in STEM subjects, provision of female teachers—somewhat limited by the lack of Dari- and Pashto-speaking teachers worldwide—and a significant provision of female doctors and nurses, to kickstart female health on its journey to the current century.

Clara herself had been shown a number of times, making promises in earnest tones about what support Afghanistan could depend on from the Western Europe region. A good thing was that there was a strong and vocal female Afghan diaspora—many of whom were willing to go back, at least for a temporary period, to support with translation, training, health and education issues.

Things were looking rosy for the women of Afghanistan. Many would think for the first time ever, but that was not the case. Older women still remembered before the Taliban came into power the first time, when girls and women had the freedom to move—without burkas, hijabs or even niqabs—to Kabul and other cities to attend university, and were welcome in the work and political space. This was not the first time things were looking rosy for the women of Afghanistan, but everyone hoped that this time it would be permanent.

However, the news did not cover the fate of the men of Afghanistan. And things were not looking quite as rosy there.

There had been two emergency Mascgette meetings so far—no new recruits allowed, as Emmy had apologetically explained to Marcus. Through the Mascgettes, Emmy was hearing a very different story from the victorious, hopeful, peaceful and positive stories on the news.

The 3,500 troops that had entered the country had done so to support the not insignificant female Afghan army that had, alone, defeated the Taliban, with access to a decade of stockpiled superior weaponry and top-quality military training. The takeover itself had been, while brutal, short and necessary. From the Mascgettes, Emmy learnt that most of the top Taliban leaders were dead—no sense of loss at all there—but that, with the following, immediate suspension of boys’ education and the fear that unexpected move had instilled in the men of Afghanistan, a new low-level fight had emerged between the female army and male civilians. Not Taliban, just men and boys who suddenly glimpsed a future in which they would not be sharing power, let alone holding it. The reaction of the Afghan army to that uncoordinated and desperate revolt had been just as brutal, just as vicious, and just as merciless as the defeat of the Taliban.

In a way, Emmy could understand. Having just been victorious, women and girls had glimpsed a future where they were not prisoners in their own houses, with housework and childrearing their only functions in life, and the thought of men taking that away again, just days later, must have been terrifying. Emmy knew that any further rebellion would be put down just as quickly and without mercy, but, by God, the stories coming out through the Mascgettes now almost made Emmy cry.

All their information was coming from Mukwege, the Western Europe Mascgettes leader. Emmy didn’t know who she was. Nobody did. Mukwege was getting the information from Hashimi, the Central Asia Mascgettes leader. Right now, their plan was to reach out to the people on a list of Afghan diaspora in Western Europe, as and when those names were provided by Hashimi. Those people would already be vetted as sympathetic to the Mascgettes’ cause and would be brought into whichever cell was local to them. The Mascgettes would then have the on-the-ground contacts in Afghanistan to start providing support.

The Mascgettes was a pretty devolved and flat organisation that prided itself on working from the ground up. They had learned from the failures of the UN system that top-down, hierarchical organisations with managers making decisions that would impact people thousands of kilometres away, and who had different cultures, different languages, and different socio-economic statuses, was a recipe for disaster. Thus, the Mascgettes’ Afghan situation response was based on recruiting Afghan diaspora to be the direct spokeswomen for people in Afghanistan, and to dictate what each cell should be doing to best help. There was no standardised response, and the response was not to come from the leaders of the Mascgettes. It was to come from Afghan people, as was only right.

Until Emmy’s cell was provided with the names of any local Afghan diaspora who were on their side, there was nothing they could do. So Earhart, the leader of the cell—Emmy did not know her real name—decided that it was time to return to normal business until the list was received. Normal business meant introducing the new recruits.

As per the recruitment drive strategy developed a few months earlier, and agreed across all regions, the plan was to recruit more young men. This was seen as both a better way to provide secret education to boys, and as a way to provide some level of empowerment and capacity to the young men joining.

The Mascgettes had been finding that young boys were more comfortable receiving education from other males, rather than women. The issue with this—as had been the issue for decades before in terms of the provision of any kind of education to girls—was that young men simply weren’t well-educated enough to teach.

For decades, this had been the argument against educating girls. Or, not necessarily the argument against it, but rather, the justification for not being able to solve what was an unsolvable problem. The ‘almost’ gender parity in primary education that the UN had been so proud of back in the first quarter of the 21st century was not the problem; primary education in general was not an issue for girls. It was, in most countries by the beginning of the 21st century, free. Schools were close to homes, so there was no cost for transport. Girls were pre-puberty, so there were no issues with menstruation and needing access to running water while at school. The girls being pre-puberty also meant there was no widespread issue with sexual activity, with or without consent, with either male students or teachers. And in many many countries around the world, primary school had not been taught by fully trained teachers, but, often by underpaid, unqualified women.

For secondary education, though, there was a massive difference. There were fewer secondary schools than primary schools, so students had had to travel further, often incurring a cost, and if not a cost, prompting concerns from parents about what might happen to their daughters on the way to and from school. Secondary schools always cost something: uniforms, books, transport, as well as, often, fees. Menstruation was a problem in the millions of secondary schools around the world that did not have running water. And sexual attention from male classmates—wanted or unwanted—and from male teachers—always unwanted, and more common than people liked to admit—meant the chances of a shameful out-of-wedlock pregnancy could not be dismissed.

Despite these challenges, the UN and others had highlighted the progress made in girls’ secondary education, for example, in enrolment rates. Emmy and Pam had had many nights, back when they were friends, raging about this. Enrolment rates mean nothing. If girls enrol in the first year, at twelve, when many of them have not yet started their periods, and parents, especially fathers, have not yet realised the cost, the danger and all the issues, and then, reality hits and they drop out within the first term, how is that showing any progress at all?

Retention rates, that is what mattered. Retention rates up to the final year, at age 18. And exam results, too. What did it matter if girls were able to attend, but were never given time or support to do homework, or were relegated to sit at the back of the class and ignored while all the (male) teacher’s attention went to the boys at the front?

The simple fact was that all of these factors that contributed to the disparity between girls’ and boys’ education at secondary level, were exacerbated by the fact that teaching at secondary level did require qualified teachers. It was a vicious circle: the limited number of girls that actually graduated from secondary school—a much lower statistic than the number who enrolled at age twelve, and an even bigger difference compared to the numbers for boys—meant a limited number of female secondary school teachers. And the cycle continued.

Interestingly, none of the factors that had proved problematic for girls’ education in the past were applicable to the situation now. But the Mascgettes had begun to understand that the provision of secondary education to boys, in secret as they were doing, was more impactful and successful if provided by a team: a female teacher who understood the concepts being taught, and a young man who made the boys feel more comfortable.

Hence, the recruitment drive strategy.

So, here they were, Emmy and Marcus, a couple of streets away from the appointed Mascgettes meeting house. The meeting place changed on a weekly basis, as a general security measure, and Emmy always parked a few streets away, just in case. Here they were. Together. Emmy and Marcus.

Emmy glanced sideways at Marcus. They were sat in her car, and it occurred to her that this was the first time he had been in it. He didn’t look scared; he looked determined.

“Ready?” she asked him.

Marcus turned to her and grinned a genuine, full-on, open grin. “Definitely,” he said.


Chapter 17

Marcus didn’t feel nervous as he got out of the car. Since his meeting with Emmy, and the very happy surprise of his meeting with his mum and Lydia, which had lifted a weight from him that he hadn’t even known was there, Marcus had been feeling more positive about life than he remembered feeling in a very long time. Getting around had been better too. He had the bike, and he loved the feeling of freedom he got as he pedalled as fast as he could through the streets, early morning and late evening.

Oh, he still had to go to work and lay there while women did all kinds of degrading things to him. He was reminded on a daily basis that for those women, he was nothing more than a piece of meat to be used and then discarded; they didn’t see him as a person, did not expect him to have opinions, or views, and had no interest in anything other than what he could do for them. But now, Marcus had something else to focus on. Something else to think about while doing his job.

Yes, he had a lot to feel positive and confident about. So he wasn’t nervous as he got out of the car. And he wasn’t nervous as they walked down the street and round the corner to where the meeting was. And he wasn’t nervous as they stood on the doorstep of a nondescript—but expensive-looking—mid-terrace townhouse. And he wasn’t nervous when a nice-looking woman, about Emmy’s age, wearing jeans and a blue jumper, opened the door, smiled and said hello… Oh, wait a moment. Yes, he was nervous. Very, very nervous. And he suddenly found his mouth was completely dry, and he couldn’t swallow or speak.

“Hey, Earhart,” said Emmy, in response to the greeting. She looked over at Marcus and gave him an encouraging smile. “This is Marcus. Marcus, this is Earhart. Not her real name of course, but she’s the head of this cell and this is her codename.”

“M’ello,” Marcus managed to mumble, looking down at the floor and trying his best not to hyperventilate.

Earhart had a warm and inviting voice. “Come in, Marcus, come in,” she said. “It’s okay if you’re nervous, that’s completely understandable. Why don’t you come in and meet the other new recruits? You’re not the only new one here tonight, okay?”

Marcus smiled, gratefully, without attempting to say anything more. It suddenly felt very real, and very scary, and despite his internal bravado since his first discussion with Emmy, he couldn’t stop thinking about what would happen if he were caught.

Women had it easy. Even if they were caught doing something bad there was limited punishment for them, and certainly nothing like the Dude-Cities. While it was true that those who had more always had more to lose—and in this society, Marcus and others like him had very little—that didn’t really counter the terror of being sent to Dude-City. Yes, maybe someone like Emmy had more to lose: her house, her job, her status. But she wouldn’t be sent to a living nightmare. And he would be. He suddenly couldn’t stop thinking about poor Kevin.

He followed Emmy and Earhart into the living room—the house had a very similar set-up to Emmy’s—and there, he plucked up the courage to lift his eyes from the carpet. There were about a dozen people standing around with drinks in their hands and chatting. Two young men like himself, one older man, and all the rest women of varying ages. Everyone was standing and chatting, even though dining room chairs had been brought in and were set in a large circle.

Marcus had no idea what to do, but Earhart gestured to him to come forward, towards the other two young men—both looking terrified, like him.

“This is James and Paul,” said Earhart, gesturing to each one respectively. “James, Paul, this is Marcus.”

“Hi…”

“Hey…”

“Hello…” they said simultaneously.

“You’re all new recruits here and so you probably have a lot in common.” Earhart smiled at them each in turn. “So, why don’t you help yourself to drinks over there,” she vaguely nodded her head towards a sideboard on the other side of the room, “and then you can chat for a bit. We’ll get started in about fifteen minutes, okay? Nothing is going to be scary, we’ll introduce you to the group and then you just need to listen for tonight, okay?”

Marcus was very aware that Earhart said ‘okay’ quite a lot. But he found it strangely comforting.

After Earhart left them, Marcus, James and Paul all stood in silence for a minute, before Paul broke the ice. As they chatted, Marcus learnt that Paul lived at home with his elderly mother and was a secretary for an insurance company. He thought the work was okay, and there was a woman there who he thought would probably ask him to marry her in the next couple of years. James was a bro-thel worker like him, and lived with his landlady, who had recruited him in much the same way Marcus had been by Emmy. Paul had been recruited by an aunt, after getting his mother’s permission. Apparently, this was something his mother wasn’t interested in doing herself, but fully supported.

After some minutes of chatting, Marcus began to feel a bit more at ease—to the point that he asked the other two if they wanted a drink, as he was going to brave the room and go and get one. In the end, they all went together, moving as a pack for safety, and grabbed drinks just as Earhart, standing by the door, was clapping her hands together to get everyone’s attention.

“Time to get started, I think,” she announced, taking a seat in the circle and indicating to the others to do the same.

Marcus, Paul, and James all sat together, and as Marcus glanced around the circle he saw that Emmy had taken the seat directly opposite him. He met her eye and was able to respond to her smile with one of his own; perhaps not as bright as the grin he had given her in the car, but getting there.

“So,” Earhart started, “I incite this meeting to rebellion.”

Marcus frowned. That was not what he had been expecting at all. He looked around, but only James and Paul looked as confused as he felt. Everyone else was simply nodding and murmuring agreement.

“Okay,” said Earhart, “let’s go through the agenda, shall we? Firstly, we have the update on the education—”

“Sorry, Earhart,” interrupted someone. It was the woman sitting next to Emmy. “Sorry to interrupt, but I wonder if perhaps we might start with explaining that to the new recruits? They all look quite confused.”

“That’s my landlady, Janey,” whispered James to Marcus.

“Explain what?” asked Earhart, looking equally confused but, Marcus noted, not sounding irritated by having been interrupted.

“Incite this meeting to rebellion,” explained Janey. “We say it every meeting, and we all understand why, but maybe, to the new recruits, it might sound, well, you know, quite odd.”

Earhart laughed. “Yes, you’re right of course!” she said. “It probably sounds very odd indeed. Good point, Janey.” She seemed to think for a moment. “How about this? We were going to do introductions to the new recruits later, but…” She was taking out a pen as she spoke, and crossing things out on the paper she held in her hand. “How about this? We do introductions now, and then move on to the education programme update, and the Afghanistan update. By the way, there is no Afghanistan update. And then we can come back to questions from the new recruits, if they have any, and then planning of next months’ education sessions after that. How does that sound?”

“Sounds good Earhart.” Janey smiled.

“Okay, well then.” Earhart put down her piece of paper on the floor next to the chair. “Let’s start with an explanation of our opening remark. Anyone want to give it?”

Earhart waited a beat, and then Janey spoke up. “Well, I’m happy to, as I was the one who raised it.”

Marcus listened intently as Janey explained that ‘I incite this meeting to rebellion’ was a famous phrase said by one of the most famous suffragettes: Emmeline Pankhurst. As she finished, Janey introduced herself, only to Marcus and Paul, of course, James already knew her.

Then, Emmy introduced herself, and one by one, around the circle, everyone gave their names. The older man, who was the husband of the woman sitting next to him, Jennifer, was particularly warm and welcoming.

And then it got to Marcus. The rest of the circle nodded encouragingly at him, and he felt that self-confidence, that had eluded him for years but had kept popping up over the last two weeks, return.

“Hi, everyone,” he said, proud of how clear his voice was. “I’m Marcus, and I rent a room from Emmy. I work in a bro-thel, and when Emmy asked if I wanted to join the Mascgettes, well…” At this point, he began to falter. “Well, I’m really, really happy to be here. I’m honoured. Thank you all for letting me join.”

After that, James and Paul introduced themselves and the circle went back around until everyone had spoken.

There was something niggling Marcus, though. He didn’t know what it was, it was like an itch at the back of his brain, something important, but he couldn’t think what. He tried to ignore it, focusing on what Earhart was now saying, about how the Mascgettes was founded.

She went back through the history of the suffragettes, and the fight for equality. The ups and downs, the progress and the disappointments, the Trump years, Roe vs Wade, the Taliban takeover. Marcus knew it all; history had always been his favourite subject, and what he hadn’t lived through himself had been compulsory teaching in primary schools for boys and girls. But listening to Earhart talk about it, and how she connected so many things, was fascinating. He was mesmerised by her voice, her passion.

She concluded by explaining how the Mascgettes was founded by a woman in Western Europe, codenamed Mukwege—named for a male Congolese doctor who won the Nobel Peace Prize—and four others across other regions. Earhart said the motto of the Mascgettes is that ‘rights are not pie’ and that it was paramount for everyone to understand it: equal rights for others does not mean fewer rights for you. There were enough pieces for everyone.

“The original suffragettes wanted equal rights,” Earhart expounded, with passion. “The feminist rebellion of the twenty-first century wanted equal rights. Nobody wanted the world that we ended up with. Nobody wanted men and boys subjugated. And any time there is an oppressed group and an oppressor, whoever they are, you will find someone fighting for justice and equality, clear under the banner that ‘rights are not pie’.”

Earhart gave them an opportunity to ask questions then, but as no one had any, she moved on to the next agenda item which was an update on the secret education provided over the last month.

Marcus was only half listening. He was really trying to fully pay attention, but actually, he did have a question, he had just been too scared to ask it. Well, it was less of a question and more of a comment.

Because he disagreed. In many ways, rights were like pie. Clearly, when talking abstractly, rights are not pie, and others having equal rights would not reduce or negate my rights, he thought. But rights don’t exist in a vacuum, simply as an abstract concept. Rights are linked to power and control. And power and control was a bit like pie, right? In order for you to have more, I have to have less. I have to share it. That was clear, right?

When, previously, women’s suffrage included fighting against the notion that household work was fundamentally a woman’s chore: for women to do less—which is what the women’s rights movement wanted—then men, logically, would have to do more, giving up their free time to equally share the burden of chores.

Marcus thought back to his childhood, his dad coming home from work and sitting in front of the TV all night, beer in his hand and his wife bringing him dinner and then taking away the plate again to wash it up. For that burden to have been equally shared, his dad would have to give up that free time, relaxing, in order for his wife to have more free time, relaxing. That was a bit like pie, in fact.

For women to have more decision-making power in the household, men had to have less. They at least had to share it, and not have full control. Men would have to compromise more, live with decisions that they did not fully agree with perhaps, decisions that their wives had made. Having less control because women had more. That was a bit like pie.

It seemed to Marcus that it was a fallacy to say that rights are not pie, and it was counterproductive if you couldn’t admit, and be transparent, that equality means those with all the power would have to give some of it up for things to be more equal. So, in that respect, what would be the benefit to those who control the system, to change the system? Denying that there will be any loss through a more equal sharing of power, of assets, of control, was surely unhelpful?

He finished his musing just as the meeting was coming to an end. There had been some updates that he hadn’t heard properly, but now Earhart was going through the schedule for next week.

“So, Marcus, James, Paul, you’ll be with your respective mentors here, Emmy, Janey and Maria, for the next week.”

Marcus assumed Maria was Paul’s aunt.

Earhart continued, “It would be good if you could go over the curriculum with them that they will be doing this week, and then make sure all the dates are in your diaries. As your mentors will explain to you more as we go along, we, of course, can only provide education to those boys whose families are supportive of our work. But there are plenty. Women who don’t want to stick their heads above the parapet, as it were, but who feel their sons, or younger brothers, are deserving of a continued education. As I said earlier, we don’t believe that education alone will overthrow the CFWO, and, of course, as the Mascgettes we have other things going on, but this is definitely the best way you can help us right now.”

She looked around the room, expectantly. “Any last comments, or questions from anyone at all?”

Marcus looked up and caught Emmy’s eye: she was looking at him quite curiously. He imagined he must have looked pretty thoughtful throughout the meeting, and while he was still unsure about the pie analogy, he had no intention of bringing attention to himself right now.

“Right then,” said Earhart. “Looks like this meeting is adjourned. Everyone, please, help yourself to more drinks and food, and feel free to stay as long as you like.”

With that, the formal part of the meeting had finished, and people stood up and pushed the chairs aside. Everyone stayed and chatted for at least another hour.

Marcus spent a bit more time talking with Paul and James and then, feeling slightly emboldened, he moved over to where another group were standing talking, which included both Emmy and the older man. They shifted around to let him into the circle, and he joined the conversation, feeling increasingly comfortable as his opinions were sought and listened to. He didn’t raise the pie issue, though. He thought that might have been a bit too much for his first meeting.

When Marcus went to sleep that night, it was with a feeling of immense satisfaction. The first Mascgettes meeting had been everything he dreamed it would be, and more. He had no doubt that, given time, he would raise his thoughts on the pie issue, and he would be heard and respected. He was looking forward to the lessons with Emmy and the teenage boys they would be teaching. The world was looking hopeful.

He was just drifting off to sleep when he jerked awake, bolt upright in bed. ‘I incite this meeting to rebellion’. ‘Incite’. That was the word that Lydia had used. ‘I don’t want to incite you to do something you don’t want to do,’ she had said. Or something like that. He had thought it so strange at the time, such strange wording. And that was what the niggling itch he’d had in his brain had been when Earhart used the phrase to open the meeting. It couldn’t be a coincidence, could it? Marcus slowly lay back down. No, it definitely couldn’t be a coincidence. He was pretty sure: Lydia was in the Mascgettes.


Chapter 18

Nothing much happened over the next week. Emmy was still incredibly busy with the Afghanistan situation at work.

She had spent two late evenings going over the secret education curriculum with Marcus. They had been allocated two classes of boys, each one including between four and seven boys of varying ages between thirteen and seventeen, and they would cover a selection of maths and science subjects one evening a week for each group. They were due to start next week and Emmy had asked that Marcus review all the materials so he was as familiar with them as possible. So, instead of his usual TV-watching routine in the evenings after work, she knew he was struggling through maths concepts that he had never been taught at school. But Emmy got the impression he was enjoying the change, and the purpose—he seemed raring to go.

The day of their first teaching assignment together dawned. It started out as a perfectly normal morning for Emmy—breakfast, driving to work, going up in the lift and removing all thoughts of the Mascgettes from her mind, and putting on her CFWO ‘game face’. The first oddity of the day occurred as she was waiting for her laptop to boot up. Sean was not there. Sean had been Emmy’s assistant for two years. He only got time off when Emmy took time off, never at any other time, and he had never been sick. He was always, always there. This morning, another assistant that Emmy didn’t even recognise brought her coffee to her desk.

“Who are you?” she asked, her surprise and confusion making her tone sharp.

“Umm, I’m Darren,” the assistant replied. He put the coffee down on her desk.

“Where the hell is Sean?” Emmy demanded.

“Umm, I don’t know?” Darren replied. It sounded more like a question than an answer. “I was just told to come here today and assist you.”

Emmy frowned. If something had happened to Sean—an accident, maybe?—then she should have been informed. She quickly scanned her emails for information. Nothing.

She turned back to Darren and tried to control her frustration. It wasn’t his fault.

“Okay, fine. Thanks, Darren. You’re dismissed.”

There seemed to be few people about, and her calls to others in her team went largely unanswered and unreturned. A second odd occurrence, later in the afternoon, was that when Emmy tried to log into the shared drive on the Afghanistan situation, she couldn’t access it. Actually, when she tried, she couldn’t access any of the drives or folders she normally worked with. Something niggled her about this happening on the day her assistant was also mysteriously absent as it seemed too much of a coincidence. But no, it must just be a coincidence. There was no point being paranoid about things. She logged a complaint with the IT department and then continued working on the draft troop report that she had received the day before and that was on her own hard drive.

It was quite late, literally as she was about to log off, that it happened. She checked her inbox one last time and saw a new email had just come through. She absentmindedly wondered about the timing—normally she would have left the office by now. Emmy was meeting Marcus at the secret education location at 8 p.m. It was just around the corner from where he worked, in a domestic residence, so, easier to meet him there than for him to come home and then go back again. After the class Emmy planned to bring him and the bike home in the car. It was well known within her work circle that she didn’t check emails at home; she was only still at the office because of the meeting with Marcus. Any other day, and she would not have picked up the email until the next morning.

The email was from Clara. Emmy had to read the short and to-the-point message three times before fully digesting it. She sat back in her chair, the possible implications of what it meant slowly sinking in. She felt wrong-footed and unable to think properly.

She had been removed from the Afghanistan brief. Ann was to replace her, with immediate effect. Clara didn’t say why or offer a meeting to discuss.

And Emmy knew. She just knew. They had found out about her involvement in the Mascgettes.

She had to cancel the education meeting tonight, at least try to save and protect Marcus. She distractedly reached for her mobile in her bag, and took a deep breath. There were protocols in place for this very situation. She knew this. And she also knew how the CFWO operated. They would not be arresting her here, tonight. They would come to her home, later, at some point over the next couple of days, and politely ask for her assistance with some inquiries. They didn’t know about Marcus yet. They couldn’t do; he hadn’t done anything wrong. He had only been to one meeting. She would be in trouble; she would lose her job. She would get probation and would be watched for the foreseeable future, but it wasn’t the end of the world for her. If Marcus was discovered, he would be punished so much more harshly. She knew the CFWO must know, and she had to at least consider the possibility that they knew about the planned activities tonight—what, and when and where. It was the only explanation for what had just happened.

Another deep breath. She fumbled around in her bag and took out her mobile. There were multiple missed calls and messages; she cursed the fact that she had left it on silent.

The calls and messages were mostly from her mother. She hit the voicemail and listened to the first message. Her mum sounded tense, even though it was clear she was trying to sound bright and breezy.

“Hello darling,” came her mum’s voice, tinny sounding from the tiny device—she hadn’t called Emmy ‘darling’ for over a decade, so there was a massive red flag right there. “Just checking in with you, not to appeal, beg or grovel, but do phone me when you get a chance.”

Emmy was astounded. It was a code. A warning. ‘Appeal, beg or grovel’; it came from a famous suffragettes quote: ‘Remember the dignity of your womanhood. Do not appeal, do not beg, do not grovel…’.

The Mascgettes had a simple system, that integrating any specific quote or phrase from the original suffragettes into a conversation would confirm to the recipient that they were in the presence of another Mascgette. It could be an opening to a conversation, a way of checking if the other person was also a Mascgette, or, it could be a warning, depending on the context.

Here, it was definitely a warning. And it meant that her mum was a Mascgette. Emmy’s head was spinning. Not only was Pam a Mascgette, but apparently, she knew what was happening at the highest levels of the CFWO before Emmy did. Even before Earhart did because—Emmy quickly checked the other missed calls and messages—there had been no contact from Earhart. Did Earhart know that she had been compromised? Was the whole cell already discovered? It was a horrible, horrible feeling, not knowing how much the CFWO knew, or who was at risk.

Emmy knew what this all meant, but she couldn’t get her brain to confirm it. It was all too much, too quickly, and she needed time to think.

Emmy double-checked the other messages and missed calls, it really was only her mother—and one from a Lydia. Lydia Sanger? That was Marcus’s sister, she thought.

She pressed voicemail again and listened. Lydia also sounded tense; she wasn’t even attempting bright and breezy, as her mother had.

“Hi Emmy, this is Lydia, Lydia Sanger, Marcus’s sister. So, I really need you to check on him, if you can. I worry about him, you know, about what he’s doing. In deeds, not words. It would be great if you could just check on him for me.”

Emmy was getting overwhelmed, she had not thought she could be any more stunned than she already was, but this was another bombshell. ‘In deeds, not words.’ Another famous suffragette phrase. Lydia was a Mascgette too, and apparently knew that Marcus had joined and that Emmy had recruited him. And knew that something was amiss.

That meant the whole cell was comprised, probably, and that other cells had been notified to try and warn as many people in Emmy’s cell as possible.

Emmy took a third deep breath. This was still salvageable. Well, not for her—her life, while not over, would be changing in the very near future—but, if she remained calm, she could still mitigate the impact of this on others.

She sent a quick message to Earhart. ‘Wondered if you wanted to catch up and chat, the soul music we were listening to the other day was definitely the epitome of the determination of women! Let me know.’ Another suffragette quote: ‘the true militant suffragette is the epitome of the determination of women to possess their own souls.’

Now that was done there was little else to do but go home and wait.

She needed to ensure they didn’t find about Marcus. She would warn him to stay upstairs in the attic room when they came to talk to her.

Emmy looked at her watch and her whole body went ice-cold. It was 7:45 p.m, fifteen minutes before their arranged meeting at the secret education location. Marcus would be just leaving work. She had no way of contacting him. She had no way of getting there before him. If the CFWO knew the education location, Marcus would be arrested tonight.


Chapter 19

Pam and Emmy sat in silence. There was the background sound of the clock—tick-tock, tick-tock—but other than that, just silence. Emmy looked shell-shocked, Pam thought. She wanted so desperately to comfort her daughter but didn’t know how. So, they just sat there, together, in Emmy’s living room. Even to Pam, the house felt empty, knowing that there should have been a lodger upstairs, and that he was not there.

From where she was sitting, Pam could just see into the hallway, where Marcus’s bike was leaning up against the wall. The police had given it to Emmy to bring home after she had been ‘invited’ to the police station to answer a few questions. While the police had not been able to definitively confirm to Emmy what had happened to Marcus, the return of his bike, and the absence of Marcus himself, made it very clear. Pam also knew that this was the intention of the police anyway: to ensure that Emmy was aware of Marcus’s fate, without ever saying anything.

Pam glanced up at Emmy and could see that she was also looking at the bike from her chair on the other side of the fireplace. Emmy’s eyes kept being drawn to it, so Pam eventually just stood up and went to push the door closed.

Emmy returned to staring into the fire, cradling a bourbon in her hands.

There was so much to say, but Pam didn’t even know where to start. She had taken a huge risk by contacting Emmy directly. Protocol dictated that she should have sent an encrypted message from Mukwege to Earhart as soon as she found out that the cell had been compromised. And then Earhart would have contacted Emmy. That was the way. That was the protocol she, herself, had set up. But damn it, as soon as she’d heard about a threat to her own daughter, she stopped being a rebellion leader and became, once more, a mother. A terrified, desperate mother. She had called and messaged Emmy without thought. She had tried to keep her tone light, and had, at least, remembered the code rather than just blurting out the danger that Emmy was in. But she had failed as Mukwege, and, as she had failed as a mother long, long ago, she was now left with nothing.

They continued to sit in silence. It was raining outside and Pam could see and hear the droplets against the darkness of the window. There was low lighting on in the living room around the walls—Pam couldn’t remember Emmy turning it on when they got in, so she assumed it was on an automatic timer. The gas fire gave the room an eerie flickering glow. It suited the current mood.

Pam looked around. She had never been here before; their relationship over the last years had been so cold and distant that, well, Emmy had never invited her. The living room was well decorated, and tasteful—exactly what she would have expected from Emmy. She hadn’t seen the rest of the house but imagined more of the same. However tasteful it was, though, it felt… empty. This wasn’t a place of love, joy and laughter, of family and friends getting together every weekend. Pam sensed that Emmy was, perhaps, a bit lonely.

Emmy had every right to live on her own, of course—well, with a lodger, although the less said about that right now, the better. Lots of women did nowadays.

Back when Pam was growing up, it was unusual for women to live by themselves. Not actively discouraged, as such, but unusual. Plenty of movies had depicted single men living in their own expansive bachelor pads, while female protagonists usually shared a place with a friend. Women lived together until they got married; men had their own space. It had been just another subtle sign of inequality that people missed and that perpetuated the sexism embedded across all societies.

Someone once had created something called the Bechdel test. It maybe first emerged as early as 1985, Pam thought. Actually, now she was thinking about it, she seemed to remember that the concept of the Bechdel test had its roots much earlier than that, maybe 1929 or 1930 with Virginia Woolf’s ‘A Room of One’s Own’, an essay exploring how women were always portrayed in literature as wives, mothers, daughters—their existence only important in terms of their status related to men: husbands, sons, fathers. Pam vividly remembered this line: ‘It was strange to think that all the great women of fiction were, until Jane Austen’s day, not only seen by the other sex, but seen only in relation to the other sex. And how small a part of a woman’s life is that…’.

The Bechdel test covered the portrayal of women in movies, in their own right as people, and not just seen in relation to men. In the 2020s, almost a century after Virginia Woolf wrote those words, the state of affairs had remained depressing. Oh, it had certainly improved, no doubt about that. But progress was slow.

136 years, the UN had said in 2021. 136 years to achieve gender equality at the current rate. 136 years, and apparently everyone was fine with that.

“Tell me everything.”

Pam was startled out of her musings. Emmy’s voice was low and impassive. She had spoken while still staring into the fire, but now looked up at Pam.

“You’re Mukwege, right?”

Pam waited a beat, but there was no point in denial at this stage. She nodded, slowly.

“Then tell me everything. Tell me how you started the Mascgettes. Why? How? How did you build it? Tell me how you knew about yesterday. What will happen next? To me? To Marcus? Tell me everything, Mum.”

And so, Pam did.

She spoke of the late 2020s, after Roe vs Wade, after Afghanistan, after Trump. After Weinstein and Prince Andrew, and Sarah Everard and the rise of ‘incels’. She spoke of #metoo, which rose and fell almost without a trace. The #metoo movement had actually started in 2006, many years earlier. Advocates had held signs in cities across the world, declaring it was not a fad, it was a revolution. Sadly, though, it was not a revolution. Not then. Not in 2006, nor in 2020 when it emerged again. It was certainly not a fad, and the spotlight brought sporadic attention, and funding, to the issue of sexual violence against women and girls—it provided more safe spaces and refuges for victims; more medical attention and psychosocial support; more legal aid for the tiny minority who choose to prosecute their abusers—but it was not enough. It was never enough. All the funding in the world couldn’t change the behaviour of men.

Knowing full well that the entire judicial system was so embedded within the long-standing patriarchy, women accepted it as normal that if they did choose to report, their chances of being believed were minuscule, and even if they were believed, their chances of having justice served were even lower. There was the case in the US, where a young man who had raped a woman at Stanford University, while she was unconscious, was let off lightly by the judge who had wanted to spare him—a top athlete and otherwise ‘decent’ student—any hardship arising from ‘one little mistake’. The judge’s concern for the assailant, and the assailant’s own decree that the light sentence he did get was ‘a steep price to pay for twenty minutes of action’, summed up what men thought of women. Women didn’t count. Their suffering didn’t count. Certainly not when weighed up against possible disruption to the life of a college swimmer who really shouldn’t have to pay a steep price for ‘only twenty minutes of action’. Even if his ‘action’ constituted brutally raping an unconscious stranger and leaving her behind a couple of rubbish bins.

Pam spoke about all of this as the background to how excited, thrilled, and ecstatic she had been as the foundations for the CFWO began to take shape. The voting, the strategy, the strength and intellect of the women involved. And the fact that Emmy, her own daughter, had been one of those involved, right from the beginning. Well, Pam couldn’t even express how proud she was.

But it was before the CFWO was even formally born that Pam had started to see the cracks. The problems. The shifts in power that were not towards equality at all, but rather, just switching the oppressor and the oppressed. With the opening of Dude-Cities before the CFWO actually came into existence and the general crack-down on men and boys, the writing had been on the wall long before the introduction of IHRL, the suspension of boys’ education, and the banning of men from driving. Pam’s excitement and ecstasy had turned to horror and fear.

She looked up to see how Emmy was taking this. Emmy had heard it all before, there was nothing she was currently saying that was new to Emmy. But, somehow, she felt that she needed to set the scene, to explain this background before moving onto the next part. Emmy, to her credit, was not looking annoyed at the repeated history. She was watching her mother with an expressionless face, but there were no hints for Pam to hurry up.

Pam continued.

“I don’t know if you remember that in 2026 I went on holiday to Türkiye?”

Emmy nodded.

“Well, I went with Paula, you remember, the American lady; she came to visit us once at home. I’d been a dive master with her in the Cayman Islands, back in the day. We’d always kept in touch.”

Pam paused, trying to organise her thoughts, recognising that if she went further with this, she was taking a huge risk; she would be exposing the other founding members of the Mascgettes. It was not something she had ever thought she would do, and she was well aware that there was no going back. She felt almost as though she was standing at a crossroads, having to choose between her daughter and her vows to the Mascgettes. And, God forgive her, she was choosing her daughter.

She explained how she and Paula had gone to Ankara on holiday. Paula had worked in international aid and had friends from all corners of the earth. In Ankara they had met up with an Afghan woman Paula had helped escape from Afghanistan in 2021. Saliha lived in Iran and had become a key figure in the Iranian feminist revolution happening at the time, where they were hoping a female President would be elected within the next year.

Paula, Pam and Saliha had gelled over their feminism as their hope for the future. They had realised their common ideals, of equality and equity and a better future for all of humanity, men and women alike. Pam had boasted tirelessly of Emmy, as had the others with their own daughters, and sons. It had been a bright and positive holiday, one that Pam always remembered with great fondness.

Paula, Pam, and Saliha had enjoyed their time so much that they’d agreed to meet up every year. Eventually, two more friends, one of Saliha’s and one of Paula’s, joined the group, making them a gang of five—completely coincidentally—living across the five different regions. As the times changed, and the direction the world—and the CFWO—was going in became more and more apparent, their meetings were filled less with hope for an equal future and more with despair that oppression was just changing hats, not being eradicated.

“And so, the Mascgettes was born,” concluded Pam, quietly. “It was 2033 when I met them all in Rome. We each had strong networks of like-minded people back in our own countries. We had studied up on the suffragettes and how they organised themselves—a lot of the protocols and measures we have in place were taken from them, as you know. The education programme and how we run it, well, that was taken from Afghanistan. Saliha’s mother was part of a group that used to give secret education to girls during the first Taliban rule in the 1990s, so, Saliha knew exactly how to set that up.”

Pam stopped. She wasn’t really sure what more to say. So, she waited, quietly, to hear what Emmy thought.

“It’s a lot to take in,” Emmy eventually admittedly, her voice low and impassive, “and I’ll be honest, I feel so overwhelmed with everything right now I’m not sure I want to hear more.” she paused. “But I think I need to. You need to tell me how you knew yesterday that I had been discovered. You need to tell me what’s happening with Marcus.”

Pam sighed, but nodded acquiescence.

“So, I knew when you joined the Mascgettes,” she started.

Pam explained that she was informed of every new person joining the Mascgettes. She, and she alone, knew all the real names of all the cell leaders in her region.

“I was delighted when you joined, and I had hoped you would reach out to tell me. When that didn’t happen, I suggested that dinner…”

Emmy looked at her mum and gave a wan smile, acknowledging the dinner and the conversation they had had that night. It wasn’t much, but Pam took it as a good sign, and it rallied her to keep going.

“How I found out about yesterday, well, to be honest, I’m not quite sure yet,” she admitted. “There are a few things I need to look into to confirm exactly how you were discovered.”

Pam went on to say that she suspected that either Emmy’s boss, Clara, or one of her colleagues, possibly Ann, had got suspicious. She thought maybe they had used her assistant, Sean, to track Emmy’s evening movements via her phone—he would have been able to get access to the GPS data. If that had been the case, they would have been able to follow the others from the cell and would probably have had them under surveillance for a while before doing anything.

“But,” Pam went on to say, “even though I think that’s how they figured out you were a Mascgette, I still have no idea how the Mascgettes figured out that the CFWO knew.”

Emmy was now showing a bit more animation. “What do you mean?” she asked.

“Well, I got a message from Lovelace, the head of another cell,” Pam explained. “She had sent a coded message to me yesterday morning, and then called and asked for a face-to-face chat. She lives just outside the city, not too far. So, I drove out there and we went for a walk, and that’s when she told me that one of her cell members, a lady called Lydia Sanger—she’s an environmental engineer with the CFWO—had found this information about you. This is where it gets really interesting. Apparently, Lydia’s brother is—”

“Marcus.” They chorused together.

“Wow,” breathed Emmy. “Coincidence?”

“Well…” Pam sounded reflective. “I don’t really believe in coincidences. Lovelace tells me that Lydia is as loyal to the Mascgettes as they come, so I can’t really see any conspiracy on her part, and I would find it hard to believe she’d been working to get her own brother sent to Dude-City. Right?”

“I don’t know,” responded Emmy, thoughtfully. “From what I understand, Lydia and their mum had Marcus’s dad sent to Dude-City. He was one of the first sent, in, like, 1929, or 1930 or something.”

“Really?” said Pam. “Sanger…” She paused for a beat before her eyes widened. “Not Pete Sanger?”

“Yes, Pete, that’s his name,” replied Emmy.

Pam gave a quick huff of a laugh. “Oh God, of course it is,” she said. “I knew that.” She paused. “When I was sorting out support in Dude-City for the last young man sent there, well, Pete Sanger was the mentor, and I knew that I knew the name from somewhere, but I couldn’t quite place it.”

“Wait, what?!”

Pam looked back, expectantly.

“What do you mean, support in Dude-City? What do you know about that? How are you in touch with them? Tell me everything, Mum, right now. I don’t even really care if Lydia betrayed us, I just want to know what’s going to happen to Marcus. Please, Mum, tell me everything.”


Chapter 20

Two days later, Emmy’s head was still reeling with everything she had learned. Her mum was Mukwege. The head of the Mascgettes. One of the founders. Her mum was Mukwege. It was just too much to take in. And then, on top of that, the truth about Dude-City. Her head was spinning. It was all just too much.

Emmy had continued to go to work—not the twelve-hour days she had been doing over the last few weeks, but back to her normal 10 a.m. to 5 p.m.

Pre-CFWO, overtime was seen as some kind of masochistic badge of honour: people would boast about how many hours they had to work, how busy (read: important) they were. It was a toxic attitude within all workplaces whereby employers and employees alike celebrated the prioritisation of work over family life, or hobbies, or relaxation, to the detriment of the mental and physical health of both men and women. But it was particularly detrimental to women’s career progression because they took on the burden of the majority of childcare. When children were sick, mothers were the ones called to leave work and collect them from school or the childminder, not fathers; during school holidays, mothers were expected to organise childcare around work, not fathers. It had been one of the most enduring aspects of sexism in the 21st century, and it hinged on this workaholic attitude.

The CFWO changed all of that. In general, overtime was now extremely frowned upon. If any woman was found to be doing regular overtime—working past 4 p.m. or 5 p.m., or getting into the office before 9 a.m.—then the organisation was required to review her workload and create a new position if necessary. Of course, everyone at a senior level had the odd occasion where they had to do some longer hours, as Emmy had been doing for the last few weeks, but that was, generally, a rarity. Even more, women were strongly discouraged from taking laptops home in the evening or at the weekend; they shouldn’t check emails outside of working hours if they could help it. The entire workplace culture had been reframed, by women rather than men, to one of balance, with more focus on well-being. Hybrid working, part-time hours, job sharing and sabbaticals were the norm, not the exception. Women were now expected—entitled—to have both careers and happy home lives and to find that equilibrium which kept women and their children happy, healthy, and balanced.

Of course, it helped that most women now had a house-husband who took on the mental load of household management and childcare. Dismantling the toxic masculine workplace culture of the pre-CFWO time, where promotion could only be earned by neglecting home life, was a central tenet of all the feminist revolutions of the 2020s. It was the foundational response to the too-familiar refrain: ‘women can’t have it all’. Meaning women couldn’t have a career and a family. They had to choose. Men didn’t. Not only was it accepted that men could have it all, it was generally believed that men should have it all. Women shouldn’t expect that, but men, of course, should. Men could have a family and a career, but women? Women couldn’t. That was the way of the world. Women had to choose. That deeply held belief, by women and men alike, from Spain to Senegal, from Austria to Australia, had fuelled feminist revolutions that included, intrinsically within them, a revolution of workplace culture.

The idea, initially, had been that all people, men and women, should have all choices open to them. Maybe women couldn’t have it all, but then men shouldn’t be able to either. All people, men and women, should have a variety of different choices available to them: career, family, leisure time, work time, and should be able to choose, at different points in their lives, what worked for them. Freedom of choice should be equal for both sexes, men and women presented with the same choices, on an equal playing field.

Of course, that hadn’t happened. And this is where Emmy had wondered where it had gone so wrong. The change in workplace culture, the reversal of long hours being the norm (and being celebrated) was of course a good thing. For women, that is. A much more appropriate work-life balance for all women, allowing for career progression, time with children, hobbies, friends, relaxation, holidays and leisure time. But the change of roles for men meant that now men could not have it all. As it turned out, under the CFWO, men could have very little indeed.

Emmy, well, she just had her career, although she had no idea whether that career now lay in tatters or not.

Either way, the day after her ‘invitation’ to the police station to discuss what she knew about the Mascgettes, Emmy had gone to work as normal, getting into the office at about 9:30 a.m. And the following day, the same. Until she was spoken to again, or fired, she really had no idea what else to do. She still had no access to the Afghanistan files on the computer system, although she had discovered that access to some of the other drives, linking to more mundane administration work, had been reinstated. She’d heard nothing from Ann about Afghanistan, but had received a few emails from different colleagues asking her to perform low-level, non-contentious tasks. She did.

Sean had not returned as her assistant, and Darren was no longer there either—it was another assistant, called David, who brought her coffee and got her lunch.

For those two days, she sat at her desk, not really speaking to anyone and simply completing each task emailed to her. There really wasn’t any other option that she could see.

She was also still thinking incessantly about Marcus. She had been horrified when his bike had been returned to her, signifying that he had been arrested. She could not imagine how terrified he must have been. Dude-cities were literally designed to invoke an immediate response of dread and panic. Even Emmy—knowing, as a woman, she would never be sent there—felt her heart rate quicken whenever the TV showed any footage from one of the Dude-Cities. They just seemed like such lawless, awful, violent places.

But her mum had told her that she organised ‘support’ in Dude-Cities. That there were ‘mentors’ there who supported new arrivals. Emmy had had no idea that there was any communication between the Dude-Cities and the outside world. Of course, the CFWO had to have some kind of access, to get the footage that they had: Dude-Cities were shown on TV nightly, as a continuing deterrent for anti-social behaviour in men. But for the Mascgettes to have some kind of interaction with men there—Emmy was flabbergasted. In fact, what her mum had told her about Dude-Cities had probably shocked her more than anything else she had heard over the last few days.

“Ahem.”

Emmy’s musing was interrupted. Assuming it was David, she looked up ready to ask for another coffee but then closed her mouth with a gulp. She had no idea what to say. It was Clara standing in the doorway.

“I think we need to talk,” said Clara.

Clara suggested that she and Emmy go out for a walk. The CFWO office wasn’t so far from the river, so they drove down there in silence and then walked along the bank. It was a nice day, cold and slightly windy, but bright and dry. Much like the drive, the first few minutes of their walk was in silence.

“Have you ever heard of the pendulum theory?” asked Clara, out of the blue.

Emmy had no idea how to respond. She stopped walking and turned towards Clara with a look of obvious incomprehension on her face. But Clara was a pretty no-nonsense woman, and Emmy soon realised that an answer was expected. A verbal answer.

Emmy sighed and started walking forwards again. “No, Clara, I haven’t,” she said. Even to her own ears, she sounded weary.

“Okay, well that’s something we need to discuss then. But there are probably other things you need to know too. So, why don’t we sit over there”—Clara pointed to one of the many small cafés dotted along the river bank—“for a coffee, and we can start with you asking questions.”

Emmy nodded. She was sure that she had nothing to lose—at least, nothing more to lose than was already her fate, and out of her control. They walked slowly over to the coffee shop, ordered drinks and sat outside, despite the chill.

Clara gave a curt nod, indicating Emmy should start.

“How did you know I was working with the Mascgettes?”

Clara answered it honestly and with a refreshing directness.

“We’ve known since you joined. We know everything about the Mascgettes. We know your mum is Mukwege. We know who Earhart and Lovelace are. We know what you do.”

Emmy sat there with her mouth hanging open. This was so much worse than she’d thought. She couldn’t quite get around the cognitive dissonance: Clara had spoken in such a casual manner, as though it were nothing, and yet it had brought Emmy’s entire world crashing down.

They knew everything! For how long? They knew her mum was Mukwege—that was the single most important secret that the Mascgettes in the Western Europe region had. Did they also know about the founders in the other regions? Saliha? And Paula?

As if reading her thoughts, Clara added, “We also know that Saliha Saeed, codename Hashimi, and senior communications consultant with CFWO Central Asia, is leader of the Mascgettes in that region, and that Paula Harwood, codename Ginsburg, is leader in the US. We know the other two as well, of course.”

Clara took a sip of her coffee and patiently waited, regarding Emmy with a clear and steady gaze.

Emmy heard ringing in her ears. This was too much, just far, far too much. She couldn’t think; her mind was like a buzzing white hole. She didn’t know what this meant, for her, her mum, or any of them. A sense of complete hopelessness overtook her—but, at the same time, Clara did not seem at all like the pinnacle of evil. It was all too contradictory, and too confusing.

Emmy wasn’t sure if it had been two minutes or twenty minutes, but as she was coming out of her mind fog, she realised that Clara had ordered two more coffees to replace the one that Clara had drunk and the one that Emmy had not touched, but that was now sat there, stone cold.

The waitress came and brought the new coffees and took the old cups away.

Emmy’s voice was small. Childlike, even. “I’m really confused, Clara. Please, explain it to me.”

And Clara did.


Chapter 21

Marcus had headed to the meeting point directly from work, where he was going to give his first secret education session to teenage boys, with Emmy. He had been excited all day. Lying there, with woman after woman—it had been an exceptionally busy day—on top of him, beside him, under him, instructing him what to do, he had just been thinking about the work he would be doing that evening. Good, righteous, moral, productive work.


He felt so much more self-worth, and so much less self-loathing, to be a part of the Mascgettes. Something bigger than himself, and something working towards a more just and equal world. Yes, it was dangerous, he understood that. There was a small chance he would get caught, and what would happen then didn’t bear thinking about. But he knew that the Mascgettes had all kinds of security measures in place. Yes, Kevin had been arrested a few weeks before, so it did sometimes happen. But Marcus was fairly confident that was a rarity.


He had been in such a good mood as he went to the house. It was a rainy night—not heavy, just a drizzle—and even though he knew that if he got there early he would have to wait outside in the rain for Emmy to turn up in her car, he just didn’t care. So, he’d left work as soon as he finished for the day, and cycled as fast as he could to the meeting house, eager to get started.


When he arrived, the house was in darkness. There were low-level street lamps—all advanced solar power, which worked year round—and most of the other houses down the street were fairly well-lit, but this one house was in total darkness. 


Marcus double-checked the number against the address he had written on a piece of paper in his pocket.


Yes, this was the right house. He began to feel a sense of unease.


There were a few cars parked along the street—none of the houses had driveways—but he couldn’t see Emmy’s car. He assumed she would flash her lights at him, or get out and wave if she were already there. He checked his watch: he was ten minutes early.


He noticed that, a couple of doors up, a car sat just underneath a street light, and it was occupied. Two women. They were just sitting there, staring right at him. His unease grew.


He looked down the street in the other direction and noticed a van. Also parked under a street light. Also occupied. Also two women. Also staring directly at him.


And suddenly, he knew. He understood. This was it. The darkness of the house, the two strategically placed, occupied vehicles. He didn’t know what had happened to Emmy, if anything. Maybe she had been warned by the Mascgettes and wouldn’t come? But, surely, she would have warned him? She’d had no way of contacting him directly as he wasn’t allowed to have a mobile phone, but she could have contacted the bro-thel. There would have been a way to get a message to him. She could have come to the bro-thel and caught him before he’d left.


Marcus was fairly confident that Emmy hadn’t been warned and was going to show up. He had been early, and she was due at 8 p.m. He had faith that she wouldn’t have just abandoned him to his fate. The feeling of betrayal that would engender would be almost too much to bear. But no, she wouldn’t do that to him. He was sure.


That meant she was on her way.


Marcus was already caught. He knew that. The four women in the two vehicles had not made a move yet, but on his bike there was no way he could get away from them. He was pretty sure that they had only not made a move yet because they were expecting Emmy to turn up. Well, not Emmy specifically, but a Mascgettes woman. The police would know that men themselves couldn’t provide the education to the boys, and they probably knew that the Mascgettes were mainly women.


There was no way out for him, and his brain refused to let him even internally acknowledge what that meant. Right now, the priority was to figure out a way to warn Emmy before she got out of the car. Before she even parked. He knew, however, that even if she arrived and drove straight off, the police would probably have time to note her registration number and be able to track her. But if there was even a small chance that she could escape, if there was even a tiny chance that he could protect her, he would.


He furiously racked his brain about how best to warn her when she arrived. He didn’t know which direction she would come from, and he didn’t have anything on him to make a sign—even if he did the police would, of course, see it and intervene. He started thinking they should have had security protocols in place for this situation, but of course, it was too late for that now.


He finally decided that as soon as a car came—from either direction—he would just run out into the street, wave his arms above his head and shout ‘no go, no go’ over and over. 


That was all he could come up with. He didn’t have long enough to plan, to really think through something more foolproof… wait a moment. 


Marcus looked at his watch. He had been thinking about this for more than ten minutes. Fifteen, actually. It was 8:05 p.m.


Emmy wasn’t here.


The realisation slowly dawned on Marcus. It was the feeling of ice-cold water being slowly poured through his body, the chill oozing from his core out through his limbs. Emmy had abandoned him. He was certain she was not just late; she had promised him that morning she would be on time. He knew it was only five minutes, but he also knew, deep down, that she was not coming; she had been warned, and she had saved herself.


Marcus understood this, on some cerebral level. She was a woman; he was just a man. Of course, it was more important that she save herself, that made perfect sense. But it didn’t soothe the agonising sting of betrayal. He felt tears prick his eyes. He felt like a little boy, lost, scared, alone. He wanted his mum. More than that, he wanted his dad. But his dad couldn’t save him, he was in Dude-Ci—no! Don’t think about that, don’t think about that. 


What Marcus had thought was theoretical risk, a tiny chance, had just become very, very real. He slowly sank down onto the curb, not caring how wet the pavement was, or that it was soaking his trousers. He put his head in his hands and waited. He did not have to wait long. 


After a few minutes, he heard a car door open. He did not look up as the sound of footsteps came towards him—only one set. He did not look up when he saw the feet appear on the road in front of him.


“Marcus Sanger?” the policewoman asked, quite calm. 


At that point, Marcus looked up. She was young-ish, probably about his age. She wasn’t smiling at him, but neither was she frowning. Her face, like her voice, was impassive.


He nodded, without saying anything.


“Marcus Sanger, you are under arrest,” she said, her voice still even and inscrutable. “We know you are involved in the underground Mascgettes organisation and have come here tonight to provide illegal and unsanctioned education to boys in this house.”


Marcus more felt than saw her point to the house behind him.


“This is in direct contravention of CFWO law 2254 under the 2032 Gendered Education Policy, ratified in this nation. You are, therefore, being arrested. You do not have to say anything at this point in time, and anything you do say, either now or later, will not change the verdict based on the evidence we already have against you. Do you understand?”


Again, Marcus just nodded.


“If you come quietly and willingly, you will not be harmed. If you put up any kind of struggle, you will be hurt, possibly badly, possibly fatally. Do you understand?”


This time Marcus, somehow, found his voice. “Yes, I understand,” he whispered.


***


Two hours later, Marcus was sat in a holding cell. The process so far had been polite and cordial, although that did nothing to change the sheer terror that was making his breath hitch and his heart beat out of control. He felt continuously on the verge of a full-blown panic attack.


After an uneventful car ride—during which, true to the policewoman’s word, he had not been hurt at all, and had been treated with an indifferent civility—he had been brought to this room in the police station. There was no booking him in or reading him his rights—well, he didn’t have any. 


They already knew who he was. They, therefore, knew everything about him. They knew where he worked, they knew where he lived… Oh.


Marcus suddenly realised. If they had all this information, they would know that Emmy was his landlady, and they would have automatically assumed that she was the one who had brought him into the Mascgettes. Or at the very least, that she was a sympathiser, given that she would know of any extra-curricular activities he had in the evenings. Emmy had to report to his mother every month, on his conduct and behaviour. The police would know that Emmy must be aware of Marcus’s involvement with the Mascgettes, so they would, of course, assume that she was also involved.


Emmy hadn’t abandoned him. She must have been caught too.


He felt both sick with worry about what might happen to Emmy and relief from having changed his previous conviction that she had deserted him. The fear as to what was happening to her was balanced out by the warmth of feeling that he hadn’t been abandoned. He realised that, no matter what happened now—and he knew what that was, of course—nothing could be quite as painful as the thought that Emmy had left him to his fate. It was true, he ruminated, as he sat there in his cell. No stranger could hurt you as much as a friend could.


He looked up as the cell door opened. A policewoman stood there; she wasn’t the same one that had arrested him. She was older but had the same impassive, almost bored look on her face. Marcus felt his heart rate speed up again. 


He knew what was coming. Yes, Dude-City, where he was likely going to die soon after arrival. He wasn’t a fighter and he wasn’t what used to be known as an ‘alpha male’; he had little hope of surviving a dysfunctional, post-societal, macho-fuelled, violent prison with no rules or order. He knew that, and he was almost making peace with it, but he was pretty sure that before that would come questioning from the police. They would want to know what he knew. They would want him to give them the names of other cell members. And, he assumed from everything that had been intimated through the news and what all young men had been talking about now for many years, it would be done through any means necessary.


“Marcus?” asked the policewoman, standing at the door.


He nodded, his voice lost again.


“Come with me.”


Marcus stood up on wobbly legs and followed her out the door.



Chapter 22

“So, the pendulum theory,” Clara started.

What followed left Emmy completely speechless.

Clara had started by talking about the original feminist revolutions. Early on, they had been amazed by the progress made simply through systematic voting, and organising women—much like the suffragettes had, a century earlier—for strategic feminist outcomes. Once Parliaments were more than 50% female, followed by Cabinets and executive functions within the Government and society (political, legislative, administrative, and social)—all with very little commentary by the news or by men—then legislation and policies really began to change.

First, policies that benefitted women and men equally were brought in. Legislation that recognised the need for equity, not equality—that is, not giving men and women equal things but giving different things to men and women to ensure equal opportunities for success—were brought in. Equity was the name of the game. Policymakers wanted to remove all the barriers that meant it was not a level playing field to start with, so, in order for men and women, boys and girls, to have equal opportunities, differential inputs and investments needed to be made to level the field.

Emmy was aware that Clara had used to work for the UN, and Clara spoke about how equity used to be a key understanding within international aid, pre-CFWO. Clara explained an exercise they conducted in different countries, including Afghanistan when Clara worked there, as a simple way of getting staff to fully understand and embrace the concept of equity. The game involved everyone being given a card with a character on it. That character had particular characteristics—male or female; young or old; living with disabilities or not; literate or not, etc. Then, everyone would go outside to a big field and stand in a line, facing forwards. Then, the game began. Those that were male were asked to take a step forward, and those that were female, a step back. Those that were within working age range were asked to take a step forward, and those that were old, to take a step back. Those without disabilities took a step forward, and those with, a step back. Those that were literate, a step forward, etc. Once finished, the moderator of the exercise—at this point, generally having to use a loud-speaker given how spread out across the field everyone was—would ask the question: if everyone now was given the same thing, say, a bike, and everyone pedalled at the same speed, would everyone reach the end of the field at the same time? Or was it possible that those who were right at the back—the female, old, disabled, illiterate—might need more assistance than those at the front?

The idea took hold within the CFWO, Clara explained, that nothing would change without equity and equitable practices. So there did need to be some form of positive discrimination to allow women to catch up. In many ways, she explained, there was some growing recognition, as things evolved, that this foundation of equity, which was a necessity, was becoming somewhat perverted, or warped, in terms of the treatment of men and boys.

But anyway, that had been a minor problem compared to the biggest problem. The biggest problem was that, no matter the policies passed to re-balance and re-level the playing field in the pursuit of genuine equality, no matter the laws passed and tweaked, and no matter the investments made, the single biggest challenge that women faced did not change: male pattern violence. Domestic violence, physical violence and intimidation, sexual violence. Male behaviour did not change.

And of course, it was not all men. It was never all men. That was never the point, no matter how much in previous generations men had liked to point out that ‘it’s not all men’. No, it was not all men, and never was. But it was some men. And it was always men. And it was always enough men for it to be a pattern. And, despite female-majority Parliaments, and female-majority Cabinets, it was still some men. The patterns of violence and subjugation, and the innate feeling of superiority held by men the world over, had not changed.

But, Clara continued, while the male pattern violence was, of course, always men, the misogyny embedded within societies was inherent within the thinking of both men and women. In many countries, women had been more vicious to each other, with regard to choices in life, than men could ever be. The physical violence, the intimidation, the sense of privilege and entitlement, oh yes, that was men through and through. But the judgement? God, that was women. Women who were stay-at-home mums were judged silently and with a sense of superiority by women who chose to work and use childcare. The other way was often worse—women who chose to continue with their careers were judged by, and received passive-aggressive, hateful, spiteful comments from other women. Not men. But other women. ‘Oh, I couldn’t possibly leave my baby with a stranger for eight hours a day, I just love her too much.’ As though women who worked somehow didn’t love their children? Men, of course, who worked, could love their children just as much as was necessary as well as enjoy satisfying and productive careers, but for women, oh, that wasn’t possible. ‘I don’t know why women have children if they are just going to farm out their care to someone else’. Not, ‘I don’t know why people have children if they are going to farm out their care.’ Not aimed at parents in general, just women. The negative judgement of women’s choices, perpetrated by women themselves, contributed to the misogyny that kept women as second-class citizens.

The original CFWO founding countries soon realised that changing policy, changing regulations, changing legislation surrounding workplace practices, childcare options, equal pay, etc., would not, by itself, change society. Because the social norms that controlled how men and women saw each other, and how they saw themselves, had not changed. In order to change social norms, something more had to be done.

Within the UN, Clara explained, there was a clear understanding of the issues involved in changing social gender norms. A lot of intellectual thought had been put into conceptualising how to address gender power differences across different countries and different times, and then how that concept could be applied to pragmatic actions on the ground.

The UN had developed a gender scale, that looked at how successfully programmes and actions were achieving genuine changes in the power dynamics between men and women. Of course, that looked quite different in Sweden compared to Somalia, or in Norway compared to Nigeria.

The gender scale went through five points. At the bottom was gender discriminatory: actions and programmes that actually reinforced negative gender norms and actively harmed women and girls. Next, was gender blind: programming that ignored the differing needs of women, men, boys and girls, and ignored gender power dynamics, therefore, by default, tending towards doing harm to women and girls. Next up was gender sensitive: activities and projects that recognised the different needs of women, men, boys and girls, and acknowledged gender power dynamics, but did not pro-actively address them in practice.

The next two were the ones that were the ideal, the goal.

Second from the top, gender responsive: programming which included specific action to reduce gender inequalities within communities, or at least mitigate the impact of this inequality even when not addressing the underlying causes and drivers.

But it was gender transformative action that was the key to any real change: programming which was designed around the fundamental aim of addressing the root causes of gender inequality within society.

Gender responsive was not difficult to achieve. It required specific thought; specific funding; and, to a certain extent, a specific understanding of what extra investment girls needed in order to level the playing field. Despite the relative ease of execution, in many countries and from many people, there was a complaint that this discriminated against boys, as girls were getting extra.

But gender transformative proved elusive across most UN agencies, most governments, and most countries. It was just too difficult. Because any shift in social norms does not happen overnight. It does not happen within a two-year funded project period. It does not happen within a five-year elected Government period. Change of this kind happens at a glacial rate and takes at least a generation to take hold.

So even though within UN development programmes since the beginning of the 21st century there was a shift towards a focus on gender norms, gender equality, and solid gender-responsive programming, moving towards more consistent gender-transformative approaches around the world was simply not happening.

There had also been an ongoing debate between cultural relativism and universalism. The CFWO, of course, deliberately and strategically sided with radical universalism—well, a new form of radical male-exclusionary universalism. This framing concept held that universal rights (for women) dominate and cultural norms are secondary. Cultural relativism argued that cultural norms dominate—so, practices such as child marriage and female genital mutilation were considered valid within certain cultural contexts—and universal human rights were secondary.

These two conflicting and contradictory ideas were both equally promoted throughout the later part of the 20th century and into the 21st century, with a strong segment of people arguing that international development aid was, in itself, intrinsically colonialist and racist, and that universal human rights did not exist, given that rights do not exist within a vacuum, but only exist practically within a society with cultural, religious and social norms that should be respected by the outside world. The problem with this was that all these practices, all these ‘traditions’, all these rituals, were founded on the basic premise of women and girls being lesser than men and boys. Women and girls being owned by men.

Change had been occurring, particularly in practices such as female genital mutilation and child marriage, but the change was slow, and only happening when both male and female voices within the communities themselves spoke out against the harmful practices. And the changes that the UN was able to report, across the globe, were on a minuscule scale. It was good practice in a tiny proportion of communities and resulted in minimal incremental change. Girls no longer got married at an average age of twelve; it was now fourteen. Female genital mutilation was still practised; but it was no longer the full barbaric practice of infibulation with a rusty knife around a campfire by a witch doctor, but rather it was ‘just’ type 1 FGM—a small, ritual incision, done by a medically trained person in a sterile clinic. An improvement, yes, but still a mutilation, the only purpose for which being so that men could know their new young bride was definitely a virgin. Gender inequality was the driver of thousands of ‘cultural’ practices. Be it FGM in Somalia, child marriage in India, or fathers walking brides down the aisle to hand them over to their husbands in the UK.

These successes that the UN reported, the small, incremental, minimal changes, didn’t change the fact that it was going to take 136 years to achieve gender equality worldwide.

“Something more drastic was needed,” said Clara, “and that is where the pendulum theory came in. Pendulums cannot come from high up on one side to swing to a dead stop in the middle. They can’t. It’s not possible under the laws of physics. A pendulum swings from high up on one side, to high up on the other side, to then swing back and forth, lower and lower, until it eventually stops in the middle. The CFWO decided that that was what was needed here. We needed to swing the pendulum the other way if there was any chance of it ever coming back to stop in the middle.”

Emmy stared at Clara, open-mouthed. She was, for about the fifth time in two days, beyond dumbfounded.

“This is all one big social experiment?” she whispered.


Chapter 23

There had been no torture. Marcus was back in another small cell. This one had a bed and a tiny washroom cubicle, with a toilet—clean, and with toilet paper—and a tiny shower, with soap and shampoo. In fairness, no worse than his lodgings in Emmy’s house, in terms of cleanliness.

The interview had been perfectly cordial. Courteous, polite. No pain. Not even any raised voices. And no demands for information, of any kind. In fact, the ‘interview’ had lasted less than 25 minutes and consisted of the two policewomen doing all the talking.

They had told him what they already knew of his involvement with the Mascgettes. They didn’t ask him any questions, or probe him for any information on other members or activities. They told him that the evidence against him was conclusive. There was no process for appeal. The main purpose of the interview, they said, was to inform him of the next steps.

Before that, though, one of them gave a short speech on the purpose of punishment within the CFWO. It was not something that Marcus had heard before in this exact format, but neither was any of the information new to him. The policewoman giving this presentation did so in an almost bored fashion, as though she was reciting by rote something she had recited hundreds of times before. Perhaps she had. To Marcus, though, that did not detract from how telling the speech was, even though it didn’t contain any brand-new information.

Before the CFWO, the policewoman intoned, there was inconsistent punishment for men. Men committed the vast majority of all crimes and an even higher proportion of violent crimes. Prison populations in most Western European countries by the 2020s were 90-95% male. Men re-offended at much higher rates than women—showing that the punishment that was used was not particularly effective. Of course, there had been many discussions within the world order pre-CFWO as to punishment vs rehabilitation. This argument was grounded in the notion of culpability: the idea of nature vs nurture. Were people born ‘bad’, or did childhood trauma, socio-economic status, ethnicity, living in a rough area, having poor parents, going to an underachieving school etc., impact the predilection for turning to crime?

And of course it did, continued the policewoman. That was obvious. But it was also obvious that girls and young women had the same issues—poor parents, underachieving schools, dealing with racism, rough neighbourhoods etc.—and still 90-95% of crime was committed by men.

And across different countries, and different decades, different ideas for rehabilitation in prisons were implemented. And yet, re-offending was still high. And crime continued to be committed, in the main, by men.

The CFWO therefore decided to make life better for the whole of society by taking a new approach. Actually, the policewoman recited, continuing in her completely bored tone, founding CFWO nations started this approach even before the CFWO was formally established in 2031.

Marcus knew this. His dad had been sent to a Dude-City prison in 2030.

So, the policewoman continued, the idea of Dude-Cities was born. Any crime by any man would be dealt with swiftly and irrevocably. No matter how big or small the crime, the sentence is the same and is final. Not death, of course. Because the CFWO had human rights as the basic foundational principle, and the death sentence was contrary to this. But the idea emerged of establishing a prison-like location: without guards, and without rules, but simply with walls, for dissenting men. Evidence showed there was little hope for the rehabilitation of men who committed crime, regardless of what different policies were tried. That evidence had been gathered from all corners of the world, for decades. And there was the rest of society to protect—namely the women, children, and decent men who followed the rules.

The idea was not for men to complain that the rules no longer suited them; no longer prioritised them; no longer gave them the privilege they had felt entitled to for millennia. No, in the same way women and girls had always been told just to follow the social norms without complaining, now men were being told to do the same. With the main difference being now these social norms benefited humanity, not just men. These new social norms benefitted the planet: had led to reduced carbon emissions, a healing planet, and shared wealth across all (female) populations. The collaborative order had shown how the world could be run, but it could only do so as long as dissenting men were treated firmly and with no options for continuing to disrupt society.

Noting, of course, that women themselves would not perpetrate any violent or inhumane punishment on men.

Men were sent to enclosed cities from where there was no way out. They weren’t actually ‘cities’ per se: they were enclosed large village areas. The walls were impenetrable. And there, men were left on their own. There were some livestock in each of these enclosed prison cities. There were gardening plots. Basic medicines and basic necessities were provided at regular times, through airdrops. But other than that, the men were left entirely to themselves.

So, the policewoman finished up, whatever punishment awaits any man in Dude-City, it is punishment by virtue of the nature and inherent characteristics and traits of men. Not punishment executed by women.

The policewoman paused at this point.

The other policewoman then began to speak—she had been silent up until now, so when she spoke it startled Marcus.

“Marcus Sanger, you have broken the law of our society by becoming involved in an illicit organisation. You will be sent to the local Dude-City. The term of sentence is life. There is no recourse to appeal. There will be no leaving Dude-City. You will be sent tomorrow morning.”

And that was the end of the interview.

That night, as he fell asleep on the small cot bed in the small cell, Marcus felt calm and detached about his imminent fate.

When he woke up, early the next morning, and it all came flooding back, he had to run to the small washroom to throw up in the toilet. He no longer felt calm and detached. After cleaning his teeth—with the toothbrush and toothpaste thoughtfully provided—and getting dressed, Marcus sat on the edge of the cot bed, literally shaking with fear. He could barely breathe, and his whole body felt paralysed.

A policewoman came to get him at 9 a.m. He didn’t even know if it was a different policewoman or one he had interacted with before; his terror had shrouded him in a red mist, and all his senses were compromised: sight, sound, smell. His brain was not working. He couldn’t think. Couldn’t reason. The stoicism and calmness of the previous evening had deserted him. Marcus wasn’t sure how it was possible to be this frightened and still have your heart continue beating. He was walked—gently—out of the police station and into a waiting car.

The drive could have been 30 minutes or 30 hours, he had no idea at all. They arrived outside impossibly high gates where the policewoman entered a code into a small, unobtrusive pad on the wall. A door in the gates opened, and Marcus was told to walk through. When he didn’t, mainly because he genuinely could not move, he was frozen to the spot, the policewoman gave him a gentle but firm shove against his shoulder. His feet unwittingly teetered forward, even though his eyes were tightly closed. And then the door slammed shut behind him.

Marcus was in Dude-City, and he stood there waiting for his heart to just stop beating. He had never, never, experienced terror like it.

But he heard nothing. After several minutes, he forced his eyes to open and look around. There was nothing and nobody. He was standing on a grass verge. The massive walls behind him, through which he was just pushed, were mirrored by identical massive walls six feet in front of him. And there was silence. He stood there for a minute, mind frozen, no idea what to think or do.

Then, suddenly, a door in the wall in front of him opened. Ahhh, now he got it. This was an airlock situation. This was no-man’s land. They opened the exterior wall doors, and let you in. Then made sure that was all closed and secure, and then opened the interior wall doors.

Marcus suddenly found that he could voluntarily move his legs again, so he walked forward. There was nothing else for it really.

The second door automatically shut behind him.

He looked around him. It was not at all what he was expecting. Not at all. He had been building up a picture in his mind since he was a teenager, with all the news footage that he had seen. A post-apocalyptic wilderness filled with violence and destruction; rubbish everywhere, and piles of excrement and other disgusting things. Dead animals lining the streets—dead people, decomposing bodies, and dismembered limbs. Men—big, muscled men—on their own, or in gangs, marching around holding home-made weapons, long heavy sticks, and short sticks whittled down into knives. There shouldn’t be a way to get weapons in here, but given that the men here had been left to their own devices for close to a decade now, they would have, of course, got creative.

That was what Marcus was expecting.

It was not what he found.

There was nobody in sight. The area he stood in looked like a field. Wildflowers were growing all around, and he saw and heard some bees. Further along the slightly trodden path that led from the gate in the wall he had come through—still grass, but just flattened into a track—were more fields that looked more cultivated. Further than that, he could see buildings. Mostly low-level, no skyscrapers. Nothing looked apocalyptic.

He suddenly heard a noise. Someone was coming. He desperately wanted to hide, but there was nowhere. A young man appeared from around the corner, out of breath from running.

“Hey, hey, Marcus, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry I’m late.”

Marcus was stunned into complete silence. Actually, his knees felt a bit wobbly. It was Kevin.

Marcus was having trouble keeping up with everything Kevin was telling him as they walked into the town area. It turned out, that the men in Dude-City had only found out that Marcus was arriving that morning. As there was no electricity in Dude-City—no telephones, no internet—when they (who were ‘they’?) had found out that Marcus was arriving (how could they could have found out?), they knew that Kevin knew Marcus (how did they know that?) and so they had used their established communication system of runners to get to Kevin as fast as possible. They were also looking for someone else, apparently, although Kevin didn’t say who.

“As soon as I heard you were arriving, I dropped what I was doing—I was at my woodworking class—and ran to the entry point as fast as I could. I really am sorry I was late.”

They had arrived at the edge of the cultivated fields. The fields weren’t big, and Marcus could see some carrots growing, and perhaps some potatoes. He thought they had walked past some apple trees, too. Ahead of him were some buildings. The streets looked clean and well-maintained; no faeces or dead bodies or dismembered limbs in sight. It was nothing, nothing like what the news portrayed.

Marcus just stopped. He looked at Kevin. Kevin must understand how it feels, he thought. Kevin had only been here a few weeks.

Kevin smiled at him.

“I know exactly what you’re feeling, Marcus. I don’t know if you know, but I only came here a few weeks ago. I get how confusing it is.” He gripped Marcus tightly by the elbow. “The only thing you need to know is: the news is a lie. What the CFWO told us all our lives about this place, is wrong. Yes, it’s an adjustment to be here. But honestly, your life is probably going to be better than it was working in the bro-thel. That’s all you need to know right now.”

Marcus smiled weakly. He still felt wobbly and shaky.

“Oh, and one other thing,” Kevin said, looking up at another man running towards them.

Marcus looked up. This time he really did think his knees were going to give out.

“Dad?” he whispered.


Chapter 24

“This is all one big social experiment?” Emmy whispered, horrified.

“Well, yes and no,” replied Clara, as matter of fact as ever. “I mean, yes, in that we have no real idea whether it will pay off or not. But no, in that there is a really solid belief that this will work.”

Clara went on to explain more. The understanding that things were still not changing despite new female-led governments and organisations meant that the CFWO had to change its approach. It was really around the time that IHRL was developed. The idea grew, that what was required, what was necessary, was a radical shift: taking away all rights from men and boys. All of them. It was never intended to be the way of the world forever, but the belief was that the only way to get the pendulum to eventually stop in the middle was to allow it to swing high up the other side first.

The only way to achieve equality was to raise a generation of boys that did not have any sense of male entitlement. Take away all rights for a temporary period, then, at some point, start giving them back, slowly, slowly, inch by inch, to a generation of young men who would be grateful for them. Much like women had been grateful for any minuscule crumb of equality given, bit by bit, over the years. That was the only way to truly end male pattern violence and misogyny once and for all.

“What about all the boys and men that have suffered so far?” asked Emmy.

She kind of understood how, on a macro level— societal, national, and global—this might work. How it was probably the only way it would work. But at the individual level? All those men sent to Dude-Cities. All those boys without an education, growing up to live stunted lives under the complete control of women. All those lives, wasted.

“How can that be moral or right?”

Clara just shrugged.

“136 years, remember, Emmy?” she said.

Emmy frowned in confusion.

“The 2021 UN report? The UN estimated it would take 136 years for the world to achieve equality. 136 years, Emmy. 136 more years of girls being married off at the age of twelve. 136 more years of girls being subjected to FGM. Another 136 years of women earning less, doing more household work, and having less leisure time than men. Those women in Iran being executed for not wearing burqas? All the women in Afghanistan, imprisoned in their own homes, living stunted and oppressed lives? Another 136 years of women not having any bodily autonomy in some countries, no right to inherit land in others, no right to even have a bank account in yet other countries. 136 years, Emmy.”

Clara took a sip of her coffee.

“We’ve estimated one generation. 30 years. If we sacrifice boys and men for 30 years, then the pendulum comes back to the middle and stops there. 30 years of male sacrifice compared to another 136 years of female sacrifice. How is that not moral or right?”

And Emmy couldn’t answer that.

The rest of what Clara told Emmy was only half-listened to. Emmy could not stop thinking about that fundamental question: was 30 years of male suffering better than 136 years of continued oppression of women? From a utilitarian standpoint, there was no contest, and certainly not if you believed women to be equally as deserving of a full life as men. The whole thing was giving her a bit of a headache, though, because even though she could find nothing wrong with the logic, somehow it still felt wrong. Somehow, it felt that what the CFWO was currently doing to men and boys was worse than what women and girls had lived with. Somehow, the continuation of child marriage, FGM, honour killings and girls having acid thrown in their faces, of rape and sexual abuse, and girls being denied access to education, and access to reproductive health and rights, felt, well, less bad than what they were now doing to men and boys. Because they were ‘just women’? Emmy wondered. Or because the world had been so used to that treatment of women and girls for so long that it was simply the norm, the status quo?

Clara was still talking. She said that Sean had had nothing to do with anything, and had only been removed as Emmy’s assistant to ensure he was protected from any fallout when the CFWO ‘discovered’ Emmy was working with the Mascgettes. She confirmed that Lydia was not a traitor to the Mascgettes at all: that they had leaked the information about the CFWO knowing about Emmy by leaving a printed email in a conference room where Lydia was doing a presentation. They knew that Lydia was Marcus’s sister, so fully expected her to warn Emmy directly, as well as through the channels of cell leaders.

Marcus was, unfortunately, collateral damage.

Emmy frowned at this.

They had known about the Mascgettes since the start and had no intention of dissolving the organisation. They wanted some boys educated. The plan to reinstate men’s rights, bit by bit, at the right time, was a genuine one. It would be beneficial to have a cohort of young men who were educated beyond the age of twelve.

The CFWO had decided, with the fall of the Taliban, that the time was right to start the first phase of that reinstatement of rights. Oh, it would be very, very slow. Afghanistan had been the last significant nation outside of the CFWO, and without their membership, the next phase would have been permanently on hold. But now they had joined, the CFWO wanted to start to put together the first five-year plan that would begin to map out how to, very gradually and very slowly, remove some of the restrictions on men and boys. They still needed a full generation of boys to grow up without any sense of male entitlement and privilege, so it was going to be a 20-year strategy, but they felt ready to do the foundation work that would make up the first phase.

And they wanted Emmy to lead on it.

Emmy looked up in surprise. She may have only been half listening but this final point brought her rapidly back to the here and now.

“You want me to lead on it?” Emmy asked, incredulous. “Why?”

Clara laughed. “You’re very good at your job, Emmy,” she said. “You’re well-respected. You know that, right?”

Emmy just continued to look totally overwhelmed and bemused.

“Not to mention, your mum is head of the Mascgettes, which gives you a continued link to them even now you’ve been ‘discovered’ and will no longer be actively participating in Mascgette business.”

Clara took a final sip of her coffee, and tapped her payment card on the integrated card reader at the side of the table.

“You’ll have a huge amount of latitude, although, of course, all decisions will need to be signed off by all High Commissioners. Right now, Phase One will be just coming up with a timeline of what should change and when, so basically, a plan for the next 20 years. Slowly, slowly is what we are looking for.”

Emmy started to open her mouth to respond—Clara was talking like she had already accepted the job. And she hadn’t. She was furious, she realised, about how much she had been used. And poor Marcus. Absolutely furious. She was also still trying to work out why exactly it felt like what the CFWO was doing was so wrong when she could see that it was all for the greater good in the long run.

But Clara was still talking.

“Once we’ve approved a high-level, draft 20-year plan, which will, of course, be adjusted year-on-year depending on changing contexts, we will then need a solid and detailed three-year plan. This will cover what we will start with, and how to roll it out. For each change, we’d be expecting roll-out in a pilot region first, which we’ll rotate for different things. All activities will need a monitoring plan to go with it, and clear indicators to show the progress we are making.”

Emmy sighed. Somehow, she knew that whatever she thought right now, however much she hated what had happened to Marcus, and Kevin, and all those other young men, she knew she was going to take on the role. It all made a lot more sense now.

Clara hadn’t finished.

“It’s going to be called Project Pendulum.”


Chapter 25

Marcus was still reeling from everything. He was sat in a large room with a number of long wooden tables and benches, it looked almost like something out of the Viking era, that he’d seen once on the history channel. There was a massive fireplace at the end of the room. The room was empty, save for him, Kevin, and his dad. His dad! He still couldn’t believe it, and he was struggling to keep pace with what his dad was trying to tell him.

Dude-cities were nothing like they were portrayed on the news. Well, at least, this one wasn’t. His dad admitted that of course he had no idea about all the others. As men had been sent to this Dude-City over the years, and passed on how the news outside was portraying them, they had realised the gargantuan discrepancy between the reality in their Dude-City and what the outside world thought.

And they realised, of course, why. Portraying Dude-Cities as a post-apocalyptic nightmare and showing that daily on the news was the best deterrent to unsocial or unlawful behaviour in the world. And it had worked as an extremely effective crime-deterrent for nearly a decade.

Kevin had fetched Marcus a glass of water, and some food—a plate of mixed fruit, some carrots and broccoli and fresh, warm bread. Marcus had so many questions he simply didn’t know where to start.

“I bet you have so many questions you don’t even know where to start?” his dad asked. Pete was sitting across the bench from him, but he kept his hand on Marcus’s arm on the table, seemingly unwilling to let go.

“Why don’t I start with a bit of background to this place?”

Marcus nodded. He realised he was quite hungry. He didn’t want to lose the physical contact he had with his dad, but eating any of the food with a knife and fork seemed quite difficult one-handed. He had taken a gulp of water, and now picked up the bread awkwardly with his left hand and started munching on that. His dad grinned at him, and with a quick pat of his forearm, let go and gently pushed his arm towards the plate.

Marcus tucked into the food.

His dad started talking.

When Pete had been sent here, in 2030, it had been a very different place, he explained. It was the small town that still exists now, with shops and houses that had been cleared out pre-prison establishment, when massive walls were erected around it. It wasn’t so much the infrastructure or the management, or lack thereof; it was the people within it that made Dude-City what it was. Which, at that time, was bad. Almost as bad as what you saw on the news.

Back then, the government—soon to become the CFWO—dropped food and other basic supplies into the town by plane once a week. There had been about 1,000 men initially that had been moved from more conventional prisons, who were hardened criminals, and then those like Pete, who were convicted by their wives, sisters and daughters for crimes that had not been crimes before the new feminist Government came in. All of them were angry, solitary, self-interested men.

Pete had grown up assuming that he would be in charge of his own household. Of course, times then changed, and people started talking about this wishy-washy way of shared responsibility and decision-making between men and women, but he’d grown up believing that this was really only to placate those angry lesbian feminists. That normal people still knew that men were in charge really. He had lived during a time when any married woman’s income had to be declared on her husband’s tax return, so the husband would know how much she was bringing into his household pot. That policy had existed in the UK until the 1980s. Even until the 1990s, married women were routinely taxed under their husband’s tax code. Most women at retirement age in the UK at the end of the 21st century, had a reduced pension, due to paying reduced national insurance contributions; the so-called ‘married women’s stamp’ that meant even working women were reliant on their husband’s pensions to continue living if their husband died early.

Pete paused. He knew that Marcus knew most of this anyway, but he was trying to set the scene.

“So, at the beginning, Dude-City was full of hardened criminals, and then men like me who were so full of anger that we had been incarcerated for doing nothing wrong. Nothing I did with your mum or your sister—” Pete paused, his voice faltering, “ at the time, what I thought, was that nothing I’d done to your mum or sister was criminal in any way. I didn’t think it was worthy of punishment, of course not. I’d grown up thinking it was the man’s right to be in charge, to tell the women in his life what to do.”

Another pause.

“I had thought everyone knew that was a basic and natural law, that could never be changed. Simply, a man’s right to be in charge.”

He seemed to gather his thoughts before continuing.

“But anyway, let’s come back to that…”

He went on to say that at that time, Dude-City was a bit more like how it was portrayed on the TV. Oh, there were never dismembered bodies or piles of excrement along the streets. But it was a pretty rough, Mad Max type of town for the first few years. The hardened criminals, and the self-aggrieved men like him, enraged that women had decided that their behaviour was wrong, and that they were now being punished for that, acted towards each other in exactly the way those same women thought they would: with violence, inflated egos and over-the-top machismo. There was a lot of fighting, Pete confirmed, in those early years. Men formed into gangs for protection, but allegiances often changed and it was clear that every man was only really interested in protecting himself.

Food and medicines and basic necessities—blankets and the like, as there was no electricity provision in Dude-City—were airdropped in. Different days and times, and different places each week, so that helped a little with the crowd control.

Actually, the first few months, Pete remembered, the airdrops had happened at the same time and place each week. And so crowds formed waiting there, waiting to be the first to the food and to take as much as each man could carry. Then gangs formed and organised, whereby two men would be grabbing the food, and the other two or three in the gang would be beating off everyone else as much as they could, using sticks and with no holding back: they were beating to kill.

Pete remembered one person telling him that this was how aid had often been delivered in the past in war zones, or insecure places, like South Sudan. Oh, definitely not for years, but still within living memory, planes used to simply airdrop food supplies into remote areas that were too dangerous to access on the ground because of ongoing conflict. The man telling Pete this had been a logistician for a charity and had organised these airdrops. He’d said the reason the UN and charities stopped doing this, though, was that the food never got to the most vulnerable. Of course it didn’t. The strongest and biggest and loudest and most powerful were those who fought their way to the front, and the weakest and smallest, those who were most vulnerable and needed the aid the most—pretty much always women, children, the elderly, and those with disabilities—missed out.

And as this random guy was telling Pete this, Pete remembered coming to the realisation in that moment, that, in life, he had never felt weak before. Sure, he had been unhappy and discontent with his job – he had felt he deserved to be much more senior than he was – and with his house—he had felt that he deserved to have a much bigger house—and, to a certain extent, even with his family – he had felt that he was deserving of more admiration and exultation than they had given him. But he had never felt weak, or vulnerable, or unsafe or at risk before coming to Dude-City.

Oh, he had never been an alpha male. He knew that. He also knew, deep down, that anyone who had ever described themselves as an ‘alpha’ male was not. A bully? Yes, to be sure. Insecure, deep inside? Yes, to be sure. But anyone who said they were an alpha male, wasn’t. End of.

And Pete knew that he wasn’t an alpha male. But he had still never felt nervous about voicing his opinion; never considered that his words might not be heard or respected; never been talked over; never felt physically nervous while walking down a dark street. Never. And he had fleetingly wondered how Sue and Lydia had felt, how he had sometimes made them feel.

In here, he wasn’t the strongest or the most powerful; he rarely got to the front of the crowd for the food and medicines. It was a tough time, he admitted, those first few years. It was all so new, and every man there was trying to cover up their terror with ‘righteous’ fury.

Being men of a certain generation, they could not share their fears with anyone else. Being afraid was not a masculine trait. Being scared was not something a ‘real man’ would ever admit. So, they were all there together, experiencing this awful thing, together, but ultimately, each one of them was completely alone. Scared and alone, with no one to trust.

Those first few years, Pete said, were hard. Many were hurt, and many died. They all found it hard, and no one was a winner.

The dead bodies – those that died from fighting or from natural causes – were buried. Wounds were patched up as well as they could be. And that became life. Every man became more and more embittered and solitary, nursing their anger at how their privileged position at the top of the heap had been arbitrarily removed. Every now and again, new men would come in and assimilate into the group in kind: being solitary, mercenary and self-interested.

But after a few years, things began to change. He wasn’t sure why, or how. Perhaps it was the realisation that this was now forever. In those first few years, of course, many of them had tried to escape: tunnelling, making ladders to climb over the walls, getting groups together to ambush the policewomen when they brought new prisoners in. They’d tried to make slingshots big and heavy enough to bring down the planes that airdropped the food and medicine. Eventually, the realisation had slowly dawned, across the whole prison, that there was no escape. This was it.

Pete had begun to reflect more on his previous family life, and the anger, the fury that those memories had once engendered, the feeling of how hard done by he was, began to fade and were replaced by a sense of shame, of guilt. How he had talked to his wife. How he had controlled his daughter.

And as he changed, so he noticed a change in many others. This development ultimately led to the decision to form a society, of sorts.

“As much as people, and by that, I mean, women,” Pete said, smiling to show he was joking—kind of—“think that men don’t have the capacity to cooperate, that simply isn’t true.”

Pete asked Marcus, “Do you remember going to Bergen, in Norway? You would have been seven or eight.”

It had been a cheap teletext holiday, and it wasn’t somewhere that they would normally go, being more of a two-week-in-the-Mediterranean-sun type of family. But Sue had found this deal, and Pete had been worrying a little bit that his lack of travel, and only having been to Spanish and Greek islands, somehow impacted his standing in society. Someone at work had, just the week before, scoffed at him for never having been outside of Europe. Granted, Norway was still Europe, but it sounded more exotic, or at least more sophisticated, than Lanzarote or Ibiza. ‘Oh, Scandinavia?’ he could imagine himself saying. ‘Yes, of course I’ve been’.

So, they’d had what turned out to be, a cold, wet and boring four days in Norway. Pete had not liked the food; unlike Tenerife or Benidorm, you couldn’t get a full English breakfast here. The kids had been bored.

“I’m bringing it up now because of the Bryggen,” Pete said. “Do you remember the Bryggen?”

“Kind of,” Marcus said, vaguely.

Kevin piped up at that point. “What’s the Bryggen?”

And Pete explained that the Bryggen, made into a UN World Heritage site at some point, was one of the Hanseatic League’s trading posts. The Hanseatic League was made up, at least initially, of bachelor German merchants. They were fully distinguished from the groups that seemed to have made a more enduring mark when speaking of famous male adventurer groups—the Vikings, or the Mongols, those that raped, pillaged and slaughtered their way across the globe. No, the Hanseatic League was based on mutual self-interest, respect, consensus, and rules by which everyone lived. The Bryggen had been the northernmost trading ‘city’ for the Hanseatic League in Norway. German, and other nation’s, merchants were under a strict code of conduct to not harass or attempt to have sex with any of the local girls—and the men obeyed. Inside the buildings, there was a strict no weapon and no fighting rule—and they obeyed.

Going back as far as the 12th century, the Hanseatic League, had stretched from the Netherlands to Russia. That it had endured for those centuries was one example of men being able to cooperate for the greater good. Cooperation among men wasn’t unprecedented.

Pete also mentioned Peter Kropotkin. He was a Russian anarchist and socialist revolutionary of the 19th century. One of his most famous pieces of work was a selection of essays called ‘Mutual Aid: a Factor of Evolution’. He argued that cooperation and collaboration could be seen even in the animal kingdom; it was the only way that species evolved. Kropotkin argued against the prevalent Darwinian theory of survival of the fittest. It was a different, and nicer, way to understand humankind; well, in particular, mankind.

Kropotkin had apparently been inspired after seeing some crabs help each other out at Brighton Sea Life Centre in 1882. One crab was on its back and the others helped it flip over; hence mutual aid. The ability and capacity to cooperate and collaborate, rather than fight and obstruct.

And as the mood began to shift in Dude-City, that is what happened. A new era of cooperation and mutual assistance.

They had first organised an elected council of members. They set up rules, including that men could only be on the council for a year, and then had to rotate off it. Of course, not all men initially wanted to join in with this new society, but on the whole, as the years went on, more and more did. Various committees were formed, and they began to get more systematic about farming and how different men could contribute. There were woodworking groups, farming, cultivating and harvesting groups. They had livestock groups—they had chickens and cows for eggs and milk, and for meat.

There were learning groups. Most men of the older generation had had jobs and careers on the outside; they had been teachers, doctors, engineers, carpenters and plumbers. All were willing to share their knowledge and expertise with others.

Everyone was supposed to contribute according to their skillset and strength. It was understood that some would contribute more than others. That was fine. As long as everyone did what they could, then everyone would be included, protected, and cared for.

“We built a new society, and I have become a better man for it. A better person, in fact.” Pete said. “Come on, son”—he held out a hand—“if you’re finished eating, I’d love to show you around.”


Chapter 26

Pam was sat in her living room, looking out the window. The rain of the last couple of days had dissipated and it was now quite windy, and cold, but dry and bright. She was snuggled up on the oversized couch, drinking a coffee and thinking.

Thinking about Emmy, and how she was doing. Last she had heard, Emmy had gone back to work, as normal. Nothing had happened further after Emmy’s meeting at the police station when she had taken home Marcus’s bike. And then that evening, two nights ago, where Pam had told her everything. Emmy had gone to work, and nothing had happened. Pam had not been contacted by the police, and she was certain that her cover as Mukwege was still intact. Earhart and Lovelace were still protected.

All in all, it could have been worse. Of course, Marcus had been caught and sent off to Dude-City, but Pam had already spoken to her contacts, and she knew he would be looked after there. Yes, it would be a different life, one of the overarching restriction of being in an actual prison, but he would learn to adapt.

And Emmy? Well, her career was, of course, ruined. She might keep her job at CFWO but certainly not at the level she had been at, there would be no more high-level projects for her. They would keep an eye on her, and, of course, her Mascgettes activity would have to cease. Her continued presence in any form would be far too dangerous for them all.

So, no, things weren’t as bad as they could have been. Yet, Pam still felt dispirited. Melancholy even. She couldn’t shake the black cloud that had descended upon her.

Pam knew what she had to do to lift her mood: she had to speak with Hashimi and Ginsburg and the others and tell them she had betrayed their trust. For seven years, she had kept the secret, she had respected the pact that they had made in Rome. She had expected to take that secret to her grave, but instead, she had betrayed them all.

She fully understood that a large part of the reason that there was a black cloud hanging over her head was that she had betrayed these good strong women, and she had not even told them yet. That was a conversation still to be had, and one she didn’t really want to have over the phone. But didn’t dare have in person, just in case she was compromised, and endangered them. But she also wanted to tell them all together, to pull the band-aid off, as it were, and face their disappointment all at once, rather than telling them individually but, she could not do a group call for the same reason that they couldn’t meet in person. So, she would have to tell them one by one.

She had sent out coded messages to each of them, so, they would be in touch at some point over the next few days. That was partly why she was sat in her living room, drinking coffee, waiting next to her various phones and communication devices; she didn’t know how each of them would contact her, or when.

But she also knew that her betrayal of her dearest friends was not the only cause of her current despondence. The melancholy she felt ran much deeper than that.

She was tired. Tired of the fight. Tired of her continued astonishment—which caught her at odd moments by complete surprise—of how the world had turned out. The unfairness, the inequality, the suffering that should not be imposed on anyone, male or female.

How did humankind get here?

She thought about a book she had read back in 2020, 2021 maybe? She couldn’t quite remember the year. It was around the time of the Roe vs Wade reversal, and the Taliban take-over in Afghanistan. She remembered how the fury she felt when reading this book had mixed seamlessly with the ongoing and exhausting rage she felt about everything else going on. The book was called Invisible Women, and it had example after example after example of how women were systematically ignored; systematically treated as second-class citizens; systematically made to suffer needlessly in a world built for men. A world designed by and for men. With women nothing more than an afterthought, and sometimes not even that.

The book had so many, many examples—how mobile phones were systematically designed, in size, for the average male hand, not the average female hand. How women were 47% more likely to be seriously injured in a car crash, and 17% more likely to die in car crashes, because seatbelts were designed for a male torso. And car-crash dummies used to test the safety of cars—of course, a standard male torso.

How women were 50% more likely to be misdiagnosed with a heart attack—because women generally did not present in the ‘normal’ way of having a heart attack. For ‘normal’, read male.

All the medical examples in the book had particularly made Pam’s blood boil. How 90% of drugs were tested on only male animals because testing on females was apparently too complex due to the effects the menstrual cycle had on the efficacy of the drugs. As if the menstrual cycle wouldn’t then impact the efficacy of the drug for the women using it!

How only 11% of participants in HIV drug testing were female.

How women made up only 24% of people heard, read about, or seen in newspaper, television and radio news. How female police officers wore stab vests designed for male bodies, thereby, particularly for those with bigger breasts, completely negating the protection it was designed to give.

The examples went on and on, and Pam remembered being so frustrated, so outraged, that she could not read more than a chapter at a time of that extremely well-written, articulate book, without slamming it down on the table and pacing about the house muttering under her breath to herself.

The book well-articulated something that every woman and girl understood instinctively from a young age; seeing men as the human default was fundamental to the structure of human society. And it was equally fundamentally harmful to women and girls.

So, she understood the anger, the fury, the rage that had brought society from there to here as well as anyone. She could see, logically and emotionally, how they had ended up here. But she somehow still didn’t quite get how it had actually happened. Or what the future was now meant to be.

It was true to say that, pre-CFWO, suffering was not restricted to women and girls alone. Of course it wasn’t. In the run-up to the feminist revolutions, the world was, day by day, becoming a more chaotic and troublesome place. Trump in the US, Brexit in the UK, the war in Ukraine, a cost of living crisis, a fuel crisis, and an encroaching global recession not experienced for a couple of decades, at least. All born from decisions made predominantly by men. A global pandemic didn’t help—and there was no evidence to say that the origin of that pandemic was due to men: humanity had global pandemics every 100 years or so, and that one had been due. But the fall-out from that pandemic: the increasing gap between the haves and the have-nots; the protection the rich were able to give themselves both in terms of health and insulating their money and privilege, compared to the way in which poorer members of society were left to become even more entrenched in poverty: well, that was all down to decisions made by men.

The society that humankind—mankind—had built, was an increasingly desperate one where, again, women and men both suffered. This was to do with interrelated trends of a massively increased global population, climate change, and escalating hoarding of assets and wealth by an increasingly small group (predominantly men). Migration and human mobility, as well as urbanisation, impacted trends in population dynamics that were harshly affected by poverty, access to education and access to equitable health services. And gender inequality.

By the end of 2021, those displaced by war, violence, persecution, and human rights abuses stood at 89.3 million people. By 2022, it was 100 million. Men, women, boys and girls all suffering, certainly, but the women and girls having an extra layer of suffering.

The UN had spent years working on this. Years, with gender advisors, and gender specialists, and ensuring that projects were ranked against a gender scale. Aiming for gender transformative, but often missing the mark of even being gender responsive. Progress was so slow as to be called meaningless, as it was increasingly pointed out in certain, progressively vocal circles.

But on top of that, the misogyny that existed within the UN itself, and within various international charities—‘NGOs’ (non-governmental organisations), as they were called—was shocking.

Pam couldn’t quite remember what year it was, maybe 2018 or 2019? But there had been a huge scandal around Oxfam, one of the biggest and most well-respected NGOs. The stories of sexual exploitation by senior Oxfam staff in their response to the massive earthquake that hit Haiti in 2010 had nearly destroyed the organisation.

Pam’s friend Paula—now codenamed Ginsburg—had defended Oxfam at the time, much to Pam’s surprise. Pam had visited Paula in the US, and they had discussed it, as they were wont to do with any news story, particularly one with a feminist angle. Paula’s point was that Oxfam had been thrown under the bus; the level of sexual exploitation and abuse was high across all NGOs and UN agencies—Paula had stopped Pam’s indignant explosion of an interruption with one hand up, saying, no, no, wait, I’m not saying that’s okay, nobody is saying that’s okay. But Paula had highlighted that all aid workers had known it was a problem since the late 1990s when there was a massive UN scandal in central Africa. The one thing that Oxfam had done better than others was to try and deal with it, which was how it became news in the first place. Ironically, the public backlash against Oxfam acted as a deterrent for other NGOs and UN agencies to deal with it properly, to avoid risking negative publicity themselves. It reinforced to any non-profit organisation reliant on raising funds from the public, that the best way to deal with any issues like this was quietly and without a fuss. No tribunal, just a large redundancy package, or—as was more likely in organisations legally registered in countries with strong employment laws—moving the suspected perpetrator to another job. Maybe a corner office in New York or London where they would be less likely to come into direct contact with any vulnerable woman or girl they could harm.

Pam had, reluctantly, conceded, although she could never, ever understand how something like sexual abuse and exploitation could be so well-known within the aid industry and yet not properly tackled. Although, she remembered thinking that it was no different in the media and entertainment industries. Or in banking, which was more about hardcore drug taking: the only women who could survive and prosper in banking were those who ‘kept up with the boys’, which meant trying to keep up with the shockingly irresponsible, rash, reckless behaviour that led to the global financial crisis of 2008.

As feminist movements reformed governments, more bilateral aid was produced between countries, and, once the CFWO was formally inaugurated, there was little left for the UN to do. It was disbanded, and after some discussion, the UN building in New York was left as a museum.

The CFWO had promised a brave new world. Which they delivered. They had also promised a better world, but Pam wasn’t sure it was.

She was startled out of her contemplation by the phone ringing. Flustered, she answered without even looking at it, thinking it was likely to be Saliha or Paula.

Instead, it was Emmy.

“Mum, we need to talk.”


Chapter 27

It had been six months since her conversation with Clara. Six months since Marcus had been sent to Dude-City. Although, of course, Emmy had also learned that, in fact, Marcus was not in the hellhole she had thought he was being sent to. Emmy had since received two updates from where Marcus was. She knew he was with his dad, and Kevin, and that aside from the loss of freedom—a pretty big loss, admittedly—they were doing fine. Safe. Happy as they could be, given the circumstances.

For Emmy herself, it had been probably the strangest six months of her life. Certainly, the most reflective; in some ways, the most difficult; but in other ways, the most productive. She sighed. It had definitely been the most mentally and emotionally exhausting.

Work had been, actually, brilliant. It was still really early days, but Project Pendulum had got off the ground. For now, only a few senior leaders across the federation knew the true extent of Project Pendulum, and what it intended to do. Nothing practical or substantive had happened yet, in terms of reviving male rights. Emmy was finding the glacial pace of the plan to be extremely frustrating, and it was something she struggled with daily. It always came up in her weekly meetings with Clara, and while she certainly hadn’t got her frustrations under control—at all!—she did feel that Clara’s mentorship was proving helpful.

Clara was, in fact, extremely patient, and often sat and listened more than providing direct advice. She would let Emmy talk around the problem and come to the solution herself, which was almost always: slowly, slowly.

Nothing worth doing was worth rushing.

Everyone wanted the pendulum to swing back to centre, but nobody wanted it to swing back to where it was before. Every step had to be carefully planned. This was a twenty-year plan, and every inch given would be studied and monitored to ensure the world never went back to treating women and girls as second-class citizens. Anywhere.

Yes, the end goal was an equal society. But as society had been so very unequal for its entire history, the only way to ensure that balance was by doing it slowly. Ensuring that male rights weren’t turning back into entitlement; that female power, as it slowly diminished, was not ambushed by an elastic rebound to the patriarchy and misogyny that had permeated society since the dawn of time.

Slowly, slowly.

Emmy, working through her frustration, had spent the last six months speaking to different CFWO colleagues across the different regions, gathering thoughts, ideas, perspectives, and suggestions for what was necessary, and in what order. She was putting together the plan. What rights would be restituted to boys and men? When, how, and in what order? What rights would be restituted across the spectrum of men and boys, and which would be introduced for the new generation of boys only?

This overarching plan was due in another two months. An eight-month timeline for pre-activity Phase One; that was how important and long-term the CFWO saw this. Her weekly meetings with Clara helped ensure she was on track, and she had just returned from her second quarterly CFWO-wide meeting, with all the High Commissioners.

Once her overarching strategy was approved, she would have another four months to put together the detailed, step-by-step work plan for the first two years of the first five-year plan. This would include costings, operational considerations, and, most importantly, a detailed monitoring plan. Each restitution of a right to men and boys would be trialled in one region, with regions being allowed to volunteer for different pilot projects. The trials would run for two years, with rigorous monitoring of impact. Clara could not have stressed this more: the CFWO would spare no expense on the monitoring. Emmy was expected to put together a budget, and, Clara said, nothing would be beyond consideration. Nothing. No matter the cost, ongoing monitoring was the key to the whole project.

After these first two years, then there would be a pilot evaluation, undertaken by a team formed from across all regions. Only after this, and only if it was as clear as it could possibly be that there would be no detrimental impact on women and girls, or society as a whole, would that right then be rolled out across regions. The roll-out would be followed by a further five-year intensive monitoring of ongoing impact, with the CFWO retaining the power to remove the right at any given point and for any given reason.

The whole undertaking was huge, and while Emmy still held morally ambiguous feelings about pretty much everything, she was enjoying the work.

Her relationship with her mum had taken a really positive turn, though it had taken time. Emmy had called her mum the night after her conversation with Clara, six months ago. Pam had come round to her house for dinner three days later. Emmy had used that time to work out what she was going to say; specifically, how much she was going to say.

Emmy had realised this was only the second time that her mum had been in her house. The first was the night Pam had told her that she was Mukwege. This time around, Emmy was more composed. When her mum arrived, she had cooked dinner—a rarity, but something she really enjoyed doing this particular evening—and had given her mum a proper tour of her house before they sat down in the dining room to a nice home-cooked meal and a bottle of chianti to share.

Emmy had thought long and hard about what to tell her mum. Clara had not expressly forbade Emmy to tell Pam—Mukwege—about the Project Pendulum, or the long-term plans of the CFWO, but Emmy had still spent the three days going back and forth, back and forth about how much to share. The project was still secret within the CFWO, not top-secret in the ‘I could tell you but then I’d have to kill you’ genre, but it had not been officially launched. Emmy herself was fairly senior and had never heard of it before her meeting with Clara. So, Emmy wondered if Clara just assumed that Emmy wouldn’t tell anyone.

But then, Clara was no idiot, and she had specifically said that part of the reason Emmy was chosen to lead the project was her connection with Mukwege. If she had meant for Emmy to say nothing, then, surely, she would have been explicit about it?

Emmy hadn’t wanted to ask Clara for clarification because, she realised, she was scared of what the answer would be. If Clara said, ‘Go ahead and tell Pam that we know everything’, it would reinforce that Emmy was being used; that she was simply a pawn in a much bigger game, with the likes of Clara and her mum being the key players. Emmy realised that would make her feel small. Childlike. An uncomfortable and unpleasant feeling she’d rather avoid. On the other hand, if Clara told her not to, she felt that would be a massive secret between her and her mum that would almost certainly prevent a genuine reconciliation. And, Emmy had realised, that was what she wanted more than anything.

Another consideration, of course, was that niether Pam nor Saliha nor Paula were in any danger. The CFWO had known about the Mascgettes, literally since it started; monitored their activities; allowed their activities; wanted their activities to continue. It was clearly all far too cloak-and-dagger for anyone of any normal sensibilities to be comfortable or easy with, but it wasn’t something whereby Emmy withholding information from Pam would put Pam’s friends in danger.

She also hadn’t asked Clara for clarification because she was fairly convinced that Clara was leaving her to figure this out herself.

It was a conundrum.

So, Emmy had decided that night at dinner to start with a little and think more on it. Things unsaid could be said at a later time; things said could never be taken back.

So, Emmy had told her mum everything that Clara had told her about Project Pendulum and the future plans of the CFWO, but she did not mention that they knew Pam was Mukwege. In her mind, that was the main reason Emmy had been chosen to lead the project, and she had been somewhat, maybe even subconsciously, concerned that Pam would find it suspicious that there was a missing bit of the puzzle. ‘But why you?’ Emmy had imagined her mum saying.

Her mum had said nothing of the sort. In fact, the exact opposite.

As Pam digested the information, she had become thoughtful. She said the Mascgettes had always wondered if there was a greater, long-term plan. Something like this. She had, after the initial shock, shown a sense of increasing relief that the current way of the world was never meant to be forever.

In the midst of giving her reaction to Emmy’s revelation, she mentioned—almost comically casually—“Of course, I see why they chose you. You’re exactly the right person for this: strong, moral, driven, with a clear sense of social justice. Exactly the right person.” And then she had gone back to reflecting more broadly on what this meant.

It had been a nice evening and, since then, Emmy and her mum had started having weekly dinners. They were getting back on track. Pam told Emmy about what the Mascgettes were doing, and Emmy told Pam about how Project Pendulum was going. Even-stevens, information for information.

And in fact, neither Clara nor anyone else ever asked her to provide any information about the Mascgettes’ activities. Emmy assumed they had other spies, and other sources of information, and so she didn’t feel that she was betraying Pam in any way by talking about it. Indeed, she realised, as time went on, that her value to the CFWO was in fact passing on information about Project Pendulum to the Mascgettes, as Mukwege would then give her opinions about what the future plan should be—opinions informed by young men themselves, both in the Mascgettes and those they provided education to.

Clara really was smart. Emmy remembered her speaking, with genuine fondness, about her work in Afghanistan with the UN, how they used to do focus group discussions with women and girls to ensure that their opinions were considered in strategies and plans. It was very clear within the UN system, and within any development agency, that no strategy could be successful without the input of those that the strategy was intended to benefit. Of course, in order for women and girls to feel comfortable enough to speak their minds, they had to speak to other women. The power dynamics, particularly in a context like Afghanistan, were such that women would never be open and honest with men, they would only say what they knew the man wanted to hear. It had been ingrained in all women and girls. So, when the Taliban banned all female workers within NGOs in 2022, women and girls could no longer be directly consulted, and therefore, no strategy to help them could possibly be successful.

Of course, the Taliban had known that.

So Emmy listened to her mum’s opinions, reflecting the opinions of young men—the very demographic the project was ultimately intending to benefit—and used them to inform Phase One of Project Pendulum.

Clara was, indeed, one clever cookie.

There was a niggling feeling at the back of Emmy’s mind that things would not be back to perfect with her mum until she told her that the CFWO knew everything, and that they were both puppets in a much grander plan. However, six months later, she still hadn’t said anything. Mainly because she had much bigger news.

Tonight, though, Emmy had decided to do something that she had been thinking about on and off for a few weeks.

Emmy went to see her grandmother.

Pam’s father had died many years before, but her mother, Emmy’s grandmother, was still alive and in a care home. She had dementia—one of the few serious conditions that scientists still hadn’t been able to cure—and Emmy knew she never even recognised Pam anymore, so Emmy was well aware that her grandmother wouldn’t recognise her. For this reason, well, partially for this reason, she hadn’t seen her grandmother in years. The other reason was that, even before her grandmother had succumbed to dementia, they hadn’t got on. Emmy was aware how much Pam had disappointed her parents—aware of the life they had wanted for their daughter, which was the opposite of who Pam was, and what she wanted. Emmy had not spent a lot of time with her grandparents as a child, and the visits she and her mum did make were purely out of duty, nothing more. But now, she felt a pull to go and visit, one last time before her grandmother died and it was too late.

The care home was clean and well furnished—as were all care homes in the CFWO. Well-paid, professional staff, and plenty of them; beautiful surroundings and as many activities as residents could want. Emmy found her grandmother sat in a high-backed chair outside in the gardens, looking down to a pond filled with ducks and surrounded by willow trees. Her grandmother had a thick, woollen blanket over her knees, and her cheeks were rosy. Physically, she looked well-cared for and healthy.

She looked up as Emmy grabbed a chair from a nearby picnic table and brought it over.

“Hello,” Emmy said, as she sat down. “How are you today?”

“Hello, dear,” said her grandmother. She sounded perfectly content and had a wistful smile on her face. “Do I know you?”

Emmy hesitated, then shook her head. The nurse who had shown her out to the gardens had confirmed that her grandmother wouldn’t know her and suggested that it might be better not to distress her by telling her who she was.

“No, you don’t,” Emmy said, gently. “I just thought I’d come and sit with you for a bit, and enjoy the view. My name’s Emmy.”

“Nice to meet you, dear,” said her grandmother. “I’m… umm, I’m…”

The old woman looked heartbreakingly confused for a second.

“Do you know what?” she continued, in a small and slightly embarrassed voice. “I can’t seem to remember my name.”

“Never mind,” said Emmy, trying to keep her tone cheerful, as the nurse had told her to do. “We all forget things sometimes.”

Emmy paused to look out over the lake. “It’s beautiful here, isn’t it? Such a lovely spot.”

Her grandmother’s face broke into a smile again, the momentary confusion of a second ago, forgotten—probably, quite literally.

“It is beautiful,” she agreed. “So peaceful.”

She looked so intently at Emmy that, for a moment, Emmy thought there was a hint of recognition, somewhere far at the back of her mind. But, if it was there, it was only for a second, and then lost again.

“Why don’t you tell me a bit about yourself? Lovely young lady like you.”

And so Emmy did. There was something therapeutic about speaking to a mind that was a cavern of confidentiality. Never to be remembered, so never to be repeated.

Emmy told her grandmother about how she was keeping a secret from her own mother, and how that made her feel. She spoke of how grateful she was that her mum was back in her life, but how much the secret continued to mar the relationship, at least from her perspective.

She spoke of the loneliness she had come to realise was permeating her life. Oh, she loved her job, her freedom, and the activities she’d had that gave her purpose and meaning. She spoke of the greater purpose she now felt.

And she had good friends. She didn’t keep in touch with any of the Mascgettes from her cell; that was deemed too risky. But she’d become good friends with Lydia, Marcus’s sister. Emmy had reached out to her after Marcus had been sent to Dude-City, and they had met up. She had not been able to tell Lydia about Project Pendulum, so there were more secrets there, but the two women had struck up a friendship that was still going strong.

But Emmy had still felt something missing, and so she told her grandmother what she had done about it.

Her grandmother had sat there in silence when Emmy stopped talking, long enough for Emmy to wonder if she’d somehow fallen asleep with her eyes open.

But then, her grandmother started to speak.

“I had a daughter once you know? She was so much like you. Strong-willed, headstrong. Had such absolute ideas about what her life should be, what she felt she could achieve. On her own. Without a man. Even when everyone around her was telling her what her role should be. She was defiant, that one. Always defiant.”

Emmy sucked in a breath. She knew she shouldn’t have come. The gentle, pleasant old woman seemed to have turned back into the bitter and disappointed grandmother she remembered from her childhood.

But the next words surprised her. “I was so proud of her,” her grandmother continued. “My beautiful, headstrong, defiant young warrior. My daughter. So, so proud. I wish I had told her. Even once. I never did, you know.”

The old woman looked at Emmy, eyes pleading.

“You young women of today, you wouldn’t understand. How we were brought up in my generation. My husband, he didn’t approve of her ways, you see? She wouldn’t do as she was told, she wouldn’t conform. And he didn’t approve and, well, women of my generation, we supported our husbands, you see. We voted the way they did, we respected their views on how to raise the children. We supported them, you see.”

Emmy’s grandmother paused, but Emmy stayed silent, waiting.

Her grandmother was staring back out at the lake, looking wistful.

“But I was so proud of that girl. She was everything I was not. Everything I wanted to be, but never had the courage to be. I was so proud of her. My daughter. My hero.”

When the old woman looked back at Emmy, all Emmy could do was nod, her throat tight and her eyes shining with unshed tears.

“Hello, dear,” said her grandmother. “Do I know you?”

Emmy picked up one of the wrinkled old hands and held it gently between hers.

“No, you don’t,” said Emmy softly. “My name’s Emmy. I just thought I’d sit with you for a bit, if that’s okay?”

After the visit to her grandmother, Emmy went straight to her mother’s house and told her everything. That the CFWO knew everything. That she’d been keeping it a secret.

Pam had smiled fondly, and replied, “I know that, darling.”

“What do you mean, you know?” Emmy said, shocked.

“Well, ‘know’ is probably too strong a word, but Saliha, Paula and I had always suspected, to a degree. And then, when you told me about Project Pendulum… well, it just added up. I think the CFWO and the Mascgettes maybe have a bit of a symbiotic relationship. They need us. And, as it turns out, we’re all working towards the same thing, maybe just on different timelines. Well, of course, also in different ways.”

Feeling emotional, Emmy could only nod.

“Do you hate me for keeping this a secret?”

“I could never hate you, Emmeline,” her mum had said. “You’re my daughter, and I love you.”

Then, Emmy told her then how she’d gone to see her grandmother, and what had been said. And Pam had been surprised by that. She then told Pam her biggest news, which was something Pam hadn’t already known, or guessed.

Emmy was pregnant.


Chapter 28

EPILOGUE

Maya was positively vibrating with excitement. The buzz was the low-level murmuring of 1,000 people in this grand hall, chosen to witness this historic, momentous event.

Maya understood what a privilege it was to be here, in this room, for this moment. Her, a first-year university student, amongst all these dignitaries and important people; people who had contributed to society in amazing ways. She was just here through luck of birth, because both her mother and her grandmother were among the dozen people—mainly women, but also two men—on the stage, ready to speak when the event started.

Maya respected the luck, the privilege, for what it was. She had been taught all her life—by her mother, her now 85-year-old-but-still-spritely grandmother, and society at large—that privilege should not be expected as an entitlement. Instead, privilege should be acknowledged and appreciated where it occurred. And Maya did appreciate it, very much. Not only was she in the audience, but she had a front-row seat. She waved excitedly to her mum when Emmy glanced her way.

Emmy looked relaxed and calm, although she was about to make possibly the biggest speech of her life. Not just to the 1,000 people in the room, but, as the event was being broadcast across the world, to the billions of people watching live.

Maya’s grandmother and her ‘aunt’ Lydia—her mum’s best friend—were also sat on the stage, as was Marcus, one of the two men there. He had been one of the first released from Dude-City, when Maya was ten, just over a decade ago. He had then started reintegration programmes for other men, as they were released back into society.

Marcus was one of the main reasons that particular pilot test, the release of those in Dude-Cities in the Western Europe region, had been so successful. It had then been rolled out across the world.

And that was her mum’s doing. It was all her mum’s doing. Her mum. The primary architect of Project Pendulum. The star of the show today.

Maya couldn’t have been prouder.

Maya had been one of the first cohorts of girls to experience full equality of boys and girls in secondary education. Now, in her first year at university, she was also in the first year with full equality of male and female students across the whole federation. Not just Western Europe; everywhere.

At secondary school she had learnt, as had all her classmates, male and female, that the pre-CFWO world had never achieved full equality. The UN had boosted how close the world was getting, but it had never been achieved. Of course, back then the inequality was the other way around, with girls the oppressed sex. It seemed crazy to think that had ever been the norm, but apparently, it had.

Either way, 30 years after the establishment of the CFWO, now, in 2062, true equality had finally been achieved. Yes, there had been sacrifices to get here. But 30 years of sacrifice, compared to the old-world estimate of 136 years? Everyone could surely agree that was a resounding success.

Maya realised the room was quietening down, and she leant forward, eager to catch everything her mum said. Her mum. Her hero. She looked up at the massive banner above the podium upon which her mum and the others stood, and her eyes filled with tears as emotion started to overtake her.

This was truly a momentous occasion.

It was the end of the CFWO, but it was the start of something better. A new world order. The CFWO had been the interim needed to get to this point. The CFWO has done tremendous things. Changes to poverty, economic inequality, climate damage—the CFWO had truly healed the world. But it was time for it to end, and everyone knew that. The new world order, the lasting world order, was going to be even better, for everyone.

Maya couldn’t keep her eyes away from the banner above her mum’s head.

This was the launch of the CWO: the Cooperative World Order. The banner read: CWO: Where the Pendulum Stops.


About Stella Beake

Stella Beake is an ex-humanitarian aid worker now living back in the UK, enjoying a gentler and less adventurous life after over a decade overseas.
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