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    Intergalactic politics were complicated.  
 
    When humanity set out to explore the stars, many scholars, activists, and visionaries hoped for some scenario where humanity might unify. As a species, they were no longer children. With the advent of the Starfall FTL Drive, humans could navigate the Cosmic Core doors discovered by physicists and cosmologists over the course of decades and centuries. 
 
    But no. 
 
    Humanity didn’t find some common cause. Rather, the Starfall Drive promoted even greater factionalism all across the species. On Terra, the Central Authority may have taken control of the planet, but this was just one small example of unity. Even then, humanity’s cradle didn’t seem especially impressive, especially when the planet was home to a paltry eighty-two billion. 
 
    How could those numbers compare to the trillions of people spread out among the stars? 
 
    For centuries, astronomers had tried to describe the enormity of the Milky Way Galaxy. And even then, this was only one galaxy among so many. With billions of stars, millions of which could be inhabited, the people of Earth came to a conclusion: they could start over, however they saw fit. 
 
    At yet, strategic locations became irrelevant. The Cosmic Corridors made it sound like there were these specific tunnels and pathways ships could take to navigate from one spot in the galaxy to another. And yet, they weren’t linear. They didn’t exist like lines on a map or tunnels through a three-dimensional space. Instead, the Cosmic Corridors required specially trained astrogators. These specialists, individuals like Justin Drake, did their best to memorize maps, yet they often relied on intuition and luck. 
 
    Unfortunately, the physics were way too complicated for most people to even begin to comprehend. Even as a professional, Justin had to wonder how much the physicists actually understood themselves. Half the time, it seemed like they gathered just so they could argue about their different theories. 
 
    Perhaps one of them would be proven right someday. 
 
    In the meantime, Justin Drake had a job to do. 
 
    As the Navigator aboard the Malfolio, a Class-Three Corvette that had been retrofitted as a courier vessel, he punched in the coordinates, adjusted headings, and piloted their ship between the stars. 
 
    When he grew up in the Duchy of Durendal, his teachers told him that he would probably end up in a cubicle somewhere. It would be his job to review data assembled by one of the myriad artificial intelligence clusters. Even after all of this time, general AI still lacked some basic understanding of human perception. 
 
    The idea of reviewing images, words, contracts and other details made his throat hurt. But then he took the Astrogation Aptitude Test. He remembered sliding into the Navigational Blister, reaching out and touching his hands to the orbs, feeling the heat, the vibration, and wondering whether or not he could really do this. 
 
    He slipped the headset over his eyes, relaxed, and waited for the test to begin. 
 
    Simple equations started to flare past him. He could see the ship, the data, and the sparks of eldritch energy spike along the hull of the simulated ship. Every few seconds, the simulation shook as he messed up one detail or another. 
 
    Then it was over. 
 
    Coated in sweat, he had pulled himself out. Shaking from the exhaustion of navigating for just a few minutes, he had looked at the Proctor. “How did I do?” Simply asking this one question felt like some monumental achievement. 
 
    The proctor glanced up from her data slate, shrugged, and said, “You aren’t dead.” 
 
    She meant that he hadn’t gotten the simulated crew killed, right? 
 
    For a boy who craved adventure and the opportunity escape life in a corporate cubicle, he soon received his first offer of apprenticeship. Justin Drake didn’t hesitate. He agreed right away. 
 
    As such, he should have learned a lot more about the different types of political friction that constantly rocked the galaxy. 
 
    Once upon a time, back on Earth, while humanity was trapped on a single ball of dirt, politics had been so much simpler. Yes, people lived on this beautiful blue sphere, but the borders butted up against one another. Ancient nations like Deutschland were limited to fighting its neighbors for most of its history. Eventually, steam powered ships and aeronautic vehicles changed the calculus. In time, countries could theoretically bomb one another with ease, yet those calculations still seemed childishly simple when compared to post-Starfall politics. 
 
    When the technology was first developed, only nation-states could enjoy use of the Starfall FTL Drives. As with all technology, the devices became cheaper and cheaper. Before long, corporations purchased their own versions. And yes, a few politicians attempted to keep those companies from starting their own colonies, but the process had already begun. 
 
    Later, activists, demagogues, and others decided to start their own colonies. Probes reached out into the void. Once again, they were first funded by governments, then companies followed along afterward. That information was inevitably leaked, sold, and traded on public markets. 
 
    The colonization began. Sure, a few small settlements had already been created by intrepid adventurers who utilized cryogenic technology. Those tiny colonies were quickly overshadowed by these new developments. 
 
    If someone wished to create a society dedicated to peace, that was a possibility. If someone wished to try to rebuild the ancient aristocracies, then they were welcome to do so assuming they could buy a ship, hire a crew, and find enough people to join them. 
 
    On the Grid, so many different possibilities bubbled up. Humanity seemed to be capable of anything! Some of these new communities were dedicated to working together. Others were entirely individualistic. 
 
    Some believed that certain groups were better than others. In the Dawn Confederation, for example, women had taken over. As a collection of planets unified under female leadership, these women had decided that men had been given their opportunity to rule. For too long, the boys of the galaxy had been treated like equals. 
 
    They wished to try something different. 
 
    Males would be collared, owned, and treated like any other kind of livestock. This would be best for them, it was decided. This would be best for everyone. 
 
    If the boys in the Dawn Star Confederacy objected or tried to fight back, men like Justin Drake didn’t get to hear about it. This boy was just determined to do his job. He had no idea what could happen on one of the Dawn Star planets. He didn’t know what waited for him on Athena Erimos. 
 
      
 
    Don’t get cocky, Justin told himself even as he glanced over at his opponents. 
 
    This was probably the best game of Ultimate Command he had ever played. Players drew cards, gathered resources, built up, and placed wagers based on specific engagements. Some of the chips were face up, others stayed face down, meaning a key bluff might change the outcome of any given battle. 
 
    To his left and right, the twins glared at one another as they always did. 
 
    This group had played quite a bit. Although the Malfolio’s engineers, Trevor and Julia, always promised an alliance at the beginning of the game, they inevitably betrayed one another. They laughed about this every time, but it made them predictable. 
 
    That left Justin and the ship’s First Officer, Amelia Renard. 
 
    “You know, if we keep this up, these two might start thinking we are planning some kind of long game,” said Trevor, the black haired twin. It seemed impossible to believe that they were siblings, especially because he was tall, broad shouldered, and had utterly black hair. 
 
    Julia smirked. “So what? You’re just trying to distract me because you know I’m going to knock you out of the game.” 
 
    “But what’s the point?” Trevor demanded. At the same time, he glanced down at his cards and glowered quite obviously. 
 
    Ultimate Command was supposed to be a game of skill, yet luck perpetually entered the equation. If the deck decided to give you a bunch of bad cards, there wasn’t much you could do about it. A bunch of scouts and escorts wouldn’t do much if you didn’t get any capital ships in your fleet. Or worse, you could end up with a great hand of vessels, only to lose out when it came to fuel and ammunition. 
 
    “So I attacked you, now you attack me. He knocked me out of the game, but I wear you down in the meantime, and then one of them picks you off.” 
 
    “Maybe you shouldn’t have betrayed me in the first place, right?” Julia asked. She flashed her brother an innocent looking smile. 
 
    It was true; Trevor had attacked her first tonight. But then, the four of them played this game plenty of times. If Trevor hadn’t attacked first, then Julia would have. The twins never won, yet it didn’t seem to bother them. 
 
    Siblings, Justin thought. After another second, he told himself not to get distracted, especially because he loved the cards in his hand. A cruiser. Two bombers. A dreadnaught. A warship. Oh yeah. He could definitely win with this hand. 
 
    “We really need to work on our communication skills,” Trevor muttered. 
 
    “Or maybe you need to learn how to keep your word,” she said. 
 
    Trevor’s fraternal twin sister, Julia, was blonde with bright blue eyes. Like her brother, she wore a formfitting set of overalls and a fire repellent suit underneath. Strictly speaking, they didn’t need to be in uniform, especially now while the Malfolio sped toward Athena Erimos. Still, they were quintessential engineers, which meant they understood that something could go wrong at any moment. 
 
    They loved the engines like their own children, but they recognized how dangerous galactic travel could be, especially with a retrofitted ship like of the Malfolio. 
 
    Puckering her lips, Amelia played her next card. 
 
    Predictably, her brother pulled one of his ships out of his attack position to block the assault. 
 
    From there, Amelia glared back at Justin. “You think you’re going to win, don’t you?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said humbly, yet the corners of his mouth twitched uncontrollably. He couldn’t quite keep that smile off his face. 
 
    “The Navigator thinks he’s going to be our esteemed First Officer,” Trevor said. 
 
    “Oh yeah. He looks really confident,” Amelia agreed. Then she asked, “Do you think you’re going to win, Justin? Do you think you can beat her? She is a skilled tactician.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” he replied. Justin blushed for a moment, realizing his answer could be interpreted in two ways. He coughed briefly and said, “First Officer Renard is a very skilled tactician, and I’m lucky to have the chance to learn from her. But yes. I think I’ve got a good chance of winning.” 
 
    “Not tonight,” Amelia replied. 
 
    Justin should have stayed quiet, yet he couldn’t help himself. “What? Just because you have formal combat training, you think that’s going to give you the advantage here? Ultimate Command isn’t real combat,” he pointed out. 
 
    While he spoke, he mostly kept his attention on the First Officer, yet he couldn’t help but glance over at Julia. The blonde was cute. Yes, they occasionally chatted in the hallways or common area, but he wanted to impress her. Badly. 
 
    The urge surged up through him, and he couldn’t quite explain it. 
 
    Strictly speaking, a relationship with another crew member would be a very, very bad idea. And yet, he couldn’t help but wonder what it would feel like to have her smile at him, to kiss him, or how good it might feel to run his hands along her uniform or even slip his fingers along the inside of her shirt… 
 
    “Tonight,” he said, flipping over two of his cards. 
 
    “Very nice,” Trevor said, his voice low and deep. “Ma’am, it looks like he’s about to kick your butt!” 
 
    Julia giggled. 
 
    Amelia’s expression darkened. A hint of blush gathered along the contours of her cheeks, not that Justin really noticed. Again, he kept glancing over at the engineer. 
 
    His heart hammered against of the bars of its cage when Julia set three cards in front of her fleet. “I set the wager at ten creds,” she announced as she tossed a few hexagonal chits into the center of the table. 
 
    “Matched,” he said. 
 
    “Ten more.” 
 
    “Matched,” he replied again. 
 
    Without knowing exactly what waited for him with those three cards, he had no idea if his fleet would be able to handle this. Three cards. That was a lot. If he miscalculated this, he could be wiped out in one turn… 
 
    “Thirty more,” she announced finally, grabbing her bag, dumping it out, and letting the small, metal pieces cling onto the table. “Attack.” 
 
    “Are you sure you want to do that?” Justin asked. Again, he glanced over at Julia. “I wouldn’t want to embarrass you in front of your subordinates,” he said as though he were her equal. 
 
    Amelia pressed her lips together. “You should be careful what you say, Navigator.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” he replied, only there wasn’t any of his usual deference or modesty in his voice. 
 
    Normally, Justin made sure to be polite and respectful, especially since he wanted to get a formal recommendation for promotion. Yes, he had completed all of the independent coursework to become a Class Seven Navigator, but that still required the First Officer and Captain of his current vessel to sign off on his new designation. 
 
    The Captain had indicated she would be willing to help him out. 
 
    Amelia? He didn’t know. 
 
    And yet, Julia was right there. She was cute, sweet, and he loved the way she smiled. Just sitting next to her made it harder for him to think. Excitement seemed to bubble and froth through his body. 
 
    “I am being careful. I’m going to be careful when I carefully defeat you!” Justin called out those words, grinned, and waited for the First Officer to laugh. 
 
    She didn’t. 
 
    Rather, she leveled her cold stare at him. 
 
    He didn’t know much about her previous service record, but it was easy to imagine Amelia Renard as a commander in some planetary defense fleet. For all he knew, she had commanded other corvettes or picket ships into actual engagements. 
 
    “Last chance,” he said. 
 
    She watched him. 
 
    His heart started to beat faster, especially because losing this round would mean forfeiting his wages for the next three months. Sure, the Captain covered his bunk, life support, food and water, but he really didn’t want to mess this up in front of Julia. 
 
    “Exactly,” Amelia said. “This is your last chance to back down with some dignity. You wouldn’t want to embarrass yourself in front of…” The First Officer let her voice trail off before she glanced over at Julia. “…Your crewmates.” 
 
    Currently, the blonde was fixated on her own cards. She kept glancing down then over at her brother’s fleet. Obviously, she had no idea what was going on. 
 
    “Or I can win and show everyone exactly what I’m capable of,” he said, his voice strained and tensed. Still, he wasn’t going to give up. He wouldn’t embarrass himself in front of a pretty girl like Julia. 
 
    “Reveal,” he announced. 
 
    Biting down, First Officer Renard grabbed her three cards and lifted them. 
 
    Justin did the same. 
 
    Dreadnought. Cutter. Warship. 
 
    Those three powerful vessels were armed and ready. They could take on almost anything. At the same time, he understood that his opponent may have gotten lucky. For all he knew, she had three warships ready to slice through his vessels and steal away his wages. 
 
    “Woah,” Trevor said. 
 
    What? What happened? 
 
    For several long seconds, Justin had no idea how to interpret those sounds. Then he forced himself to be brave. Gulping and fighting down the mounting fear, saw her ships. 
 
    Scout. Scout. Freighter. 
 
    “Those were your cards?” Justin asked, his voice ringing with disbelief. Before he could stop himself, he shoved his chair away from the table, and he jumped up as he called out, “You tried to take on a warship with those weak cards? Come on! I thought you were supposed to be a brilliant tactician or something. Even a child would know not to use those cards!” 
 
    Amelia Renard said nothing. Instead, she leaned back in her chair, crossed her legs, and considered him with cold, almost serpentine intensity. With her hands on her lap, she seemed utterly relaxed, yet Justin glanced up at her, and his heart started beating faster. 
 
    “Good game?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. When she smiled, none of the mirth actually reached her eyes. “This has been a very good game. Enjoy your winnings.” At this point, she rose to her feet and excused herself for the night. 
 
    “Dude, you just messed up bad,” Trevor said, glancing down at shaking his head. 
 
    Fear flickered through his chest, but then Julia leaned over and asked, “How did you do that?” 
 
    At that moment, he stopped worrying about the First Officer. Instead, he concentrated on the beautiful girl sitting next to him. “Skill and luck,” he said. “Skill and luck.” 
 
    After that, Justin knew exactly what he had to do. 
 
    Others might have assumed this would be a good time to excuse himself, jog after Amelia, and apologize for his reckless comments. Instead, Justin glanced over at the beautiful girl sitting next to him. Then he launched an assault on Trevor. 
 
    Considering that the dark-haired engineer had already spent most of his resources trying to kick Julia out of the game, his fleet didn’t last long under the combined assault. 
 
    Aggravated and knowing he was doomed to defeat, Trevor got up and headed out as well. 
 
    That left Justin alone with Julia. 
 
    They talked, they played, and he basked in getting to be alone with her for a little while. After more than an hour, she finally excused herself, and he watched her go as she headed back toward her bunk. 
 
    Just as she disappeared behind that doorway, Justin exhaled and marveled at how lucky he had been tonight. 
 
    Sometime soon, he knew he would be able to ask her out. Maybe when they landed at Athena Erimos? Yeah. The planet was supposed to have some exquisite landscapes. Or maybe they could check out some of the ancient ruins? He instinctively ran through the possibilities as he gathered up his winnings. 
 
    Once he finished and stretched his arms over his head, he waited for the rush of fatigue. Instead, there was only excitement. He had an early shift, but it would be simple. Instead, he was going to make his day much more complicated by getting Julia alone and asking her if she wanted to explore with him. Yeah, it could be casual and easy. He could do this… 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Justin woke with that pulse of excitement running through his body. He heard the chime of the ship’s internal messaging system. Reaching up, he swiped his finger along the touchpad. 
 
    “Drake, I want to talk to you at the start of your shift,” First Officer Renard told him. 
 
    His brows creased with confusion, but he realized this also might be a good opportunity to apologize. Although he had beaten her without cheating, he understood how some of the officers could get uptight, especially when a subcontractor like him managed to beat them at a game like Ultimate Command. 
 
    He headed to the center of the ship, climbed the ladder, and soon found himself on the command deck. Instead of slipping into the navigational alcove, he headed over toward her chair. 
 
    Sure enough, Amelia was waiting for him. “Drake,” she said without glancing up from the data slate in her hand. 
 
    “What can I do for you, ma’am?” He stood with his shoulders straight, his arms held behind his back, and his spine rigid. 
 
    “You did an excellent job navigating here. You actually saved us several hours. You know what it can mean for our margins. With this in mind, I want to see if you can take on other tasks.” 
 
    “Other tasks?” 
 
    “That’s right,” she said. “Head down to the planet and meet up with some of the local merchants. In particular, I want you to get us a set of plasma converters and a new atmo recycler.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am!” All at once, he realized that the First Officer wasn’t angry with him even though he had beaten her last night. Instead, she was giving him additional responsibilities. 
 
    For an astrogator like Justin, this was perfect. Too often, the officers assumed that the Navigators only knew how to get them from one corner of the galaxy to the other. If she was willing to give him additional responsibilities, then maybe he could impress her, and he’d get that promotional upgrade after all. 
 
    He stood there for a few more seconds and contemplated whether or not he should apologize to her anyway. 
 
    “Is there something else?” Amelia demanded, her voice turning sharp. 
 
    Realizing he might burn through her patience, Justin shook his head. “No, ma’am.” 
 
    “Then you’re dismissed,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Strictly speaking, the pilot handled the atmospheric reentry, but Justin sat at his station in case he needed to take over for any reason. Luckily, nothing went wrong, so he just sat there in his pod and ran his fingers over the orbs as he considered the holographic information arrayed in front of him. 
 
    Since he would be negotiating and making purchases on behalf of the Malfolio, he needed to understand as much as he could about Athena Erimos. 
 
    First off, they were landing at Port Delta, a largely flat space with plenty of room for dozens of ships. According to the Malfolio’s database, Port Delta had dozens of reinforced landing pads, some of which were large enough for capital ships. Apparently, a Gloriana-class Cruiser had once landed there. 
 
    For the most part, he focused on the logistics, but then something unusual caught his eye. 
 
    He mostly needed to know about exchange rates, technological advancements in this part of the Dawn Star Confederation, and the standard negotiating tactics. For the most part, merchants did their best to abandon cultural biases, but this was virtually impossible to completely accomplish. 
 
    That’s when he stumbled across their beliefs about gender. 
 
    To put it simply, men have no rights in the Dawn Star Confederation. 
 
    “What?” Justin whispered to himself. 
 
    He stared down at that line of text, almost as though he expected it to change or make sense if he squinted at it long enough. Instead, the same basic reality remained in place as he read the rest of the paragraph. As established in the Dawn Star Confederation’s original constitution and founding document, males have no rights. Originally, the colony was established by a group of women. Eventually, they imported males to serve as slaves and chattel. According to some rumors, the aristocratic women in the society also keep human men as pets. 
 
    “No way,” he whispered. 
 
    From there, he went down to check out the points about trade and negotiation. At first, most of the ideas seemed relatively bland and generic. Then he found a subsection dedicated to males who intended to trade in the port or the nearby city of Locus Minerva. 
 
    Men and boys from other cultures must make sure to bring all appropriate documentation, lest they be declared Wild Males. Wild Males are men who have not been assigned a guardian or owner under the Dawn Star statutes. Wild Males can legally be acquired by any female or the state and sold off through an auction process. If men are interested in trading at Port Delta or Locus Minerva, they should first get a temporary collar from the appropriate authorities. 
 
    A collar. Really? 
 
    The idea seemed absurd, yet he understood that these cultures were different. Humans had spread out across the galaxy as they searched for different ways to live. Democratic, totalitarian, socialist, aggressively capitalist, and other types of societies had evolved. It made sense that a few might decide to focus on gender. 
 
    The First Officer was trusting him with this. 
 
    Then again, he wondered why she didn’t go. She was better trained for this kind of mission. More to the point, she was a woman, which would have given her a huge advantage when it came to negotiating. 
 
    “Unless this is a test,” Justin whispered to himself. Yeah, that could be it. This was a test. She wanted to see precisely what he could do and what he might be able to handle. If he could go to a place like Athena Erimos and successfully get their supplies, then he would be able to do almost anything. Right? 
 
    Minutes later, everyone on board experienced the heavy thunk of the landing gear touching down. 
 
    Without glancing back toward the navigational party, Amelia Renard called out, “Justin, I sent the credentials to your data slate. Get started.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” he called back. 
 
    This was his chance! 
 
      
 
    Justin climbed down the main shaft to the loading bay. From there, he found the twins as they were double checking some readouts. 
 
    “She’s sending you? Really?” Trevor asked. 
 
    “I’m not doing the main pickup,” Justin replied. “I’m just taking care of some extra equipment.” 
 
    “Plasma converters?” Julia asked. 
 
    “Yup,” he said. 
 
    “I’ve never been to this planet. What do you think it’s going to be like?” 
 
    “It’s going to be different,” Justin replied. He loved having all of her attention focused on him like this. 
 
    “Just be careful,” Trevor said. 
 
    “Oh, he will be fine,” Julia said. “Justin here is the Navigator. It’s not like he’s going to get lost or anything.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Justin said. “I’m sure everything will be fine.” 
 
    Trevor wasn’t convinced. Then again, he was an engineer, so he was constantly worrying about what might go wrong. For her part, Julia just smiled at him and waved as Justin headed down the ramp. 
 
      
 
    Port Delta was enormous. With the sun shining overhead, he held up his hand to block out some of the glare as he tried to figure out exactly where he was supposed to go. 
 
    After a few seconds, he figured he was supposed to follow one of the red lines painted along the reinforced concrete. Understanding that First Officer Renard wouldn’t want him to doddle, he broke into a jog and made sure to stay away from the other ships. 
 
    At first, he worried he might do something stupid like walk into the landing zone for another ship. Some of the vessels nearby were enormous. One reminded him more of a stadium as it slowly lowered itself down off in the distance. Then he saw individual shuttles, corvettes like the Malfolio, and a bunch of freighters. An enormous a vessel shaped like some ancient the zeppelin hovered off in the distance, its anti-grav thrusters glowing blue as it sat there, suspended above the port. 
 
    Making his way toward the large, rectangular building to the east, Justin slowed down when he spotted the guards. Gripping his data slate, he glanced down and saw Solly credentials. 
 
    Just to make sure everything was correct, he swiped across the screen. 
 
    The first forms seemed normal enough. There was a Declaration of Intent, a copy of their Trading License, and then a digitized, handwritten note. 
 
    By the authority of First Officer Amelia Renard of the Malfolio, this male—Justin Drake—has permission to leave our ship. He is currently following my orders as he searches for a designated set of supplies. Thank you for allowing this male to conduct business within your territory. From there, she signed with her name and rank. 
 
    This male? 
 
    Justin shivered as he remembered what he had read about the locals and their way of life. 
 
    It was strange to believe that an entire Confederation could be dedicated to the idea of male subjugation. Obviously, their culture was significantly deeper; they had their own internal controversies, artistic movements, and memetic preferences, but this was the detail the outsiders fixated on. 
 
    As Justin continued to make his way toward the port facilities, crews pushed trolleys along those same red lines. Hover vehicles made their way across the reinforced concrete as they headed over to currently stationed ships. 
 
    Of course, all of the local crew members were female. 
 
    On this world, males weren’t allowed to have professional positions. As far as these women were concerned, men didn’t need to work or own any kind of currency. Instead, they simply needed to obey. That was what would make them happy. That was what would satisfy them. 
 
    It was ridiculous. 
 
    Still, Justin couldn’t help but experience this little niggle at the back of his brain, especially when he remembered a conversation from one of his first flights as a Navigator. They were heading out to Jockan Primus. Unlike so many other worlds, this planet wasn’t part of some grand alliance or confederation. Instead, it successfully thrived under the rulership of one dynasty. 
 
    Additionally, their culture assumed that women needed to be owned and subjugated. When Justin first heard about this, he had shaken his head, surprised and apparently disappointed. But even as he reacted, he couldn’t tell whether or not he was doing this for his female crewmates, especially because he had to wonder what that might be like. 
 
    In the Duchy, women and men were nominally equal. Yes, there were different factions who pushed against one another, especially when it came to certain tax policies that may have benefited one side or the other, but everyone could own property and strive for more economic power. 
 
    On Jockan Primus and a surprising number of other planets, women didn’t have that option. Activists in the Duchy tried to push those small planets to reform, but they were reluctant for one reason or another. Religious tradition? Economic concerns? Or maybe the men just didn’t want to let go of their privileged positions… 
 
    Justin wondered what it would be like to have a wife at home, a woman who would see to his every need. On Jockan Primus, women could be stripped naked, spanked, and even locked in chastity belts. The degrading chastity locks made it clear that these women couldn’t own their own desires. They belonged to men. He had even heard whispers about electrified collars used to ensure their obedience. 
 
    Obviously, Justin knew that was all incredibly inhumane. He hated the idea of anyone having to endure that. Right? And yet, having a sexy slave girl appealed to him… 
 
    He knew it was wrong. He knew he had to push those ideas aside. Still… 
 
    It took him almost half an hour to finally make it to the main processing facility. As he approached, he couldn’t help but spot the Confederation soldiers. 
 
    Women wore light, tight-fitting plates of blue and gray. They had their hair tied back into buns or braids, and they all carried sleek blasters. 
 
    Most soldiers in the Duchy still carried projectile weapons. He understood that the Confederation’s technology was significantly more advanced, although no one had been able to figure out where they got the original designs. Duchy scientists were still trying to catch up, but Justin told himself that none of this was his concern. 
 
    He didn’t need to worry about galactic politics, especially since he was a Navigator. If things went really badly, he and his crew could just fly off toward another star and hope for the best. 
 
    That sense of freedom gave him a lot more bravery, especially as he tightened his grip on his data slate. “Excuse me?” Justin called out. 
 
    The two women glanced at one another. Then their eyes narrowed. They weren’t looking into his eyes; instead, they seemed to be fixated on his neck… 
 
    “I’m here to negotiate for some supplies,” he explained. His voice nearly cracked. He couldn’t help it, not when the anxiety pulsed through his body. “Do you know where I can go?” 
 
    “You have permission from your commander?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said. 
 
    “Show me what she wrote, boy,” said one of the women. She lowered the butt of her rifle to the ground and held out her hand. 
 
    Justin leaned forward, gave her the data slate, and suddenly had this little prick of fear at the back of his neck, especially because he wondered what might happen if she didn’t like these forms. 
 
    Obviously, they would call the Malfolio, get in touch with First Officer Renard, and she would clear things up if necessary. Hopefully, that wouldn’t happen, especially because having his superior officer have to come save him would not demonstrate his ability to handle complicated problems or difficult cultural interactions. 
 
    Standing back, Justin watched as the woman checked and double checked the various forms. 
 
    “Are we still accepting this Trading License?” the first soldier asked the second. 
 
    “It’s still good,” she replied. “The new forms aren’t going into effect until the end of the year.” 
 
    “Then I guess I should get him collared.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” said her colleague. 
 
    The woman who still held his data slate didn’t offer to give it back. Instead, she raised her rifle, making Justin flinch. For a moment, he imagined her blasting him. But no. That was just his imagination running off in some random direction. 
 
    It was so strange to be here on an alien world, one he didn’t understand, one dedicated to a different course and set of ideals and beliefs. When humanity set out among the stars, they had worried about aliens. It hadn’t occurred to many people that it would itself morph into a set of cultural aliens or how many new conflicts might sprout between these growing spheres of influence. 
 
    The soldier mag-locked her rifle to an armored plate on her back before she stepped closer to Justin. She grabbed him by the back of his shirt and pulled, practically dragging him along like he was some little kid or something. 
 
    He thought about telling her how this wasn’t necessary, only she probably dealt with men all the time. This was a spaceport, after all. 
 
    They pelted through a pair of double doors. Off to the left, there were several lines with women from different worlds and vessels. None of them could have been very important. Someone from one of the more massive ships was probably entitled to direct communication with the various inspectors and bureaucrats who protected Athena Erimos. 
 
    They passed those lines filled with women in exotic robes, suits, and other forms of attire. 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “To the Male Inspection area,” she said. 
 
    His brows creased. Male Inspection? 
 
    Again, he told himself to be patient, especially because he didn’t understand how these women operated. If he could just stay calm, he could handle this. 
 
    They made their way through the facility and passed what seemed like dozens of other desks and workstations. Then the woman yanked on his sleeve and escorted him through a set of automatic double doors. 
 
    They came into a sparse, concrete chamber. A desk rested off to the side, and a woman in a white lab coat approached. “What do you have for me, Iliana?” 
 
    The soldier shoved him forward. “This one is named Justin Drake. He’s from a corvette, and he’s hoping to do some business with our merchants.” 
 
    “Standard Inspection?” 
 
    “Standard Inspection Plus.” 
 
    This didn’t mean anything to Justin, so he remained quiet and off to the side. 
 
    That’s when the woman in the white lab coat opened a drawer and pulled something out. When he saw the silver and blue collar, he didn’t know what to think. After everything he had read, he should have been prepared for this. Still, the idea of having something locked around his neck like he was an animal sent spikes of adrenaline running through his blood stream. 
 
    Justin glanced back at the doorway out onto the main promenade. 
 
    “Don’t even think about it,” Iliana said. Then she turned back to her colleague. “These boys. Am I right, Oksana?” 
 
    The inspector, Oksana, grinned and shook her head. She had black hair that stretched down to her shoulders. With those gentle waves and that listening shine, she had very pretty hair. Even so, there was something about her gaze. When she aimed it at Justin, she didn’t see him as another person. Instead, she looked at him like he was livestock. 
 
    Some of the moisture drained away from his mouth as she started to approach. 
 
    He reminded himself that this wasn’t a big deal. 
 
    And yet, she rolled her eyes and started to say, “In accordance with the Somerset Treaty, I am required to inform you that this is a Mark Three Tracking and Control Collar. Once it is locked on, you will need appropriate clearance to have it removed. Do you understand?” 
 
    No, he didn’t, not really. Even so, he forced himself to nod. 
 
    Oksana said, “I will require verbal acknowledgment.” 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “I, I understand.” 
 
    She pushed the collar up against his neck without even opening it. But then it seemed to liquefy for a moment. The technology felt strange, cool to the touch even as it started to morph and reshape itself to the size of his neck. 
 
    Once it was locked on, he thought he heard a snap as the different components engaged. 
 
    “Boy,” she started, only to correct herself. “Justin Drake,” she used his name like it came from a foreign language. Apparently, she wasn’t used to addressing most males as individuals even if she did this for a living, “You are currently a Registered Male under the protection of First Officer Amelia Renard of the Malfolio, currently registered to the Duchy of Durendal. You are allowed to this semi-independent status until your ship departs or six hours have elapsed, whichever comes first. While here, you will be appropriately respectful, deferential, and obedient to all females. If you fail to comply, you will be punished.” 
 
    “Punished?” Justin asked. He was about to say more, only Oksana pulled a smaller data slate from the pocket on her lab coat. 
 
    Pretty much every advanced civilization used some form of data slate. Some of these tablets could be larger and accommodate more information. Others fit in the palm of most user’s hands. Then there were the devices designed to be worn around the wrist. This one fit between her fingers, she turned it around, showed him the digital simulation of a red button, and then she pushed it. 
 
    Justin didn’t know what he expected. 
 
    Yes, he had heard about shock collars. Yes, he knew that the Confederation enjoyed significant technical advancements beyond those of the Duchy. Even so, he never expected something like this. 
 
    Electricity snapped through his body. It felt like a static shock, only it shot from his neck and flashed down along his arms, into his core, all the way down his legs. 
 
    He dropped to his knees. His vision blurred, everything disappeared, and he knew it only took a second, yet it felt so much longer. The next thing he knew, he was coughing, trying to catch his breath, and he had somehow collapsed onto his hands and knees. 
 
    “It looks much better in this position, don’t you think?” Iliana asked. 
 
    Oksana chuckled. “I get to see them like this all the time.” 
 
    “You’re lucky. You can do that for fun.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Oksana said. “Maybe some of the novelty has worn off?” 
 
    “I can always do it if he steps out of line,” Iliana replied. 
 
    “Shouldn’t you be getting back to your post?” 
 
    “My partner has it covered,” she said. 
 
    “Want to do it for fun?” Oksana asked. 
 
    “Should we?” 
 
    “He’s just a boy,” Oksana replied. “Besides, he doesn’t look like he has really understood the message.” The inspector walked over to him, crouched down, and touched two fingers to the underside of his chin. He blinked back the tears, shook his head, and listened as she asked, “Are you going to be an obedient male who understands his place as an inferior member of this society?” 
 
    His brows creased. Before he could stop himself, Justin pointed out, “I’m not a member of your society.” 
 
    Oksana tossed the controller to her friend, Iliana grabbed it, and said, “Yeah. He definitely needs another dose. This boy doesn’t know how to be quiet yet.” 
 
    “Boys are better off when they are seen and not heard,” Oksana agreed. 
 
    Justin opened his mouth, like he wanted to convince these women that he would cooperate. He was there in good faith, and he had every intention of following their rules and statutes. 
 
    Too late. Iliana decided to push the button. He heard them giggle and chuckle right as her finger came down on the screen. The signal jumped, and that’s when the blast of electricity shot through him again. Jagged volts raced through his skin, throwing him back. 
 
    The next thing he knew, he was looking up at the ceiling, and these two women stood over him. 
 
    “Are you going to be a good boy?” Oksana asked with her head tilted to one side. 
 
    Instinctively, Justin started to get up, but the soldier lifted her boot and put it on his chest, right down the center of his sternum. “No, no. A woman asked you a question, boy. You should answer her.” 
 
    Bristling, Justin wanted to jump up onto his feet and remind these ladies that he was a citizen of the Duchy. But again, he reminded himself that he was also a stranger in this land. He couldn’t be one of those arrogant tourists who showed up and just assumed that the locals would do whatever he wished. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. After those bursts of sharp electricity, he could barely get his mouth to work. His throat felt dry, but he told them what they expected to hear, “Yes. I’m going to be a good boy.” 
 
    “You want to stick around for the inspection?” Oksana asked. 
 
    Iliana glanced down at him. “I should really get back to it. But thank you. This was fun.” 
 
    Fun? 
 
    Justin hated that idea, but Iliana took her boot away, and she headed off. The doors closed behind her, leaving him alone with this one woman. 
 
    “Please stand and remove your clothing.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She giggled, held up the controller, and made a show of bringing her finger down. 
 
    No, not this, not again! 
 
    Justin didn’t even bother trying to stand. He stayed right there, clenched his eyes shut, and tried to brace himself. He attempted to prepare for the onslaught. 
 
    It didn’t work. 
 
    There was no way for this boy to prepare himself. The pain exploded through him, racing along his limbs and into every nerve he possessed. In that moment, he knew he was shouting and crying out, but he couldn’t stop himself. 
 
    The inspector crouched down and looked into his eyes. “It was a simple command. Is that why the Dutchy is having so much trouble? Are all of you boys this rebellious and defiant?” 
 
    “I, I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Over the last five years, we have taken three planets, not to mention the smaller settlements and moons.” 
 
    Justin vaguely remembered spotting a few headlines about the Confederation’s expansionist policies, but he hadn’t thought much about them. The Duchy seemed large enough, besides, there were always questions about which political organizations deserved control over which territories. 
 
    “Anyway, you don’t need to worry your cute head about that. Just stand up and remove your clothing for me.” 
 
    “Do I have to?” Justin was about to ask, only she wiggled the controller in front of him again. 
 
    He had taken three blasts of energy. As he rose to his feet, he didn’t sense any damage within his body. It wasn’t like there were burns or anything. But that must’ve been what made these collars so effective, he reflected. They could cause incredible discomfort without actually harming the wearer. 
 
    Justin didn’t know whether or not that should have made him feel better or worse. 
 
    The Duchy didn’t possess any technology like this. He remembered how it had formed around his throat, almost like a living thing. 
 
    Once he was on his feet, he had a decision to make. Justin gulped, looked down at his uniform, and he decided to obey. Then again, he wondered what would happen if he just snatched his data slate back from her and attempted to march back to his ship. 
 
    Would they let him go? 
 
    He remembered seeing Iliana and her colleague, not to mention the other soldiers all over the port. He was just one guy. If he tried to sprint back to the ship, they would probably be able to bring him down in a matter of minutes, if not seconds. 
 
    Another shiver darted along his spine, but he unzipped his shirt, his pants, and then he started to remove his boots. 
 
    Surprisingly, Oksana didn’t say anything. Soon, Justin was down to his boxers. 
 
    “I require complete nudity,” she said. 
 
    His brows creased, and he was about to question her, but she held up the controller. Just like that, she made it clear that he had two choices: obey without question or argue and obey after getting shocked. 
 
    Justin decided to simply do as she ordered. 
 
    In just a few hours, he’d be back on board his ship with his crewmates, and he would have a story to tell them. Maybe he would be able to spin this in some way and impress Julia. 
 
    Justin dipped his head down even as he felt a spark of arousal when he thought of her. 
 
    He pulled off his underwear, and his shaft started to stiffen. 
 
    “Not bad,” said the inspector. 
 
    He jerked his head back toward her, only to find her studying his genitals. “I study a lot of boys,” she said. “You should be proud of yourself. Tell me, are you married?” 
 
    “No…” 
 
    “Pity. I imagine a lot of women learn about this and decide to employ the more effective methods of control.” 
 
    “Effective methods of control?” Justin asked tentatively. After that, he braced himself for another burst of electricity since he didn’t know if was supposed to remain utterly silent. 
 
    Oksana, however, didn’t seem offended. Instead, she smiled at him as she started to circle him. He tried to follow her with his gaze, but she reached up, pinched his chin, and forced his head forward. 
 
    “That’s right,” she said as she pulled something from her pocket. 
 
    That’s when she touched it to the small of his back. 
 
    Justin didn’t know what was going to happen, but he felt the same cool, metallic sensation. It spread around his waist with the rhythmic sounds of interlocking clicks. At the last moment, he looked down, only to watch as the liquid metal encapsulated his cock, circled around his balls, and finally solidified. 
 
    His eyes widened. It didn’t hurt, yet the stab of fear still cut into his core. He started to spin around, but Oksana quickly placed her hand on his shoulder, forcing him to face the wall again. “No, no,” she said. “You can ask, but you aren’t going to wiggle or move around, not while I’m inspecting you.” 
 
    “What is this?” 
 
    “A chastity belt,” she stated. 
 
    “What?” Justin demanded, his voice straining as he worked to comprehend what he had just heard. 
 
    He had heard of chastity belts. Weren’t they some ancient garment, up there with plate mail and cod pieces. As hard as he tried, he couldn’t comprehend what any of this had to do with him. 
 
    “You see, we understand that males need to be controlled. The collars certainly help, and they serve as an effective method of punishment, but the chastity belt is for your own good. It ensures that you don’t allow your libido to take control.” 
 
    “When has that ever happened?” Justin demanded. “It’s not like I’m some horny teenager or something!” He could hardly believe this argument was taking place. It seemed so silly, and yet he tentatively reached down. 
 
    When he touched the belt, he couldn’t help but admire the smooth, silver texture. It wasn’t cold to the touch, but at least it didn’t shock him either. 
 
    “You want to try to take it off, don’t you?” Oksana asked. 
 
    She stepped back in front of him and smiled. At some other place or time, seeing that expression on her face might have reassured Justin. As things stood, she looked like she was patronizing him. “It’s okay. Go on,” she said with a casual motion of her hand. “I don’t mind. Try to take it off.” 
 
    Frowning, Justin pressed his lips together into this aggravated pout, but he needed to know. 
 
    He reached down for the belt. It pressed against his skin without digging into his flesh. He tried to pull on it, but it didn’t budge. 
 
    “What does it take to get this thing off?” 
 
    “You need the appropriate credentials from a data slate,” she said. 
 
    Instinctively, he glanced over at the controller in her hand. “You can try to take this one from me, but I assure you the consequences would be severe. Trust me, I don’t think you want to end up as a laborer at one of our agricultural facilities. From what I understand, the strain can be pretty brutal for the boys who misbehave and end up there.” 
 
    Parting his lips, Justin knew he should say something, only he didn’t know what. His thoughts blanked, he gulped, and he shook his head. “Can I get dressed?” 
 
    “I haven’t finished inspecting you,” she replied. “Hold your hands above your head.” 
 
    He felt ridiculous, especially with the Confederation technology locked around his throat and between his legs. 
 
    He only closed his eyes for a moment, but when he opened them again, he saw Oksana approach. She was close, so close. She was right there. 
 
    As a self-respecting man, he wanted to hate this woman for putting him in this position. On some level, he tried to remind himself that this was just part of her culture, and he didn’t have any right to judge her for it. Still, that kind of multicultural understanding didn’t last very long when she had already shocked him and seemed to enjoy it. 
 
    He didn’t have to put up with this for much longer, Justin reminded himself. Just a couple of hours. 
 
    Only now she was close, so ridiculously close. 
 
    With her dark hair shining, her vibrant green eyes, and aroma of her perfume wafting along his nostrils, Justin tried to ignore all of these details. He worked hard to concentrate and focus. At the same time, his shaft twitched. 
 
    He didn’t want to think of Oksana. 
 
    This was just a stranger. More importantly, she seemed to revel in this random, sadistic streak. She probably became an inspector so she could tease and humiliate boys just like Justin! 
 
    As he did his best to push thoughts of this woman aside, he found his mind drifting back toward the cute, petite blonde on board the Malfolio. He thought of Julia, and his shaft twitched again. It felt so strange. Throughout his life, he had been able to enjoy every single erection. His shaft had hardened, and there had been this possibility. No, he didn’t climax each time, yet it was always his decision. 
 
    Not here. Not now. 
 
    His manhood tensed, but it wasn’t enough. It pushed against of the boundaries of that cool, metallic prison. 
 
    Thinking about Julia didn’t help. In that moment, he imagined what it might be like to brush his lips along hers, to run his fingers along her forearms, to cup her breasts or thrust down into her. 
 
    In the real world, his fingers pushed down against of the palms of his hands. 
 
    “You’re excited,” she said. “That’s fine. Aren’t you glad I put you in a chastity belt?” 
 
    Before he could think about this or stop himself, he answered honestly, “No. I really, really hate this thing.” 
 
    “Too bad. You’re going to wear it as long as you’re here on this planet.” 
 
    From there, she pinched his biceps, ran her fingers along his chest, and stroked his legs. This didn’t seem like a very professional “inspection,” but he had no idea what she might be searching for. 
 
    As she touched him, the desires mounted. He couldn’t help himself. He didn’t know this woman, but she was beautiful. Not only that, there was something intoxicating about her aroma. He tried to name the fruits, but he didn’t know anything about the flora of Athena Erimos. The scent of her perfume was sweet. It made him think of some wild desert or fruit cocktail dabbed with whipped cream. 
 
    She circled him, pinched his buttocks, smiled again, and finally said, “Okay. I think you are clear.” She held up her palm-sized data slate again, tapped in some commands, and that’s when he heard a ping. When he looked down, he can see the glow of a blue light at the base of his throat. 
 
    “That indicates you are a Registered Male with permission to be on the planet. As one final reminder, you have six hours or until your vessel leaves, whichever happens first. In the meantime, enjoy access to the port.” 
 
    “What about my uniform?” 
 
    “You really want to wear it?” 
 
    He stared at her for several seconds, like he thought she might burst out laughing at any moment because this obviously had to be a joke. When she didn’t answer, he finally called out at her, “Yes!” 
 
    “Ask nicely.” 
 
    “Is this still part of the process?” 
 
    She shrugged, “Maybe.” Her eyes shined with amusement. 
 
    His nostrils flared, but he still gave her what she wanted. “Please. Can I please have my uniform now?” 
 
    Oksana touched a finger to the side of her neck, tapped it gently, and said, “I don’t think that was nice enough. Maybe get down on your knees and beg for it.” 
 
    His eyes widened, his cheeks flared, and he hated this idea. And yet, he didn’t see any other choice. Exhaling through his teeth, he gave her what she wanted. 
 
    He held his hands together. “Please? May I please wear my uniform?” 
 
    “Do you really beg on your feet where you come from?” 
 
    He glanced down at the industrial carpet and exhaled. 
 
    “You know, lots of boys run around naked out there. I mean, you’re wearing a chastity belt and a collar. I think that’s enough. Plus, it’s nice and warm outside. It’s not like you’re going to get cold, Justin.” When she used his name, she made it sound somehow silly. 
 
    Reminding himself that he would get to tell the story however he saw fit, Justin lowered himself down onto his knees. He held his hands together, braced his elbows against his sides, and looked up at her. “Please, can I please have my clothing back? May I please, please wear my uniform?” 
 
    “Only because you asked so nicely!” 
 
      
 
    As he strode out of the inspection area, Justin casually reached down and felt the belt. He had pulled his boxers up over the device and shivered as he wondered what Amelia would think of this. 
 
    She was a professional; she had sent him here to test him. Drake had to believe this. 
 
    Okay, he told himself. Maybe this was some kind of joke or prank, but he could still turn this to his advantage. If he did a good job, the captain would hear about it, and he could still get that promotion… 
 
    Breathing out, he gulped as he headed down the main passageway. At first, he mainly noticed different security guards and soldiers, plus a few low-level functionaries as they scurried about their tasks, usually while they gripped data slates to their chests. 
 
    Reluctantly, Justin also spotted a few of the other men. 
 
    They all wore collars. 
 
    Most of them had been adorned with green lights. What did that represent? 
 
    He spotted two other young men who had collars that flashed yellow like his own. 
 
    As Registered Males, they were entitled to travel where they wanted, but he had to wonder what was going to happen next. 
 
    Then again, it didn’t really matter. He was a Navigator aboard a starship, so if he could circumnavigate supernovae, comets, asteroid belts, and the other myriad dangers of deep space, then he could handle this as well. 
 
    They were just women, after all. 
 
    With this in mind, he kept his back straight as he searched out someone who might be able to help him. Then, ridiculously, he spotted an information kiosk. 
 
    He rushed up to it, got in line, and waited as the three women in front of him asked their questions. Their inquiries were fairly simple, so they learned what they needed to and walked off. 
 
    Right when it was Justin’s turn, he started to step forward, but a young woman stepped in front of him. She looked young, really young. She was probably just eighteen or nineteen. 
 
    “Excuse me,” Justin called out. “I was next.” 
 
    The girl glanced over her shoulder at him. At first, she seemed confused, only then this telltale smirk crested her lips. “You can wait there, boy.” 
 
    His eyes widened. His lips parted. Then her eyes moved down to his collar. “Oh, wait. You aren’t a local, are you? You’re one of those Wild Males who thinks he can just strut around here however he wants. Is that it?” 
 
    The girl stepped up to him. 
 
    She was younger, yes, yet he still experienced of this rush of intimidation. 
 
    It was silly. She was just a teenager! And yet, he bowed his head down and glanced toward the floor. Suddenly, all of his vaunted points about circumnavigating the dangers of deep space seemed irrelevant. “Look,” he finally said, doing his best to be diplomatic. “You can go ahead of me.” 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    He didn’t answer. 
 
    She poked him in the chest with one finger. “Boy, I asked you a question. What’s your name?” 
 
    “Drake,” he said, flinching because he had no reason to tell her the truth. “Justin Drake.” Too late now, he had already made the decision. 
 
    She held out her hand, her palm up. “Give me your paperwork. Let’s see your slate.” 
 
    “Are you a soldier or something?” 
 
    “I’m a woman, and you’re a boy, and I’m asking you a question, so you are legally obligated to answer me. Unless of course, you want me to get a magistrate or attorney involved. Is that what you want, boy?” 
 
    His lips separated as he was tempted to growl back, “Don’t call me that.” Like so many other people, he could just barely understand the concept of a slur until one was thrown in his face. His sex wasn’t supposed to be a weakness or an insult, yet this girl made him sound so inferior with those three little letters. 
 
    “Well? What’s it going to be, boy?” She put her hands on her hips now. 
 
    “Do I have to show her?” Justin asked as he turned to the woman behind the counter. 
 
    “Yes, you do,” she said simply, as though she had witnessed scenes like this many times before. “Remember, you’re a guest. You had best behave yourself.” 
 
    Those were wise words, so Justin obeyed. He hated doing it, especially when this girl looked like she should be off at some finishing school. 
 
    Justin reached down into his pocket and pulled it out. He unfolded it and handed it to her. She swept her finger across of the screen, glanced down, and reviewed his information. “It looks like everything is in order,” she said grudgingly. “But you know, I still think you owe me an apology for being so rude.” 
 
    “I, I owe you an apology?” Justin stuttered out. 
 
    Again and again, he told himself to swallow his ego and just get this job done. He was wasting time. Obviously, it wouldn’t take six hours for him to secure their supplies, especially with the generous account allocations First Officer Renard had given him. But still, he couldn’t linger or waste a lot of time either. 
 
    “That’s right,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest. “Go on. Apologize.” 
 
    The roof of his mouth felt dry and rough, but he still forced the words out. “I apologize for being rude.” 
 
    “Very good,” she said. “Now, can you wait here like a good and obedient boy?” 
 
    “Yes,” he growled back at her. 
 
    “Okay then,” she said. 
 
    The young woman turned back to the information kiosk, and Justin stood there, waiting. 
 
    The girl chuckled and said, “I swear, it’s crazy. I mean, back in the city, the boys know how to behave. But here? Wow. I can’t wait until we conquer the lot of them.” 
 
    No way, Justin thought to himself. Glowering, he reminded himself of how he was outnumbered in a strange land on a strange world. Still, he had to console himself, These girls have no idea what they are doing. If they went up against the Duchy’s intergalactic navy, it would be a complete slaughter. Like so many other young men, Justin needed to believe in the superiority of his nation’s armies and fleets—even if he had no idea what he was really talking about. 
 
    “Those boys can be awfully stubborn,” agreed the woman who worked at the information kiosk. “But what about you? Are you thinking about joining up at some point?” 
 
    Justin blinked, unable to believe this. Were they really just chatting now? 
 
    His fingers pushed down into the palms of his hands, and he glared hard. 
 
    At the same time, he felt this ridiculous instinct. He wished he could grab this girl, pull her aside, and maybe shove her against the wall. He wanted to grope her, spank her, and humiliate her. 
 
    But no. That wasn’t an option, not when he wore a collar around his neck and that belt around his waist. Of course, the belt still encapsulated his most sensitive parts, but Justin couldn’t allow himself to think of that or what it might all mean. 
 
    “Definitely! I’m going to take my exams and sign up as soon as I can. Someday, I want to be a Fleet Commander.” 
 
    The two women continued to talk about that girls future, and Justin had to stand up there. 
 
    “You want to conquer some of the boys, don’t you?” 
 
    “Absolutely! I want to see them collared, locked in cages, trained and put up for auction!” 
 
    Justin’s lips parted again. His jaw fell open, and he didn’t even realize it. 
 
    The woman behind the counter glanced over at him and smirked. This provoked the girl to turn around and see that wild, shocked expression on his face. She giggled, “What’s wrong? You didn’t realize that we have auctions?” 
 
    Justin shut his mouth, studied his expression, and just stared straight ahead as though this didn’t affect him. 
 
    The girl tittered, “Yeah. We have them all the time. Boys like you get bought and sold on a daily basis. Some of them end up as servants. The smart ones might get used as companions. Then there are those who basically end up as livestock. They get to be treated like ponies. What do you think of that, boy? Would you like to be a pony? I can see you with a bit in your mouth.” 
 
    She came closer and closer, striding ahead. She invaded his personal space, and Justin could have sworn that the curve of her breasts pushed against his chest. In spite of himself, his shaft twitched. 
 
    She must’ve been able to recognize exactly what she was doing to him. She giggled again, reached up, and patted him on the cheek. 
 
    More than anything, he wanted to grab this girl’s wrist, yank her arm behind her back, and shove her up against the wall. Then he could have told her something like, “I don’t know who you think you are, but you’re not as strong or as important as you think.” 
 
    Despite that temptation, Justin remained smart. He picked the intelligent choice and remained quiet. 
 
    “You really want to try something, don’t you?” asked the girl, her eyes sparkling with mischievous delight. “Go on. Do it.” 
 
    She was goading him! 
 
    This felt like a revelation even though it must’ve been obvious to the woman behind the counter. What would have happened if Justin smacked her across the face or grabbed her? 
 
    “I’m not going to do anything,” he said wisely. “I’m just waiting here for my turn.” 
 
    “That’s a shame,” she said. “If you had done something really dumb right there, I could have claimed you for myself. But somehow, I think I’m going to see you on an auction block at some point.” 
 
    He looked down into her eyes. They were a brilliant shade of blue, and he thought he noticed something else. Lines, almost like circuitry. When he glanced at the rest of her, he searched for some sign of cybernetics. He didn’t see anything, but that seemed impossible. 
 
    She looked like any other girl with dark hair, feline features, a small nose, and full lips. Although his bottom lip twitched, especially when he gulped, he decided not to say anything at all. 
 
    Sure enough, the girl got bored, and she turned back to the information desk. They continued to chat, Justin started to relax a little bit, and the girl finally sauntered off. “See you later, boy.” She waved and giggled. 
 
    He chose not to answer. 
 
    “What can I do for you?” asked the information specialist. 
 
    “I need to secure some plasma converters,” he said. “Where can I get them? Are there any merchants at this port who might be able to help me?” 
 
    “Plasma converters? For a boy?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s for my ship,” he said. “If it helps, my First Officer is a woman.” He placed the data slate on the counter and nudged it toward her. 
 
    “If you’re a boy, you would be the one conducting the transaction, which means you’re going to have to go into the city.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yup. Hey, there are prime spots here. Those go to the women first. You know, for obvious reasons.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he agreed. “Obvious reasons.” 
 
    “Head out to the main roundabout, and you can grab one of the group transports. They leave every couple of minutes.” 
 
    “Thank you for your help,” Justin said. 
 
    As he walked away, the Navigator was grateful that he didn’t see that girl again. In fact, he hoped he would never see her again. 
 
      
 
    Once outside, he found a new line of people. There were mostly women who stood underneath a sign with the drawn outline of an elongated transport. Moments later, one rolled up, and the women got on first. Several females rushed to climb up on board, all while the males of stood off to the side, quiet and patient. 
 
    Justin hated staying back like this, especially after his encounter at the information kiosk. Still, he waited, the women climbed on board, and Justin got on. He went to the back of the vehicle along with the other boys. 
 
    There were plenty of seats, but Justin decided to remain standing. He grabbed onto one of the bars and braced himself. Moments later, the vehicle started hovering back toward the city. 
 
    The road underneath the anti-grav treads was pristine, almost as though it had never been used. To his left and right, he peered out the windows and enjoyed the thick trees. Most of the port was surrounded by empty planes and concrete landing platforms, but this was nice. 
 
    Within seconds, it felt as though he had lost himself in a forest. 
 
    After he got his promotion, Justin promised himself that he would take some time off. He would grab his camera, visit some random moon, and just find amazing shots. He could lose himself in the exploration, capturing one image after another. 
 
    “Where’re you from?” Justin asked after those first couple of minutes of his fantasy. 
 
    Another guy stood just a few feet away. Like Justin, his collar emitted a yellow light from the center, just below the base of his throat. 
 
    His fellow traveler glanced in his direction, but someone else answered first. “Boy, you should pay attention,” said an older woman. Seated, she could have been tall or short, but she had a streak of gray through her otherwise dark brown hair. She pointed up toward one of the signs. 
 
    Justin couldn’t read the local dialect, but the pictogram was easily understood. There the stick-figure outline of a man, only an X covered his mouth. 
 
    No talking—for the boys. 
 
    Justin grimaced, but then he opened his mouth like he was going to say something. Remembering this rule, he nodded to the woman, almost like he was supposed to be grateful for the reminder. 
 
    At least she didn’t tease him. 
 
      
 
    When the transport pulled up, Justin got out with the others. At the same time, he pulled out his data slate. It automatically connected with the local networks, so he could tell where he was. Even so, he left a marker to make sure he didn’t get lost. He would be able to find his way back quickly enough. 
 
    For now, he needed to find a merchant. 
 
    The idea of just searching the local Grid seemed cumbersome, but he didn’t see any other choices, especially as he looked around. Around the port, everything was green with lush grasses but otherwise flat. 
 
    The transport had taken him into the center of the city, so enormous glass edifices dominated, cutting off the sunlight and bathing everything in the shadow. Around him, lots of women strode toward their destinations. Up in the sky, hover vehicles zoomed like dots through the atmosphere. 
 
    Justin tried not to think of the simple fact that there are far fewer vehicles like that back on his home world. 
 
    After a few moments of searching, he was able to find someone who might be able to help him. 
 
    Justin started walking. He did his best to keep out of everyone else’s way. One woman bumped into him and snarled, “Excuse me?” 
 
    He apologized before he could even think about how it had been her fault, “Sorry.” 
 
    She rushed off before he even finished speaking. 
 
    After that, he continued to make his way along the sidewalks, dodging and weaving between the women. Clearly, they were used to having boys get out of the way. 
 
    As he made it from one block to the next, Justin did his best not to get distracted. There were exquisite restaurants, and the aromas of different kinds of lunch, dinner, and breakfast hit his nose. He tried not to think of those succulent and tender meals. He had a job to do. 
 
    He also passed clothing shops. For the most part, they were generic. He didn’t need to worry about overalls, uniforms, dresses, pants, or shirts. But then he paused when he saw something else. 
 
    One side of the storefront was simple glass. The other contained a huge screen. 
 
    Beyond the glass, he saw mannequins adorned with different harnesses, collars, leashes, chastity belts, and more. The chastity belts looked frustratingly familiar. 
 
    Without meaning to, he glanced over at the screen. A montage of images flashed by. Women in beautiful dresses and sumptuous gowns holding onto boys who had been collared and leashed. Justin swallowed back his trepidation, but then he heard a woman ask, “Are you hoping your wife will buy you something like that?” 
 
    “Uh no,” he said. At the last moment, he added, “Excuse me. I need to get going.” From there, he bowed his head down. He only looked up long enough to make sure he wasn’t about to run into anyone. Otherwise, he kept his eyes on his data slate as he continued to rush toward a potential vendor. 
 
    Somehow, that didn’t help. 
 
    “Hey, look at that. We’ve got a Registered Mail! Maybe you want to sign up for slavery? I swear, I would be generous!” 
 
    Justin didn’t understand when he heard that first remark. 
 
    A few minutes later, someone else called out, “I could see you on the auction block! You would make me rich!” 
 
    “Cute boy!” 
 
    “Now that’s an ass I could see myself spanking all night!” 
 
    It took him a while to realize what was happening. Catcalls. They were catcalling him! 
 
    At first, he successfully ignored all of them. He just concentrated on getting to his destination, only then he glanced up, and he managed to stop at the last moment. 
 
    Three women stood in front of him, and they had their arms crossed. 
 
    “What we have here?” 
 
    “It looks like we found a lost little puppy,” she said. 
 
    “No,” he replied, his voice shaking more than he wanted to admit. “I, I’m not lost.” 
 
    He hated how frightened he sounded. As a Navigator, he could calculate some ridiculously complicated equations. Most people viewed interstellar travel as linear, simply jumping from one spot to another, but they had to account for elliptical orbits, not to mention interstellar and planetary drift. Altogether, this could get incredibly complicated, not to mention that a single mistake could get everyone on board a starship killed. 
 
    And yet, these women stood in front of him with their arms crossed and their eyes on him, and he nearly froze like a bunny before a pack of lionesses. 
 
    “Are you sure about that, boy?” 
 
    “You look lost. You know, there’s an auction house just down the street. We could take you there. I’m sure they would help you find your owner.” 
 
    Justin had no idea whether or not this made him look silly, but he pointed to his collar. “I’m a Registered Male.” 
 
    “Are you now?” 
 
    “I’m not so sure. That light looks like it might be flickering.” 
 
    Justin tried to glance down, but he couldn’t tell one way or the other. 
 
    “What do you think, ladies? Does it look like his collar is flashing red?” 
 
    “It could be,” said another. 
 
    “You know what a red light means.” She stepped forward, and Justin retreated back, which only made the other women chuckle and snicker. “You wouldn’t secretly be a Wild Male, would you?” 
 
    “No! Definitely not. I’m a Registered Male, and I’m just trying to get a job done.” 
 
    “Who are you working for?” 
 
    For several seconds, Justin didn’t answer, especially since he didn’t think he needed to justify himself. But then, one of the women held up her data slate, and he recognized the readout. Her thumb fell onto the screen, and that’s when he felt the jolt of electricity through his body. 
 
    It was just a spark, so it felt more like a bug bite or maybe a light snack across his cheek. Either way, he nearly stumbled back. 
 
    “We don’t like boys who are stubborn,” she explained.  
 
    “First Officer Renard,” he said faster than he intended. 
 
    “Oh? So you’re working boy? Is that it?” 
 
    “I’m a Navigator,” he said. 
 
    “A boy Navigator? That always sounds like such a terrible idea. I mean, boys are constantly getting lost, not to mention the fact that men just aren’t very good at math. Are you sure you’re a Navigator? Are you sure you weren’t meant to be a pleasure slave?” 
 
    His eyes widened as he heard those words. Then he remembered something one of his female friends once told him about getting hit on at a bar. Apparently, it was a really old dynamic, like it could have gone back decades or even centuries. 
 
    “First Officer Renard is my wife,” he said. 
 
    The women’s stances seemed to shift. They glanced back and forth at one another like they weren’t quite sure what they wanted to do with this information. Realizing this might actually work, he decided to burn away the rest of his self-respect if it meant succeeding at his mission. 
 
    Pressing ahead against their uncertainty, he continued, “Please. I need to pick up some supplies for her. She trusted me with this, and I really don’t want to disappoint her.” 
 
    One of the women glanced down and smiled, she almost grinned. Obviously, humiliating Justin had been fine. Teasing him about potentially selling him off as a sex slave? Oh yeah, that wouldn’t be a problem. But he belonged to another woman, and she wasn’t about to disrespect another random female, even if his “wife” wasn’t around. 
 
    The same dynamic had played out at countless bars and clubs for a very long time. 
 
    “Go on then,” said another one of the women. “You don’t want to be late for her. I would hate to get you spanked.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he said. 
 
    As he stepped around them, one of them called out, “Be sure to smile.” 
 
    In spite of himself, he obeyed. He grinned at them like this had been easy. 
 
      
 
    Justin hated to realize this, but he knew his collar generated a lot of attention. Most of the boys wore collars that flashed green bursts of light. He didn’t know the technical designation, but they must have been owned. These boys were boyfriends, brothers, and husbands who understood their inferior status. They were natives, and so the accepted female superiority. Women ruled, and boys obeyed. They may have been loved as property, but they would never be viewed as equals. 
 
    Justin’s collar, however, drew attention. Even the women who might have otherwise been focused on the data slate in the palms of their hands still glanced up. A few smirked. Others seemed confused. 
 
    Doing his best not to think about what any of it would mean, Justin just kept going. He navigated from one block to the next as he made his way beneath the shadows of those skyscrapers. 
 
    Then he heard another woman’s voice. 
 
    “Hey, you! Boy!” 
 
    Justin hoped he didn’t have to stop.  
 
    He heard her commanding voice again, “Hey, you! Boy, I’m talking to you!” 
 
    His body trembled with obvious reluctance, but he came to a stop and slowly turned around. 
 
    About twenty feet back, a pair of women stood like an island in the stream of pedestrians. 
 
    One of the women wore mirrored shades along with her dark blue uniform. She had a baton on her along with some weapon. He didn’t want to think about what that pistol might be able to do. 
 
    “Come here,” ordered her partner as she snapped her fingers and pointed to the spot in front of them. 
 
    Obediently, Justin approached. 
 
    “Good,” she said. “For a second there, I thought you might not be able to hear us.” 
 
    “I could hear you just fine,” he thought about saying, only to stop himself. He had no idea what might be considered rude, so he kept his eyes downcast. 
 
    One of the women drew her baton and touched it to the underside of his chin. She forced him to look up. “Where are you from?” 
 
    Was this really necessary? Did these police officers really have to interrogate him, especially when he already wore a collar, not to mention the other piece of equipment? 
 
    At a glance, he saw their enforcement insignias and tags fixed to their uniforms. 
 
    To the left, he faced Cassie. To her left, her partner was Jennifer. 
 
    “I’m from the Duchy,” he said. “More recently, I am the Navigator for the Malfolio, currently docked at Port Delta.” He looked at both of these women and asked, “Is there anything else you need?” He kept his voice level and polite, but it was obvious he was challenging them. 
 
    They didn’t like that. They didn’t like it at all. 
 
    Justin hardly thought of what he was doing. All he knew for certain was that a pair of officers had started to badger him, he didn’t think it was fair, so now he tried to assert himself. 
 
    Before stepping off of the ship earlier that day, Justin would have thought of himself as a very flexible and diplomatic individual. And yet, he had been teased by that girl with the cybernetic implants, catcalled by random women, and now he had to deal with this? 
 
    He didn’t know how much he would be able to take. 
 
    “I think you need to be inspected,” Cassie told him. 
 
    She stepped forward and grabbed him by his collar. She turned him toward the glass building to the left and shoved him up against the smooth plate. 
 
    What he could see was his reflection, yet Justin had to wonder someone on the other side could see him. Was there some woman in an office just a few feet away? Or maybe, on the other side of this glass, there was a huge atrium, and a crowd was gathering? 
 
    He couldn’t know one way or the other. 
 
    “What, what are you doing?” 
 
    “I need to make sure that you aren’t carrying any contraband,” she said. “We will also verify the authenticity of your collar,” said her compatriot. 
 
    “Please, this isn’t necessary. I only came into this city to buy some plasma converters.” 
 
    “Why would a boy need plasma converters? Those are complicated pieces of technology,” Cassie said. She sounded genuinely confused, like she couldn’t imagine a scenario where a boy would have an important career. 
 
    “Let me go. Please?” 
 
    Please? Yes, they had only been teasing him for a couple of seconds, yet he was on the verge of begging once again. 
 
    “That’s the kind of tone you need to start using,” Jennifer pointed out. “If you don’t learn how to behave yourself, you’re not going to go far here.” 
 
    “Fine! Please? Can I please get on with my business?” 
 
    “Too late,” Cassie said as she touched her fingers to his neck, his shoulders, his biceps and forearms. She was patting him down, making sure he didn’t have any weapons. 
 
    It was embarrassing, especially because more women walked by. Not only that, he could hear them snickering and giggling. Most just ignored him. Others enjoyed the show. 
 
    “He’s clean,” Cassie announced. 
 
    Her colleague stepped forward. Jennifer drew some kind of instrument off of her belt. It was square with a set of prongs coming from the center. She held it up, typed in some commands, and started to maneuver it along his body. 
 
    “I’m not getting a clear reading,” she announced. “We are going to need him to be naked.” 
 
    Cassie had let go of him, so Justin managed to spin around. He stared at them. “What?” 
 
    He had already been stripped once. He couldn’t imagine it happening again, especially here. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Jennifer asked, sounding genuinely confused. “You have never been stripped in public before?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “As cute as your modesty might be,” Cassie said quite clearly, “you don’t get a choice in this matter. We either strip you here, or we arrest you, revoking your status as a Registered Male, and take you back to the precinct. Of course, if you aren’t a Registered Male, that would make you Wild, wouldn’t it? And guess what? A cute boy like you would be claimed right away, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Hells, I might claim him myself,” Jennifer said to her colleague. 
 
    “Share him?” Cassie asked. 
 
    Justin’s eyes got huge. They were the size of coins, only then Jennifer held her hand out toward her partner, and Cassie slapped it. It wasn’t quite a high five, but he realized they were messing with him. 
 
    Only then Jennifer looked right back into his eyes. “It’s okay. We’re just playing around. For now. But if you know what’s good for you, you’re going to get naked right now so we can inspect you properly.” 
 
    “Can’t we do the somewhere private?” Justin implored. 
 
    “The station,” Cassie replied, her voice flat. “Is that what you want?” 
 
    “These boys,” Jennifer said with a shake of her head. “I swear, you outline all of their options, and they keep asking questions. What is it about men being airheads? They just don’t know how to think clearly, do they?” She seemed honestly baffled, like she couldn’t comprehend the male sex. 
 
    Right there, Justin worked hard to remain rational about this. Again and again, he tried to tell himself that he didn’t know any of these women, so it wasn’t like it mattered what they thought of him. More importantly, they could tease him or play with him, and it would all be transitory. 
 
    He was doing this for his promotion. 
 
    If he threw a tantrum, lost his temper, or messed up by challenging these women, he would never become a Class Seven Navigator. 
 
    “Fine,” he said, only his voice trembled. He breathed out, puffing his cheeks. “Fine. I will do it right here.” 
 
    “Stop wasting our time,” Cassie said. She grabbed one of his zippers, pulled it down, letting his shirt fall open. 
 
    He shrugged off his outer layers, one after another. He pulled off his boots. Standing there on the concrete should have felt strange, but the ground was far cleaner than anything he would have found in one of the Duchy’s cities. 
 
    Soon he was down to his boxers. 
 
    “Keep going,” Jennifer commanded. She had her baton out, and she motioned for him to obey. 
 
    As far she was concerned, he didn’t need to worry about modesty. He was just a boy, after all. He could be naked like any other animal… 
 
    Hating himself for doing this, Justin pulled off his boxers. He dropped them into the pile with the rest of his clothing, and that’s when the officer started to touch him again. 
 
    It was Cassie this time. She stepped right up to him, she looked into his eyes, and she stroked his cheek, his neck, his chest and his sides. 
 
    “I’m going to give you a friendly piece of advice,” she said. Then she grabbed him by his shoulder and shoved him back up against the glass building. It was cold and raised little bumps down his neck and along his shoulders even as she grabbed his ass. 
 
    Justin tried to comprehend what was about to happen, only he couldn’t imagine this. 
 
    She spanked him! 
 
    She pulled her hand back, brought it down, slapping his ass one, two, three, four, five times. 
 
    When she finished, she said, “You need to remember that you are a boy on this world. This world belongs to women. We are in charge. As far as you’re concerned, we are the goddesses, and you are nothing but a servant. You exist to make our lives better. You don’t need to step out of line. You don’t need to try to think for yourself. Resistance is always a bad idea. Rebellion will always be punished. Understand?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    That’s when Justin saw the other women in his peripheral vision. Some were younger, others older. Some were dresses. Others were in pants or flight suits. 
 
    They were just random people who’d been walking along this particular street when they saw something interesting and amusing: him. They saw Justin getting punished, so they decided to take some time from their busy schedules to enjoy the demonstration. 
 
    “Good,” said the officer. “You get five more.” 
 
    He couldn’t believe it, and he opened his mouth to protest, yet he didn’t get out a single syllable before her hand crashed down again and again. He soon lost himself to that humiliating rush of pain. Then it was over, and the second officer scanned him. It only took a few seconds. Then she chuckled, “Oh, hey. I had this on the wrong setting. We didn’t need him to get naked at all.” 
 
    She laughed, as did the rest of their audience. 
 
    “Ladies,” Cassie said, “I apologize for the disruption. But you know, we have to make sure these boys remain obedient and well-trained.” 
 
    “Thank you!” someone called out. 
 
    As far as these women were concerned, Cassie and Jennifer had just completed an important public service. It was almost impossible to believe, but a cool breeze brushed along his naked body, and that’s when one of the women called out, “thank them!” 
 
    Justin needed a second to comprehend what that was supposed to mean. 
 
    Thank them? Those words were aimed right at him. For the most part, the women seemed focused on the officers. These enforcers did their jobs and protected the civilians. 
 
    And yet, Justin hadn’t been a threat! 
 
    But they wanted to see him humiliated. They wanted him to be reminded of his status as an inferior. 
 
    All the pieces fit together. 
 
    Neither Cassie nor Jennifer said anything, but Justin glanced back at the audience, and that’s when they started to chant. It started quietly, more like a murmur, only then it morphed into something else. Those words turned into a chant. 
 
    “Thank them! Thank them! Thank them!” 
 
    The crowd had demonstrated their gratitude, so it was time for Justin to do the same. After all, they saw Jennifer and Cassie as helping him by teaching him and making sure he didn’t forget where he belonged. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said as he straightened his back and looked back at the officers. 
 
    Almost immediately, the women started to boo and hiss. 
 
    One lady called out, “You can do way better than that!” 
 
    “Pathetic!” 
 
    “Revoke his status! Sell him off to a woman who can train him!” 
 
    Cassie leaned in and whispered to him, “You had better do a better job of thanking us. Remember, you’re a boy. You need to be grateful.” 
 
    He bit back his retort. 
 
    At the same time, he glanced at the women and wondered if he could try to just run away. And yet, he was naked except for the collar around his neck and the chastity belt between his legs. 
 
    “I don’t want to be grateful,” he growled back at her. He was careful to keep his voice low. 
 
    Even as he uttered those words, Justin knew this might be a mistake. Cassie might decide to drag him back to the precinct and add to his humiliation. Instead, she just smirked. 
 
    “This isn’t about what you want. This is about what would all of the other boys need. I know you’re not from around here, but that’s okay. You’re a boy, and that means you suffer from the same faults and inclinations as all of the others. If we don’t keep you on a short leash, you will mess up. It’s just a matter of time.” 
 
    “You don’t even know me!” 
 
    “I know that it’s very good that we keep you locked up,” she said as she reached down and grabbed his crotch. Her fingers brushed along the smooth, flexible metal of his belt. When she came this close, a tremor of desire ran through him. 
 
    Just like that, he started to understand a little bit of what she meant. 
 
    Intellectually, he resented these women. He understood that he was capable of making his own decisions. More importantly, Justin was on a mission. He had real goals and ambitions! 
 
    And yet, despite those explicit ideas, he nonetheless reacted on a purely biological level when she came close. 
 
    Suddenly uncertain of himself, he didn’t quite know what to do. 
 
    Through all of this, the women went back to their chanting. 
 
    “Thank them! Thank them! Thank them!” Not only that, many members of their audience had raised up their data slates. They were recording this in 2D or 3D. 
 
    “Last chance,” Cassie whispered, her voice harsh as she grinned at him. She looked triumphant, like a conquering warlord. This was just a routine stop on a random street in her city, yet she understood how important it could be. 
 
    There was a very good chance Justin would remember this for the rest of his life. But then he glanced over and realized this wasn’t just for his benefit. 
 
    A group of girls—teens probably, all dressed in school or university uniforms—had joined the gathering. And now they could see how real women treated a boy like him. That clique were chanting along with everyone else as they learned from their peers exactly what it meant to be a woman and how to take control and where a boy belonged: on his knees. 
 
    Feeling like he just got punched, Justin lowered himself down. He looked up at Cassie, then Jennifer. After another moment, he dipped his head down. 
 
    Finally, the women around him decided they no longer needed to chant. In fact, it became utterly silent. 
 
    The buzz of hovering vehicles shot by as they drove along the road and through the air. The breeze blew along his body one more time, but it wasn’t strong enough to swallow his words. “Thank you. Thank you for checking on me.” 
 
    That wasn’t good enough. 
 
    “You’re also thankful that we reminded you of your status, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “Good boy,” she said, patting him on the head. 
 
    Jennifer looked out at the audience, “Was that good enough?” 
 
    Justin tensed, his shoulders bunching near his neck as he waited for their verdict. 
 
    He didn’t hear anything. With his eyes shut, he had no idea what these women were about to decide. Like a bunny frozen, trembling, desperate and terrified, Justin stayed right there. He remained on his knees as he waited. 
 
    When they didn’t make a decision immediately, he finally broke. The curiosity raced through him, so he looked up and around. 
 
    Most of the women were nodding or wobbling their heads from side to side. A few whispered back and forth as they debated the merits of his declaration. 
 
    Then he looked back at the girls in their uniforms. They wore black, pleated skirts, navy blue blouses, and most of them were pouting. 
 
    Finally, one of them stepped forward, “Shock him.” She didn’t sound especially confident, almost as though she expected everyone else to waive her idea away as childish or infantile. 
 
    No, not that, not again. 
 
    Justin looked up at the officers even as he gulped. Silently, he attempted to plead with them. His eyes were shining, and he needed them to understand that he couldn’t take that. 
 
    In fact, couldn’t they just spank him again or something? Sure, that’s done, and it’s been humiliating, but it would be better than feeling the blast of agony from the collar. 
 
    “I think that’s an excellent idea,” Cassie decided. Then she surprised everyone by asking, “Have you ever done it before?” 
 
    The girl blanched. Her skin turned white, she glanced down, shook her head, and that’s when Cassie motioned for her to step forward. “I assume you have a data slate?” 
 
    The girl strode toward them. She kept her eyes on Cassie, however, like she didn’t want to risk looking at Justin as though she could provoke him at any moment. 
 
    Cassie said, “It’s okay. He’s just a boy. And hey, remember, he needs you to take control. There’s nothing wrong with that.” 
 
    Justin didn’t know this random girl, yet he yearned to interject. After all, he had just come to this world as a part of a trading mission. Worse, he only visited their city for the opportunity to buy some freaking plasma converters! 
 
    The females surrounding him clearly disagreed. They thought this was far more important. They outnumbered him. More importantly, they had him collared and belted, which was enough to ensure his obedience. 
 
    As Cassie spoke with the young woman, they went back and forth for several seconds. They kept their voices down, however. Justin didn’t know what was being said. 
 
    Only now, the girl nodded to herself, pursed her lips into a determined pout, and then she reached down for her pocket. She pulled out her data slate, typed in some information, stared down, and waited. 
 
    “I have the program,” she announced. 
 
    By this point, most of the other women had left. They had other business to attend to, but all of her friends had waited. They were watching, giggling nervously back and forth. 
 
    This was some kind of rite of passage, he realized. For the first time, this young woman would be in charge of disciplining a boy. 
 
    But Justin wasn’t some random boy! He wasn’t even supposed to be on this freaking planet! 
 
    …If First Officer Renard had known about this, she never would have given him this mission. 
 
    “Okay,” said the student. “I think I’m ready.” 
 
    “As a matter of best practices, you should probably tell him why he is being disciplined.” 
 
    The girl had long blonde hair that fluttered as another breeze puffed by. Inhaling, she filled her lungs, looked at him, and announced, “Boy, you are being punished for your attitude problem. You willfully disrespected these officers, so you get punished.” She made it sound inevitable. 
 
    Justin wished he could say something. There had to be some set of words, some magical phrase or incantation he could use to get these women to change their minds. As he scrambled to think of a good answer, the girl pushed her thumb down against her data slate. 
 
    The device had already synced up with his collar. Apparently, random women could do this if they decided he needed to be disciplined. It wasn’t just law enforcement or officials who had the capacity to punish him… 
 
    Justin didn’t get the chance to brace himself. Perhaps, deep down, he didn’t think a girl from a school or university would have the authority or right to punish him. 
 
    “Boys deserve to be owned,” she said, making those words sound like a mantra. 
 
    Finally, something broke inside of Justin, so he raised his hand, started to rise to his feet, and the words began to vibrate at the base of his throat. Before he uttered the first syllable, the collar activated and delivered the electric pain. His eyes widened, he fell forward, and he soon found himself back on his hands and knees. 
 
    The girl jumped up and down. She kicked her feet into the air as she swung the data slate and her knuckles. “I did it!” Squealing, she rushed over to her friends. They were jumping up and down with her, excited. 
 
    Some of the other women clapped. 
 
    Just like that, she had punished a boy. Certainly, she had enjoyed the authority of being female on this planet before. Men would know to get out of her way. If she encountered boys her own age, they must have been appropriately deferential, especially since they would be raised for subjugation. But still, this was different. 
 
    Justin was an adult, and she had just asserted herself. She had done it once, so she could do it again. And again. And again! 
 
    “Okay, boy,” Cassie said, finally patting him on the head. “You can go.” 
 
      
 
    Justin had quickly grabbed his clothing, ducked into an alley, and stopped at the last moment as he realized that this might have been a mistake. What if some female criminals found him, grabbed him, ripped the collar from his neck, and sold him off? 
 
    The images pulsed behind his eyes, quick and clear. They seemed almost inevitable as the different pieces fit together into that waking nightmare. 
 
    But no. 
 
    This city had a strong police presence, and the women here knew how to maintain order. Justin experienced this again and again. 
 
    Two other pairs of police officer stopped him, checked his data slate, and reviewed his collar. They enjoyed touching on it, pushing him up against the wall, and reminding him of his place. 
 
    Nothing was as intense as what happened with Cassie and Jennifer, but that didn’t make it a pleasant experience. 
 
    Finally, he glanced down and saw the text appear on his own slate: You have reached your destination. 
 
    Justin exhaled, stepped into the shop, and looked around. 
 
    It was darker than he expected. Cramped too. 
 
    After a few seconds, he called out, “Hello?” Even as he spoke, he wondered if maybe he had broken some unspoken rule by asserting himself. 
 
    Then he shook his head. He had only been on this world for a little while, but he was already starting to think like a native born male. 
 
    Straightening his back and puffing out his chest, he waited for someone to approach. This was going to be a negotiation, so he had to take things seriously. 
 
    Then someone stepped out from the back room. She wore a white dress. With her curly red hair, pale skin, and freckles, she looked like she might have belonged on a different planet altogether. Even so, she tilted her head to the side and smiled at him. “Unescorted?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She smirked, “Are you unescorted, boy? Did you get lost? I can help you find your girlfriend or wife if that’s what you need.” She sounded sympathetic, like she might be willing to actually help him. 
 
    But then Justin reminded himself that he didn’t need to be treated like some little kid. “No,” he said, tightening his brows. “I’m not lost. In here to do business. Are you Carolina?” 
 
    “I am,” she said. “What can I do for you, boy?” 
 
    There it was again, that casual remark. She wasn’t trying to insult him, he could tell. And yet, she simply saw him as inferior. Even if she wasn’t from this planet, she had obviously acclimated. 
 
    Fighting to maintain his veneer of professional detachment, Justin said, “I need some plasma converters, plus a few other items.” 
 
    “Send me your list,” she said before pointing down to a sign in front of her counter. 
 
    He saw the digits, typed them into his slate, and sent them off. 
 
    “How much are you looking to spend?” 
 
    “For all of this?” Justin hated this moment. His heart started pounding. When Amelia first told him about this mission, he had assumed the negotiation would be the most difficult part, especially as the adrenaline flared through his body and his heart started kicking faster. 
 
    Justin had encountered merchants who absolutely adored this moment. They savored the negotiation, the dance back and forth as to people tried to entice and will one another into a transaction. They could be silly and theatrical, playful and teasing or they might keep their voices low and threatening. Either way, the deal had to get done, right? Wrong. They could blow it up and waste their time. 
 
    “Ten thousand,” he said. 
 
    Carolina tutted, “No. I don’t think that would be a good answer. Try again, boy.” 
 
    “Ten thousand,” he said again. “No more. I know what plasma converters go for. The other items aren’t that expensive. You’re still making a profit.” His face flushed as he uttered those words. 
 
    “Oh my, I don’t understand why your boss sent a boy for this job. Seriously? Are you sure I can’t just talk to her?” 
 
    “Yes,” he growled back. 
 
    Theoretically, he could have given her Amelia’s contact information, but then he definitely wouldn’t get that promotion. After everything he had gone through, Justin wasn’t about to fail! 
 
    Justin stepped forward, pushed his elbows down against the counter, and looked at her. “Please, I just want to get this job done. Ten thousand?” 
 
    “Twenty,” she replied. 
 
    “That’s twice what they’re worth!” 
 
    “My dear, I don’t think you know how plasma converters work. These are incredibly sensitive pieces of technology.” 
 
    No, they weren’t. Justin wasn’t an engineer like Julia or Trevor, but he knew that they were relatively common pieces of technology. They were somewhat expensive, but they were effectively commodities. People bought and sold them all the time. 
 
    “Look,” he said. “Do you really want to talk yourself out of the deal? I’m giving you a good price.” 
 
    “No,” she said. “You came in here, sauntering around like some excited boy, and now you think you know how things work? Sorry. If you really want to make this happen, you’re going to have to do a lot better.” 
 
    “Twelve,” he said. 
 
    “Nineteen and a half,” she answered. 
 
    “That’s not going to happen.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that? You look like you want to make your boss happy. Besides, how disappointed would she be if you couldn’t even get a few plasma converters for her?” 
 
    “I could always go to someone else,” he pointed out. 
 
    “You’re lucky you found me. Most of the women who deal in converters won’t even sell to a boy.” 
 
    Before Justin could halt the words, he asked, “What? Why not?” 
 
    “Boys are so emotional,” she said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “It’s not really a negotiation. It’s more like you have to deal with a kid. You know?” And she blinked and seemed to remember that she was addressing a male. Rather than look up bashful or chagrined, she just chuckled. “But anyway. Are you going to take my offer or not?” 
 
    “Thirteen,” he said. “And they had better be top of the line.” 
 
    “Nineteen,” she retorted. 
 
    This wasn’t going well. 
 
    Justin glanced over his shoulder and immediately regretted it. This was just one small gesture, but he made it clear he wasn’t willing to walk away, especially since he believed her. 
 
    The other merchants on this street and throughout the city would probably view him as an irritant, not a customer. They wouldn’t be interested in doing business with him. 
 
    In fact, most of the merchants and traders in the city probably viewed him as a product, not a buyer. 
 
    “Eighteen,” he said. “Please?” 
 
    He knew he was paying way too much. 
 
    “Okay,” she allowed. “But only if you beg first.” 
 
    “What? I didn’t even think you were a local,” he said. 
 
    Carolina popped her head from side to side. “Let’s just call this my daily ration of entertainment. You’re a cute boy, and I think you would look really good on your knees. Just get on your knees and beg. You can do it. I mean, you really want those plasma converters, don’t you?” 
 
    Yes. He did. Badly. 
 
    If he messed the transaction up at this point, then everything else he had gone through would be meaningless. 
 
    “Does that price include the delivery?” 
 
    “You know it,” she said. “Your boss will have her plasma converters before you even get back to your ship.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    Carolina stepped to the side, opened up a side doorway, and now he had access to the space behind the counter. Justin stepped forward, and that’s when she touched a hand to the corner of her mouth. “Actually, I don’t think I just want you to beg. I think you’re paying so much for your owner, so you should do some tricks instead.” 
 
    “Tricks?” Justin asked with a sickening feeling. 
 
    “That’s right,” she said. “I’m thinking that I can sell you those plasma converters if you show me you are a good dog for your owner.” 
 
    “I’m not a dog and I don’t have an owner!” 
 
    When Carolina stepped forward, Justin should have retreated back. He could have slipped beyond her reach, especially because she didn’t look like she was going to fight him. But instead, he foolishly decided to hold his ground because he wanted to prove something to her. 
 
    She grabbed him by his collar and gave it a gentle tug. 
 
    “Oh?” Carolina asked. “What are you wearing?” 
 
    His jaw clenched as his lips hardened. 
 
    “Answer me, boy. If you don’t, you might as well leave right now.” 
 
    They may have agreed to a price, but the Malfolio didn’t have its plasma converters yet. 
 
    “What are you wearing?” Carolina asked again. Clearly, she reveled in teasing him about this, especially because he tried to hold out. She knew she would succeed. It was an inevitability, yet Justin kept fighting so hard to hold out. 
 
    His best efforts were adorable! 
 
    “A collar,” he finally confessed. 
 
    “And who needs to wear collars?” 
 
    “Dogs,” he said. 
 
    “So what does that make you, boy?” 
 
    “A dog,” he admitted. “It makes me a dog.” 
 
    “Very nice,” she said, patting him on the cheek. “Now, are you ready to do those tricks?” 
 
    Carolina stepped back, jumped up onto the counter, and sat there, perching in place with her legs dangling a few inches above the floor. Stretching her arms back behind her, she relaxed and waited for Justin to give her a show. 
 
    “Fine. But if I do this, you’ll sell them to us for eighteen?” 
 
    “Bark, bark, puppy dog.” 
 
    “I’m serious,” he said. 
 
    “And so am I,” she retorted. 
 
    Justin took a slow breath as he tried to figure out exactly what he should do. Perhaps he could confront her, stride forward, and show her that he wasn’t messing around. This might have been a mild diversion for her, especially if moving a few plasma converters wouldn’t mean much to her bottom line. 
 
    “I bet your status as a Registered Male won’t last much longer…” Carolina said to him. 
 
    Tensing up, he knew she was correct. 
 
    That’s why he lowered himself down onto his hands and knees. He felt like an animal before her. When he raised his gaze, she wiggled her toes within her sandals. 
 
    “That’s where you belong, isn’t it, puppy boy?” 
 
    Puppy boy. The words slammed into him, but he couldn’t do anything. 
 
    “Speak, boy.” 
 
    He barked for her. He went, “Wruff! Wruff!” The sound wasn’t at all authentic, but that wasn’t the point. Justin didn’t need to behave like an actor; he simply had to obey and give this woman whatever she wanted. He satisfied her whims, which made her smile as she enjoyed seeing him down there. 
 
    Then she reached for one of the alcoves set behind the counter, and she pulled out a rubber ball. 
 
    Oh no. 
 
    When Justin saw it, he grimaced, slid his head down, and tried to think of some way to get her to change her mind. Again and again, he told himself that he had come this far. Besides, it didn’t really matter since no one else would see this. After today, he promised himself he would never return to the Dawn Star Confederation. 
 
    “Get it, dog. You seem to be so interested in fetching. Show me what you can do!” Just like that, she tossed the ball, it bounced against the floor and started to roll. 
 
    Justin began to stand, she clicked her tongue and shook her head. With an aggravating wag of her finger, she called out, “No, no. That’s not how dogs go.” 
 
    She expected him to crawl. 
 
    This concept was simple enough, yet he still hesitated. 
 
    “If you don’t fetch fast enough, I might decide you aren’t a very good dog and don’t deserve those treats.” 
 
    Those treats: she meant the plasma converters, not to mention the rest of the supplies he was supposed to secure for the Malfolio. 
 
    Refusing to give up, he scurried along. He rushed on his hands and knees, crawling. 
 
    It felt strange. 
 
    The sounds of her laughter steeped down into him, reminding Justin of how this woman saw him. But it wasn’t just Carolina. Every woman on this planet would see him just like this, as a dog. 
 
    Maybe someone would view him as a potential pet. Others would see him as a beast of burden. A few might view him as some wild creature, something potentially dangerous. But each and every one of these females would refuse to see him as anything other than an animal. 
 
    “You’re doing such a good job,” she said. “At this rate, I can start to understand why your commander sent you out here. You must be a very good boy.” 
 
    She didn’t really mean that. The words still dug down into him as he crawled over to the ball. He saw it, reached for it, and he heard her chiding tone all over again, “No. No. That’s not how dogs fetch, and you know it.” 
 
    He understood precisely what she meant. 
 
    Still, he didn’t know if he could do this. 
 
    Carolina taunted him again, “For the plasma converters.” 
 
    He parted his lips, leaned down, and wished he could just use his hand again. But then he wrapped his mouth around the ball, bit into the bitter rubber, and he lifted his head up. When he turned around, he found her pointing her data slate at him. 
 
    She tapped a button, and she snapped a picture. “For my collection,” she said. 
 
    With a sickening twist in his gut, he realized she must have done this to plenty of boys. 
 
    Excited now, she slapped her thigh, “Here, boy. Come here. That’s right. Show me what you can do.” 
 
    He grimaced, and that only made her laugh even more. 
 
    Theoretically, Justin should have rushed ahead to get this over with. Even so, something inside of him froze as he remained there on his knuckles and knees. Only the length of a room separated them, but he still had to crawl back toward her. 
 
    If he did this, he would show her that she really could seize control, that he was just another boy who could be owned. 
 
    But she had those plasma converters. 
 
    She had everything he needed. 
 
    And if he messed it up here, then getting teased and mocked, stripped, poked, prodded and humiliated would mean nothing. 
 
    Besides, she would still have that picture. 
 
    The women on this world didn’t view men as competent, rational beings, but he needed to prove them wrong. Unfortunately for him, that meant crawling. 
 
    He rushed forward on his knuckles and knees and found himself right there below her dangling feet. 
 
    Carolina slid off of the edge of the counter and crouched down. She had her palm right below the ball. He let go, and she caught it. 
 
    Then she reached up with her free hand, and she tousled his hair. She brushed her fingers along the sides of his ears, down the back of his neck and along his collar before stroking his chest. As she played with him, he tried not to react. After everything he had gone through, his body was tensed and primed. He felt his cock twitch again. The desires flared through him. He wasn’t even attracted to this woman, yet that contact still sparked something within him. 
 
    “Okay, very nicely done,” she said. 
 
    Horrified, he watched as she cocked her arm back and threw the ball. 
 
    Again? 
 
    Carolina didn’t hesitate. The merchant called out, her voice a high-pitched squeal of excitement, “Go get it, boy. Go get the ball, boy. Go on. You can do it. I know you can do it.” 
 
    His eyes widened as he practically glowed with unadulterated shock. His lungs seemed to contract as he took one quick puff after another, but now he could hear the ball balance. 
 
    “Go fetch, dog.” 
 
    He had hoped one instance would be enough. 
 
    He had been wrong. 
 
    Hating himself for giving her exactly what she wanted for a second time, he turned around. This time, Justin didn’t even try to stand. He may have been a system-class navigator, yet he found himself crawling around on the floor of her shop because she didn’t have anything better to do. 
 
    He scurried along, found the ball, bowed his head down, picked it up between his teeth. Then he turned again, and he watched as she motioned for him to come right back. She slapped her thigh. “Here, boy!” 
 
    He rushed over to her, bent his head down, and that’s when she smiled at him. “Very nicely done. I’m very proud of you.” 
 
    When Justin heard the door open with an electronic chime, he exhaled with relief. Obviously, this was going to be a customer, so they would need to finish their business quickly. After that, the plasma converters would be on their way to the Malfolio back at Port Delta, and he could make his way out of this cursed city. 
 
    “Hey, Annika,” Carolina said. 
 
    Justin made a little whimpering sound as he held the ball. He shook his head before nodding quickly, almost enthusiastically as he tried to get her attention. 
 
    But it was too late. 
 
    The trader had stood up and turned around to face the entrance to her shop. She was no longer interested in the dog down on the floor. 
 
    “How are things today?” came a female voice. Younger. 
 
    “Things were pretty busy earlier, then they slowed it down, but you want to see something fun?” 
 
    Oh no, he thought. 
 
    Glaring at Carolina from his spot on the floor, he tried to control her with the force of his will. He needed to believe that he could bend the universe around him with the depth of his desire and determination. Don’t do it. Don’t you dare do it. I’m a paying customer! 
 
    “Sure thing,” Annika said. 
 
    He heard those footsteps, blanched and stared down. In this first couple of seconds, he grimaced, only then he heard her laugh. 
 
    Justin glanced up, and he saw her. She looked like she was in her late-twenties. Lithe. She wore black, pants that clung to her curves. A silver pendant hung from her right thigh, her dark blue halter top almost shimmered under the light, and she had a matching streak of cobalt through her blonde hair. 
 
    “You really like playing with these boys, don’t you?” 
 
    “What can I say?” Carolina asked. “They remind me of home.” 
 
    “Someday, you’re going to have to take me back to Arboreal Primus,” Annika said. 
 
    “Anything for my favorite niece,” Carolina replied. 
 
    “So what does this one want?” 
 
    “Right now? I think he wants to give someone the ball.” 
 
    It was true. With the rubber wedged between his teeth, he obviously couldn’t speak. At the same time, he felt like he needed to stay down on his hands and knees. It was utterly ridiculous, yet he didn’t know what to do. 
 
    “No,” she said. “I’m talking about the deal. I assume he didn’t come in here and volunteer to be a dog. Or did he?” 
 
    If Drake hoped that this girl might distract the merchant from her game, he must have been disappointed because Annika stepped around the counter, marched over to him with perfect confidence, crouched down, and seemed to examine the mostly naked male. Then she reached for the side of his head and stroked his face. 
 
    Justin needed to turn his head away, but there was something alluring about her touch. 
 
    It was gentle, soft and teasing, playful and relaxing all at the same time. 
 
    In that moment, he allowed himself to surrender to her tender ministrations. It was easier than fighting. Perhaps he had simply been burned out by the humiliation. Or maybe the women of this world were right, and men had a natural inclination to serve. 
 
    No. Justin refused to accept that idea. If these women ever succeeded, then men throughout the universe would be collared, trapped in chastity cages, stripped naked, put on display, and taught nothing but domestic service. They would cook and clean, not because it was necessary, but because it was “good for them”. 
 
    Dipping his head down now, Justin could already imagine hearing the justifications. They seemed to echo inside of his head with the different voices he had heard that day. The police officers, Cassie and Jennifer. They could say something like, “Boys get into mischief when you leave them alone.” This woman here, “you want to be a pet. You want to be a dog. You can’t help it. This is your natural inclination. This is who you were meant to be. It’s genetic!” Yes, he was sure they would use some pseudoscience nonsense to justify the oppression of males. Or what about that girl back at Port Delta, the one with the cybernetic irises? She might just snort and say, “I don’t have to prove anything. I know where you belong.” 
 
    His throat clenched, and he grimaced at just how much he had learned. 
 
    Normally, when Justin visited a new world, the baseline expectations remained the same. Sure, some cultures had their idiosyncrasies when it came to rude hand gestures, how to blow one’s nose in public, or when it might be appropriate to spit. But this? This is completely different! 
 
    The women here didn’t see him as a person! 
 
    As all of this ran through his head, Annika kept stroking him. Her fingers brushed along the back of his neck, just above the collar. “What was he buying?” 
 
    “Plasma converters, plus a couple of other sundry supplies,” Carolina replied. 
 
    Annika jerked her hand away immediately, almost as though she thought Justin might explode at some random moment. 
 
    He kept his head down. It was easier this way. 
 
    But then the women were whispering back and forth frantically to one another. 
 
    What was this? What was going on? 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” Carolina finally asked. 
 
    “We need to be sure,” Annika replied. Their voices had risen now. He could clearly make out what they were saying. 
 
    If he hadn’t already worked so hard to get those plasma converters, Justin probably would have sought out another merchant. Then again, finding someone who would be willing to work with a man would be difficult. This was his best shot. 
 
    “Okay then,” Carolina said. “I will take care of it.” 
 
    “No,” Annika said, speaking quickly. “Let me do it.” 
 
    “Are you sure? Have you ever handled something like this?” 
 
    “Feel free to supervise,” said the girl with the blue streak. 
 
    What were they talking about? What was going on? 
 
    But then, Annika came back and crouched down in front of him. 
 
    She touched the underside of his chin. He still had the ball in his mouth. 
 
    “Are you working for them?” 
 
    His brows creased, he grimaced, and he tried to shake his head, but her fingernails still pressed against his skin. Something had shifted in her expression. Her gaze had become sharper, more intent. She wasn’t just playing with a random puppy dog now. 
 
    “I’m serious,” she said, her tone flat. 
 
    Ridiculously, Justin murmured something, but he couldn’t actually make the words work. 
 
    “Stand up,” she ordered. 
 
    He obeyed. It felt better to be on his feet anyway, especially because he was taller than Annika by several inches. Still, that advantage didn’t seem to change anything. She was still a competent woman who understood precisely what was going on while he was a stranger on this world. 
 
    Things had shifted again, he realized. 
 
    “Last chance,” she said. “I’m sure you don’t want to disappoint your owner, but you are going to tell me the truth. Who are you working for?” 
 
    Justin reached up for the ball, but Annika got impatient. She grabbed it from his mouth and set it on the counter. It started to roll except she didn’t seem to care. 
 
    “I already told Carolina,” he replied. “I’m the Navigator aboard the Malfolio, a corvette-class courier ship. I’m just interested in getting another set of plasma converters, and—” 
 
    The words broke off as she grabbed him by his wrist and yanked. Moving with more confidence than he had ever seen anyone possess, she dragged him back through the doorway at the rear of the shop. Suddenly, they were in a back room. 
 
    Cluttered with converters, lifters, anti-grav generators, pulse-rays, and more, this place probably would’ve brought a special kind of serenity to the twins. 
 
    Justin didn’t stay for long. Still holding onto his wrist like he was some little kid, Annika dragged him through another doorway. This room was much smaller and pretty much completely empty. 
 
    What were they doing here? 
 
    Annika didn’t stop. She dragged him over to the wall, put her hand on his chest, and she shoved him back. Confusion played across his face. Maybe it was the uncertainty that allowed her to manipulate him so easily. But then she grabbed both of his arms, and she brought them up to a seemingly random set of empty spots. 
 
    Only they weren’t random, and they weren’t empty. 
 
    His hands pressed down against the wall, activating ascent of sensors. Purple energy fields encircled his wrists, trapping him. 
 
    “What is this? What’s going on? I already told you the truth!” 
 
    She kicked his legs apart, and another set of restraints activated. The purple energy trapped his legs just as thoroughly as his wrists. 
 
    “Did you?” Annika asked. 
 
    “Yes!” Justin said as the exasperation rippled through his voice. “What is wrong with you people? I just came here to buy some plasma converters. That’s all! 
 
    “Really? That’s all?” Annika asked. She jabbed him in the chest, moved her hand along his body, and cupped the side of his neck beneath her fingertips. “Here’s the thing, Justin Drake, Navigator aboard the Malfolio,” she uttered those words like he might have been cleverly crafted lies, “The Amici Syndicate is working to corner the market on plasma converters. I just talked to one of my friends, and she tells me that they are trying to buy every single one up. If they can cause a shortage, their supplies will become ten times more valuable.” 
 
    “I have never, ever heard of the Amici Syndicate!” Justin growled back. 
 
    “I don’t believe you,” she said. “So this is what’s going to happen. I’m going to do a deep dive on your background check. Don’t worry. It will only take a couple of hours.” As she spoke, she reached into his pocket and took his status slate. “This should speed things along, assuming it isn’t a counterfeit.” 
 
    His eyes bugged, “Hours?” 
 
    “Don’t worry. If you’re lucky, there’ll be plenty of time for you to get back to your ship, assuming there is a ship at all.” 
 
    “Yes, there is a ship!” 
 
    “Don’t make too much noise. I would hate to have to gag you,” she said. 
 
    Annika turned back and started to saunter out of the room. 
 
    “No, wait. Please. There has to be something I can tell you. There has to be some way for me to prove that I’m telling the truth!” 
 
    Annika stopped at the doorway and glanced over her shoulder. Their eyes met, and she didn’t bother to hide that little sneer that pulled at the corners of her mouth. Normally, this girl was quite beautiful. She was exotic and strange, especially with that blue streak running through the golden strands of her hair. 
 
    But at that moment, she was obviously a predator. This woman was a huntress, and she intended to catch her prey. She didn’t believe him, but she wouldn’t let him threaten their livelihood either. 
 
    “Don’t do this. Please, don’t!” 
 
    “Stay quiet,” she commanded. 
 
      
 
    The door closed, and the lights turned off just a few seconds later. 
 
    Breathing through his nostrils, he glared straight ahead into the dark as he tried to figure something out. The hot frustration seemed to ebb and flow through his body. At one moment, he felt especially strong, like Justin could just rip this wall apart with nothing but his aggression and ferocity. 
 
    Moments later, he would slump forward, exhausted. 
 
    This happened several times. 
 
    He couldn’t believe that this girl had just dragged him in here and practically chained him to the wall. 
 
    His eyes started to adjust. The purple shackles around his wrists and ankles let off a faint light. It was just enough for him to see the outline of this empty room. 
 
    They used it to store males, Justin realized. He had to wonder how often they had been in a position like this. Carolina was a merchant; she probably bought and sold anything she could get her hands on. If a young man happened by, perhaps she would sell him. 
 
    Did that mean she did this illegally? 
 
    Justin gulped as he realized he could be sold off at any moment. Then he felt the collar around his neck, and it actually reassured him. 
 
    No, he couldn’t be sold. He was a Registered Male. That meant he had some legal protections. 
 
    Didn’t it? 
 
    Obviously, Justin didn’t know much about the local laws and regulations. Still, he had to make some basic assumptions. Property rights mattered throughout the galaxy, so things shouldn’t be too much different here. 
 
    He grimaced as he realized that that he had to think of himself as a piece of property to feel better. 
 
    Again, he vowed he was never going to come back to this planet. Once he got off of this world, he would do his best not even to think about it! 
 
    And yet, he also wondered at their success. 
 
    Up until today, Justin hadn’t worried too much about politics. He existed in a fairly privileged position. There weren’t many people who could serve as navigators, so he had known his skills would always be in demand. 
 
    Except here. 
 
    Justin wondered what would happen if he reminded his captors that he had a valuable skill. 
 
    Would that make them want to keep him as a slave? 
 
    No. 
 
    Even if it would be economically advantageous to use his talents and abilities, they would instead want to keep him as a servant or a pet. 
 
    That raised a different question. 
 
    Justin, like so many other people, didn’t pay too much attention to the rest of the galaxy. Yes, he had his specific interests, but he usually just stayed “informed” by scanning the headlines. He never did any deep analyses of intergalactic politics or how the various planets interacted with one another. 
 
    He was secure. He was set. He didn’t need to worry, so he could ignore most of the universe. And like so many other people, if confronted with this idea, he could just shrug and say something like, “It’s too complicated.” And he might’ve been right about that part too. 
 
    Then his thoughts came back to the shackles around his wrists and ankles. Worse, he had to endure the passage of one second after another. 
 
    Justin knew what was happening. Time was going by. 
 
    He only had a couple of hours. 
 
    Again and again, he told himself that he would be able to rush back to Port Delta and get aboard a ship. Just like that, he would be safe. He wouldn’t need to worry about these women or what they might want to do with him. 
 
    Better yet, maybe he could get to a communication terminal, contact First Officer Renard and have her liaise with the local authorities. Maybe they could get an extension on his status as a Registered Male. 
 
    As a navigator, he routinely came up with different strategies and approaches. He tried to do the same thing here, only he had no idea if any of that could possibly work. 
 
    He had to hope. 
 
    Then he glanced back at the restraints. 
 
    He had to wonder how these women had access to this kind of technology. The Duchy had been experimenting with various kinds of energy fields, but they weren’t in common usage. 
 
    It made him wonder what other sorts of technologies they had, which brought him back to his headline-awareness of interstellar politics. The Dawn Star Confederation had claimed several planets over the last two years. When he first noticed that, he didn’t think it was a big deal. 
 
    Yes, there had been a few skirmishes, but those battles hadn’t been especially large or bloody. 
 
    Was their technology really so much more advanced? How could that be? 
 
    At the same time, Justin bit down on the tip of his tongue as he came to a possible conclusion. Women really were superior, and the society would be so much better off with them in charge. Maybe the same could be true of the Duchy. 
 
    Right as those thoughts flashed between his ears, he discarded them. That idea was absolutely ridiculous. No. Telling the male half of society that it wasn’t allowed to work, experiment, or innovate wouldn’t allow these women to develop technologies faster. 
 
    There had to be something else. 
 
    Unfortunately, Justin just didn’t know much about their society. He had never seen the need before. 
 
    As his thoughts chased themselves in circles, he started to think about his collar again—his collar and the steady progression of seconds into minutes, minutes into hours… 
 
     Locked in the dark and utterly helpless, Justin had no idea how much time really went by. 
 
    He could lose himself in his thoughts, but did that take ten minutes or an hour? 
 
    At the same time, he grimaced when he imagined that girl playing around with his data slate. 
 
    Like everyone else, he had files and images, clips and more that he didn’t want anyone else to see. 
 
    Then the door opened. 
 
    Justin quickly tried to assess how much time had elapsed. 
 
    Ultimately, he had to conclude that he had no idea, none whatsoever. 
 
    It was infuriating, but the lights came back on as Annika sauntered into the room. Illumination hit his eyes, so he blinked and turned his head from side to side as he waited for his pupils to adjust. 
 
    When he blinked again, he found that girl with the yellow hair and blue streak standing in front of him. 
 
    “Please tell me you’re about to let me go,” he growled. 
 
    “Inconclusive,” she replied. 
 
      
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I did a deep analysis of your data slate, but I couldn’t find proof one way or the other.” 
 
    “That’s not fair,” he said. “You’re trying to prove a negative. Have you contacted the Malfolio? Have you talked to my First Officer?” 
 
    “I tried,” Annika replied. “She wouldn’t accept my communication request.” 
 
    Right then, Justin would have stamped his foot if there hadn’t been a set of energy fields binding him to the wall. 
 
    “That’s why we’re going to have to go with a more traditional interrogation.” 
 
    “What.” His answer sounded so much more like a statement than a question. He just stared at her, uncomprehending. 
 
    “Look,” he said. “You can just let me go. You don’t have to sell me the plasma converters.” 
 
    “But if you are an Amici agent, I need to know it,” she said. “I need to know who’s working for them. More importantly, I need to understand if they are actually training boys to work as mules.” 
 
    “I’m not an agent! I don’t even know anything about the stupid planet!” 
 
    “Because if you were an agent, you would just tell me?” She shook her head. “Unfortunately, it’s not that simple.” 
 
    “Then escort me back to my ship!” 
 
    “That could be an ambush,” she said. “I know how dangerous the Amici Syndicate can be.” 
 
    As the frustration welled inside of his chest, he twisted and pulled against his restraints. He jerked from side to side, yanking as hard as he could. His muscles tensed and flexed as he fought, but he couldn’t slip free. 
 
    Those bands of directed, kinetic energy held him perfectly in place. His wrists and ankles didn’t move a single millimeter. 
 
    “If you are innocent, accept my apologies now,” she said without any hint of remorse or shame. Instead, she lifted her data slate, hit a button, and that’s when his world exploded. 
 
    The collar activated. Technically, this was probably designed for behavioral control. It was designed to make sure that he, as a Registered Male, didn’t misbehave. He needed to be an appropriately docile and deferential boy, which meant that any woman had the right to punish him whenever she saw fit. 
 
    If he had been owned, then maybe she would have put special locks on his collar so that random women wouldn’t be able to punish him. 
 
    But he wasn’t owned. He wasn’t a slave, so he couldn’t enjoy those protections. 
 
    That’s why a random stranger like Annika could unleash the electrical torrents. 
 
    They shot through his body, making him twitch and writhe. 
 
    Then it stopped, he dropped back down, hanging there from the purple bands of energy. 
 
    Annika put her hand underneath his chin, and she forced him to look up into her eyes. “You didn’t like that, did you?” 
 
    His mouth was dry now. He licked his lips, “No…”  
 
    “And you don’t want me to do that again, do you?”  
 
    “No,” he said again. 
 
    “Then tell me who you work for.” 
 
    He repeated everything from before. 
 
    She squinted at him as though she might be able to discern the truth from the expression on his face. Apparently, his answer remained “inconclusive” 
 
    “No, don’t do it. Don’t you dare!” Even as he snarled those words, her thumb descended onto her data slate, so another burst of electricity shot through him. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she said as a point of consolation. “The control collars have been very specifically designed for the most advanced OA technology available. It might hurt, but you won’t suffer any kind of damage, either in the short term or the long term. This is perfectly safe.” 
 
    “Then why don’t you put on one of these collars?” Justin demanded in moment to the pain dissipated from his body. 
 
    “I’m not a boy,” she said, looking at him like he was crazy. “I don’t need to be controlled.” 
 
    “You have no right to control me!” Justin shot back. 
 
    “We are getting off topic,” she pointed out. She stroked his cheek, looked into his eyes, and said, “Are you sure you don’t want to confess?” 
 
    “I have nothing to confess!” 
 
    “Let’s try this again,” she said. “I can increase the setting. That might make it easier for you.” 
 
    His eyes flickered with fear. Instinctively, he tried to jerk his arm out and grab the data slate from her. Obviously, he couldn’t move his arm. He flexed his elbow, strained his shoulder, and leaned out a little bit, but that was all he could manage. 
 
    Annika at him trapped, and she knew it. 
 
    “No, wait!” 
 
    Too late. Annika pushed the button. 
 
    Another blaze of electricity shot through his body. He didn’t understand the energy or how it worked. All he knew for certain was that his thoughts disappeared, and the world got swallowed by that searing jolt of agony. 
 
    He fell forward again, dropping down and hanging there from his restraints. 
 
    “I want you to know that I don’t enjoy doing this,” she said. “In fact, I am angry on your behalf.” 
 
    Justin glanced up at her, but he couldn’t bring himself to speak. He could hardly catch his breath. 
 
    “It’s true,” Annika said as though he had disagreed with her. “This isn’t fair to you. I understand that. We are talking about politics and inter-trade strife. It’s not fair that someone would get a bunch of boys involved. I mean, you should be back in a kitchen somewhere, baking cookies. You know?” 
 
    His nostrils twitched, and he wished he could grab this girl. Again, he pictured what things might be like if she had a collar around her neck. 
 
    Maybe she didn’t like that expression on his face because she tapped the controller again. 
 
    This next spark of pain only lasted for a moment, but it made him throw his head down again. 
 
    “I’m a navigator! I’m not even from this planet!” 
 
    “Right…” She raised her hand and tapped her finger against the corner of her cheek. Then she surprised him, “Do you think I’m attractive?” 
 
    Like so many other boys, Justin couldn’t stop himself. He glanced up and reflexively assessed this young woman. 
 
    Yes. 
 
    The answer pulsed behind his eyes, although he almost wished she weren’t quite so beautiful. It wasn’t fair that Carolina’s niece could tease him like this. With her hair parted down the middle, she had that cute, blue streak. She had full lips, that small nose, those big eyes, and he almost wished he could just reach out and fondle her breasts. 
 
    It had to be the pain. It had to be interrogation. It was hard for Justin to think clearly or put his ideas together. 
 
    Despite knowing all of this, he didn’t answer right away. “Why, why are you even asking?” 
 
    “Because pain obviously isn’t going to work. Maybe we can try something else?” 
 
    She held up her data slate again, pressed a couple of buttons, and that’s when the interlocking plates of his chastity belt pulled apart, the materials disappearing or phasing into one another. He still had no idea how the technology worked, but it reset itself into a single disc. 
 
    She grabbed it, slipped it into her pocket, and looked down at his naked body. 
 
    She stepped forward, cupped his balls in the palm of her hand, and started to tease him. 
 
    She played with him, her movements expert and practiced as though she had done this before. 
 
    “If you’re really not from this world, then you shouldn’t be able to handle this, should you?” 
 
    He raised his head, pushed the back of his skull against the wall, and closed his eyes as the sensations coursed through him. 
 
    Yes! That felt incredible. 
 
    After the rigorous punishment of his collar, not to mention the frustration of hours of waiting, Justin embraced her touch. On some level, he knew this was a terrible decision. He should have fought as hard as he could. Maybe he should have snarled, growled, grunted, or promised to fight back. 
 
    And yet, he enjoyed this taste of freedom. 
 
    Having his manhood locked up, bound by the will of these women had been humiliating. 
 
    In this moment, he embraced of the thought that he might get to be close to Julia. He remembered the contours of her face, the curves of her lips, the way she smiled, the sound of her giggle, those details and so much more. 
 
    The girl with the blue streak pulled her hand back. 
 
    “Would you like an orgasm?” Her question sounded warm enough, yet there was a certain air of clinical detachment. 
 
    Justin blinked, opened his eyes, and looked at her again. 
 
    She was closer than he had expected, standing right there. She could have leaned forward and kissed him. 
 
    He tried not to yearn for the taste of her lips or the feel of her tongue against his. Although his insides tensed, he knew that wasn’t going to happen. 
 
    This girl craved information and nothing else. 
 
    Still, Justin nodded his head. “Yes. Yes. I want one. I want one so badly,” he confessed. 
 
    “Then you just have to tell me the truth. Who are you working for?” 
 
    “Amelia Renard of the Malfolio,” he gasped back. 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” She leaned in a little more. Only a few inches separated them now. 
 
    He studied the shine of her eyes, the angle of her nose, and that the way her blue streak seemed to sparkle. At the same time, she reached one hand beneath his scrotum, and she stroked the underside of his balls with two fingers. With her other hand, she massaged to the base of his shaft. She squeezed and released, squeezed and released, squeezed and released, setting this delightful rhythm that sent streaks of arousal burning across his psyche. 
 
    On some level, Justin understood that this was a purely biochemical response, but she was so gorgeous. Not only that, he was trapped. Knowing he had no control over what she did somehow increased his sensitivity. 
 
    It reminded him of a friend from the navigational training academy. “The availability of supplies can be just as good as actually using them,” he once said. “It’s like if you have a headache. It hurts more if you know that there aren’t any analgesics around. But if you have that pill in the palm of your hand, knowing you can take it when you want will diminish the pain. You don’t even have to take the pill. It’s availability might be good enough.” 
 
    At the time, Justin thought this was irrational. It didn’t make sense. Tools and supplies only became relevant when they were used. But then, Justin made this point to Instructor Delgado. Delgado taught military navigation and a strategic maneuvering. He had laughed, “Your friend is right,” he pointed out. “Just go back to that ancient doctrine of Mutually Assured Destruction. Weapons don’t have to be used for them to have an effect.” 
 
    Justin had never really understood, not until this moment. 
 
    She kept touching him and teasing him, working him up. 
 
    With his arms and legs bound, Drake couldn’t do anything to stop this girl. Annika had access to his body, and she could tease him, touch him, and stimulate him however she liked. 
 
    He could hate it and rage against his bonds, yet he couldn’t stop those desires from sneaking past his defenses. 
 
    “Look at how hard you are,” she said. “It’s always so fascinating. Boys never want to admit it, but your bodies make you inferior. Sure, you might be taller or stronger, but this is the real disadvantage you face, isn’t it, boy?” 
 
    Justin didn’t say anything. 
 
    The young woman poised in front of him demanded, “Who do you work for? Go on. You can tell me. It’s not a big deal. You don’t need to feel ashamed. I will send you right back to her, and you probably won’t get in any trouble. It’s not like anyone expects a boy to be a useful spy.” 
 
    “I’m not a spy!” 
 
    Right then, Justin started to wonder if maybe he should lie to her. 
 
    Yeah, he could tell her, he really was an agent for the Amici Syndicate (whoever they were or whatever it did). He could lie, tell her what she wanted to hear, and—what then? She would send him back, but they wouldn’t know who he was. It wasn’t like this girl would just release him! 
 
    Baring his teeth, he glanced to his left, then his right. He strained as hard as he could against of the purple bands of force holding into the wall. 
 
    Then his strength gave out as she continued to touch him and teased him, driving him wild. Fresh waves of agonizing desire shot through his body. It felt so good, but she wasn’t about to let him get off. 
 
    “When was the last time?” Annika asked, her voice low and tantalizing now. “When was the last time you enjoyed release? This morning? Yesterday? Days ago? Weeks ago?” 
 
    Justin didn’t answer. He tried to stay silent and detached. He didn’t want this young woman to think she could influence or control him despite the inevitable evidence to the contrary. 
 
    “Stop this. Please…” Justin begged, his voice tightening once again. 
 
    With expert precision, she touched him and teased him. She must have noticed something about the color of his cheeks or maybe it was how his breath caught in his throat. Either way, she stopped. She kept her hands there, one cupping his balls, the other snugly fitted around his cock. 
 
    Unable to help himself or resist the temptation, Justin tried to jerk his hips forward. He wanted to rub himself against her. 
 
    “Horny dog,” she chided him. 
 
    He grimaced again, biting down. Hoping to preserve some sliver of his dignity, Justin stopped. He pulled his hips back and pressed his buttocks up against the wall. 
 
    “You poor boy,” she said. “You must really hate this. All you have to do is tell me.” She dropped her voice to a sultry whisper. “Just think about how good it would feel. Maybe I could give you a very, very special treat. I could push you down onto the floor right there and just ride you. You would like that, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    Justin closed his eyes and his imagination snapped in that exact direction. He pictured this girl with her long hair bouncing against her shoulders as she would slide up and down the length of his manhood. She would ride him so hard, and it would feel incredible. He would embrace the tension of her body surrounding his. Her slit would capture and imprison his manhood. But it would feel so wonderful! 
 
    Yes, yes, yes! Please! 
 
    Those impulses raced through him, but Justin knew he couldn’t give her something he didn’t possess. 
 
    “Please…” Justin tried again. “I don’t know anything about the Amici Syndicate!” 
 
    “Sure, you don’t,” she said. She started teasing him again. 
 
    Then she stopped. 
 
    She teased him some more. 
 
    Then she stopped. 
 
    She stroked and massaged him, fondling him and working him up. 
 
    Then she leaned forward. Although her touch was just a soft caress at this point, it still triggered those desperate urges. The gentle motions of her fingers against his flesh felt like some whispered message he needed to hear. He could strain, but he couldn’t quite get there. He couldn’t put the outlines of those syllables together. 
 
    “Come on,” she chided him. “Go on. I’m sure you don’t want me to lock you back up. And hey, you don’t have much time left before your status is revoked. That would be really unfortunate, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Please!” 
 
    “You know, Wild Males get hunted like animals. I mean, that’s assuming you aren’t just claimed right away. I wonder what the Amici Syndicate would do if they knew that I had kept you for myself.” 
 
    “You, you wouldn’t do that,” he protested. 
 
    “What makes you so sure, Justin? You’re a cute boy. I’m sure I could have a lot of fun with you.” 
 
    “I don’t know anything,” he said again. 
 
    “Usually, that’s what a woman expects to hear from a boy. But not this time, Justin.” She patted his cheeks, leaned in again, and she nibbled on his earlobe. She dragged her incisors along his skin. It hurt. It felt incredible! 
 
    Then there was her whisper again, tantalizingly soft and warm against the inner contours of his ear. “If you tell me right now, I could go down on you. You would like that, wouldn’t you? Most girls would never do something like that, but I know how dirty boys like it. There must be something so guilty and twisted and naughty about a female going down on a guy.” 
 
    His eyes widened, and he almost wished that he had been a spy. 
 
    For just a moment, he envisioned this scenario where she would be down on her knees in front of him. She didn’t even have to release him. She could just lick her lips, making them shine and glisten before she would lean forward. 
 
    He would look down, see the yellow of her hair, the Azure of that dyed blue streak, and then he would feel her soft, wet lips gliding along his most sensitive part. 
 
    It would be incredible! It would be one of the most amazing things he could have experienced! 
 
    “I don’t know anything! Please!” Justin told her again. “I’m sorry. Look, I wish I had something to tell you, but I don’t!” 
 
    “Annika,” came a second female voice. “Are you still playing with that boy?” 
 
    “Yeah…” 
 
    “Pack him up and send him off. I just got confirmation of payment, so I’m sending of the plasma converters to the Malfolio.” 
 
    The blonde blinked and turned around, facing her aunt. “What? You really believe him?” 
 
    “Don’t you?” 
 
    Annika turned back to Justin. 
 
    In that moment, the moisture drained away from Justin’s mouth as his throat clenched and his lungs locked up.  
 
    “Wait. You, you don’t really think I am an agent?” 
 
    Annika turned around and sauntered out of the small room. 
 
    Carolina approached, shook her head, and held up her data slate. “I’m sorry about that. We really needed to be sure, but my niece can get pretty zealous sometimes. That said, I double checked, and you should still have enough time to get back to the port. Oh, but we need to take care of this, don’t we?” 
 
    She glanced down at his erection. 
 
    The blonde came back just a few seconds later, “I’m on it,” she announced. 
 
    Justin glared at her hard. In fact, he was so busy trying to communicate his rage with his sharpened stare that he didn’t notice the small bowl of ice clutched between her palms. 
 
    Then she got down on her knees right in front of him, and he genuinely wondered for just a shining, sparkling moment if she might start licking or sucking his cock. 
 
    It would have been so incredible, but she pinched a piece of ice and ran it along the underside of his manhood. 
 
    Cold! 
 
    The biting chill sprinted along his nerves, coursing into his gut and down along his legs. She melted that first piece within a few seconds. Moments later, she had another out, and now she brushed it along the left side of his shaft, then the right. 
 
    Justin whimpered. He howled! He hated the sounds jumping from his mouth, but he didn’t know what to do about the chill as it invaded his body. 
 
    Then his manhood softened. Once it was nice and soft and flaccid, she pressed the disc back against his skin, and the plate his chastity belt reformed, encasing his cock and making sure he wouldn’t have any illicit erections. 
 
    “There we go,” she said. She patted him on the head. “Sorry about that.” Then she skipped away. 
 
    Carolina had watched all of it. “You should get going,” she said. 
 
      
 
    After everything he had endured, Justin had almost wanted to demand a receipt. Like what would happen if he got back to his ship, only to discover that those women had lied to him? 
 
    It didn’t matter. He quickly checked the chronograph on his device; he didn’t have much time left! 
 
    He no longer cared about the promotion or impressing the First Officer. He just needed to get back! 
 
    Holding onto his data slate, he glanced down at his collar as best he could. By holding his hand near the base of his throat, he could see the yellow glow. Good. He was still considered a Registered Male. 
 
    After he got dressed again, he stumbled out into the shaded street, and he double checked his data slate. 
 
    He needed a way back to the starport. 
 
    Within moments, he was running, jogging and weaving between the different women. A few muttered about how he was this rude boy, but none of them demanded he stop. 
 
    When he spotted a pair of police officers, he bowed his head down. 
 
    Predictably, they stopped him and demanded to see his slate. Unlike Jennifer and Cassie, they didn’t require anything else. Good enough. If the two enforcement officers noticed his impatience, they didn’t say anything about it. 
 
    As he rushed along and dodged and wove between the different women, he bumped into one person. He glanced up at her and instantly froze. Then he found himself groveling. “I’m sorry. I’m really sorry. I’m in a rush, and I don’t want to get in trouble.” 
 
    Theoretically, Justin could have tried running. He could have sprinted away from this female, only he knew she would almost assuredly delivered an electrical shock, stopping him. Then she could interrogate him and perhaps demand an even more elaborate apology… 
 
    “It’s okay,” she said kindly. “Go on. You don’t want your boss to be upset with you.” 
 
    “Thank you. Thank you so much,” he said as he broke into another jog. And spotted the transport hub up ahead. 
 
    There was a vehicle already waiting. 
 
    He just needed to get on! 
 
    Then, before he could get there, it started to pull away. 
 
    Cursing himself, Justin came to a stop. Hot aggravation surged through him, but he pulled out his slate. 
 
    On the screen, he saw that the blinking icon for another vehicle. It would arrive shortly. 
 
    He had a little bit less than an hour. 
 
    He could do this. He could still do this. 
 
    He could make it back to Port Delta before his time as a Registered Male expired. 
 
    At the same time, he started to think of other scenarios. What could he do to hide his collar? How could he make sure none of the women realized what had happened to him or his status? 
 
    His collar must’ve been connected to the Grid. In fact, he was sure some professor or researcher was busy analyzing the data from all of the Registered Males. She probably wanted to determine how often they needed to be disciplined, so she could use that to make a recommendation to the planetary leadership. 
 
    Shaking his head, Justin just paced back and forth. 
 
    Women started to approach the sign as they waited for the next transport. There were so many! 
 
    He was one of the first in line, yet he didn’t know whether or not that would matter. 
 
    Another vehicle appeared. 
 
    The women started to get on. Justin stepped in front of another woman, but she put her hand on his shoulder, pulled him back, and smiled at him. “I’m sure you just didn’t see me, boy,” she said. 
 
    His shoulders tightened, and he forced himself to nod absently. 
 
    The women got on, one after another. This transport was going to be filled. If he didn’t get on it, he wouldn’t make it back to Port Delta in time! 
 
    He hated that grinding sense of frustration and helplessness. 
 
    As a Navigator, he could make actual decisions. He was part of a team, and they all worked together. But right then, he was alone, and he had no idea what was about to transpire. 
 
    One by one, the women boarded. 
 
    Then Justin looked around. He almost expected three more females to just and start climbing up those steps. Instead, he was alone. 
 
    Justin climbed up onto the vehicle, he looked down the long aisle, and he waited for the driver to say something to him. But no. The pilot didn’t even seem to notice him. He held up his data slate, paid, and walked back. 
 
    Just like that, he was on board. Just like that, he would be able to make it back. 
 
    Probably. He hoped. 
 
    He grabbed one of the bars, stood toward the back, and held it tight. 
 
    The engines hummed, the vehicle lifted, and they started to rush along the road. They made their way down the central highway and back toward Port Delta. 
 
    Justin glanced down at the data slate. Instinctively, he knew this was a waste of effort, especially since he wouldn’t be able to control anything. Whether he liked it or not, the variables had already started to interlock, affecting what would happen. For Justin, it was just a matter of figuring it out. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    Justin glanced around. He didn’t think she was talking to him, but then he spotted a lovely woman. She had her black hair tied back into a bun, she wore a white blouse and a black skirt. She had her legs crossed, and unlike so many of the other passengers, she didn’t have a data slate. Instead, she held a traditionally bound printed book on actual paper. It was resting on her lap now,” her finger acting as a bookmark. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said. After less than a day in the city, he now felt like he needed to be appropriately obedient to all of these women. “Are you talking to me?” He kept his eyes downcast. 
 
    “You look flustered,” she said. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “I, uh…” 
 
    “You aren’t lost, are you? Or maybe you need help finding your employer?” 
 
    “No,” he said, almost smirking. As a navigator, he prided himself on never getting lost. “I’m good. Thank you.” 
 
    “What’s it like?” 
 
    Justin tightened his grip on the rail. At the same time, he wondered if he could politely tell this woman that he didn’t feel like talking. But she was a woman, and that meant she was more important than him. She had authority, while he was just a Registered Male. Even then, his status wouldn’t last for much longer… 
 
    Hoping to distract himself, he asked, “What’s that?” 
 
    For a moment, he wondered if she was going to ask about his position on board a starship, only then he remembered she had no reason to think he had an important position or career. 
 
    “Being a Registered Male,” she said, sounding just a little bit curious. “I see your kind at the Port sometimes, but I’m always curious.” 
 
    “I, I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Well, my brother just got married. I’m thinking about buying my best friend. He’s a really sweet boy. I mean, he has always been there for me. It’s weird. You can go through life, grow up with someone, know that your statuses are always going to be different, but then you decide he’s the one you want to be with.” She shook her head and shrugged after another moment. “I know he wanted to be a Registered Male, but I don’t think that would be good for him. You know?” 
 
    “What does he want?” Justin asked. 
 
    With the sinking knot at the base of his stomach, he wondered if he might be able to influence this one decision. 
 
    At the same time, he wondered if that best friend, whoever he happened to be, might have his own set of plans or ambitions. If he was a native born male, but probably not. And yet, every population would have exceptions and deviations. 
 
    The woman smiled, bent her head down for a moment, and said, “I’m not sure he knows what he wants.” 
 
    “Have you asked him?” 
 
    She glanced at him, and Justin could almost understand precisely what she was thinking. She must have viewed Justin as this wild creature, brazen and unapologetic. 
 
    “I’m his best friend,” she said as though she didn’t need to do something as pedestrian as ask. “Yeah, he’s talked about trying to become an engineer or maybe an architect, but a boy architect? Really?” Her eyes widened a little as she raised her eyebrows and just shook her head. “Even if that’s what he absolutely, desperately wanted to do, I don’t think I would let him.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because he would be doomed to disappointment,” she said. “I mean, how many women would trust a building that had been engineered by a man?” She clicked her tongue and shook her head. “So what do you do? How did you get that yellow light?” 
 
    “I’m not from around here,” he said. 
 
    “Oh, so you really are wild,” she said. “Enjoy that for as long as you can.” She smiled at him, and he got the impression she was teasing him, so he was supposed to laugh or something, but he just stared ahead. 
 
    Her lips hardened, and she said, “So where are you from?” 
 
    “The Duchy,” he replied. 
 
    “Yeah, you had definitely better be careful. A boy like you would probably sell for quite a bit.” 
 
    “That’s not funny,” he shot back. 
 
    “I wasn’t joking,” she said. “I did an internship at an auction house a while ago. There’s something about you. I think you could be pretty popular.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be popular,” he said. 
 
    “It’s okay if you can’t take a complement,” she said. “Lots of boys from the Duchy seem kind of stuck up.” 
 
    “I’m not stuck up,” he growled back. It felt good—naughty. For the first time that day, it seemed like he actually possessed the strength to defy a woman and contradict her. Only then, he had to wonder what would happen if she pulled out her data slate. 
 
    Fortunately, she seemed tolerant, perhaps even indulgent. “I’m sorry,” he said after another moment of silence. “I just had a difficult day. I had to negotiate this big deal.” 
 
    “You? Really?” 
 
    He bristled. He understood precisely what she was thinking, yet he still couldn’t ignore the aggravation as it flared through his chest. “Yes,” he said, his tone devoid of any surprise at her question. 
 
    Seriously, he couldn’t wait to get off this accursed planet. 
 
    Just a little while longer, he told himself. Just a little while longer. Then he could get back to his ship, disappear from this world, and never have to worry about his status again. 
 
    The woman must’ve picked up on his irritation because she continued, “You have to understand. We don’t get many boys who take on negotiations. Wasn’t that challenging for you?” 
 
    “Yes. Very.” 
 
    “Well, I think that’s delightful. Boys certainly have a lot of potential, so if your boss thought you could do it, I’m sure she was right.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he said. 
 
    “But do you mind if I ask you a question?” 
 
    Yes. He didn’t want to talk to this stranger. 
 
    Objectively, Justin knew that this stranger wasn’t being cruel to him. It wasn’t like the girl with the cybernetic eyes, the police officers, Carolina, or her niece. Rather, this woman was simply curious, yet she already had a powerful sense of how the universe was supposed to function. She was a woman, so she was in charge. She was superior. He was a boy, which meant he deserved a life of domestic servitude. 
 
    For her, all of the pieces fit together so easily. 
 
    Justin decided not to say anything, so he hoped that would be enough. 
 
    It wasn’t. 
 
    The woman proceeded casually, “Don’t you think this puts a lot of strain on you? I mean, it’s really hard for a boy to handle complicated issues. I wouldn’t want you to get overheated.” 
 
    He blinked at her and had to wonder if she meant that as some sort of joke. Yes, the corners of her mouth twitched upward just a little bit, but he still couldn’t comprehend the question, not really. 
 
    “No,” he said. “I don’t get overheated.” 
 
    “But wouldn’t you be better off just listening to your superiors?” 
 
    His superiors. 
 
    By that, she probably meant the ranking officers on his ship and in his organization. Obviously, all of those individuals would be women. 
 
    Justin paused for just a moment. In the Duchy, many men held positions of power, but not as many as he recalled. Without thinking, he started to remember the names of some of the Chief Admirals and High Commanders. Most of them were women. Most. Not all. He clung to that distinction like it meant everything. Not only that, he savored his independence as a navigator. 
 
    On this world, he didn’t know what he would be. 
 
    A cook? A butler? A servant? A pet? 
 
    He remembered crawling around on the floor. Not only that, he still had the stupid collar around his neck, not to mention the chastity cage between his legs. 
 
    “I guess,” he said absentmindedly. Realizing something, he double checked his data slate. He didn’t have much time left, just a little bit less than an hour. 
 
    If only to keep his hands busy for a few more seconds, he typed in a set of commands. The timer appeared: 56:03. Less than an hour. 
 
    And yet, the transport would get back to Port Delta, he could run back to the ship, and everything would be fine. Better yet, he hoped the plasma converters along with the rest of the supplies would be waiting for him. 
 
    He could still do this. 
 
    Despite everything, he could still get that promotion! 
 
    “Oh,” she replied. “That’s what I thought. Boys have potential. Don’t get me wrong. I’m not one of those women who thinks that men are completely incompetent. Obviously, you can just look at other societies and to see where boys might excel. And yet…” She shook her head, glanced down, and seemed to reflect on this for several more seconds, “I think it might be too much for you.” 
 
    “It’s not,” he said. 
 
    “Are you sure? Are you really sure about that? I mean, here, you can just get a collar, get leashed, and know your place. There isn’t any of that essential to read. You don’t have to worry about make your own decisions. You have an owner who will love you and take care of you. She might be your girlfriend. She might be your wife. She might be your sister. It doesn’t really matter because she is in charge, and she will make sure you get exactly what you need.” 
 
    At this point, Justin needed to simply bite down and ignore this woman. She may have had benign intentions, but her noble sense of female superiority would still see him subjugated. 
 
    Good intentions didn’t mean much if she intended and still believed he deserved a collar. 
 
    “You might be right,” he said. 
 
    “I thought so,” she agreed. 
 
    At this point, she picked up her book and started reading again. 
 
    In the meantime, Justin could only wait and hope they made it back in time. 
 
      
 
    Minute by minute, he kept shifting his weight from one foot to the other. He tensed his legs and flexed his muscles without stepping to one side or the other. The uncertainty of their arrival time at Port Delta made him want to break something. At several moments, his fingers tensed around his data slate. He could just slam it down hard against the floor. 
 
    That wouldn’t accomplish anything. 
 
    It wouldn’t change anything. 
 
    And yet, the urge still remained. 
 
    For just a moment, he had to wonder if maybe the women on this planet had a good idea about men after all. If he couldn’t stay calm, rational, and patient, then maybe he didn’t deserve his freedom. 
 
    No. 
 
    That was ridiculous. 
 
    He was entitled to get frustrated or upset. 
 
    Outside, the trees continued to pass by. 
 
    Justin started to feel some hint of relief when the trees turned to bushes, then the bushes turned into flattened strips of reinforced concrete for ships. 
 
    Although he knew it was unlikely, he crouched down and squinted out through the windows as he tried to spot the Malfolio. 
 
    No luck. 
 
    Really, that wasn’t surprising considering the amount of traffic that passed through Port Delta. 
 
    They had traffic. 
 
    Justin glanced down at his timer. 
 
    28:05. 
 
    As he stared, the numbers continued to tick down, one after another. He didn’t know if this was better or worse for his blood pressure. Although he couldn’t move, the adrenaline spiked through his bloodstream. His muscles tensed, his fingers locked against his palms, all while he continued to watch. 
 
    28:04. 
 
    28:03. 
 
    28:02. 
 
    28:01… 
 
    Forcing himself to relax, he thought of those high stress moments when he had to take exams, make difficult decisions, or fight his way through those tangled calculations to figure out exactly which path to take. 
 
   

 

 If he could guide a pilot wielding the fury of a Starfall FTL Drive, then he could wait a little while longer. 
 
    At the same time, he attempted to recalculate his path. He tried to think of where he might get dropped off, plus the most efficient way back through the port. 
 
    The vehicle came to a stop. 
 
    Justin glanced around. He tried to figure out if he should exit the vehicle here. It would continue to another spot and the other passengers would be able to disengage. 
 
    Did he want to trust the transport vehicle and its trajectory? Or did he think he might be able to make better time on foot? 
 
    He stood there and stepped out of the way as different women passed him. They made their way off of the vehicle, but several took their time. These women weren’t in any grand rush. They were probably taking a pleasure yacht up into orbit or maybe to one of the nearby planets. 
 
    Justin tapped his knuckles against of the bar and listened to the rhythmic ping. 
 
    He glanced down at his timer again. 
 
    23:59. 
 
    Puffing out his cheeks, he closed his eyes, raised his chin, and decided to stay. 
 
    He had more than twenty minutes before the light on his collar turned from yellow to red. 
 
    After that, he would be a Wild Male. 
 
    When he opened a different menu on his data slate and started typing, Justin told himself he only needed a distraction. Then again, it may have been some twisted sense of curiosity that pumped through his veins as he wondered what might happen. 
 
    His slate searched for a connection to the Malfolio’s databases. 
 
    The small loading icon circled at the center of his screen once, twice, three times. 
 
    That made sense. 
 
    He was still fairly far away from the corvette. His tiny device may not have been able to cut through the noise of so many other slates, not to mention the local Grid’s broadcasts and data streams. 
 
    Reluctantly, he switched over to Port Delta’s feed. From there, he checked one of their libraries. 
 
    He typed in a very simple search query: Wild Male. 
 
    Seconds later, the transport started to slide forward again. 
 
    Justin tightened his grip on the bar and glanced around at the different seats. At this point, he could sit down, but the tension pulsed through his body, making him anxious. He exhaled through his teeth, tightened his grip, and glanced down at the screen again. 
 
    Before he could start to read the main articles, he saw other notes and advertisements. 
 
    Janeda Rock—Athena’s Best Huntress. Click here for a quote. She’ll find your runaway today! 
 
    His brows creased with confusion. 
 
    And then he actually smirked. 
 
    Yup. The women of this world could believe whatever they liked, but he had solid proof that there were some men intent on escape. They wouldn’t just succumb! 
 
    Then he saw other the other advertising links. 
 
    Try the Omega Collar on Your Wild Male Today! Guaranteed obedience in twenty-four hours or less. 
 
    Need a trainer for your disobedient boy? Try Erissa Zolo today! 
 
    Justin was tempted to drop the slate back into his pocket and ignore the rest of it. 
 
    And yet, he still needed information. 
 
    Or maybe he just wanted to tell himself what fate he was about to avoid. 
 
    The vehicle continued to roll along, taking him and the other passengers to the next hub in the port. When he checked the timer, he saw those numbers, and his chest tightened. 19:18. 
 
    Switching back to the other set of articles, he started to read about Wild Males. 
 
    In general, men and boys occupy a unique place in our legal code. Although they can never obtain full citizenship or independence, males are still recognized as people, at least nominally. There are several classifications of men. Justin spotted the different links leading to other articles about Owned Males and Registered Males. 
 
    He ignored those sections and continued on. 
 
    From a legal perspective, Wild Males are essentially escaped livestock. Yes, they are recognized as legally alive, however they possess no rights of any kind. While males are entitled to certain legal protections, these only apply once they have been successfully registered or apprehended by a woman. 
 
    Wild Males are known to be exceedingly dangerous. Many are former Owned Males who became lost. 
 
    Justin’s brows creased with confusion. Became lost? Really? 
 
    He didn’t understand for several long seconds, but then the different pieces locked into place. 
 
    Whoever wrote this article couldn’t acknowledge the possibility that an Owned Male might actually decide to run off and perhaps start a new life. 
 
    Because they are emotionally unstable, Wild Males must be apprehended. There are numerous Huntress Guilds in every city. Additionally, many hobbyists enjoy the challenge of attempting to track down and secure various men who have slipped out of their collars. These women are, unfortunately, far less successful. 
 
    Wild Males obviously need additional attention. Once caught, they can be thoroughly trained and reintroduced to appropriate forms of behavior. While most men instinctively understand their inferior status and position, hence their willingness to obey without question or resistance, Wild Males benefit from additional instruction. 
 
    Many women, fortunately, can own a boy for years without needing to discipline him. In most cases, the collar itself, not to mention his own understanding, will be sufficient to ensure his good behavior. With Wild Males, more consistent and rigorous discipline may become necessary. 
 
    11:03. 
 
    Justin just checked the time as this tightness spread from his stomach up into his chest and along his shoulders. 
 
    Then the vehicle stopped. 
 
    10:06. 
 
    Port Delta stretched out in so many different directions. 
 
    Fortunately, Justin had an excellent sense of direction, which made perfect sense considering his profession. Then again, he had met accountants who hated math and artists who couldn’t draw a straight line. 
 
    The other women got off of the transport first. 
 
    Justin hated waiting, but he knew there could be a problem if he simply rushed forward and tried to leap down the steps. 
 
    Finally, the path between the different seats was clear. 
 
    08:59. 
 
    He could do this. He could still do this. 
 
    Justin walked quickly. Then he made his way back out into the open air. 
 
    A cool rush of wind washed over him, but he made his way back into the primary building. Once there, he headed for the security lines. 
 
    He kept his head down. He answered questions and handed off his status late. The security officer checked his paperwork and certificates. 
 
    “You’re cutting it close, aren’t you, boy?” 
 
    “I’m hoping to get to my ship within the next few minutes,” he said. 
 
    She gave him back his device, and he glanced down. 
 
    04:37. 
 
    Right to then, the woman leaned over, and she whispered, “You know, if I didn’t already have two boys at home serving me, I might be tempted to just hold you up right here. Or, hey, maybe I could just sell you off to one of my friends. Would you like that?” 
 
    “No, ma’am,” he said, shaking his head quickly. Again, he didn’t make eye contact. 
 
    “You’re cute, but I don’t think I have time to break in another boy right now.” Go on.” 
 
    Once she waved him through, he broke into a frantic run. 
 
    He rushed to the doors, skidded to a stop as they slowly slid open, and then he searched for the different ships. He quickly remembered that they were at Landing Platform 17. 
 
    Hands flat and straight, he slashed through the air as he sprinted past one ship after another. The small shuttles and personal flyers were closest to the transportation hub. But now, he ran hard past the different platforms. 
 
    One, two, three. 
 
    Five, six, seven, eight. 
 
    Nine. 
 
    Fifteen. 
 
    He kept glancing at the different placards. 
 
    At this point, he couldn’t even check his clock. He had no idea how many seconds remained. 
 
    Up until now, he kept scanning the different signs. He didn’t check the ships or worry about whether or not those landing platforms were occupied. 
 
    Then he saw it. 
 
    Landing Platform 17! 
 
    But it was empty. 
 
      
 
    Panting, Justin came to a stop. He glanced around, thinking maybe he had misremembered. 
 
    After his hard sprint across Port Delta, his heart slammed in his chest, and he kept turning his head as he waited for some obvious explanation to present itself. 
 
    Where was it? Where was the Malfolio? 
 
    Now that he had stopped, perspiration appeared on his forehead and down his neck. He started to feel cold as another rush of air washed over his face and hands. 
 
    Reluctantly, he checked the timer: 03:16. 
 
    What was going on here? What was happening? 
 
    Right as he was about to jog back toward the hub and frantically search for someone who might be able to answer his questions, his slate vibrated with an incoming message. 
 
    First Officer Renard. Tension flared through his body. For the moment, he forgot all about his exhaustion. If he kept panting, he didn’t notice. 
 
    He tapped her name. 
 
    Her smiling face appeared. 
 
    “Hey there, Justin. By the time you get this, I’m going to be back in orbit with the rest of the crew. But don’t worry, I’m going to extend your apologies for abandoning us halfway through our mission. It’s okay. I think we all understand how you feel. We have all visited some random planet and felt the urge to stay. Maybe it’s the landscapes, the food, or the art, but there’s just something about this culture that calls to us.” 
 
    What was she doing? What was she talking about? 
 
    “Right now, I bet you are confused. Lucky for you, you won’t have to worry about being uncertain for much longer, will you? I bet your status as a Registered Male is about to run out.” 
 
    Justin knew she was right, but he wasn’t about to check the timer, not when he needed to know what this message said. What had she done and where was the ship? 
 
    “If you’re smart, you will just walk right back into one of those information kiosks and report yourself. They will take you to an auction house, sell you off, and you can relax in the knowledge that you are now owned. You’re cute enough. I’m sure you would get bought without too much trouble. I mean, it must be frustrating knowing that you’re never going to get out of that collar, and I hear that the locals love to keep their boys in chastity belts. Personally, I think that would be a special kind of torture.” She smiled down at the device in her hand. The camera caught the glint in her eyes and the way her mouth stretched up as she enjoyed every syllable. 
 
    First Officer Renard must have been imagining the look on his face as he stood there. 
 
    Around him, other ships landed or departed. He could hear the distant sonic booms as ships broke through the atmosphere. Elsewhere, thrusters blasted down, scorching the reinforced concrete black. 
 
    “That’s right, Justin. You’re going to be a slave! You’re going to be owned, and a woman is going to put you in your place. You will be kept as a pet. I bet you’re going to spend some time in a cage. My one regret? I’m sorry I won’t be around to see it, but this is your own fault. If you wanted to stay free, then maybe you should have gotten back to the ship on time. And no, we don’t need to quibble about your mission parameters. We had to leave without you, but it’s all for the best, don’t you think? Everyone else is going to hear about how you needed to be owned. I’m going to make sure the crew understands your position. I will make sure they respect your decision and don’t try to contact you.” 
 
    Even as he watched this, he knew he was burning through the last of his time, yet he couldn’t force himself to move. 
 
    As Amelia Renard taunted him with her recording, he couldn’t move. Held in place by the smirk on her mouth and the sound of her voice, he remained frozen, trapped right there and unable to move. 
 
    “I have also already taken the liberty of blocking your link. But hey, if you want to send me a few pleading messages, I’m sure I would love to hear you beg when I eventually check my junk folder. Go on. Beg, boy.” 
 
    Justin glared down at the screen as though he could see her. 
 
    She paused for a moment and continued, “I bet you’re wondering why I did this. Would you like me to tell you? Maybe I shouldn’t. Maybe I should just let you enjoy your life of slavery without having to worry about the rest of the universe.” Amelia reached up and tapped one finger against her cheek. 
 
    “Your little display at our game night was the final point. You have always been an arrogant, bratty boy. You have always needed to be put back in your place. And yes, you are a decent navigator, but there are plenty of people out there who can serve this ship. But you know what the real reason was? Beyond simply embarrassing me? Her. I did this for her.” 
 
    Justin stared down. He didn’t understand. His brows creased, and he waited, but Amelia seemed to revel in wasting his time, he still couldn’t just terminate the message. It would be waiting for him. It would still be right there on his slate, yet he still hesitated. 
 
    “Julia. She’s sweet, beautiful, and innocent. I could never let her waste her time with a navigator like you.” 
 
    That was it. That was all she would give him. 
 
    From there, she hardened her lips, tilted her head to the side, and swept her fingers through her hair before grinning. “Goodbye, Justin Drake. This might be the last time a woman uses your given name. Your new owner might have you marked with a new designation, something that better suits her tastes and aesthetics. So I want you to know that you messed up, but it’s okay. I’m sure you’ll get used to that collar. Besides, if we believe the local literature, boys are happier once there locked in chastity and trained to obey. So I wish you a very, very happy life.” She raised her hand and waved before the message cut out. 
 
    When her image disappeared, it was replaced by the timer. 
 
    01:15. 
 
    Cursing, Justin glanced around the landing pads as he tried to figure out something he could do. 
 
    Clenching his eyes shut for a moment, he envisioned some scenario where he might go back into the main transportation hub, find a woman of authority, and explain his position. 
 
    Yeah, he knew exactly what would happen. 
 
    The women would politely listen to him right until that moment when they decided to slip a muzzle over his mouth and attach a leash to his collar. 
 
    He glanced down at the slate. Right when it hit 01:00, he started to hear a prerecorded message. It came from the speakers built into his collar. 
 
    “The wearer of this collar is about to be reclassified as a Wild Male. If this designation has been made in error, please have a security officer reset the parameters. If this information is accurate, please be aware that a bounty will be set, the global positioning system will be triggered, and this boy will become a target for any huntress in the area. Once he is taken, he will be legally bound to his new owner, granting her all the rights and responsibilities thereof.” 
 
    00:46. 
 
    Growling another curse, Justin had to move. He started running back toward the office, and that’s when he saw a ship off to the side with some space underneath the landing pylons. 
 
    Justin wasn’t an engineer, but he had to figure out some way to get this collar off; if he could remove it, he might have a chance. He didn’t know what he would do or what his options might be, but he couldn’t let the security officers just rush out and grab him. 
 
    00:32. 
 
    Doing his best to appear like he belonged there, Justin found the supplies and started opening the different containers. He didn’t even know exactly what he was looking for. He imagined himself grabbing a wrench and just slamming it against the side of the collar, but that seemed ridiculous. 
 
    Then he saw something. It looked familiar. 
 
    He remembered to talking to Julia about something similar. Had he really cared about the technology or what this tool is for? No way. He was a navigator, so he spent most of his time fixated on charts and maps. He had no idea how the engines worked, and he figured they were too complicated for him to ever really master anyway. 
 
    But she had explained this one: an EMP blaster. Apparently, engineers sometimes used to them on components that got locked into infinite cycles. Sometimes, specific processors would get caught into specific loops. As a worst-case scenario, an engineer could use the EMP blaster to trigger a forced shutdown. 
 
    Justin grabbed the tool, held it up, and examined it as he tried to figure out how it would work. Holding it was simple enough, but there were several different buttons. Two prongs at the tip waited to activate with the localized electromagnetic blast. Yeah, this looked like the same one Julia had shown him, but he didn’t remember how to actually operate it. 
 
    At the time, he had been more fixated on the color of her eyes, the angle of her nose, the shape of her lips, and the curves of her breasts. 
 
    Cursing himself for being an idiotic boy, Justin started to push the different buttons. He did the first one randomly. 
 
    00:05. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    He tapped another button. 
 
    00:04. 
 
    Still nothing. 
 
    00:03. 
 
    He tried another. 
 
    For all he knew, he just initiated a self-diagnostic sequence. 
 
    00:02. 
 
    Last chance. 
 
    He pressed a different key and waited for the blue spark to appear. 
 
    Nothing happened! 
 
    00:00. 
 
    Those four zeroes blinked red as his slate started to chime with its announcement. At the same time, he heard another voice. “The allotted time for this Registered Male has come to an end. This boy is now reclassified as a Wild Male. As such, he is no longer protected under the Registered Male statutes and can be claimed by any suitably appropriate woman.” That announcement sounded like it was for anyone who might be nearby. 
 
    Then the tone shifted, “Boy, I strongly recommend you find someone to claim you. Don’t run. The boys who run always regret it.” 
 
    No way. 
 
    He wasn’t going to give up. He wasn’t just going to let Amelia get away with this! In fact, he had already created these half-formed fantasies where he would go back to the Duchy, report her, and have her thrown in prison! (It didn’t matter that Justin had no idea whether or not the First Officer had actually broken any laws or not. After all, it had been his responsibility to make it back to the ship before the departure, but he couldn’t worry about that.) 
 
    Justin glanced around in every direction. He expected random women to appear. Maybe they would have tranquilized rifles or drones hovering above their shoulders as they stalked out to find their prey: him. 
 
    Not yet. 
 
    If a signal had gone out, no one had recognized it yet. Or maybe the local Huntresses were far enough away that he still had some time. 
 
    The collar shined with a red light, making it clear to everyone that he needed to be caught and owned. 
 
    He pressed the last button on the device, and the blaster finally worked. A blue spark appeared between the twin prongs, so he brought it up to his neck and pushed it against of the smooth, silver band of his collar. 
 
    Justin bit down, thinking he might endure another painful shock of electricity. Obviously, none of this gear was supposed to work this way, so he knew this could hurt. Badly. Not only that, he might actually harm himself. 
 
    Too late, he had already made his decision. 
 
    There was a jolt. It snapped through his body like a bite of static electricity, but it wasn’t bad. 
 
    He held his hand up against the light, only it remained an ominous red. 
 
    “Damn it,” he grunted, only then the collar seemed to vibrate like it might explode at any moment. 
 
    Justin bit down, waited, and held his breath. He stopped moving, and then he heard another prerecorded voice, only this time it made him grinned ferociously. 
 
    “Error,” it said mechanically. “Error, error, error. Please report this device to your trainer immediately.” For the first time that day, he felt utterly triumphant. Better yet, it started to report the damage, “Messaging functions: off-line. Global positioning: off-line. Please report this device your trainer immediately.” 
 
    Justin started to worry that it would repeat those phrases again and again and again. But then it stopped, and he knew he had a chance. He glanced around again, started to lurch forward like he might dash across the landing fields as fast as he could, except that would make him look guilty. The women would get interested in him, and check his collar. They would realize something was wrong. 
 
    Holding his hand up in front of that light, he saw the reflection. 
 
    It was still red. 
 
    He couldn’t go through the hub. He couldn’t take a transport. With this in mind, he stepped away from this ship and the equipment he had borrowed. Nibbling on the inside of his mouth, he started to move, if only because that made him feel better. If he couldn’t go back toward the city or the port, that just left the wilderness. 
 
    Without any real plan, he focused on his one goal. For the moment, he simply needed to remain free. Maybe he would be able to find a way to get the collar off. Ridiculously, he also thought about trying to remove the chastity belt. 
 
    Justin turned in a random direction, and he started walking as nonchalantly as possible, like he was just out for a stroll, or perhaps he needed to go on a mission for some woman. 
 
    Not this time. 
 
    Justin was going to escape. Justin was going to win his freedom one way or another. He would get off of this world and show Amelia what kind of man he could be. 
 
      
 
    With every determined stride, Justin kept waiting for the sound of a siren or the flashing lights. Before he made it off of the landing field, he heard another voice, only this one wasn’t a prerecorded message. 
 
    “Ladies, we just received a report of a Wild Male at to the Port Delta facility. Apparently, he has been playing with his collar. But you know what this means. Go out there, have fun, and hunt him down.” 
 
    He did his best to remain casual, like this wasn’t a big deal, and he hadn’t just heard some vital message. He may have sped up, but he wondered about the glitch that would allow him to hear this. 
 
    Then he realized that the message had been intended for him as well. “And Justin,” continued the speaker, “If you can hear this, I want you to know that they are coming for you. When they catch you, they’re going to have so much fun with you. But hey, if you want to be a challenge, that’s fine. Wild Males are the most exciting boys to train!” 
 
    A shiver ran down his spine and chilled his gut. He had managed to damage the collar, which meant they couldn’t track him. Or so he hoped. Obviously, he couldn’t run any diagnostics. 
 
    In spite of the fear, he strode ahead and did his best to think logically. Then his insides tightened as he remembered something obvious. 
 
    Feeling like an idiot, he pulled out his slate and quickly disconnected from the local grid. 
 
    For moment, he was even tempted to drop it to the ground and maybe even smash it. Or better yet, he could fling it in the opposite direction. If he had time, he would have loved to somehow tie it to a wild animal, thus making his pursuers think he was running in random directions. 
 
    But no, he couldn’t give up on the device. 
 
    He put it back in his pocket, pulled his arms up over his chest, and he kept walking as fast as he could. His shoes crunched against random chunks of dried mud and rock. With each step, he wanted to turn back and check to see if these vaunted huntresses had started to come after him. 
 
    Finally, he made it to the edge of the reinforced concrete. Now he’d be walking on dirt and grass. 
 
    Justin knew how he must have looked. 
 
    Now he turned back. He squinted and searched through the random activities of a busy starport as he sought some sign that these women were after him. Nothing. Nothing obvious anyway. 
 
    Where were they? 
 
    Justin couldn’t know one way or the other. 
 
    And yet, he had to imagine that they were rushing after him. 
 
    With this in mind, Justin decided he was far enough away from the port. He glanced up ahead, and that’s when he saw the tree line. Reluctantly, he glanced over his shoulder again. He wasn’t sure what prompted him to check a second time. At first, maybe he thought of it as paranoia. 
 
    Or maybe he heard something. Maybe there had been some slight vibration in his collar. 
 
    Justin checked again, and that’s when he thought he saw something. They looked like little specks off in the distance. At first, he imagined them as yachts or personal flyers shooting up from the port. 
 
    Obviously, vessels rose all the time. 
 
    Justin squinted. 
 
    Then he reached up with his slate, aimed the camera in their direction, and zoomed in. 
 
    Drones. Three of them. 
 
    Justin had no reason to believe they were coming for him. Orbital drones must have flown between Port Delta and the planet’s space stations all the time. And yet, something about their trajectory made him think someone had aimed them in his direction. 
 
    Huntresses. 
 
    The women might be out there and on their way, but maybe they sent these ahead to scout. 
 
    Justin’s eyes widened. 
 
    He turned back to the tree line, and now he abandoned all pretense of stealth. He ran as hard as he could, kicking his feet down against the dirt, the gravel, random plants, weeds and grass. His fingertips slashed through the air again. He kept his arms firm and tensed as he pumped his limbs. 
 
    For the first couple of seconds, he kept his breathing level and even. He almost enjoyed the rhythm as the adrenaline pumped through him. 
 
    Then he heard something, a buzzing. 
 
    Another voice emanated from the speaker in his collar, “We’re going to get you!” 
 
    Justin would have laughed. He would have looked confused or concerned, yet he couldn’t manage anything like that, not while the drones were chasing after him. 
 
    Speed. He needed more speed! 
 
    He ran harder and harder, pushing everything he had. 
 
    Then something whizzed past his shoulder and buried itself in the ground just a few inches in front of him. 
 
    He risked losing his balance or tripping on some random rock to glance down at the tranquilizer dart now embedded in the ground a few feet ahead of him. He passed it as another dart zoomed past his ear. 
 
    Some instinct took a hold of him, and he darted to the left, then the right. If he had run in a straight line, he would have been an easy target. Turning back, he looked up for just a moment, and he saw the three rounds. 
 
    They hovered toward him, each one suspended on advanced anti-grav technology. 
 
    Justin had no idea how some random women could afford something like that. Back in the Duchy, this sort of technology never, ever could have been used for something as frivolous as hunting drones. 
 
    Then again, he couldn’t worry about the economics of this world, so he threw on another burst of speed and sprinted toward the tree line. 
 
    He was almost there! 
 
    He was close, so freaking close! 
 
    Another dart with past him, only this one actually cut along his right shoulder. It slashed through his uniform. Without even checking, he knew he was bleeding. 
 
    Frantic now, he reached up and touched his hand to the wound. He knew that if he found a dart protruding from his skin, it was all over. The sedatives would run through his body, knocking him out in the span of a few seconds. With his heart kicking wildly, he would be doomed to unconsciousness. 
 
    In the meantime, a huntress would come for him. 
 
    She would find him, bind him, and he would probably wake up in a cage or maybe an auction house somewhere back in the city. 
 
    He couldn’t sigh with relief; he couldn’t spare the breath. 
 
    Justin didn’t find any dart sticking out of him, but the drones weren’t done. They kept firing. He could hear those pneumatic hisses as they launched their tiny missiles. 
 
    Then he made it to the tree line. 
 
    Exhausted, Justin heard fresh darts slammed into the thick trunks. 
 
    With a glance over his shoulder, he watched as the drones whipped and maneuvered between the thick trees. Knowing they wouldn’t get tired, Justin needed to do something. 
 
    He couldn’t outrun them. 
 
    Then he spotted a broken branch. It was thick. 
 
    It might work. 
 
    As a navigator, Justin planned out every move. He contemplated almost every decision he made. He seldom operated on raw instinct; he couldn’t, not when the slightest miscalculation might throw his ship into the heart of a star. 
 
    Only this time, he let out this barbaric roar as he grabbed the branch, spun, and slammed the thick wood into the first drone. He heard the satisfying crunch of metal even as the lightweight machine flew back and slammed into another tree. 
 
    Justin didn’t get to savor his triumph however. He knew that the devices would be recalculating. Before, they saw him as prey, but now their threat assessment algorithms would reconsider him. 
 
    He ran forward at the second to drone. Ridiculously, he held the branch up like a shield. It wasn’t very thick, yet he somehow got extraordinarily lucky. Two darts slammed into the center of the branch. Then he pulled it back, swung it down, and slammed the second one to the ground. 
 
    Ridiculously, he jumped forward and crunched it beneath his heels. 
 
    The third drone had pulled away by this point. 
 
    It could continue to fire at him. At some point, it would probably run out of darts, but it would remain a threat, especially because Justin wouldn’t be able to stop it from reporting his location. 
 
    Maybe Justin had damaged the global positioning system on his collar, and he had disconnected his slate from the grid, but the last drone could remain out of his reach and send one ping after another about his location. 
 
    Again, he didn’t allow himself to think. With desperation pumping through his body, he tightened his grip on the branch, swung it around, and let go. 
 
    It was awkward and ridiculously unwieldy, but it spun through the air, crashed into the drone, and knocked it against one of the trees. It’s hover technology faltered for a moment. Maybe there was some sort of power surge, but it fell about halfway down to the ground. 
 
    Justin rushed forward and grabbed it. He had his hands on its sides as the hover engines glowed blue. The drone tried to pull away, but he used its momentum against it and knocked it against the tree. There was another crunch of metal. 
 
    The hover engines grew weaker. He managed to knock it down onto the ground. Then he crushed it beneath his foot. 
 
    All three of the drones had been effectively destroyed. 
 
    Justin wondered if maybe he could try to salvage something. If he could grab a radio or maybe some sort of transceiver, then he could call for help. Perhaps he could contact Julia on board the Malfolio. 
 
    But no, that wasn’t going to work, he knew immediately. 
 
    Besides, he blinked, he wobbled on his feet, and now that the three threats had been removed, the adrenaline seemed to vanish from his bloodstream. Exhaustion swept through him, and he instinctively reached up for the gash on his shoulder. 
 
    His shoulder. 
 
    One of the darts had nicked him. 
 
    Would that be enough? Were there sedatives running through his blood stream now? 
 
    Yes. 
 
    Justin recognized the threat, but he just shook his head as he tried to figure out what to do. As he attempted to clear his vision, he experienced this strange tingling along his arm. 
 
    He might pass out. 
 
    Maybe he had a couple of minutes, perhaps just a few seconds. 
 
    Justin turned, and he started running. 
 
    He couldn’t guarantee that he had damaged the global positioning systems on the drones, so he couldn’t take anything with him. Instead, he ran, ducking beneath branches, between bushes, all while he searched out the clearest path. 
 
    The trees became thicker and thicker. 
 
    This would work for him, he knew. It would make it harder for the women to track him down. 
 
    He soon lost all track of how much distance he had covered. It felt like a lot, but he was sure the exhaustion made it easy for him to overestimate his progress as he plowed the wilderness. 
 
    For a moment, he wondered if he should try to avoid leaving any kind of trail. At the same time, his vision continued to blur. There were these dark spots at the corners of his sight. 
 
    No. He only had one chance. He had to put as much distance between him and the drones as possible. The huntresses might come out here with amazing trackers, trained dogs, or another set of drones, but he didn’t care. 
 
    That he grimaced and almost started laughing bitterly as he remembered they might just use a set of satellites. 
 
    Even at that moment, they may have been tracking him. If so, there wasn’t anything he could do about it, so he just kept running. With the exhaustion clawing through his muscles, pushed himself as hard as he could. 
 
    His foot caught on a branch, he fell, crawled back up onto his hands and knees, and kept scrambling. 
 
    Then he glanced up. 
 
    He didn’t know the names of any of the local flora, but this huge tree stood above him. It had this massive, smooth trunk and hundreds of branches, each one tipped with a star shaped leaf. He almost wished he could take out his data slate and capture a picture. 
 
    For an instant, Justin imagined himself showing it to Julia. 
 
    Instead, he kept running. 
 
    Then his foot caught again, he fell hard on his chest, only this time the sedatives took him. Exhaustion seemed to sweep along his body, it was easier to stay there on the ground. The dirt felt soft, and it was so simple to just close his eyes and relax. 
 
    Right then, he didn’t even care if they caught him, so long as he could take a nap and just let go for a little while. 
 
      
 
    Justin didn’t dream. 
 
    But then he heard the beep, his eyes opened, and his muscles tensed. He started to shift around, only then he spotted a blue light hovering off in the distance. 
 
    He couldn’t tell what time it was. Golden light fluttered between the thick branches and seemingly infinite leaves. Dusk or dawn? There was no way for Justin to know, but he froze in place. 
 
    The newest drone lazily drifted through the forest as it searched for him. Waiting for some indication that it might spot him, Justin held his breath. He didn’t dare turn around even as he tried to listen for some sign of those mechanized scouts. 
 
    As he focused, he picked up on the sound of a slight hum. Or maybe it was his imagination. He concentrated as hard as he could, yet the gentle noise seemed to vibrate right at the edge of his perceptions. 
 
    Then the blue light drifted off. 
 
    Justin looked around, and he soon settled on the idea that it was morning. He couldn’t see the sun or tell which direction it was going in. At the same time, he hadn’t paid too much attention to the planet’s cosmological position. For all he knew, the sun rose in the south then set in the north. 
 
    He may have had a good sense of direction, but that didn’t mean much here. 
 
    Rising to his feet, he felt significantly better. 
 
    He may have only been grazed by a dart, so he took the smallest dose possible, but those sedatives had still been quite effective. He couldn’t imagine what would have happened had a dart actually pierced his skin. 
 
    But then, Justin stretched his arms over his head. He focused for a few seconds and just let himself marvel at what he had accomplished. 
 
    As a navigator, he had been registered for selective service, meaning he could have been drafted by the Duchy. Fortunately, he had been lucky. First, as a navigator, he never would have been responsible for actually firing a weapon. Just as importantly, their politicians had decided to withdraw from various worlds rather than face a direct confrontation with the Dawn Star Confederation. 
 
    But now, he had actually thought of something. Sure, they were only drones, but they should have beaten him. 
 
    Justin understood this as a basic fact. 
 
    The things were smaller, faster, and far more maneuverable. They should have been able to sweep around him, pepper him with darts, and knock him out in the span of just a few seconds. 
 
    He had gotten lucky. Very, very lucky. 
 
    But now he needed a plan. 
 
    Although he had disconnected it from the grid, Justin pulled out his slate. The device automatically cached quite a bit of information. Hopefully, it would be enough. 
 
    Obviously, he couldn’t go back to the city, so what other options did he have? 
 
    As he sat down on a random rock and tried to figure out what to do, Justin didn’t realize that someone had already set her eyes on him. 
 
      
 
    Like most of those in her profession, Britney was a proud huntress. She loved tracking boys down, seeing that flash of fear across their faces as they recognized the futility of their fight, and bringing them down. 
 
    Better yet, she loved those moments after they had spent a few days or weeks with the trainers. 
 
    Inevitably, those boys, no matter how wild they had once been, would find themselves on their hands and knees, thanking her for catching them. 
 
    With her reddish-brown hair parted at the center and pulled back into a loose ponytail, she strode through the forested wilds near the city. Carefully, she scanned the ground for signs of his passing. 
 
    She spotted certain details: upturned rocks, broken branches, and crushed leaves. Hunting like this required incredible patience. She possessed some of that, although she still double checked the slate tied to her wrist. 
 
    Her drones had scanned this area, but she knew the machines were imperfect, especially under these circumstances. The programmers promised every year that they would come up with a hunting algorithm capable of tracking down any boy, but they never quite succeeded. 
 
    She strode forward, her boots crunching on some dried leaves. 
 
    And then she saw him in the distance, perched there on a large rock as he played with something, probably his own data slate. 
 
    Britney grinned as she lifted up her rifle. Far more powerful than those on the drones, she pulled him into her sight and watched. When she peered through the lens, the automated data feed came up. She could see his heart rate, skin temperature, and more. 
 
    With a blink, she dismissed the information and instead aimed. 
 
    “I’m sure you just woke up, but I think it’s time for another nap, Justin Drake.” 
 
    She pulled the trigger, sent the dart hissing past the trees, through a random leaf, and right into his left flank. 
 
      
 
    Justin felt it like a bug bite. Then he looked down, saw the dart, and didn’t know what to do. After another second, he pulled it out and threw it down onto the ground. Hot anger sizzled through him, especially when he looked around. But no, there weren’t any drones hovering nearby. He hadn’t messed up. 
 
    How did this happen? 
 
    But then it didn’t matter because he fell onto his knees. 
 
    Yes, he managed to stay out in the wilderness for an entire night before getting caught, but now he heard someone chuckling. Her voice washed over him as he stumbled onto his knees and collapsed. His eyelids fell as the darkness swept over him. 
 
    His last thought before he lost consciousness?  
 
    …But I’m not even tired… 
 
      
 
    “Hello,” she said as he started to wake up. 
 
    She stroked her fingers down along his cheek, to his neck, and over his chest. “It’s a shame what happened to your collar. Then again, I should probably thank you.” 
 
    Justin shook his head. Groggy and disoriented, he couldn’t quite remember what happened. 
 
    For a moment, he expected to raise his hands, rub his eyes, and find himself on the Malfolio. He could be in his bunk, and maybe he would catch Julia in the small commissary they shared. 
 
    Instead, his vision cleared, and he found himself facing a woman with red hair, a dark brown, formfitting suit, and a rifle clutched in one hand. With the other, she continued to touch him, brushing her fingers along his body like he was some kind of trophy. 
 
    She had stripped him. 
 
    Justin gulped even as he looked down at his naked body. 
 
    No, he wasn’t entirely naked. She hadn’t deigned to remove the collar or the chastity belt. 
 
    “Smile for me,” she said. She drew back, lifted her slate, and started taking pictures of him. 
 
    Justin liked to think of himself as something of an amateur photographer. As a navigator, he could travel all over the galaxy, which gave him plenty of opportunities to capture those amazing images. Stars flickering, supernovae, neutron stars, planets of every color, not to mention the flora and fauna on the ground when he ventured out of his ship. 
 
    His mouth was dry, but Justin growled out, “Who are you?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” 
 
    “Yes,” he shot back right away. “I want to know who I’m negotiating with.” 
 
    The redhaired woman raised one eyebrow, studied him for several seconds, and finally smiled and laughed. 
 
    As the sounds washed over him, he did his best not to bristle. 
 
    “Is that what we’re doing?” she asked playfully. “Oh, you Wild Males. You really don’t know how the world works, do you? But I suppose that’s okay. I wouldn’t have much of a job if you did.” 
 
    “Look,” he said, practically growling at her. “I’m not going to let you take me back.” Around five and a half feet tall, she wasn’t some petite waif, but he still had several inches on her at least. “I’m going to get out of these restraints.” 
 
    “Are you really?” She glanced to his left and right. 
 
    She had found a pair of trees and tied him between them. On his feet with his legs spread and his arms raised, he was trapped, and he knew it. Even so, Justin kept telling himself he would figure out some way to escape. 
 
    If he could take down three drones, he could get away from this girl. 
 
    The navigator had to believe it. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she said. “I think it’s adorable when boys think they’re going to escape me. I have never had a male make it away from me. You think I’m going to let you be the first?” She placed her hand on his chest. “But you know, I want the others to think you managed to stay out here for a little while longer.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed, “Why?” 
 
    “If they think it was harder to catch you, then your price goes up,” she said. 
 
    The aggression flared through his body as he tensed his muscles and flexed his biceps while he tried to pull away from the cords holding his wrists and ankles. He jerked from side to side, but she just laughed at him. “Oh, no,” she said. It looks like you’re trying to get away. Is that what you’re doing, boy? Are you trying to escape? Do you think you can rush off into the wilderness?” 
 
    “I’m not going to let you keep me,” he said. “I’m not going to let you sell me!” 
 
    “Why not?” she asked. She seemed genuinely curious. “What’s the worst that could happen? You’ll be treated like a pet. If you are purchased, you’ll know that you have value.” 
 
    “I’m a person. I don’t have a price tag,” he said. 
 
    “You’re a boy. And you’re right. You don’t have a price tag, but that’s only because you’re going to be sold at an auction.” 
 
    “Who are you?” Justin demanded again. He didn’t know why the detail mattered, but he wanted her name. If she knew his, maybe he could form some kind of connection with her? 
 
    “Britney,” she said. 
 
    She didn’t offer anything else, no familial or house name or title. 
 
    “And you’re going to sell me off to an auction house? Is that how this works?” 
 
    “Basically, yes,” she replied. But then her eyes sparkled just a little bit as she said, “Plus I might have some fun with you first.” 
 
    Fun? 
 
    Justin wanted to ask exactly what that meant, but he held back, especially since he didn’t wish to encourage her. “And as far as you all are concerned, I’m just a Wild Male, right?” 
 
    “Pretty much,” she agreed. 
 
    This young woman surprised him with her eye color: this vibrant shade of blue. Breathing out slowly, he said, “If you doing this for the money, then you can sell me somewhere else. Not here. Don’t sell me on Athena.” 
 
    “And why would I bother selling you somewhere else? I mean, you are just a boy. You really think you’re that valuable?” 
 
    “Create an indentured servitude contract,” he said. “Sell me to one of the trading guilds or houses. If you do that, you’ll make way more than you would here.” 
 
    Justin may have hated this idea, but it would be better than slavery on this planet. Here, he would just be a boy. Out there, he would be a navigator, he would have a skill, and that would get him better treatment. More importantly, the merchants of the galaxy understood they had to treat their navigators well; otherwise, shipments might get lost or delayed. 
 
    “Interesting idea,” she said. “But would you be obedient enough for something like that? I mean, I would hate to take you all the way out into orbit, only to have you start misbehaving and embarrass me.” 
 
    “I can behave,” he said. 
 
    “Are you ready to prove it?” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I said I wanted to have some fun. Now, I want something and you want something, so maybe we are negotiating.” 
 
    She ran the tip of her tongue along her teeth, and that’s when he realized something: she was only teasing him. 
 
    Even so, Justin really believed he might be able to convince her. 
 
    If he could avoid an auction on Athena, then he could rebuild his career. Maybe he could even track down the Malfolio… 
 
    “Yes. I, I can be obedient.” That was what she wanted to hear, right? 
 
    “Tell me about that,” she said. She stepped behind him, and now her fingers moved along his buttocks, up to the small of his back, and along his shoulders. Clearly, she enjoyed massaging him and touching him. As far she was concerned, he was a wild animal, but she had caught him, so now she could treat him like any other pet. 
 
    Worse, Justin had to play along, especially if he hoped to convince her. 
 
    “I can be obedient. What else do you want to hear?” 
 
    “I want to hear about how you might give me that fun I crave,” she said. She still stood behind him, and her hands still moved along his body. He had never felt like such an object before. She could handle him however she liked; she could touch and stroke and tease him in whatever way she wished, and he wouldn’t be able to stop her! 
 
    Clearly, that was one of her favorite parts of working as a huntress. It wasn’t just the excitement of the chase or the thrill of the catch. It was this moment, having this Wild Male who couldn’t possibly break free. 
 
    “Go on,” she whispered. “Tell me about how obedient you can be. Tell me about how you were never meant to be a Wild Male. And maybe I will consider it. Maybe I will let you prove yourself before I take you up into orbit to sell you. I’m sure there are lots of merchants who would love to save some money on a navigator.” 
 
    “Please, if you do that, I can be obedient. I can follow all of your commands.” 
 
    “All of my commands?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “Then I suppose you should beg me to Mark you so that no one would make the mistake of thinking you are anything other than my property.” 
 
    What?” The question fell from his mouth, flat and toneless. 
 
    “What? You didn’t learn about getting marked?” 
 
    Britney chuckled as she stood behind him. She put her hand on his forehead, pulled his head back, and whispered into his ear, “It’s a simple process. And no, it isn’t painful. It might sting for a moment, but that’s okay. I think it makes it easier for you boys to remember this moment.” 
 
    This time, Justin didn’t say anything, especially because she seemed to enjoy the process of educating him. 
 
    “Marking is a simple process. Basically, it will set your status. More importantly, I will be able to enter you into the Dawn Star database. This way, we will be able to track your history.” 
 
    He shouldn’t have asked anything, yet he squeaked out, “My history?” 
 
    “As property,” she said. “Every time you are put on display, women will be able to scan your mark and learn more about you. This way, it’s easier to handle the negotiations.” 
 
    “I, I don’t want to get marked,” he said. 
 
    “Then it’s a good thing you don’t get a choice,” she said. 
 
    “Please. Don’t you, don’t you want me to prove my obedience first?” 
 
    “I am tempted,” she said, “But I think it would be better for me to tag you first. After that, we can talk about the best way for me to use you.” 
 
      
 
    Justin could only watch helplessly as she stepped back toward her gear. She had a single satchel, which she opened it now and pulled out some kind of device. It looked a little bit like a gun, but then she stepped behind him. 
 
    At first, he remained silent because he knew it wouldn’t make any difference. If he spoke, she might engage it or not. But even if she spoke to him, she wasn’t going to change her mind. 
 
    Despite this, hearing the crunch of her boots against the ground sent shivers of anxiety running through his body. His fingers pushed down into the palms of his hands, yet he remained bound by those black cords. Tied between these trees, he was almost entirely naked and completely on display. 
 
    She stepped behind him now, and right before she could activate her implement, he called out, “What can I do for you? There must be something!” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” She sounded curious and playful. 
 
    “There has to be something you want from me. Look, I bet the standard obedience tests just involve me crawling around or bowing my head or something. Am I right?” This was a wild guess and little more than an inference he made based on what he had discovered on his slate. 
 
    “Justin,” she said with a big smile. “Are you trying to seduce me?” 
 
    He bit down. “Yes. Please, if you market me, then everything we do will have to be recorded, right?” Again, this was a guess, but it made her pause. 
 
    “We can have some fun right now,” he continued, scrambling to convince her. The idea of experiencing an Athenian mark made him panic. Unfortunately, the extra dose of adrenaline wasn’t enough to help him break the cords. 
 
    Justin kept going, “I, I will do whatever you want. Anything you want. Anything!” 
 
    He hated how desperate he sounded, but he couldn’t force any kind of real dignity into those words. 
 
    “Let’s get you marked, and we can talk about your demonstration of obedience, not to mention what I will do with you after.” The woman stroked him again before she brought the device up to the small of his back. 
 
    “Please. Don’t do this. Please, you really don’t have to mark me. If you are going to sell me off world anyway, then a mark isn’t necessary. It’s not like anyone else would be able to read it anyway.” He did his best to sound so logical. He relied on rationality, yet he heard that telltale giggle come from behind him. 
 
    Britney didn’t intend to mark him because it was necessary; she meant to do it because it was fun! 
 
    His throat tightened as that realization hit him, but then the pain flared. 
 
    Getting marked could have been so much worse. It wasn’t as awful as the electrocution from his control collar. Even so, he still felt that quick burn along his flesh. 
 
    It wasn’t just the pain, however, that made the frustration ripple through him. 
 
    She was tagging him like he was nothing but livestock. As far as she was concerned, he needed this. It would demonstrate his status on their world and in their relationship. Because yes, she was the owner, and he was the property. 
 
    Justin started to squirm. 
 
    “Don’t move. If you mess this up, I might have to start again.” 
 
    She moved her device along his flesh, leaving that mark in its wake. “What, what is this? A tattoo?” Justin demanded. 
 
    “Nothing so pedestrian,” she said. “Like I told you. It will mark you. Women everywhere will know to check you right here.” 
 
    “What are you writing?” 
 
    “Numbers,” she said. Her voice became distant, like she needed to concentrate on creating the perfect mark. “I want to make sure they look good.” 
 
    “Why does that even matter?” 
 
    Justin had no idea how this type of technology might have worked, especially if the numbers were sufficient to store other sets of data, yet she told him with another little chuckle, “Consider it a matter of artistry. When other women find you, I want them to know that I caught you and that I marked you and that I did an excellent job. Consider it a matter of professional competition.” 
 
    He bit down, and he started to squirm again. “I will paralyze you if necessary,” she said. 
 
    “I shouldn’t have to put up with this!” Justin growled again. 
 
    Britney brought the implement up to the base of his neck, and she pressed it down. He felt something. He remembered the dart from before, only a narrow shove against his skin before she jolted him. 
 
    He expected electricity. 
 
    It wasn’t. 
 
    This was worse! 
 
    Justin tried to pull and twist away, but he remained stuck in place. Utterly still and perfectly frozen, he couldn’t move! He still had the cords roped around his wrists and ankles, yet he no longer struggled against them. He didn’t stretch them, nor did he flex his muscles. 
 
    “There we go,” she said. “Don’t worry. This is perfectly calibrated. You can still blink and breathe, but your other somatic functions have been suppressed for the moment. Now, you can be quiet while I get to work.” 
 
    Moment by moment, Justin had no choice but to remain there, fixed in place, stripped naked and now marked. 
 
    She took her time, adding these little flourishes. At various points, she chuckled or made these little humming sounds to herself. 
 
    “There we go. Now, as far as the other huntresses are concerned, you belong to me.” 
 
    Still frozen in place, he couldn’t move! 
 
    She circled around, looked right into his eyes, and said, “You know, this is probably good for you anyway. I mean, boys on this planet learn how to stay still and silent very early. It’s important for them to be seen and not heard. You know?” 
 
    He wished he could snap his teeth at her, snarl out some insult, or at least struggle. 
 
    Instead, with this serene expression on his face, Justin Drake remained right there. 
 
    “You might not like this, but I was wondering about something.” 
 
    She grinned and grabbed her slate. She interfaced with his chastity belt, brought up the appropriate menu, and quickly typed in a set of commands. 
 
    Justin would have creased his brows with confusion, only he still couldn’t move. “Very nice,” she said. She executed the command, so his belt retracted, pulling back into itself. He experienced the liquid metal as it moved along his flesh. At the same time, he heard the telltale clicks of those different plates forming back into one another. 
 
    Then it was done, and she stepped back, crossed her arms, and looked at him. “Let’s see what happens.” 
 
    Nothing, he told himself. Justin wasn’t about to let anything happen. 
 
    On some level, he could already guess what she had in mind, only he promised himself it wouldn’t work. 
 
    These women already had such a low opinion of males. As far as they were concerned, men were little more than animals, hence the need for strict control, collars, and even leashes. 
 
    As hard as he tried to fight it, his shaft started to stiffen. “And there we go,” she said, snapping her fingers and pointing down at his manhood. “Even now, while you are completely imprisoned and about to be enslaved, you still can’t help yourself, can you? This really is all men think about.” 
 
    Over and over again, Justin pumped fresh impulses through his body. He thought about moving his arms, his legs. None of it helped. As hard as he tried, he remained right there in position, and then she leaned down, and she grinned at him. She wrapped her fingers around his manhood. She started stroking him, teasing him. 
 
    “I was hanging out with a friend couple of days ago, and we were both wondering whether or not a boy could climax while also paralyzed. What do you think?” 
 
    Justin couldn’t answer, but Britney grinned. She flipped her hair back and continued to stroke him, gently gliding her fingers along his body with one tantalizing caress after another. The temptation burned hotter and brighter. 
 
    He tried to clench down, to surrender to the orgasm, but he remained in place. 
 
    “Even if I squeezed a little harder, it wouldn’t matter. This is one of those hybrid reflexes,” she said. “Or at least, that’s what I told my friend. I figure that the right stimulus will make it impossible for a boy not to climax. Arguably, this is one of the most important functions of the male body, and you boys can’t even control it!” 
 
    His eyes blazed. 
 
    “Oh? You disagree?” Britney asked. 
 
    She reached up and touched her device to the base of his skull once again. Another jolt ran through his body, only this one felt smaller and weaker. It was more like a spark. His fingers remained relaxed, even as he tried to make a pair of fists. But then he licked his lips and realized he could control his mouth. 
 
    “Yes!” Justin called out before he could stop himself. 
 
    “Let’s test that hypothesis, shall we?” Britney asked. 
 
    This beautiful huntress, with her dark hair pulled back, watched him. Her blue eyes sparkled, and she held his gaze. 
 
    At first, Justin closed his eyes as her fingers continued to move up and down along his cock. “Maybe I can break you before I even hand you off to the trainer,” she said. “I’m sure she would be disappointed, but you look like you already know the truth.” 
 
    “I’m not going to let you do this to me,” he said. 
 
    And yet, Justin had already been teased mercilessly. In fact, the desperation came rushing through his body. 
 
    Even so, he fought it back. He wasn’t going to let any woman convince him that he couldn’t control himself. 
 
    Her fingers continued to dance and play. With one hand, she teased his balls and that magical spot just beneath his scrotum. With her other hand, she worked her palm along the base of his manhood before gliding her fingers up around his circumference. She gently pinched, teasing him. She stimulated him. 
 
    Fresh waves of need and agonizing desire seemed to drill straight into his core. 
 
    With every second, Justin could easily imagine the pleasure of surrender. He could envision that moment when he might let go, and that itch would finally be scratched. While satisfaction would surge through him, and he could have everything he needed (except for his freedom). 
 
    “I’m guessing just a few more seconds,” she teased. “Three. Two. One.” 
 
    His eyes widened, and he saw the blue of her irises, bright and vivid, cold and dangerous, playful and energized. 
 
    Right as she counted down, Britney forced him to climax. Just as she promised, she sent another ripple of desperation through him. 
 
    Justin lost control. He clenched down, surrendering. 
 
    He tried to rock his hips forward and back, yet it didn’t matter because this woman was in charge. She controlled his body and had absolute authority over his limbs. 
 
    His shaft sputtered, shooting off his load. 
 
    He lost himself in the relief until she pressed the chastity disc back against his pubis. 
 
    The different pieces slipped back into place, interlocking until he found his shaft once again bound and imprisoned. 
 
    She patted him on the head, “You don’t need to feel bad. That was a good effort. You tried your best, Justin. Now, are you ready to talk about obedience?” 
 
    He lifted his head. Exhausted by his efforts, Justin could barely think. His head was heavy, and most of the paralysis had worn off. He could flex his fingers and tense the muscles in his arms and legs. 
 
    “Very good,” she said. “But just because you had some fun, that doesn’t mean I am going to deny myself.” She grinned, “We aren’t done.” 
 
    She reached up, grabbed his right wrist, and pulled the cord loose. Then she did the same with the left. His arm stumbled down as the ropes came away. 
 
    “You can do your feet,” she said. She sauntered over to large, blue chunk of granite. She crossed her legs as she sat down, and then she reached up, pulling on the zipper for her armor. The different pieces fell away, each one connected by strips of resilient synth-leather. 
 
    Despite his recent release, Justin couldn’t help himself. At the last moment, he realized he should have just closed his eyes and allowed this woman to keep her modesty, especially because she reached up and untied the ribbon holding her hair back. The strands fell around her shoulders as she stepped out of the huntress-class armor. 
 
    “Come here, boy,” she commanded with a curved motion of her finger. 
 
    Justin bit down, exhaled through his teeth, and wondered if he could really do this. 
 
    He tried to tell himself that he was better than what she thought and expected. He wasn’t livestock; he wasn’t an animal! 
 
    Despite those reminders, she cocked her head to the side and held up her slate. “You can try to run if you want, but if you flee, the consequences are going to be pretty intense. You don’t want that, do you? No. Instead, you want to show me that you can be very, very obedient. Maybe if you do everything I command, I will sell you off world.” 
 
    For the next few seconds, he worked on untying the knots holding his legs apart. It took longer than he liked, and he got the impression she was enjoying the demonstration of male incompetence. She had probably tied him into position over the course of a couple of heartbeats. He needed nearly a full minute to get the cords loose. 
 
    Finally, they came free, and he stumbled forward. 
 
    “Crawl over here, boy,” she ordered next. 
 
    Justin didn’t want to do it. In fact, he glanced over his shoulder, then to the left and right as he searched for some way to escape. 
 
    She reached over and lovingly stroked her tranquilizer rifle. “You can try to run if you want, but I can make things far worse for you.” 
 
    Justin didn’t need to hear about the possibilities. He already believed her. 
 
    Then she smiled, revealing edges of her teeth, and she pointed to the ground in front of her. “I won’t ask again, Justin. Crawl over here like an obedient boy. Show me how you are inferior.” 
 
    Inferior. Before landing on this planet, he had rarely heard this word. Now it seemed like every woman wanted to make this simple point to him. And yet, Justin refused to acknowledge the possibility. He wouldn’t think of himself as less than a woman despite the post-release exhaustion that continued to resonate through his body. 
 
    “This doesn’t prove anything,” Justin promised her. He maintained eye contact with this woman as he lowered himself down onto the soft dirt. Then he crawled across her campsite, coming closer and closer. As he did so, he couldn’t help but think of the women who had already ordered him to obey. 
 
    She spread her legs and stretched out one hand. She had two fingers pressed together. “Suck,” she ordered. 
 
    “Do I have to?” 
 
    “What do you think?” Britney asked. 
 
    His nostrils twitched for just a moment, but then she reached out with her free hand, slipped her fingers past his ear, and took a grip on the back of his head. She pulled him forward, and she slipped those two soft, dainty fingers up against his mouth. 
 
    “Suck,” she commanded again. 
 
    Justin obeyed. 
 
    He itched to close his eyes, yet something compelled him to continue looking up at her. She was beautiful, almost celestial or demonic. There was something so amazing and otherworldly about this woman. 
 
    Justin had experienced these feelings before, like those moments when he had enjoyed just a few random moments with Julia. Those were the times when they could talk, and there was something almost gravimetric about her presence. She would be close to him. She would talk to him, and the sound of her voice would soak into his psyche. 
 
    As hard as he tried to fight it, Justin couldn’t deny the truth. This woman, like so many others, was gorgeous. Her beauty enthralled him, and he yearned to be closer to her. 
 
    “There we go. That’s right. Very nice. At this rate, I might decide to skip your spanking.” 
 
    He pulled his head back, or at least he tried. She tightened her grip and demonstrated her strength. 
 
    Despite any advantage he might have enjoyed based on his height or the broadness of his shoulders, Britney was obviously better trained. She gripped him, kept him in position, and snickered. 
 
    Through all of this, he kept licking and sucking her fingers. “What? You didn’t think I would punish you? You didn’t think you needed to be disciplined for everything you have done and said? Just remember every time you tried to contradict me. That’s not acceptable, Justin. Besides, I want your buyer to know that you can be tamed.” 
 
    She pulled her hand back. Her fingers glistened with his saliva, but she touched his chin with her other hand. “Don’t look away,” she ordered. In the next moment, she spread her legs. 
 
    Britney knew what he was thinking, especially as his gaze flickered from her eyes down along her nose to her lips, then her breasts. He watched as her nipples hardened. Spreading her legs, she reached down and stroked her split with the fingers he had just sucked and serviced. 
 
    In those first several seconds, she just lightly touched herself. 
 
    Under some other set of circumstances, Justin would have tried to look away because he wanted to respect her privacy. And yet, she seemed to enjoy the attention. It was like Britney wanted him to witness how easily she could touch and pleasure herself. 
 
    Although he hated himself for reacting like this, her boy experienced this buzz of reignited desire and need. His shaft pushed against the silver-white of his chastity cage, yet it didn’t matter. 
 
    Without her slate, he wouldn’t be able to remove the belt around his waist or the boundaries of his cage. 
 
    “You’re starting to blush, Justin,” she said. 
 
    “Please, don’t do this to me,” he said. 
 
    “What? I’m sure there are lots of boys who would love to see this. Besides, I don’t believe you. I think this is exactly where you want to be.” 
 
    No, that wasn’t quite true, and she knew it. Consciously, in that part of his brain where he could make his own decisions and take his own desires, Justin hated every second of this. Although he tried to fight the desires, he kept watching. He didn’t look away or even turn his stare off into some random point on the distance. 
 
    Nothing stopped him from ignoring her. Instead, he watched and drank in the site of this beautiful woman. Her cheeks shifted to a bright shade of pink, her lips turned up in a smile, her nipples stiffened, and she reveled in her authority over him. She may have only been sitting on some random chunk of granite, yet she kept her back straight with an almost regal bearing. 
 
    “Oh yes, that feels really good. I love knowing that you are right there. Don’t look away, boy. I want you to see what I can do. You see, I’m not wearing a chastity belt. And why is that? Oh yes, because I’m a woman. Because I’m in control. You, however, must learn to obey. You must learn…” She meant to say something else, but her breathing turned ragged as she reveled in the bliss of her body. 
 
    She pressed down, massaged her slit, and penetrated herself. Within moments, she was right there, on the verge of an orgasm. 
 
    Then she pulled her hand away. “Come lick my fingers clean,” she ordered. 
 
    He started to shake his head, but she leaned forward again. She grabbed him by the back of his head. She forced her digits up against his mouth. The aroma of her juices hit his nostrils, his shaft tried to stiffen again. It must have been some instinctive drive, like he understood deep within his DNA that this might mean sex. 
 
    Only it didn’t. 
 
    That would be an incredible reward. 
 
    In fact, there were likely other slaves on this planet who begged for the opportunity to serve. Justin refused to join their ranks. He was better than this. He was better than captivity! 
 
    Even so, he licked at her fingers. 
 
    “Good boy,” she said, patting him on the head. “For that, I think I’m going to give you a different reward. There is something I want from you.” Her eyes sparkled mercilessly. 
 
    She pulled her hand back and wiped the moisture from his mouth on her his shoulder. After that, she tugged him closer. She grabbed him by his collar and pulled his face up toward her. 
 
    For just a moment, he envisioned some scenario where their lips might meet and they might kiss. 
 
    It could have been romantic, only there was a different sort of stimulation she desired. 
 
    She guided his face right up to her left breast. 
 
    His nose and lips pushed against the yielding flesh. He enjoyed himself. He couldn’t help it. His shaft raged against his cage, but he couldn’t bend it or break it. He couldn’t even get an erection despite the fresh sparks of need. 
 
    “Suck,” she commanded. 
 
    He wrapped his lips around her nipple, and he hollowed his cheeks. He started to suck on her breast. 
 
    If they had met at a bar or a club, then maybe he would have been grateful for this opportunity. And yet, he knew she would dictate precisely what happened. This wasn’t a game between equals; it wasn’t some kind of flirtation or dance. Oh no. 
 
    She was using him. 
 
    She was rewarding herself since she caught this boy. He was nothing but a treat and a trifle… 
 
    Yes, he recognized the truth, but he still didn’t stop. Worse, a different sensation coursed through his body. Although he knew exactly what was happening, he didn’t force his tongue to stop. 
 
    Although he couldn’t see her face now, he imagined her wicked little smile. He imagined the shine of her reddish hair and the bright illumination along her irises. 
 
    “Yes. Just like that. Just like that. Keep licking. Okay. Now suck.” 
 
    His heart pounded wildly, his breathing came faster, and Justin told himself to stop. He tried to fight the impulse, yet it felt so good to be right there. 
 
    Tentatively, he reached up, and he brushed his fingers along her flanks and down to the sides of her waist. He could hardly believe that he was touching her. The warmth of her body made him shiver with fresh waves of desire. 
 
    Yes, she had given him an orgasm, but now he ached for another! 
 
    It wasn’t fair. 
 
    He didn’t think his body could recover like this, but the desperation returned. It flooded through his system, making him yearn for the chance to earn another orgasm. 
 
    Earn another orgasm? The concept was ridiculous. He was an independent man. He wasn’t a slave, and he didn’t belong on this world at all. Even so, he started to think of this female as owning him. 
 
    She doesn’t own me. She’s never going to own me, Justin frantically told himself. Yet even as those words dimly flared behind his eyes, he knew the truth as he kept licking and sucking. He hollowed his cheeks and savored the way she kept moaning. Sometimes, she encouraged him. Sometimes, she let incoherent, animal noises vibrate from the base of her throat. 
 
    Then she put her hand on his forehead, nudged him back, and looked into his eyes. “Switch.” Britney wasn’t done with him. 
 
    Justin tried to take this opportunity to speak with her as her equal. Yes, he may have been down on his knees, but he could still talk to her. They could communicate, and he could assert himself as her equal… 
 
    Nope. 
 
    That simple reality slammed down into him as she put her hand on the back of his head and pulled him closer and closer. 
 
    Worse, Justin yearned to do this. He wanted to feel her other breast, to glide his tongue along her nipple, to lick and suck just as she commanded. 
 
    “Good,” she said. “That’s right. I hunted you down, I caught you, and now this is my reward. This is what I get.” 
 
    As she spoke, Justin tried to hate the sound of her voice. He couldn’t. 
 
    There was this light, playful note of excitement in everything she said to him. And why not? She had this virile male trapped on his knees, ready to serve her. And sure, he might have his beliefs about who he was supposed to be, yet she still had the slate, he remained collared, and he would do anything she demanded. 
 
    In fact, she hadn’t shocked him, yet he still pleasured her. 
 
    “I’m going to be sure to incorporate this on your record,” she said. “I’m going to make sure your owner understands that you have a very adroit tongue. Would you like that? I bet this is going to increase your price quite a bit!” 
 
    Justin pulled back, and he started to say something about how he was a navigator, which made him even more valuable, only she tightened her grip on the back of his head and pushed him against the soft give of her breast. 
 
    “Lick. No one here is interested in anything you have to say. Use your tongue for something worthwhile.” Her words knocked into him like a fist crashing into his gut, but Justin still obeyed. 
 
    And then she consoled him, “It’s okay. You have spent way too much time on board that ship. They let you have all of these silly ideas about what a man can do. There’s nothing wrong with acknowledging your limitations. You’re a boy, and so this is what you should be doing. You should follow a woman around and work hard to serve her and please her. It’s the natural order, and there’s nothing wrong with that. You just have to accept it. You will be so much happier when you acknowledge your status as a slave.” 
 
    Again and again, he told himself that she was wrong, that she couldn’t know what she was talking about, and that she was so steeped in the insanity of her culture that she would inevitably fail. 
 
    In fact, the entire Dawn Star Confederation would fall apart. The Duchy would push back eventually and retake their territory. 
 
    Normally, Justin didn’t worry too much about politics, especially because he already traversed of the galaxy. He had never been much of a nationalist or patriot, but maybe that needed to change. Maybe after she sold him into indentured servitude and he fulfilled the terms of his contract, Justine could go back. Maybe he could help resist the Confederation… 
 
    She brushed her fingers down along his shoulder blades, past to the curves of his ribs, all the way to the small of his back. She traced his mark, making him shiver. “I did a very good job on this one.” 
 
    He pulled back, “What does it say?” 
 
    “It’s just a string of numbers,” she replied. “Besides, you’re a slave. You don’t need to worry about it.” 
 
    “I’m not a slave,” he said. 
 
    “You’re not very good at listening either,” she replied. “Do I need to punish you, or will you go back to licking on your own?” 
 
    This time, Britney didn’t wield her slate to deliver an electrical shock, nor did she pull him back toward her chest. Instead, his eyes slid from the blue of her irises down to her slick, shiny nipple. 
 
    He wanted to slide his lips along that point once again. He wanted to feel the simple ecstasy of knowing that he was licking a woman as beautiful as Britney. 
 
    Justin lasted for a few more seconds before his defiance broke apart, and he slid forward. He latched on again, licking and sucking just as she expected. 
 
    “That’s right. You can tell yourself whatever you want, but we both know this is who you are and where you belong. You don’t need to worry about anything but obeying me. Do as you’re told, and maybe I will sell you into indentured servitude. Maybe.” 
 
    The ringing sound of her laughter washed over him. 
 
    Justin knew he had no choice, not really. 
 
    He kept contemplating escape, yet he knew he would never be able to evade a huntress as skilled as Britney. 
 
    “Enough,” she said. 
 
    Then she pulled back, and she touched his chin again as she forced him to look back up into her eyes. As she leaned down, Justin tried to tell himself that he wasn’t intimidated by this woman. 
 
    Those words flared behind his eyes, only to go cold because he knew the truth. She had caught him once; she could do it again. 
 
    By her command, he pulled back. His lips were wet, and her nipple glistened, but she had something else in mind. “I want to feel that tongue, Justin. I want you to lick me just as eagerly. I want to feel your desperation.” 
 
    “Why would I do that?” Justin couldn’t help himself. He had to ask. 
 
    “You want me to sell you as an indentured servant, don’t you? You want me to take you off world? That would be very inconvenient for me. Besides, do you think I enjoy going off world or dealing with people who think men should have rights?” She snorted at the concept. 
 
    “You’re asking for a very, very big favor,” she purred. “If you want this, you’re going to have to earn it. Can you earn it, Justin? Can you be an obedient male for me?” 
 
    Again, he wished he could ask her why he should trust her, yet he already knew the truth. It didn’t matter. He had no leverage, so he had to give this woman everything she wanted. 
 
    He dipped his head down as she spread her legs. He saw her sex glistening. 
 
    She leaned back, reached out, and put her hand on the back of his head, guiding him down as she relaxed. 
 
    The next thing he knew, his lips were right there, poised in front of her slit. 
 
    He hesitated for another moment. 
 
    Then he started licking. 
 
    He gave this woman precisely what she craved. He surrendered to her. In doing so, maybe he acknowledged his own inferiority. Justin couldn’t know one way or another, but he started to lap at her slit, licking hard and fast. 
 
    “No, no,” she said with a giggle. “Slow down, boy.” She may as well have been talking to a well-trained dog. 
 
    At this point, Justin closed his eyes. He focused on the feel of her slit. She was damp and warm, soft, and it felt so good. 
 
    As he slowed his tongue and gently explored and probed her crevice, Justin tried to ignore the strain of his shaft against the boundaries of his chastity cage. Yes, he needed more. Those cravings burned hot and bright at his center, but he did his best to ignore his own arousal. 
 
    It didn’t matter. 
 
    It meant nothing. 
 
    As a navigator, he had pushed his feelings aside on countless occasions. When the FTL drive engaged, Justin had to concentrate. The slightest directional deviation could wreck a ship and kill all on board. Other people tightened their fingers against their armrests, tapped their feet, or held their breath as they activated the Starfall Drive. 
 
    Not Justin. 
 
    He concentrated. He lost himself to the calculations, and now he tried to do the same as he pleasured this woman. His tongue darted up and down, licking and serving her just as she commanded. 
 
    Distantly, he recognized the sounds of her voice as she issued her orders. “Faster now. Oh, that’s right. Just like that,” she said as he licked and flicked his tongue. “You can tell yourself whatever you want, but I think it’s pretty obvious that boys belong right here. I know you’re making me happy!” She giggled and chortled as she enjoyed his diminished status. 
 
    “Faster now. Faster!” Her breathing shifted, becoming sharper and faster as she enjoyed every movement. With each second, she came closer and closer to her orgasm. 
 
    Then she cried out. The sounds of her ecstasy echoed between the trees as she threw her head back and embraced that burst of wild bliss. 
 
    Her hand fell back to his forehead, and she shoved him away. “Good,” she said. “Very good.” 
 
    That’s when she grabbed her slate and typed in a command. 
 
    Justin was about to ask what she was doing when he felt the prick of the tranquilizer dart hit him just below his left shoulder blade. He tried to reach back to grab it, and his fingers brushed along the smooth, metallic surface, only it was too late. 
 
    With the sedatives racing along his blood stream, his eyes grew heavy, and he collapsed forward. 
 
      
 
    Justin could just barely do it, but he managed to lift his head. He looked around, blinked, and thought there might be something wrong with his vision. Everything was so dark. He lifted his head, although it seemed to require this gargantuan effort. He blinked. 
 
    The sedatives were rapidly fading from his system, yet he still needed to concentrate. He tried to speak, only to feel the muzzle around his mouth. A rubber bit pulled against the corners of his mouth, making it impossible for him to speak. The rest of the muzzle covered his mouth and worked its way down along the curves of his jaw and chin. 
 
    Justin started to move. 
 
    When he lifted his head, he could see the stars beyond the trees. 
 
    How long had he been unconscious? 
 
    Then he looked to his left and right and saw the cords around his wrists and ankles once again. 
 
    “Dammit,” he tried to mutter, only he couldn’t really speak. 
 
    Letting himself slump, he searched for Britney. There. Just a few feet away, she was asleep on her side. Her features seemed so relaxed, like this was just some sort of vacation for her. 
 
    Justin thought of grunting or growling at her, especially because he craved reassurance. She’d take him off-world, right? She’d sell him as an indentured servant out in the wilds of space, not here on this twisted world, right? The uncertainty nibbled at him but with this arms and legs spread, there wasn’t much Justin could do about his situation. 
 
    Aggravation flared through his body. He couldn’t help himself. 
 
    Justin attempted to use his relaxation techniques. He didn’t have anything formal; he didn’t worry about training to meditate or anything like that, but he had always been adept at forcing the emotions out of his mind. 
 
    Except for right now. 
 
    The exasperation and sense of unfairness kept clawing and scratching at him. Again and again, he continued to experience this sense that it didn’t matter what he did because these women would always be able to defeat him. 
 
    Did that make them superior? 
 
    No! 
 
    He fought so hard to cling to that simple idea. 
 
    They could tell him whatever they liked, but they weren’t going to be able to program him. He wasn’t born on this world. As a little boy, he hadn’t been raised to see himself as an object to be used by the women around him. Other males may have been completely soaked in this cultural expectation, but Justin would remember what it was like to be independent, competent, and free. 
 
    And yet, he dipped his head down. He looked at his naked body. He felt the collar around his throat and the chastity cage along his manhood. 
 
    He glanced up again, saw her sleeping, and he almost wished he could go to her. 
 
    Really? 
 
    He closed his eyes. Maybe the sedatives were still affecting him because he almost fell asleep. He almost dreamed. 
 
    Without thinking about it, he envisioned a scenario where he might slip free from his bonds. If he did, then he could wrap his arms around her and hold her tight. He would fall asleep with her. And when they woke up together, she would attach a leash to his collar and lead him back to his new life. 
 
    But wait. 
 
    She was a huntress. She made her money by tracking boys like him and selling them off. 
 
    Jerking his head back up, Justin tried to shake off the effects of those drugs. He wondered if they included some psychotropic component. Perhaps that would have explained why his thoughts drifted in that direction. 
 
    Or maybe it had been the feel of her breasts and the taste of her slit. 
 
    As he thought of her naked body, his shaft twitched again. 
 
    “Do you want to get out of here?” came a whispered voice. 
 
    Justin jerked to the left, then the right. 
 
    He saw something in his peripheral vision, a smooth disc with three legs dangling from the lower portion. A single mechanical arm poked out from the top. 
 
    Immediately, Justin tried to speak. He wanted to ask something obvious like, “Who are you? What’s going on here?” 
 
    In that same whispered tone, a female voice said, “Don’t make too much noise. I know you are muzzled, but you don’t want to risk waking her. If she knows what’s going on, there could be…consequences.” 
 
    Keeping his voice down now, Justin tried to ask, “Who are you?” With the rubber bit in his mouth and the muzzle over his lips and jaw, he couldn’t make any real coherent sounds. Even so, he hoped she might understand. 
 
    “You don’t need to worry about who I am right now. There’s just one thing you need to know. I don’t like this woman, and I’m willing to help you escape. Is that what you want?” 
 
    He nodded his head down and up. “Are you going to trust me?” 
 
    This time, Justin hesitated, but he found himself nodding anyway. 
 
    “Good,” she said. “I can’t technically help you get out, but I can give you something.” 
 
    The hovering drone buzzed up toward his right hand. “Catch,” she whispered, her voice sharp in the cool, night air. 
 
    A compartment opened at the bottom of the drone, and something fell into the palm of his hand. When he felt the hilt of the blade, Justin’s heart started to beat a little faster. He imagined some scenario where Britney could wake up at any moment and decide to punish him for all of this. 
 
    He recalled just how powerful the electrical shocks from his collar could be… No, that wasn’t going to happen. 
 
    “Hurry. You don’t know how much time you have,” said his benefactor. 
 
    Getting the blade to the right angle proved to be surprisingly difficult. If this had been a film stream, then he would have been able to cut through the cords in the span of a few seconds, if only because the audience would have gotten bored. 
 
    Instead, he dragged the blade across the cord, cutting through it a little bit at a time. With each second, he had to be careful not to accidentally slash his own skin. 
 
    He worked at it, biting down as he concentrated. He needed to stay focused. The work was surprisingly precise, but speed still mattered. 
 
    When he had he cut through half of the cord, Justin tried to snap the rest. He wanted to just rip it apart. 
 
    Instead, he took his time. He kept pulling, but he didn’t thrash or buck. He couldn’t risk making much noise. 
 
    Finally, the first cord broke, and the rope fell away. It landed with a dull but noticeable thud. 
 
    With his first hand free, he reached up and quickly sawed through the second, third, and fourth cords. Soon, he had cut the last of the rope away, only to glance back up at the drone. 
 
    The projected voice continued, “You need to be very, very quiet. You don’t want to mess this up.” 
 
    Justin reached up and started to scramble for some clasp, zipper, or button on the muzzle. He needed to get this stupid thing off as soon as possible. He hated knowing that he couldn’t actually speak, but the voice from the drone prompted him, “Don’t worry about that right now. You need to get out of here.” 
 
    Justin glanced to the north, south, east, then west. By this point, he was completely disoriented. He had no idea where he was supposed to go or how he could get away from the huntress. 
 
    Worse, while he remained muzzled, he couldn’t even discover more about this woman or why she intended to help him. 
 
    And yet, he glanced back at Britney and decided anything would be better than staying with a huntress, especially one who would probably just drag him back to the city and have him auctioned off. 
 
    “Follow me,” the woman whispered through her drone. 
 
    He followed, careful not to make any noise. 
 
      
 
    Justin scurried along. He had found his shoes but not the rest of his clothing. Occasionally, tree limbs, leaves, and outstretched bushes brushed against his naked body, making him shiver or tense up. 
 
    The drone moved quickly, hovering between the front obstacles. Soon, Justin found himself panting, especially because it was hard to breathe with the muzzle on. 
 
    Even as he continued to make his way through the darkened gloom of the forest, Justin kept reaching up for the back of his muzzle. Eventually, he found it, a small lock. Presumably, he would need Britney’s slate or a skilled splicer to get this thing open. 
 
    That thought infuriated him, and he almost wanted to turn back. 
 
    Even as he scurried between the bushes, he had these fantasies of tying the huntress up. But by now, it was too late. Besides, he still had to struggle to keep up with the drone as it hovered and buzzed its way through the wilderness. 
 
    As he worked to distract himself while he made his way through the wilderness with some unknown guide, Justin imagined Britney hogtied with a muzzle over her mouth. He imagined what it would be like to stroke her cheek and tease her. 
 
    “This is what you get for thinking men are inferior,” he might say. 
 
    Although those ideas distracted him, he decided he needed to focus on the drone up ahead. Who piloted it? More importantly, what did she want? 
 
    He tried to theorize, but he couldn’t come up with anything good. Or rather, there was no way for Justin to confirm any of his hypotheses. So instead, he focused on following the machine as it led him forward. 
 
      
 
    Normally, Justin knew exactly where he was. Even when he wandered, he had a distinct sense of how he might get back to some common point of reference. Not this time. 
 
    Finally, with the sweat appearing on his brow and his lungs straining for air as he breathed through his nostrils, Justin saw the clearing up ahead. The drone sped up, only to turn around and hover. 
 
    Justin hardly noticed because his gaze fell on the two women outlined in moonlight. 
 
    “Hello, Justin Drake,” said the first one. He recognized her voice. It had been projected through the drone. 
 
    He swallowed back his trepidation and started to motion toward the muzzle. 
 
    “Don’t worry. We will take that off of you. I think we want to talk to you for a little bit before we sell you.” 
 
    Justin froze in place as one woman drew her tranquilizer pistol, pulled the trigger, and fired. 
 
    A dart caught him in his right side, just below his rib cage. 
 
    Right as he lost consciousness, he had a stupid thought. 
 
    Not this. Not again. 
 
      
 
    When Justin woke up, he licked his bottom lip, suddenly grateful to have the muzzle off. Then he started to look around. He attempted to sit up, only he couldn’t manage it. 
 
    Where was he? What was happening? 
 
    When he looked to his left and right, he expected to see tall trees looming over him. Directly overhead, he should have seen the infinite myriad of branches and leaves with starlight or blue sky above him. 
 
    Instead, he spotted thin, alloyed pillars along with a silvery fabric. They seem to form walls. 
 
    This was a tent, he quickly realized. 
 
    Before Justin could stop himself, he called out, “Hello? What’s going on? Who are you?” He lifted his head again, only now he looked to his arms and legs. Sure enough, he was bound, strapped down to some kind of bed or mat. 
 
    Someone unzipped the opening to the tent, and he saw his first captor. 
 
    She strode up to him, crossed her arms over her chest, and gazed down at him. She had an aristocratic bearing. With her blonde hair, sharp cheekbones, and lithe physique, she exuded this sense of dangerous competence. 
 
    Like Britney, she wore huntress-class armor comprised of flexible synth-leather and armored plates. Her formfitting uniform was a dark shade of red. 
 
    As she stood over him, she smirked. 
 
    After another second, her partner appeared. “Hello,” she said, her tone smooth and relaxed. While the first huntress had pale yellow hair, this one was a redhead. Like her friend, she had the same features, only her hair waved around her shoulders. Her armor was a dark and shade of midnight blue. “It looks like you are awake. I’m glad the counter-sedatives were so effective.” 
 
    “What’s going on? Where am I?” 
 
    “This is our camp,” said the blonde. “My name is Andrea. This is Victoria.” 
 
    “Why did you free me?” 
 
    For just a moment, he clung to this silly fantasy. He needed to believe that there was an underground resistance against male servitude, captivity, and enslavement. Back as a child, he had studied various oppressive governments, usually because the Duchy’s establishment wanted to think the best of itself, which often meant focusing on the evils of other societies. It was a matter of education, rhetoric, propaganda, and moral superiority. 
 
    Only then, he remembered those words right before he lost consciousness: we want to talk to you before we sell you. 
 
    Although he was strapped down, spread out, and utterly helpless before these women, Justin maintained some veneer of independence. 
 
    “We freed you because we want to have some fun,” Victoria said to him. “But also, we want to know where Britney intended to sell you.” 
 
    Andrea strode deeper into the tent, and now she crouched down between his legs. She brushed her fingers along his shins, up his thighs, and all the way to the chastity belt. “If you tell us what we want to know right away, then there won’t need to be any need for unpleasantness.” 
 
    Victoria continued, “But if you mess with us or try to lie to us, there will have to be consequences. They will be very unpleasant for you, Justin.” 
 
    The blonde smirked as she narrowed her eyes and added, “Just tell us what we want to know.” 
 
    “I don’t know where she intended to sell me,” Justin said. 
 
    “That’s a pity,” Andrea replied. Her lips hardened, “Because I don’t believe you.” 
 
    “I’m telling you the truth,” he said. “Can’t you, can’t use my collar to detect my heart rate or something?” 
 
    “Normally, we could,” Victoria agreed. “However, someone seems to have damaged your collar. That means we have to gauge reactions the old-fashioned way.” 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t know anything?” Andrea asked again, her tone pinched and focused. “Are you really sure?” As she lowered her voice, he shivered. 
 
    “Yes. I’m sure. I don’t know where she was going to sell me.” 
 
    Realizing he might have some information, Justin licked his lower lip. He strained against his bonds as he arched his back, but he only really did this to burn through some of the tension. After all, he already knew these shackles would hold him down. 
 
    If these women were huntresses, then they knew how to keep a boy like him captive. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” he said. “She didn’t tell me exactly which auction house she was going to use or where she might sell me, but we started to negotiate.” 
 
    “Britney always was a softy,” Victoria said. 
 
    “Why would she negotiate with you?” 
 
    “I made her feel good?” Justin suggested. 
 
    Andrea glanced back to her colleague. “Do you really think she would be that foolish?” 
 
    “She may have just been messing with him.” 
 
    Justin had also considered this possibility. Perhaps Britney had never intended to honor her side of their agreement, but he couldn’t know one way or the other. 
 
    “We both know Britney likes to play with her prey,” Victoria pointed out. 
 
    “Most huntresses do,” Andrea agreed. She stood up, stepped over him, and positioned herself close to his side. She could have lifted her boot and pressed down against his chest or his neck. Tilting her head, some of her blonde hair drifted lower toward her shoulder as she grinned. 
 
    “What was your agreement going to be?” 
 
    “She would take me somewhere else, somewhere away from Athena and sell me as an indentured servant.” 
 
    “Really? Why would anyone bother with a boy?” 
 
    “He’s a navigator,” Andrea said, her voice low. 
 
    “That never made any sense to me,” Victoria said with a shake of her head. “I mean, space travel is dangerous. Why would you want some irrational boy determining the route?” 
 
    “The rest of the universe isn’t as advanced as we are,” Andrea replied. 
 
    “True,” Victoria said. 
 
    “I’m a skilled navigator,” he said. “I know what I’m doing. I can get you wherever you need to go.” 
 
    Andrea smirked, “Maybe you’re good for a boy, but it’s not a risk I would want to take. Besides, why bother wasting your talents as a navigator when you’re obviously so much better suited for…other tasks?” 
 
    He didn’t understand, not right away. Then Victoria stepped forward, “Before we get to the fun part, we need to know where she was going to sell you. Did she mention any names? Any of the merchant houses?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” Victoria asked. 
 
    Andrea squinted down at him like she expected to discern the truth based on the shape of his features. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “She didn’t tell me where she would sell me. We didn’t get that far.” 
 
    “Do you believe him?” Victoria asked. 
 
    “Uncertain,” Andrea replied. “We might as well interrogate him.” 
 
    “No,” he said, his voice straining now. “No, there’s no need for that.” Even as he watched helplessly, both of the women reached into their pockets and pulled out their data slates. 
 
    “The GPS is damaged, but we can still activate the punishment protocols,” Victoria said after another moment. 
 
    Andrea didn’t bother responding. Instead, she tested them for herself. 
 
    Justin wished he could come up with some reason for them to stop. He scoured his memories with Britney as he tried to come up with something good, something he might be able to share to convince these women that they didn’t need to do this. 
 
    But it was too late. They had already made up their minds, and they were ready to dislodge his secrets. They would work him, even if he didn’t have any… 
 
    Andrea pressed the button on her screen, and they both watched as his body tightened. He bit down as the electricity flared through him again. 
 
    When it stopped and faded from his nerves, he was panting again. 
 
    “I can’t give you something I don’t have,” he protested. 
 
    “Unless you’re lying,” Andrea said. 
 
    “Are you lying? Are you trying to lie to us?” Victoria asked. 
 
    “If he has anything useful, we will get it out of him,” Andrea said. Her thumb fell down onto the data slate, and she held it in position for several long, agonizing seconds. Second by second, she made sure he growled and finally called out as his defenses shattered underneath that the electric onslaught. 
 
    When it finished, Victoria chided him, “You know, she’s not going to stop. I think my friend here enjoys making boys shout and scream.” 
 
    Andrea neither agreed nor disagreed. 
 
    Victoria continued, “But if you tell us what we want to know, then maybe we can stop right now. We can just take you back to the city, get you trained and sold, and you will be able to start your new life. How does that sound?” 
 
    “Screw you!” Justin called out. In that same heartbeat, he closed his eyes and pressed his lips together as he braced himself for another burst of electricity. 
 
    Instead, the women answered him with silence. 
 
    Tentatively, he opened his eyes. 
 
    Victoria and Andrea seemed to be studying one another as they silently conveyed to something. But what? 
 
    “Maybe we can try a paddle,” Victoria suggested. 
 
    “That’s exactly what I was thinking,” Andrea replied. She stepped back, headed over toward one of their bags, and she pulled out a silver handle. She pressed the button, and he heard a familiar sound: interlocking clicks. The paddle layered itself until there was this long, smooth, flat section. 
 
    “What, what is that?” Justin asked. He couldn’t keep those nervous tremors out of his voice, no matter how hard he tried. 
 
    Andrea smirked at him as she kneeled at his side. 
 
    She brushed the paddle along his skin. His skin turned cold as she taunted him with that implement. 
 
    “This is a very old piece of technology,” Victoria explained. “But you don’t need to worry your boy head about that. Just relax and let this happen. It’s going to sting, but that’s okay because it’s going to help you tell us the truth.” 
 
    “I already told you everything I know! She didn’t say anything about any specific auction houses, merchants, nothing like that!” 
 
    “What did she do with you then?” 
 
    Justin hesitated. After another moment, he said, “She wanted to make sure I could be obedient. She teased me. She used me. Okay? She had me down on my knees, and I licked her.” 
 
    “Where?” Andrea asked. 
 
    Victoria grinned and said, “It’s okay. You can tell her the truth.” 
 
    “Her breasts. Her breasts and between her legs.” 
 
    “Did she like it?” Andrea asked. 
 
    “Yes?” Justin answered. 
 
    Andrea didn’t give him another moment. She pushed him onto his side. His arms stretched back, still held in place by the shackles, but his right butt cheek was now exposed. She touched the paddle to his flesh, pulled her arm back, and said, “Tell us the truth.” 
 
    “I already—!” 
 
    Before he could finish the sentence, the paddle crashed down, and it was done. Under normal circumstances, that solid surface crashing against his naked flesh would have sent a spasm of pain running along his nerves, only now he experienced something else too: a burst of electricity. 
 
    His eyes widened as he recognized that the sensation. At the same time, his vision blurred. He clenched his eyes down. “Please. Please, don’t do that again!” 
 
    Andrea didn’t bother acknowledging his pleas. 
 
    Instead, she paddled him a second time, then a third and a fourth. 
 
    Deep down, Justin thought he was crying out, shouting for her to stop. He attempted to plead with her again and again, but he couldn’t get the words out. The syllables were mingled or interrupted by one burst of clapping electricity after another. 
 
    Then she stopped, she put her hand on his forehead, and she shoved him back down against the mat. “Justin, tell us the truth. What did she say?” 
 
    “She just played with me. She teased me. She teased me, and she said something about how she wanted to sell me, but she didn’t say where. It, it was going to be an auction, but I tried to convince her to sell me as an indentured servant instead,” he said, going as fast as he could. He threw out each word, knowing she might decide to punish him. 
 
    “What you think?” 
 
    “I think he’s telling the truth,” Victoria said. 
 
    “Maybe,” Andrea replied. 
 
    “I’m also thinking that I would like to have some fun with him,” Victoria said. She walked over to the bound boy, kneeled above his head, and brushed her fingers along his cheeks. “Would you like that, Justin? Would you like the chance to serve?” 
 
    The captive was about to answer, only the blonde interrupted. 
 
    “Double time?” Andrea asked. 
 
    Justin was about to ask what that meant when Victoria flashed a bright smile. At the same time, he thought her cheeks flushed a little pinker. 
 
    “That sounds like a lovely treat,” Victoria finally agreed. 
 
    A lovely treat? What were they talking about? 
 
    Andrea put her hand on his throat, so he couldn’t help but look up at her. Adrenaline flared through his body, granting him extra strength, although he wouldn’t be able to break free. He already knew that. 
 
    “My partner and I want to play with you,” she said. “We want to have some fun. I’m thinking I’m going to have you between my legs.” 
 
    “Sex?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. 
 
    After the stimulation Britney had used on him, He was eager to escape his chastity belt again. If one huntress had given him release, it made sense another might as well. Justin could only hope. 
 
    “This is going to require you to be a good and obedient boy. Do you think you can do that?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said. 
 
    Victoria glanced back at her colleague. “Do you think we should trust him?” 
 
    “He doesn’t look dumb,” she said. 
 
    “I, I will do whatever you want,” he said, although he didn’t lose his main goal. He understood that he needed to focus on escape, not pleasure, not pleasing these women. Escape and only escape. 
 
    “I’m sure you will,” Andrea said. 
 
    Then she reached down, and she loosened the manacles around his ankles. Next, she did the same for his wrists. 
 
    Justin glanced at the opening to the tent. It was a furtive glance, nothing more. 
 
    Andrea stood, and she started to work the zippers on her armor. Victoria did the same. Justin crawled up onto his hands and knees. As they stripped, he realized this might be his best and only opportunity. 
 
    It sounded ridiculous. 
 
    He didn’t think it through; he didn’t run some risk assessment before his muscles tensed along his legs. Without even meaning to, he started to hold his breath as he waited. 
 
    “It’s been a while since we’ve caught a cute one like him,” Victoria said. 
 
    “He’s okay,” replied the blonde. 
 
    Justin jumped. 
 
    He leaped up, rushed forward, and darted through the tent flap. Suddenly, he was out in the open with the sunlight beating down through the cracks in the canopy. Without waiting to hear curses or grunts of annoyance, Justin started running. He sprinted as hard as he could, channeling all of his strength into his legs. 
 
    He made it about twenty feet when something slammed into his back, right between his shoulder blades. 
 
    Another burst of electricity ran through him, knocking him down to his knees. He twitched and moaned, calling out. His vision turned to little more than a foggy haze. Then it stopped, and he was gasping and looking up. 
 
    The two huntresses stood above him. 
 
    They were naked, yet they hardly seemed to care. They crouched down, grabbed him by his wrists, and pulled him back to his feet. Locked between them now, he couldn’t get away. Tentatively, he pulled on both of his limbs, but the women just tightened their grips. 
 
    They weren’t going to let him go. More importantly, they were conditioned for this. They knew exactly how to manhandle a boy like Justin. 
 
    “I was hoping these wouldn’t be necessary,” Victoria said. “Recharging them is difficult and expensive, but I really want to have some fun with you, especially now.” 
 
    Just like that, she released him. 
 
    When she let go, Justin tensed, thinking maybe he should try for a second time. Only then he dismissed the idea as silly. If they had caught him that easily once, nothing would change if he had made another attempt. 
 
    “On your hands and knees, boy,” Victoria said. She held up three discs, each one about the size of a bar of soap. They even seemed to have the same smooth, white texture. Again, he was reminded of the chastity cage, the collar, and all of these other incredible pieces of technology these women just seemed to have lying around. 
 
    Justin hesitated, but Andrea grew impatient, so she kicked at the back of his knees, forcing him down. Then she shoved against of the back of his neck, forcing him onto his knuckles and knees as her partner had commanded. 
 
    Relaxed and nonchalant, Victoria dropped the discs to the floor of the tent. They spun out and encircled his wrists and ankles with a consistent line of blue energy. 
 
    Thinking it would hurt, Justin tried to scrabble back up onto his feet. 
 
    It didn’t work. 
 
    He couldn’t feel the manacles, but they held him down, trapped in that position on his hands and knees. “That is some very expensive OA tech,” Andrea told him. “You shouldn’t bother trying to get up. But yes, we can use it to manipulate you. You ready to see how?” 
 
    The naked huntress sauntered over to an empty crate and sat down. Then she spread her legs, and he immediately thought of Britney and how amazing she had looked. 
 
    His shaft twitched again, but he wasn’t free of his chastity belt. 
 
    Perhaps they would have let him out before, but he had decided to try to escape. Remaining locked up might be the price he had to pay, he reflected. 
 
    Justin tried not to regret his decision. 
 
    “Come here,” Andrea ordered. 
 
    The energy started to shift. Not only that, Justin felt his arms and legs start to move. He was being dragged and maneuvered like a puppet, yet he still couldn’t stop himself. Within seconds, he found himself poised between her legs. 
 
    “Pull your feet farther apart,” Victoria said. 
 
    Justin already had his head between Andrea’s legs. He knew what was going to happen; he knew how he was going to be used. 
 
    At the same time, he thought of some of his male crewmembers. On his first ship, there had only been a couple of females on board. As such, the guys always loved to tell their dirty, ribald jokes. They loved talking about hot girls back at port and how much they loved to suck guys off. 
 
    But now, Justin was the one who couldn’t object or fight. He was the one who became little more than a sex slave. 
 
    “You don’t have to do this,” Andrea said as she pushed back on his forehead, nudging his gaze upward toward her vibrant eyes. “You could try to fight me. You could risk making me angry, you could get in a lot of trouble. You don’t want to do that, do you?” 
 
    When Andrea drew her fingers back, he shook his head. No, he didn’t want to risk her wrath. He had already messed up by trying to escape once. He couldn’t make that mistake again. 
 
    “Good boy,” said the blonde.  
 
    “Should I show him what I’m wearing?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Andrea replied. 
 
    Justin didn’t understand the extent of how these huntresses intended to use him. He couldn’t comprehend the embarrassment that waited for him. Going down on one woman after another should have been bad enough, only he turned his head to the side, and that’s when he saw the naked redheaded. 
 
    Except she wasn’t completely naked, not anymore. 
 
    First, he took in the details of the black, latex panties she wore. The synthetic material shined in the moonlight, only then he saw the pink toy stretching from between her legs. 
 
    “It’s a two headed dildo,” Andrea said. “You see, I have no problem using a boy’s mouth, but my friend here loves taking boys from behind.” 
 
    Victoria had seemed like the softer, kinder huntress between the two of them, only now she giggled playfully, “Have you ever been taken by a woman?” 
 
    Justin couldn’t speak. His lips moved, but his mouth was dry, and the words refused to form. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Victoria promised. “It is already nice and slick. I made sure to use plenty of lubricant.” 
 
    “You didn’t answer her question, Justin,” Andrea pointed out. Perhaps she loved the look of shock etched onto his face. Or maybe she intended to draw this out for as long as possible. “No,” he said. “No one, no one has ever done anything like that to me.” 
 
    “My, aren’t you a lucky boy,” Victoria said as she came up behind him. 
 
    Justin hoped to ignore what was about to happen, so he clenched his eyes shut and tried to stretch forward, only the blonde carefully put her fingers on his forehead again. She stopped him and peered down into his frightened eyes. “No,” she said. “You are going to focus on what she’s doing to you. I want you to enjoy every second of it.” 
 
    “But, but I can’t. I’m a—” 
 
    “What? What were you going to say?” Andrea demanded. 
 
    In that same moment, Victoria placed the tip of the dildo against his buttocks. She was ready to thrust down, to pump into him, to make him feel that slick toy as it rammed into him and pulled back. 
 
    Poised behind their captive, she could do whatever she liked with him. They would own him so completely… 
 
    And then they would sell him off… 
 
    Worse, Victoria and Andrea could report directly on his skills. They could talk about how he reacted when one of them pumped him from behind! 
 
    Hoping to hold this off for as long as possible, Justin tightened his body. He tried to lock himself and keep her out. 
 
    It didn’t work. 
 
    Victoria reached out, grabbed his collar, and pulled, making it harder for him to breathe. His eyes widened as she shoved down, using his collar for leverage. The toy penetrated him. It slid down, and he heard her moan as the pressure pushed the other side of the toy up against her slit. 
 
    “Oh, that feels good. That feels really, really good. I love seeing you like this, Justin. You missed your calling. You were never meant to be a navigator. You’re so much better off as a toy for girls like us!” 
 
    “Please, make her stop,” Justin begged. 
 
    “This is good for you,” Andrea said. She almost looked sympathetic for a moment. Just think about all of the men who were out there who will never understand how good he can feel.” 
 
    Justin needed to deny everything she just said. After all, he told himself that he hated this. And yet, he could feel the heat of Victoria’s thighs as she pushed into him. At the same time, he couldn’t help but react to the noises she made, panting moans and so much more. 
 
    “I think you’re ready,” Andrea said. 
 
    “Don’t. Not like this,” he begged. He was going to be taken from both sides at once. This was probably a fantasy for so many women out in the world. 
 
    Justin couldn’t fight back. Andrea guided his head back toward her inner thighs. Suddenly, his cheeks glided along her skin, and then he tasted her. Before she could even offer the command, he started licking. He swiped his tongue along her crevice. 
 
    “There we go. That’s right. Lick, boy. Show me what you can do, Justin. Show me how you belong on your hands and knees just like this. Good. That’s really good. You don’t want to fight us, do you? No.” She was chiding him and talking down to him like he was nothing but a silly animal. He was a pet, and he had been taken. Now he just needed to be trained, and these women couldn’t wait to see him broken and tamed. 
 
    At this point, he could feel himself surrender. 
 
    He kept bobbing his head up and down as he licked. As his tongue worked, Victoria enjoyed herself. She plunged forward with her toy, only to slowly pull back. At the same time, she had one hand on his hip. With the other, she braced her fingers along the curve of his buttock. 
 
    “Good. That’s so good.” 
 
    She sped up. She slowed down. She pumped him hard. Then she relaxed. 
 
    Justin couldn’t predict what might happen at any moment. He had no idea how these women were going to use him, although he did his best to satisfy Andrea. 
 
    Understanding that she could use the paddle or the collar at any moment, he gave her everything she wanted. 
 
    “Good. That’s so good,” Andrea said. 
 
    “Have you thought about keeping this boy for ourselves?” Victoria asked. 
 
    “Slow, boy,” Andrea ordered. Her voice slammed down into him, so he pulled back just a tiny bit. His tongue kept moving, but these weren’t the frantic swipes from before. 
 
    “We could have so much fun with a pet,” Victoria said. “We could trade him back and forth. We could turn him into anything we want!” 
 
    “What you think about that?” Andrea asked. 
 
    Justin only glanced up, and their eyes met, but she didn’t allow him to pull away. Instead, she kept her hand on the back of his head to make sure he didn’t misunderstand her. Andrea continued, “That could be a lot of fun. Of course, we would be losing out on a pretty important payday.” 
 
    “If we don’t know what Britney was going to do, then we could always just take him to one of the usual houses.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Andrea replied. “This one keeps wanting to fight. You can see it in his eyes. Even now, he thinks he deserves better than this.” 
 
    Justin would have shaken his head. After everything he had endured, he would have even railed. 
 
    It was so strange. In his mind, surrender and resistance should have been specific, discrete psychological states. If he gave up, then he should just accept his place on his knees and at their feet. If he decided to fight, then he should resist with everything he had. 
 
    And yet, Justin seemed to drift back and forth. 
 
    “That’s why we need to give him everything he really deserves,” Victoria retorted. 
 
    “Maybe,” Andrea said. 
 
    Justin whimpered. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Victoria asked. “Are you feeling neglected? Do you want your owners to use you?” 
 
    They weren’t his owners! 
 
    Justin tried to pull away just long enough to utter those words, but Andrea still had her hand on the back of his head. She kept his mouth pressed against her slit, right where it belonged. 
 
    “He wants us to use him,” Andrea agreed with a little chuckle. 
 
    Then she leaned to down and whispered, “Faster, boy. Show me what you can do with your tongue. Do your best. Show me how good you can feel right there on all fours.” 
 
    The words washed over him. It almost felt like she was trying to hypnotize him. But then, he didn’t believe in mind control. Despite the rumors about Confederation technology, he knew that was just a matter of propaganda and misinformation. 
 
    Soon, he lost himself in the rhythm. There was the humiliation of licking Andrea as she held him by the back of his head. At the same time, he got pumped, slowly, then faster and faster by Victoria. The redhead giggled as her hair squished and swayed forward and back with every thrust of her hips. She showed this boy how he belonged right there, down between them, a toy to be used. 
 
    For Justin, time seemed to slow down as he licked. The taste of Andrea’s excitement made his head swim as his heart kicked. And with every moment, he felt that invasive penetration. The toy slid down deep into him, and he still tried to hate it, yet he couldn’t ignore those other instincts. 
 
    Anticipation flared through his body. It was this wild, uncontrollable itch. 
 
    Inside of its cage, his shaft kept twitching. It kept pushing against those boundaries, yet it remained trapped and imprisoned like always. 
 
    “Good. Just like that,” Andrea said. “More. Give me more. Show me what an eager boy can do.” 
 
    An eager boy. 
 
    Despite all of his best efforts, they hardly noticed. As far as they were concerned, he was doing his best to please and satisfy them. 
 
    Andrea came hard, crying out as the sound ricocheted off of the sides of their tent. 
 
    Moments later, Victoria jerked back. She bowed her head down, her face flushed, as she panted through the satisfaction. 
 
    “Yeah,” Andrea said after several long seconds. “We are going to get an excellent price on this boy.” 
 
    Justin wondered if maybe this would be his opportunity to try to talk to them. They were exhausted, and maybe he could speak? Perhaps he could offer more. Maybe he could even get them to hold off on selling him. It was a nice idea, and it might have worked, but Andrea jabbed him with another tranquilizer dart, and he soon lost consciousness. 
 
      
 
    He was having an excellent dream. 
 
    It was warm and dark, and he couldn’t see anything, but he hardly cared. After all, someone was touching him, stroking his body. Her light fingers played down along his neck, over his chest, and down toward his inner thighs. 
 
    She massaged his cock, and he was hard, so incredibly, wonderfully, deliciously hard. He was grateful for that erection. It felt like a treat… 
 
    At first, he imagined Julia. He pictured the shine of her hair, the shape of her face, and the curves of her body. He imagined some scenario where he might be able to stretch out his hand and brush his fingers along her chest. 
 
    Back on the ship, he had always been polite. He had always been respectful. In fact, he often wondered whether or not she was even aware of his feelings for her. 
 
    It had been frustrating, not knowing what she suspected or knew. At certain points, Justin believed she understood exactly what he was thinking. He envisioned women as these incredibly empathic, semi-telepathic beings who could read men like data slates. Something in his gaze or his smile might have been enough to make it obvious to her. 
 
    At other points, he told himself that wasn’t fair. Women were just people, and so they could be just as oblivious as men. 
 
    It was impossible to know without asking, and he didn’t want to be that jerk of a crewmate who put her in a difficult position. So he hadn’t said anything. Instead, he had tried to get close, and maybe he had made progress. Maybe not. Either way, he kept wondering as those desires lingered. 
 
    But now, in his fantasies, he pictured her hands gliding along his shaft. She could be right there in front of him, and he just had to reach out. 
 
    He yearned to slide his hand up along the back of her neck. He would cradle her head, lean in, and kiss her. She would tilt her head to the left; he would tilt his head to the right. Their lips would touch, and it would be almost magical. 
 
    Only something in his dream shifted. He didn’t see her. Instead, there was Britney. No, it wasn’t Britney. It was Andrea. No, her face shifted again, and he saw Victoria instead. 
 
    The different women seemed to morph every time he blinked. 
 
    But each of them wore that same hungry expression. 
 
    This time, he saw the truth. 
 
    She—in each incarnation—didn’t do this for his pleasure. Yes, she touched and stroked him, gently teasing him, yet there was something else. There was this wicked glint in her eyes. It was naughty and playful, nearly vicious and determined. She craved something, and she would get it out of him one way or another. She was a huntress, and that made him prey. 
 
    He was a… 
 
    …Wild Male… 
 
    Justin rebelled against of the phrase. Those two words pulsed behind his eyes, but he told himself that he wasn’t an animal. He couldn’t be captured, and yet the memories echoed in his mind of shackles, collars, and belts flashing along his skin. 
 
    Maybe he didn’t intend to think about those restraints, yet his subconscious had other ideas. 
 
    Finally, he heard a voice. “You can’t pretend with me, boy. I know you’re waking up.” Justin gulped. He started to feel the real world again. Shattered sensations of his dream started to fade away. 
 
    “They really did a number on you, didn’t they? What kind of sedatives did they give you? Don’t worry. You’re going to wake up soon enough.” 
 
    SMACK! 
 
    Something struck against his backside. 
 
    Justin’s eyes flew open as his head jerked up. Simultaneously, the pain flashed along his nerves, triggering a jolt of adrenaline. It flared through his veins, he flexed his fingers, and he tried to look around. 
 
    Justin was down on his knees, on some sort of raised platform in the center of a room. He had his hands raised and cuffed behind his neck with another set of restraints looped around his knees and ankles. 
 
    He could twist his torso from side to side, but that was pretty much it. 
 
    Then he looked up, and he saw her. 
 
    “Who, who are you?” 
 
    “There we go,” she cooed. “You are awake.” 
 
    Justin tried again, “Who are you? What’s going on here?” 
 
    The woman didn’t answer. Instead, she circled him as he tried to figure out what was going on. Justin listened, but he didn’t pick up on the telltale sounds of any wind or light breeze. Not only that, the walls seemed so much more solid than the tent where he had been trained by the huntresses. 
 
    His stomach started to sink and tighten. The dread coiled through his body as he started to figure it out. 
 
    “What is your name?” 
 
    Justin nibbled on the inside of his lower lip as he contemplated what he should say or how he might present himself to her. He started to imagine a scenario where he could negotiate and perhaps come up with the same deal he struck with— 
 
    SMACK! 
 
    The paddle flew down hard and clapped against his backside, shattering that last thought. 
 
    The woman stepped in front of him again, crouched down, and looked into his eyes. Now the entirety of her face seemed to fill his vision. Something about her gaze made it impossible for him to look away. 
 
    “Do you see this?” she asked as she held up the paddle. “This isn’t an elaborate toy. You see, I have a wide variety of implements I can use to punish, discipline, entice and compel you. This is one of the simpler implements. It’s only a simple, shaped piece of wood. Still, it’s one of my favorites. There is something so satisfying about the sound it makes when it crashes against a boy’s backside.” 
 
    “You paddled me,” he said. 
 
    “Yes,” she agreed. “I did. And I will almost assuredly do it again and again and again.” She spoke with clipped, precise syllables. “And I’m going to continue to punish you until you obey me. For example, I asked you a question. You will answer it. If you fail to do so again, I will make sure the consequences are far more severe.” 
 
    “Justin,” he said. 
 
    She rose, circled around him, and he exhaled with relief. For the moment, it seemed she wasn’t going to ask any more— 
 
    SMACK! 
 
    “Your name,” she corrected him. “Your full name.” 
 
    “Drake,” he said. “My full name is Justin Drake!” He hated how quickly he answered her. 
 
    While on this planet, he had encountered many different types of women. Some were younger. Some were more mature. But there was something about this female. He had no idea who she was or what she intended for him, yet she exuded a different kind of confidence. Annika recognized her own superiority, but it was something she learned from the women in her life. She hadn’t really trained many boys; she hadn’t broken any. 
 
    But this woman was different. 
 
    There was something more certain in her gaze, something determined and experienced. She had done this before. 
 
    Many times. 
 
    Yes, she reveled in her work, but this wasn’t the first time. This may not have been a novel experience, not for her, yet she would enjoy it nonetheless. 
 
    “There we go,” she said. “That wasn’t too difficult, now was it?” 
 
    Justin didn’t answer as he dipped his head down. He still had his arms locked behind his back. He knew better than to try to squirm against the restraints, but this position was incredibly uncomfortable. Then he opened his eyes for a moment and saw that his shaft was hard. He was no longer wearing the chastity cage! 
 
    Then he remembered his dream, and the different pieces fit together. 
 
    She had touched him. She had teased and stimulated him. 
 
    SMACK! 
 
    “I asked you another question,” she pointed out. 
 
    Justin tried to remember what she had said. He had only been barely paying attention while the pain continued to reverberate along his buttocks. 
 
    “No,” he said, remembering how to answer. “It wasn’t too bad.” That was a lie. It was an obvious and pathetic lie, but Justin did his best to tell her what she wanted to hear. 
 
    “We both know that isn’t true. We both know how much you hate getting paddled, but it’s okay. Lying to me is a waste of time, Justin. Do you know why?” 
 
    He gulped and shook his head. Realizing this may not have been sufficient, he tried again. “No. Why? Why is it a waste of time?” As he spoke, he knew he was giving this woman precisely what she wanted, but every syllable meant another quarter-second free from the shame of having been captured. 
 
    She stepped back in front of him again. 
 
    She wore a black, shimmering blouse with a matching, pleated skirt that reached halfway down her thighs. She had on a pair of long black boots that stretched up along her calves, almost all the way to her knees. 
 
    This woman’s curved brown hair stopped at her shoulders, but he found himself held in place by her eye color. Cosmetic alterations would have been simple enough, but there was something natural and enthralling about the pale blue of her irises. Or maybe it was just the way that color contrasted with the strands of her hair or the oval shape of her face. He didn’t know for certain one way or the other, yet Justin felt utterly paralyzed. 
 
    “It’s a waste of time to lie to me because I know what you are thinking. I’ve encountered plenty of boys like you before.” 
 
    “I’m not like the other slaves,” Justin said. He meant for this remark to come out sharp, abrasive, and aggressive. It was supposed to be a defiant snarl. Instead, he almost whispered those sounds, but he could just barely get the words out onto the air. 
 
    “You mean because you weren’t born here?” asked the woman. He still didn’t know her name. A warm smile stretched across her lips. As she looked at him, he almost felt like he was consulting with a doctor. 
 
    This woman knew more about him than he possibly could. She understood his psyche, the inner workings of his mind, and what it meant to be a boy. All of that seemed to flash between them. And yet, he still knew nothing about her beyond her raw competence. 
 
    “No,” she continued. “It doesn’t matter where you were born, Justin. I have met many young men just like you. Some are natives to this world. Others come from distant solar systems. But you know what I have discovered?” 
 
    “What?” Justin asked, his voice somehow filled with awe. 
 
    “It makes no difference, none whatsoever. Every Wild Male, at his core, is the same. Every Wild Male yearns for something. He tries to run. He tries to fight. He resists the natural state of the universe. His reasoning might vary, but I have come to suspect that these are nothing but rationalizations. Deep down, he knows he needs to be owned.” 
 
    Justin gulped and struggled to get the words out. Almost miraculously, he succeeded, “No, that’s not true.” As he spoke, fresh determination tightened at his center, “You don’t know me. You don’t know anything about me. Please, you can just let me go.” 
 
    Amused by his defiance, she smiled wistfully and reached up to brush his exposed forearm, his bicep, then his shoulder, his clavicle, and sternum and finally his side. With her eyes locked on him, she started to tease the underside of his shaft. She just used one fingertip at first, but then she wrapped her hand around his erection. 
 
    “I’ll make you a deal,” she said. “If you really want me to release you, I will.” 
 
    With his voice trembling, he asked, “You will? Really?” He sounded so childish and immature. 
 
    There was something about this woman, about her experiences. She could talk down to him like he was nothing but an inexperienced boy, and it somehow felt right or natural. 
 
    He remembered being a student, back when he was thirteen or fourteen, and occasionally interacting with the older girls. Some of them were kind, others not so much. And yet, he always had this sense of inherent inferiority. He was immature, while they were experienced. He was a boy, while they were girls. They understood so much more of the world than he did, and that gave them every advantage… 
 
    It was the same with this woman as she continued to touch him. 
 
    “All you have to do is get soft,” she said as she continued to stroke and tease him. “If that’s what you really want, then show me your mind is stronger than your biology. Prove that you are more than just an animal in need of training,” she instructed. 
 
    There wasn’t anything wicked or cruel in her voice, not right to then. In fact, her eyes sparkled with just a hint of amusement. It was almost as though she hoped he might succeed. 
 
    “I have been doing this for many years,” she explained. I’ve always been fascinated by this challenge. Maybe you can think of me as something of an amateur philosopher. And of course, philosophers are always wondering about the distinctions between nature and nurture and which factor has the greatest impact on us. Obviously, you’re a boy, so the data will be imperfect, but I would like to see what you can do.” 
 
    Justin still didn’t quite understand. Even so, there was that hypnotic cadence to her voice. When she spoke to him, he wanted to listen. 
 
    Again, he thought of her as this more experienced, more mature woman, someone capable of teaching him… 
 
    Only then he bent his head down and remembered what she intended to teach him: obedience, surrender, and inferiority. 
 
    If she had her way with him, he wouldn’t think of himself as an independent man. Instead, he would become something else, something less than— 
 
    “Go on,” she coaxed him. “Do your best.” 
 
    Justin made the mistake of glancing up, and his gaze slid along the contours of her chest. He studied her breasts, and he wished he could reach out. But of course, his hands remained locked behind his neck. 
 
    “I can do this,” he said, although Justin didn’t know whether those words were intended for his captor or himself. 
 
    “Perhaps you can,” she conceded. 
 
    Somehow, that was even worse. If she had just laughed and told him it was futile, that he should have given up, there would have been this point of friction. He could have concentrated on fighting her and proving her wrong. 
 
    Instead, she watched him and enjoyed the show he put on. 
 
    Gulping, he closed his eyes, glanced down, and did his best to ignore the sensations playing along his nerves. With just one hand, she stroked and teased him, playing with him. 
 
    He couldn’t see her with his eyes shut, but it was so easy to remember the glint in her eyes, not to mention the way she smiled at him. 
 
    She had been in this situation many times before, only now he had to face her alluring touch and those addictive caresses. After all, he almost wished he could just thrust his hips forward, glide his cock along the contours of her fingers, and hope there might be enough friction and pressure for him to climax. 
 
    These women knew how to tease him. They knew how to keep him desperate as they denied him that burst of primal satisfaction. 
 
    “You’re still hard,” she chided him. “What’s wrong? Are you telling me that you can’t control yourself? Are you telling me that boys are completely dependent on their biological reactions?” 
 
    He didn’t answer, but she didn’t stop either. Her voice played along his psyche as her fingertips glided over his flesh. With every moment, another spark of desire seemed to snap into existence. 
 
    Even so, Justin told himself that he could do this. 
 
    He had concentrated for long hours as he navigated different starships through the vast distances of space. He exhaled, inhaled, concentrated on his breathing, and tried to push everything else aside. 
 
    It almost worked, only then she leaned forward, pressed her chest to his shoulder, and whispered down into his ear, “We both know what you want. We both know what you need.” 
 
    Any kind of relaxation he might have mastered suddenly disappeared as she gave him another gentle squeeze. His manhood hardened again. He hadn’t really gone soft or flaccid, but now his erection felt even more rigid than before! 
 
    “That’s not fair,” he protested. “You’re messing with me!” 
 
    “I’m not messing with you,” she said, sounding slightly affronted. “I’m teaching you.” 
 
    “Look, I can’t play your game. We both know I can’t win.” He stopped, took another breath, and looked into her eyes, “But if you let me go, I can pay you!” 
 
    “Really? Do you think you have more than the price you would fetch on the open market?” 
 
    Justin didn’t know what his price might be. 
 
    Her eyes sparkled as she looked at him. “But you have no idea what you would cost, do you? An exotic specimen like you could become very, very valuable, especially if we can trigger a bidding war. But of course, that is going to require a precise level of training. We need to make sure you are exactly what those women will want.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you,” she said. “Think of this more as an artform. You are the canvas, and it’s my job to turn you into something special.” 
 
    “Who are you?” Justin asked again. 
 
    By this point, she had pulled her hand away. Yes, he still yearned for release, but he had to comprehend what was going on here. He needed to know what these women had planned! 
 
    “My name is Lauren, and I’m the Amici House Trainer.” 
 
    “The Amici House…is that part of the Amici Syndicate?” 
 
    “Look at you, learning all about your new home,” she said. 
 
    His eyes flashed angry, he bit down, and he couldn’t stop himself. He growled out, “This isn’t my home!” 
 
    “Answer me honestly, Justin,” Lauren instructed, “Do you really believe you are going to get to go back to a starship?” 
 
    “Yes,” he stated emphatically. He made it sound like a fact, simple, plain and carved into the stoneface of reality. “I’m going to get off of this world. I’m going to be a navigator again!” 
 
    “The only navigation you might be able to do is when you are on your hands and knees, crawling in front of your owner while she tugs on your leash. Maybe she will let you pick the path. Maybe.” 
 
    “That’s not true!” 
 
    “I have told you was going to happen,” she said. “And now, I’m going to leave you alone to think about your status. In particular, you get to make a very important choice.” 
 
    “What?” Justin snapped. 
 
    “When I return, I will train you. I will make sure that you are properly molded to fit the needs of the buyers. These are powerful women with unique tastes. I want you to be ready for the sampling process.” 
 
    “Sampling? Sampling process?” Justin stuttered out the words as he tried to understand what they meant. They sounded obvious. And yet, he couldn’t really believe it… 
 
    “That’s right,” she said. “The bidders are going to get to spend some time with you. At this auction house, we have determined that this is the best way to fetch he best price.” 
 
    “No,” he said. “No way. You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “I’m very serious. But that brings us back to your choice,” she said. 
 
    Justin stayed silent this time. He kept thinking about what might happen to him and what these women might do to him. He hated himself for it, yet his cock remained rigid. He couldn’t ignore the arousal even as it continued to grip every inch of his body. Yes, he felt it along the base of his shaft and up to the tip. But the arousal also seemed to flutter along his palms, his arms and legs. He even imagined he could feel that eager energy along the arches of his feet. 
 
    “You get to decide whether or not you’re going to cooperate,” she told him. “Your decision won’t really matter one way or the other. By that, I mean it won’t affect the final outcome. By the time I am done with you, you will be an eager servant ready to satisfy your new Mistress. Maybe you will be lucky and you will belong to someone of power and status. Or maybe you will be picked up as livestock. Sometimes, the buyers like to outdo one another.” 
 
    Justin didn’t understand the politics, but he understood how aggressive auctions could get, especially when different buyers tried to outmaneuver one another. 
 
    Securing goods and property was the primary objective, but having fun and playing the game could feel just as important to the participants. 
 
    “The key question,” Lauren continued, her voice soft and just as precise as before, “is how we get there. You can make this difficult for yourself. You can fight me at every step of the way, not that will make the slightest difference. You’ll still be owned, collared, caged, and obedient. You’ll still be ready to present yourself to the buyers as well as your new owner, whoever she might be.” 
 
    Justin gulped, bit down, and shook his head. After another moment, he managed to speak, “No. That’s not going to happen.” 
 
    His bravery seemed to crack. A different note of desperation slipped into his voice, “No, please. You are a rational woman, right? That’s why you’re doing this? They are paying you. Please, you could make your superiors understand that I’m worth so much more on a different planet. I was talking to one of the huntresses, and we—” 
 
    “Shush,” she instructed quietly. She didn’t raise her voice, strike with the paddle, or deliver an electrical shock with his collar. Even so, that single word made him stop. 
 
    “This isn’t about money, not anymore,” she said. “This is about the challenge of turning you into the perfect slave—the perfect boy.” 
 
    “There is no such thing as perfection,” he answered. 
 
    “Perhaps,” she allowed, “But isn’t that the terrible dilemma for every artist? Every creator must strive for perfection while knowing it’s impossible. And yet, I’m still going to have fun reshaping you, molding you, and teaching you.” 
 
    “How? Torture?” 
 
    She reached up and stroked his cheek. Without a hint of guilt, she acknowledged, “Pain will likely be involved. Perhaps a lot of it, especially if you insist on fighting me at every step of your training. I will also employ other psychological techniques. For example, I have already made you doubt your independence.” 
 
    “No, you haven’t,” he stammered back quickly. 
 
    “Are you sure about that, Justin? Are you really sure about that?” 
 
    He swallowed back his trepidation. Suddenly unsure of himself, he contemplated precisely what she meant, and then he felt it. 
 
    “You couldn’t resist my touch,” she said. “In fact, I’m sure other women have already played with you. I’m sure they have already made you start to question what you are and what you aren’t willing to accept in exchange for just a touch of pleasure.” 
 
    “I want my freedom,” he said. 
 
    “Do you think there would be a moment when you would give up everything to escape your chastity cage for just a little while?” 
 
    By now, he started breathing more heavily. Justin couldn’t help himself. It felt like he had just run hard, only he hadn’t moved from his spot on that platform in front of her. 
 
    “Exactly,” she said, her eyes shining triumphantly. “We both know the truth about you. Maybe you can’t admit it yet, but we both know that you are a boy, and boys will do anything for release. That’s just one of your many weaknesses. That’s just one of your many vulnerabilities.” 
 
    Again, the soft cadence of those words seemed to wash over him. “Soon enough, you are going to be trained. And of course, there is also the psychological conditioning.” 
 
    “You mean beyond the denial?” Justin meant for this question to sound sharp and hostile. Instead, the uncertainty rang along each word. 
 
    “Exactly,” she said. “Mind control is always an option.” 
 
    “That, that’s not real. That doesn’t exist,” he said. 
 
    Justin didn’t know this with any degree of certainty. After all, plenty of conspiracists on the grid loved to talk about the different governments and their various mind control programs. But still, there had never been any real evidence, no credible sources…Online, too many people could and would lie for a few extra views and a little more clout. 
 
    “We aren’t in the Duchy. This isn’t some backwater nation.” 
 
    “The Duchy is not a backwater nation,” he growled back at her. 
 
    “How much time have you taken to study the different cultures around the galaxy? Have you ranked them? Have you explored our technology and our achievements?” 
 
    No. He hadn’t. Confronted by his ignorance and uncertainty, Justin remained there on his knees in front of this one. 
 
    “Exactly,” she said. “But hey, maybe we won’t have to resort to mind control if you simply obey. But as I said, that is the choice you get to make.” 
 
    She reached out and stroked his cheek one more time before drawing her hand away, turning, and heading toward the exit. 
 
    The door opened and closed behind her. He heard the sounds of footsteps and murmured conversations. He couldn’t pick out any details. 
 
    Left alone, Justin considered his future and exactly what he would do. 
 
    His shaft remained hard for a long time as he thought of Julia, Lauren, and the other women he had encountered. 
 
      
 
    Justin lost all focus. 
 
    He fell into some sort of reverie, one where he was just completely relaxed. His head dipped down, he closed his eyes, and he started to imagine different possibilities. 
 
    It started with a similar dream, like the one before. He imagined a scenario where he came up to Julia, hard into his resolve, and said, “I really like you. I think you’re fun and funny. I admire your skills, and I would like to be with you. I would like to see if maybe you have similar feelings for me…” 
 
    In his fantasy, she smiled, giggled, and that’s when he kissed her. He slid his fingers into her hair, tilting her head back, and pressed his mouth to hers. She kissed him and started moaning. In his fantasy, everything was perfect. 
 
    Only then, someone grabbed him by his shoulder and pulled him back. 
 
    At first, he couldn’t see her face, but he heard her laugh. It was a combination of different voices. Julia and Annika, the dark haired girl from the space port, Carolina and Cassie, Jennifer and Lauren… 
 
    Those sounds hit him hard, but he still couldn’t make out her features. Then she stepped forward, only she reached up and put her hand on the top of his head, forcing his face down. He could see the contours of her boots and nothing else. 
 
    In his dream, she snapped her fingers and barked out, “On your hands and knees, dog.” 
 
    Dog. 
 
    He fell forward. He dropped down. 
 
    The next thing he knew, he felt a strip of leather slide across his back. Before he could stop himself, he turned to her, saw the leash, and looked up toward her face, yet her features still remained hidden by darkness. 
 
    In his dream, she snapped the leash, jerking it up and bringing it down like a set of reins. 
 
    This was his dream, and he should have been able to take control, only he started crawling. 
 
    They were outside now, and he moved along the grass. 
 
    There were other women around, and they smiled back at his owner. 
 
    A few walked up to her. They chatted. 
 
    He tried to make out the words, yet the language seemed utterly incomprehensible. The words were muddled and sounded like they came from far away. Even so, it didn’t matter. He was a pet, so he didn’t need to understand what the women were saying. As a boy, he knew his place. 
 
    His place. 
 
    Naked and collared. 
 
    But then he glanced down, and he wasn’t wearing his chastity belt. 
 
    A sense of freedom flashed through his body, and he had this instinct. 
 
    He wanted to jerk his head up, jump to his feet, and grab the woman holding his leash: his owner. 
 
    That thought made him stop. 
 
    Before he could halt the impulse, Justin actually smiled. In his dream, he thought of this woman as his owner, and that simple thought connected with everything he knew about himself and the rest of the world. 
 
    She was his owner, so she directed his movements, commanded him, and he obeyed each and every time. If she expected a slave, then he followed her orders. If she expected a dog, then he crawled in front of her, naked so she could show him off to her friends and neighbors. 
 
    Like right then, to another woman... She was probably younger, but he didn’t know why he assumed that. Then she crouched down, and he couldn’t see her face either, but she brushed her fingers along his neck, then to the small of his back. She stroked and petted him while continuing to chat with his owner. 
 
    It felt so good. 
 
    This felt right. It felt like where he belonged too… 
 
    In his dream, he relaxed. 
 
      
 
    “Justin, it’s time to wake up,” Lauren said. 
 
    He jerked his head up, looked around, and blinked quickly. As he regained his sense of place, he searched for the grass. Just moments ago, it felt so crisp and cool beneath his knuckles and knees. Not only that, his skin tingled where that girl had touched him. 
 
    He had been dreaming, yes, but he had fallen asleep. 
 
    “What, what happened?” 
 
    Reflexively, he tried to pull on his arms and legs, only to feel the same restraints. Tied down before her, he felt the straps around his ankles. He glanced down and saw another set of bonds tied around the backs of his knees. 
 
    Last, he realized his arms had been pulled behind him, and another set of chains locked his manacles to the platform. With his chest pushed forward and his arms pulled back, he couldn’t move. 
 
    Why bother maneuvering him at all? Justin had his arms cuffed behind his head before. Only now she had repositioned him. There wasn’t anything for her to gain from doing it except—she wanted to show him what she could do. 
 
    “You were dreaming,” she pointed out. 
 
    “But, but I wasn’t asleep.” Only then he realized something very simple: he hadn’t been awake either. 
 
    It had been reverie, deep and peaceful, relaxing and stimulating all at the same time. 
 
    When he glanced down at his crotch, he saw the chastity belt hadn’t been replaced. His shaft was free, his member stiff as his body declared to the world exactly what he craved. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t believe in mind control technology?” 
 
    “You drugged me,” he said. 
 
    “Nothing so crude,” she replied. “We use advanced technologies here to ensure that the male specimens are thoroughly trained.” 
 
    “It’s not going to work. You’re not going to turn me into a slave,” he protested. At the same time, to emphasize his point, he tugged and pulled against the restraints. Powerless and naked, Justin didn’t truly believe he would be able to break free, but that didn’t matter. 
 
    The trainer smiled down at him. 
 
    Her expression was beatific and patronizing at the same time. She had heard this before; she had watched other boys struggle as hard as they could, only to succumb. 
 
    In fact, Lauren didn’t even need to say it. They were both aware of the disadvantages he faced. They both understood what she could do to him. 
 
    “By the way,” she said, “I had your collar repaired while you were dreaming.” 
 
    He gulped, glanced up at her, and felt the silver band around his throat. “Why? I’m already a prisoner here.” 
 
    “It’s good for you to understand that escape is impossible.” 
 
    “So what? I’m just stuck here forever?” 
 
    “No,” she said. “You’re going to be stuck here until your buyer takes you home. After that, it’s her prerogative to decide what to do with you.” She reached up, tapped a finger against the side of her cheek, and considered him for several long seconds. “I’m thinking you’re going to get to be something special, but there is every possibility one of the agricultural merchants will purchase you.” 
 
    “Agricultural merchant?” Justin asked, his stomach sinking and tightening at the same time. 
 
    “That’s right,” she replied. “We have plenty of farms, plantations, and other facilities on this planet that require lots of manual labor. Personally, I’m willing to wager that your price will go beyond what any ag merchant would be willing to pay, but who knows? I could be wrong.” 
 
    Justin didn’t say anything. 
 
    “And right now, you are wondering what you have to do to avoid that fate. Am I right?” 
 
    She was, but Justin didn’t want to think about it. 
 
    “Ask,” she ordered. 
 
    Lifting his head, he glared at her with all of the rebellious determination he could muster. 
 
    It wasn’t much, especially considering his position right there on the platform in front of her. 
 
    She reached into her pocket, and she held something up for him to see. It was a small disk, about the size of the coin. She touched one to his left temple, and another to his right. 
 
    “What are these?” 
 
    “Nothing you need to worry your head about,” she said. “Instead, just relax. Relax and listen to the sound of my voice, Justin.” 
 
    He bit down, glared at her even harder, and said, “Whatever you are trying to do, it’s not going to work!” His voice rose, and that’s when she smiled at him. 
 
    It was so infuriating! 
 
    As a man, he wished he could intimidate this woman. Lauren wasn’t supposed to be so casual or brazenly able to ignore his rage. Okay. Fine. She saw him like an animal. But at least he could be a dangerous animal, right? 
 
    Wrong. 
 
    “Relax,” she commanded. 
 
    “I’m not going to relax!” 
 
    He started to flex his muscles, to tense and pull against the shackles holding his legs down and his arms back. 
 
    But then, a strange sensation started to coil through him. 
 
    His body suddenly felt a lot heavier, and that’s when she sat down beside him. She crossed her legs, and she reached up. She brushed her fingers along the back of his head, and down past the contours of his collar, all the way to the base of his spine. “I like your mark,” she said. 
 
    “What, what does it say?” 
 
    “It’s just a number,” she replied. Before he could ask, she added, “And you don’t need to worry about that kind of number. At best, you have to worry about how many times you can make your owner climax.” 
 
    “That’s not going to happen because I’m never, ever going to have an owner!” Justin spat back with all of the vehemence he could summon. 
 
    She chuckled again. 
 
    Her fingers lazily brushed along his body as she said, “Just relax. You’re too emotional. You are allowing your feelings to get the best of you. You want to believe that you are a rational creature, but you’re not. You know why? Because you’re a boy. Boys get emotional. They lose control of their feelings, they throw tantrums, and they ultimately need to be controlled.” 
 
    “That’s, that’s not going to happen,” he said. He searched for another spike of aggression and rage, yet the amalgamated feelings seemed to dissipate. They faded away as he felt this warmth, pleasant buzzing come from the coins affixed to his temples. 
 
    “Relax,” she ordered again. 
 
    “I’m not going to relax!” This time, he attempted to shout his promise, only the words stubbornly refused to get louder. 
 
    “Relax,” she said again. “That’s right. Settle down and listen to the sound of my voice. I’m a woman, and I’m talking to you, so you don’t need to think for yourself. When a woman speaks to you, you must listen. You must obey.” 
 
    Despite all of the evidence to the contrary, Justin clenched his eyes shut and muttered, “This isn’t working. There is no such thing as mind control.” 
 
    Perhaps that was one of the grand ironies of the galaxy. Ancient civilizations routinely came up with the same kinds of technological ideas (often referred to as magic). Humans had fantasized about teleportation, physical Metamorphoses, time travel, and more. Over the last centuries, they had achieved so much, colonizing the galaxy with their Starfall FTL Drives, but they had failed in so many other ways. 
 
    Mind control fell into this category. 
 
    Agencies in each government probably searched for the key to mind control, but none of them had succeeded because it wasn’t possible. Sure, torture would always be an option. Certain psychotropic drugs might make an individual more receptive, but it wasn’t real mind control. 
 
    Just like this wasn’t real mind control, Justin told himself. 
 
    He had to believe that. He needed to cling to this idea, especially when she said again, “Relax. Let go of your anger. Settle down and just listen to the sound of my voice. I’m a woman, and I’m talking to you. That’s all you need to worry about. The rest of the universe, the rest of the galaxy, the rest of the system, the rest of this world, the rest of the city, the rest of this building, none of that matters. None of it.” 
 
    “Yes it does,” he tried to say, only this time he could just barely mouth the words. His lips shaped the sounds, yet he couldn’t get his vocal cords to vibrate. 
 
    That had to be the collar, right? It was some kind of vocal suppression system. Even as these ideas fluttered behind his eyes, Justin recognized them for the trite rationalizations that they were. 
 
    “You don’t want to talk right now, do you?” 
 
    Yes! Yes, he needed to speak! He had a voice. More importantly, he had every right to use it! 
 
    But this was Athena Erimos. The women here ruled, and they had no interest in anything he had to say. 
 
    In fact, the trainer continued to taunt him with her soft, alluring voice. With every sound and syllable, she affected him. He could feel his defenses break down. She didn’t batter them or attack him. Rather, she just gently reminded him, coaxing him with every breath. 
 
    “No,” she answered the question for herself. “You don’t want to talk right now. You’re a boy. You have nothing to say. You express yourself through your obedience. You make yourself happy by pleasing your owner. You need to please the women around you.” 
 
    Justin may not have been able to speak, but he still shook his head from side to side. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she said. “I know that you are confused. You’re a boy, and you want to hold onto those old, incorrect beliefs. You come from a poisoned culture, one where men hear a constant stream of lies. I’m sorry about that.” She sounded truly sympathetic, like she couldn’t imagine any worse fate for the males of the universe. 
 
    Justin tried to cling to those “lies”. He thought of the Duchy, it’s legal codes, and how women and men were treated equally. At least, that was what the advocates and attorneys promised. So what if the economists swore that men made more money? Certain political factions just insisted that those calculations were incorrect. 
 
    And yet, as he thought about all of that, there was this dull ache behind his eyes. 
 
    When he concentrated on her voice again, the pain seemed to dissipate. It was so easy to relax into everything she said. 
 
    “You don’t want to be independent. Independence makes you unhappy. You don’t want to think for yourself. Thinking for yourself, for a boy, is the height of selfishness. Selfishness doesn’t make you happy. Service and obedience can make you happy. You want to learn true humility. You want to understand your place and serve those who are better and stronger and smarter than you.” 
 
    “I can be strong,” he said. 
 
    “You can be physically powerful,” she acknowledged, only he thought he heard the lilt of a smile or maybe a giggle at the back of her words. “But that doesn’t make you happy. You don’t want power. You want to obey. You know you belong at the feet of a powerful woman.” 
 
    “I belong at the feet of the powerful woman,” he started to say. 
 
    “Good,” she replied. “Just listen to the sound of my voice now. Relax. Let the truth settle into you. This is how you surrender to me, Justin. And in time, we will find your owner. She will command you. She will register your mark, keep you collared, and train you. If you are a very, very lucky boy, you might get out of that chastity cage from time to time. You would like that, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “…Yes…” Justin said without really understanding the implications of his monosyllabic response he breathed out that sound, and it felt so right. 
 
    “Good. Very good. Now, tell me that women are superior.” 
 
    Justin looked up at her again. Normally, his sight dominated his senses. Like so many other people, he concentrated on his vision first, followed by his hearing and perhaps a sense of touch. Only now, the sound of her voice continued to sweep away his defenses, breaking down every other independent thought he may have possessed. 
 
    And yet, he didn’t know if he could do it. 
 
    Some reflex held him back. 
 
    “Tell me that women are superior,” she commanded as she stroked his chest. 
 
    He savored the scratch of her nails and the soft caress of her fingertips as she moved her hand languidly along his body. 
 
    “Relax,” she instructed, and he obeyed. “Relax and tell me that women are superior.” 
 
    “I, I don’t think I can,” he said, his voice straining. He didn’t understand the rush of stress, yet it hardly mattered. 
 
    “Just relax,” she said again, retreating back. “Relax and listen to the sound of my voice. Relax and enjoy this touch,” she said. 
 
    He wasn’t wearing the chastity belt, yet it hardly mattered. With his hands trapped behind his back, Justin couldn’t stroke himself. He couldn’t savor those soft movements or the stronger squeezes he had discovered as an adolescent boy. 
 
    But now, she reminded him of just how deliciously incredible all of this could be. She wrapped her fingers around his circumference and moved her hand up to the tip of his member. Then she slid her palm back down. With this gentle, easy rhythm, she made sure fresh sparks of desperation and arousal darted through his body. 
 
    “You like this, don’t you?” 
 
    Justin started to speak, only she reached up and touched a finger to his mouth. 
 
    Although she didn’t tell him to stay silent this time, he obeyed her gestured command. He closed his lips, and that’s when she told him, “You like being touched. You like being bound and helpless. You understand that your orgasms should belong to the women around you. Why is that?” 
 
    She still had her finger to his mouth. He felt like some kid who had to be silenced. 
 
    “That’s right,” she said as though he had provided the right answer even though he could only absorb what she told him, “Women own men. Men are property. As such, it makes sense that men need to be trained. Their orgasms need to be owned just like the rest of their bodies. From your feet to the top of your head, you need to be owned.” 
 
    “I need to be owned,” he mouthed. 
 
    “Very good. Now, just tell me that women are superior.”  
 
    “Women…” he started.  
 
    Then he stopped. 
 
    “Listen to the sound of my voice. Listen to the sound of my voice and relax. Relax as I tell you the truth. You don’t need to think about anything else you have heard. There is just you and me, right here, right now, in this room.” 
 
    “But I’m restrained,” he said, almost turning those words into a protest. 
 
    “You’re restrained because you are a Wild Male,” she replied, making it sound so natural and normal. “Wild Males can’t be trusted.” 
 
    “No,” he said. “I, I don’t want to be a Wild Male.” Within the deepest recesses of his psyche, he knew what he meant to convey: he didn’t want to be classified as “registered,” “wild,” or “owned.” All of these terms were incorrect! 
 
    “That’s right,” she said without giving him the opportunity to finish his idea. 
 
    With those disks attached to the sides of his head, it was impossible for Justin to think clearly. Electricity pulsed through his skin and into his body. It had been perfectly calibrated for him. It gave him the help he needed to understand how the galaxy was supposed to work… 
 
    “That’s right,” she said again. “You don’t want to be a Wild Male. You want to be owned. You want to look up and see a woman standing over you. You want to hear her voice and obey her commands. When she’s talking to one of her equals, another woman, you want to wait patiently. You can’t help yourself.” 
 
    He couldn’t help himself? 
 
    Somehow, those words sounded wrong to him, but she was speaking, and the arousal started to take up more and more of his perceptions. 
 
    By this point, he had stopped struggling. 
 
    Instead, he accepted her gentle caresses as she continued to add to the arousal pumping through his body. 
 
    It was strange. 
 
    He had never been turned on and so relaxed at the same time. And yet, Justin didn’t know how to process all of this. So instead, he listened. He relaxed into the notes of her voice as she told him, “You want to be an owned male. You want that collar. You want to be grateful for your mark. You don’t want to think for yourself. You want to be a dumb, grateful boy.” 
 
    He wanted to be a dumb grateful boy?” 
 
    Again, she told him, “You can’t help yourself. This is who you are meant to be, Justin. Isn’t that right?” 
 
    “Yes…?” 
 
    “Good boy,” she said. 
 
    Then she drew her hand back, he blinked, and suddenly the disappointment welled up inside of him. 
 
    She leaned forward, touched the underside of his chin, and he almost imagined she might kiss him. At the same time, he pictured Julia right there with him. 
 
    But no. She wasn’t there. She was back on a starship working as an engineer. She was exploring the galaxy while he was remade into an obedient slave. 
 
    “Tell me the truth,” she said. 
 
    Justin answered. His lips moved, and he made some sound, but he blinked again, shocked as she pulled away and headed toward the door. It opened and closed behind her. But then she glanced over her shoulder and said, “Don’t worry. I’ll be back.” 
 
      
 
    She was molding him and sculpting him just as promised. 
 
    Justin had a much more difficult time determining what was really happening around him. 
 
    Sometimes he seemed to dream, but then there was this one image where he found himself looking up, but he wasn’t facing Lauren or any of the other women from Athena Erimos. 
 
    It was Julia. 
 
    That beautiful girl would be standing up straight in her black boots and overalls, and she would giggle at him. “What do we have here?” Julia would ask. “A slave? We have a slave here?” Without waiting for his response, she would pat him on the head, snap her fingers, and point to her boots. “Lick, boy.” 
 
    Obediently, he would lick. 
 
    But then he would wake up. 
 
    Julia. 
 
    Worse than losing himself to those images, Justin always looked down and saw his erection. 
 
    Lauren returned again, he looked up at her. He did his best to focus and concentrate on his anger. That seemed to be the only way to hold back the control disks she fixed each time to his temples. 
 
    “You have to let me go,” he said. “I’m a person! I’m not a slave! I’m not property!” 
 
    Rather than answer, she crouched in front of him, pulled the disks from her pocket, and she held them up. 
 
    The captive boy attempted to pull away. He tried to shift his weight, to jerk his head, anything to delay the inevitable for just a few more seconds. 
 
    Again, she placed the disks, and they adhered with their advanced technology. 
 
    “Relax,” she commanded. 
 
    Almost instantly, the tension and rage faded from his body. 
 
    His heart rate slowed, his blood pressure dropped, and he breathed far more easily. If she hadn’t been determined to turn him into a slave, Justin might have enjoyed it. 
 
    “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Yes…” 
 
    “Good,” she said. “You know, we could do this every day. We could do it again and again until you would be on your knees, begging for the opportunity to hear my commands. You would be so grateful. You wouldn’t be able to help yourself. It would be a new instinct, and it would make you so happy.” 
 
    “Yes,” he said again. 
 
    Those words sounded right; they sounded true. 
 
    Perhaps a tickle of fear still buzzed at the base of his stomach. Perhaps not. 
 
    “That’s right,” she said. Then she reached down, and she started stroking his shaft. As she touched him, she asked, “Before I came in here, what were you thinking about?” 
 
    “Julia,” he said. 
 
    “Tell me about her.” 
 
   

 

 Justin had his eyes closed now, and he pictured his former crewmate’s face. He remembered the contours of her cheeks, the way her hair sometimes fell in front of her eyes, and that crooked little smile she wore, especially after she solved a particularly troublesome engineering problem. 
 
    “I worked with her,” he said. 
 
    “So it was never going to work out,” Lauren told him. 
 
    His brows creased with confusion. He heard those words, and they felt true, only he didn’t know why. 
 
    Lauren explained, “The best relationships come when men understand their place. Maybe if you had begged her to be your owner, she would have fallen in love with you. But you couldn’t do that, could you? No. You’re a boy, and you’re from the wrong side of the galaxy, so you thought you could impress her. Could you impress her?” 
 
    “Yes?” Justin asked with just a note of hope in his voice. 
 
    “No,” she said. 
 
    No… 
 
    When she uttered that word, it seemed to so final and permanent as the disks continued their work. They modified and reshaped his thoughts. 
 
    “No, you can’t impress her. If you see a girl, what should you do?” 
 
    “Obey her…” Justin said without really thinking about it. 
 
    Lauren smiled. She stroked his cheek with one hand. With the other, she caressed his shaft. She gave him a delicious squeeze, and he almost climaxed right there. He couldn’t think about it, however. He couldn’t tell himself that he was trying to deceive her or lure her into some situation where she gave him exactly what he craved. 
 
    Instead, he felt so relaxed, content and serene. He was empty, and her words filled him. 
 
    “The only way to impress a woman is by obeying her. You want to show her that you are a good and loyal servant. You want to show her that you recognize why she is better than you.” 
 
    “I need to recognize why she is better than me,” he said. 
 
    “Would you like to have sex with this girl? Would you like to be with Julia?” 
 
    He blinked, shook his head just a tiny bit, and he seemed to remember the man he wished to be, only the disks sent another little jolt of electricity through his skin and directly into his nervous system. 
 
    Those perfectly calibrated volts didn’t hurt, but they altered how he perceived himself and the ideas hovering between his ears. 
 
    “Tell me,” she said. “While you relax and let your thoughts drift, would you like to have sex with her? Would you like to be with Julia?” The repetition made it easier for him to relax and to settle into the sounds of her voice. 
 
    “Yes. Yes, I want to be with her.” 
 
    “But you don’t get to be with her, do you?” 
 
    “No…” Justin said. Deep down, maybe he expected to feel some twinge of regret or disappointment. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    He looked back at Lauren. 
 
    With the disks operating at peak efficiency, Justin couldn’t get upset or angry. Instead, he just knew he had to answer the question. If he didn’t, she might stop touching him… 
 
    He loved the way she stroked him. 
 
    Pleasing Lauren was the most important thing he could imagine in that moment even as he talked about the girl he had yearned for, “I’m a slave.” 
 
    “And why are you a slave?” 
 
    His jaw clenched for just a moment. Another result of electricity made it easier for him to relax into the truth as he told her, “I’m a slave because I’m owned. I’m owned because I’m a boy. Boys need to be owned by women. Women are superior.” 
 
    He didn’t quite understand what those words really meant, yet it hardly mattered. 
 
    Lauren smiled at her subject. As always, the disks did their job. It was amazing what they could accomplish with OA technology. 
 
    “Very good,” she said. “Now tell me about Julia.” 
 
    “I, I would want to be with her.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    Perhaps some psychological immune response stopped him from telling this woman what she expected to hear. Although he couldn’t calculate out his answer, he still drifted between his feelings. 
 
    In his fantasies, Justin had always been on top. He would grab this girl, pin her down beneath him, grip her wrists, and look into her eyes as she moaned while he pumped into her. 
 
    With every thrust, he would make it clear that he had her! 
 
    Something stopped Justin from telling the trainer the truth. 
 
    Only then Lauren reached up, and she glided her knuckles along his cheek, the side of his nose, and then her fingers brushed the side of his head. For a moment, he almost envisioned some scenario where she might accidentally knock one of the discs off. 
 
    Perhaps then, he would be able to think clearly… 
 
    Instead, her voice beat down against his most defiant instincts. Yes, her words were soothing and coaxing, but they still had the desired effect as she told him, “How? How would you want to be with her? What would you want to do? Just relax and tell me, Justin. Relax and think about what you would want to do with Julia.” 
 
    “I, I can’t…” Justin said. 
 
    “Relax,” she commanded. Her hand dropped down to his mouth once again. With that a gentle touch, she silenced him. 
 
    At some other place or time, Justin would have been infuriated. She couldn’t quiet him with the press of her finger! She couldn’t treat him this way! He was a highly skilled, highly trained navigator! 
 
    Even as the frustration flared through him for just a moment, another jolt from the mind control disks made him relax. The sound of her voice compelled him, “Relax and listen to the sound of my voice. You are going to tell me exactly what you want. You’re going to tell me about your incorrect desires.” 
 
    His incorrect desires? 
 
    Again, Justin needed to rebel against to that idea, but then he peeked up at this woman. Instead of experiencing some flash of anger, he ached for the chance to lean forward and bow his head down, to crawl before her, all because she was a woman. 
 
    She was a woman, and that made her his superior… 
 
    Along the inner recesses of his psyche, Justin attempted to focus on the other women he had known and how they had respected and admired him. He remembered that cute girl with the freckles in one of his earliest classes. Only now, he didn’t think of chasing her along the playground or their digital tools in their favorite games. Instead, he imagined himself looking up at her. She could have been playing, and he would have waited on the floor like an eager pet, like maybe he wanted to crawl up on her feet and keep them warm. 
 
    No! 
 
    That wasn’t right! That wasn’t how it happened! 
 
    Justin started thinking of his lab partner back when he turned seventeen. They had laughed and joked around a lot. Nothing ever happened, although Justin had developed a little crush on her. They were both about to head off to different training programs, and he knew there wouldn’t be much of a chance for anything serious, so he had just enjoyed her friendship. 
 
    Only now, he envisioned a scenario where she did the science, he took the notes, and he admired her. Maybe he would have even said something like, “This is amazing, you are so smart. I’m glad I get to serve you for this lab project.” 
 
    But that wasn’t how it happened! 
 
    Justin tried to shake his head. 
 
    “Relax,” she said again. “Relax and let the images take you. You want to relax and do as you’re told. Just listen to the sound of my voice, Justin. Listen to me and accept the fact that I’m training you. I am holding you.” 
 
    That’s when she danced her fingers along his shaft. 
 
    Fresh waves of arousal washed over him, taking away all of his doubts and concerns. 
 
    “There we go,” she said soothingly. “That’s right. Just relax. You know where you belong, don’t you? You want to obey me. You know that I am your superior. I’m the trainer, and you’re the boy. Boys need to be trained, don’t they?” 
 
    This time, Justin said nothing. 
 
    “Yes,” she answered. “Boys need to be trained.” 
 
    Boys need to be trained. Those words echoed inside of his head, only he couldn’t quite tell if they sounded like one of his own thoughts, the memory of her voice, or something else entirely. 
 
    Boys need to be trained. 
 
    “Relax, Justin. Relax and obey. Relax and obey because boys need to be trained. Relax and obey because this is where you belong. This is precisely where you need to be.” 
 
    She continued to touch him and tease him. 
 
    That sense of contentment flowed through his body. He could feel his muscles relax all along his frame. Yes, he was chained to down, naked, and on display, but it didn’t matter, not while her soothing voice and her playful caresses both stimulated and relaxed him. 
 
    “Relax and obey,” she said again. Her voice quieted. She was whispering now. He had to strain to hear her. He looked up at this beautiful woman, and he knew she would win. 
 
    He tried to tell himself that it didn’t matter, that he could continue to fight. 
 
    But then another thought occurred to him. 
 
    Exactly how long had he been here? Hours? Days? 
 
    There weren’t any windows, no clocks, nothing for him to use to mark the passage of time. 
 
    Only then, he stopped worrying about it because she said, “Relax. Just relax and listen to the sound of my voice. That’s all you want to do. That’s all you can do.” 
 
    For an instant, this sliver of a second, Justin wished he could have yanked and twisted against his restraints. He wanted to kick and try to punch his way free. His positioning was awkward. These women knew what they were doing. He could barely move, and he wouldn’t be able to escape, yet the urge remained as this memory of defiance beneath the warm, comforting training he had already received. 
 
    “Relax and listen to the sound of my voice,” she said. 
 
    He did exactly that. 
 
    He surrendered, the tension dissipated, and then she said, “Say it again.” 
 
    “Women are superior,” he replied. It wasn’t an active thought or a conscious decision on his part. Those three words just fell from his mouth. They felt right and true, more like breathing than speaking. 
 
    “Very good,” she said, and that’s when he noticed something. Those caresses had started to speed up. She was touching him faster now! Fresh waves of desire ran through his body, building. This felt like a tsunami as she brought him closer and closer to an orgasm. 
 
    Yes! He craved this; he needed it so badly! 
 
    The relaxation started to fade away, but he didn’t think of escape or the frustrations of being bound and naked in front of a trainer. Instead, Justin embraced his position right there. 
 
    “Please, please don’t stop,” he begged. 
 
    “Say it again,” she instructed. 
 
    She gave him another squeeze. Her other hand dropped down to his balls. She cupped them and teased him. 
 
    With her left hand, she gently touched him. With her right, she massaged his manhood, bringing him closer and closer! He was right there, right there at the very edge! 
 
    With professional diligence, she kept him at the edge of release. 
 
    At several points, his animal instincts took over, and he tried to buck his hips forward, to thrust and get off without her permission. 
 
    It didn’t work. 
 
    Each time, she just smiled and pulled back. 
 
    She knew how men operated. She knew how they thought and how they moved. 
 
    More importantly, she could see that look of desperation on his face. 
 
    “Please. Please, don’t stop. Please, I understand. I understand that you are in charge! You are a woman, so you are superior. I’m a boy, and I need to be trained. I need to be taught and trained. Please, please don’t stop!” 
 
    “Very good,” she said. “That’s what I like to hear, but you are still fighting me, aren’t you?” 
 
    She pulled both of her hands back. 
 
    Panting now, Justin actually glanced down at his erection. Then he jerked his head back up, and he studied the beautiful woman poised in front of him. His heart kicked, and he didn’t know how to process what was happening. 
 
    A myriad of different sensations, impulses, drives, and programs of desires gripped him. 
 
    “Look at me,” she ordered. 
 
    She touched the underside of his chin with one hand. “You want to be a good slave. You want to be obedient and diligent. You want to be humble and useful.” 
 
    As he panted like a desperate boy, she touched the underside of his chin again. She leaned in, and he imagined some scenario where she might kiss him. But no, she just smiled and said, “I’m going to touch you. I’m going to touch you, but you’re not going to get what you want.” 
 
    “I’m not going to get what I want,” he whispered. 
 
    He waited for the disappointment, for the rage. Only moments ago, Justin had tried to defy this woman. His rebellion only took the form of attempting to enjoy an orgasm without permission, but it was the best he could do. 
 
    “No,” she confirmed for him. “You’re not going to get what you want, but that’s okay. You are a boy, and you need to relax. You are a boy, and you need to obey.” 
 
    Her tone had shifted into this note of certainty. 
 
    There could be no debate. There could be no argument, discussion, or analysis. He simply had to do as she commanded because she was a woman, which made her his superior. 
 
    “I’m a boy, and I need to obey,” he whispered. 
 
    “Very good,” she said. “Tell me. If you could be with Julia, how would you do it?” 
 
    Justin gulped. 
 
    Hot anxiety flared through his body, especially because those images and fantasies returned. He recalled so easily how many times he had been on his bunk, relaxed in the dark, and slid his hand down into his trousers right before he started to think of her. Julia. Her lips. Her hair. The curve of her breasts. He wanted to glide his fingers along her thighs. He imagined how good it would be to slip his hand between her legs, stroke her crevice, make her moan, and maybe even hear her beg… 
 
    But Justin wouldn’t get to do that. 
 
    He was a boy, he knew. He was a boy, so he needed to be trained. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she said. “You can tell me. Go on. Tell the truth. Just relax and tell the truth. You don’t have to think. You only have to obey. Be an obedient boy and do as you’re told,” she said. 
 
    An obedient boy. 
 
    That seemed like the most important designation. It was the highest compliment a male could receive… 
 
    Justin had no idea where that notion came from. He vaguely thought he could remember hearing her say something like that, only he couldn’t be sure. 
 
    When he started to speak again, something inside of him twisted. 
 
    A different kind of shame. A different kind of frustration. 
 
    He had been wrong. He had been wrong for so long. 
 
    “Relax and speak,” she said. “Speak, boy.” 
 
    Justin succumbed to the sound of her voice. Despite the shame burning along his interior, he said, “I thought I could be in charge. I believed that could seduce her. In my fantasies, I would kiss her, and she would just fall onto her bed or onto her knees.” He stopped there and hoped she wouldn’t expect to hear more. 
 
    But that wasn’t how this worked. 
 
    “It’s okay if you were wrong. Lots of boys are wrong. Boys can’t help themselves. They make these mistakes. They get arrogant. You’re no different. That’s why you need to be trained.” 
 
    “That’s why I need to be trained,” he echoed. 
 
    “Would you be on top?” As she spoke, she made it sound silly, like it was some private joke they were sharing, just Lauren and Justin. 
 
    “Yes…” 
 
    He held his head down. At the same time, there was this flare of warmth along his cheeks. He was blushing, but that almost never happened. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she said, touching his chin again. She helped him look up at her. 
 
    As she spoke, he knew that this woman understood how the world was supposed to really work. She could teach him; she could train him. 
 
    “It’s okay if you were wrong. I’m training you now. I’m molding you and teaching you about the man you are supposed to be. What kind of man is that?” 
 
    “Obedient?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “Obedient.” 
 
    “Humble?” 
 
    “Very humble,” she said, patting him on the head. “Aren’t you a smart boy?” As she stroked and teased him, Justin couldn’t help himself. He basked in her approval. 
 
    “Tell me more,” she commanded. 
 
    Just like that, her voice shifted again, and Justin didn’t see any choice. “I thought I could be in charge. That I could take control.” 
 
    “But you don’t think that anymore,” she said. It wasn’t a question. “You know that if you were with Julia, she would be in charge. She would take complete control over you. She would own you. Isn’t that right?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “Good,” she said. “Now relax, close your eyes, and sleep.” 
 
    Justin couldn’t tell if he had been hypnotized, if she had rubbed him, or if her commands had become so potent that he obeyed her on a physiological level, but his eyelids dropped, and he embraced the warm darkness. 
 
      
 
    Then he heard a voice. 
 
    Justin was distantly aware of the passage of time. But how much had gone by? Definitely minutes. Maybe hours. It could have been days. He was disoriented even as he started to move around. This time, Justin wasn’t on his knees with his arms pulled toward his ankles and chained to the platform. 
 
    Instead, Justin found himself on his back. He blinked, but he couldn’t see anything. His vision had been replaced by a wall of pure black even as he blinked. She had blindfolded him, he quickly realized. 
 
    Justin was about to speak, only he felt the rubber bit between his teeth. It was strapped into his mouth. And now he could feel the weight of her body. 
 
    “You’ve done an excellent job, Justin. You can feel yourself surrendering, can’t you?” 
 
    He attempted to speak, felt the gag again, and settled for nodding his head down and up. 
 
    “Good boy,” she said. “That’s exactly what you need to do. This is exactly who you need to be. And guess what? Since you were honest with me, you’re going to get a very special reward. Think of this as a treat for you and a perk of my job,” she said. “I’m going to use you. You’re going to lay there and take it. You’re going to be nothing but a toy. Unable to speak. Unable to see. You won’t know what’s happening, but that’s okay because you’ll be grateful for it.” 
 
    He would be grateful for it… 
 
    Justin couldn’t tell whether or not the discs remained adhered to his temples, but the confidence and certainty reverberated through Lauren’s voice. She had taken command; she understood how this worked, and she would teach him. 
 
    “Boys like you need to be taken,” she said. “They need to be tied down, gagged, and helpless. I’m going to do whatever I want with you,” she promised. 
 
    She scratched her nails down along his neck, to his chest, and then her fingers started to play with the very tip of his cock. His body tensed as he went rigid. 
 
    Justin couldn’t argue or complain. 
 
    Then she was on top of him. The warmth of her naked thighs pressed against his flanks. 
 
    Was she completely naked? Maybe she wore a pair of panties and bra. He couldn’t know one way or another. 
 
    This was for her pleasure, not his. Maybe he would enjoy it. Maybe not. It didn’t matter. 
 
    Only then she leaned down, and some of her hair slid along his cheek, down his jawline, and over his neck. Then she kissed the side of his neck. She tilted his head to the side, exposing his throat. Yes, the collar remained, but she enjoyed herself. With her free hand, she teased him, working him up. 
 
    The arousal came roaring back to life, especially because he hadn’t been given any sort of release in such a long time! 
 
    This made Justin malleable. It made him feel sluggish and obedient, like he didn’t need to think for himself. 
 
    This woman controlled his cock, so she could control him… 
 
    After she kissed his neck, she slid back. 
 
    She spread her legs and positioned them right above his left thigh. Then she started rubbing herself on him. 
 
    “You can struggle if you like,” she said. 
 
    Experimentally, he pulled on his restraints. They didn’t move, not even an inch. The shackles held him down to this soft mattress. He could have fought for hours or days, and he would have remained right there, exactly where she wanted him. 
 
    “That’s right,” she said. “You know what it means to be helpless, don’t you? Or at least, you think you do.” 
 
    Lost in the darkness of the blindfold, Justin didn’t try to answer. He knew she didn’t care what he said. As she had pointed out, she was doing this for her pleasure. It was a professional perk. He was a slave owned by her auction house, and now she could use him. She could play with the inventory whenever she liked. 
 
    In the next moment, he heard something. 
 
    As she rubbed herself on him, she started to moan. Then she shifted her position again, and now her knees pushed up against his thighs. 
 
    Was she going to have sex with him? 
 
    Justin couldn’t know. 
 
    Before he could stop himself, he tried to ask, but the gag rendered his speech completely indecipherable. “I’m going to have fun with you,” she said, practically purring through those words. 
 
    Justin didn’t know what that meant. 
 
    There were many possibilities. It would have been so easy for her to pull the gag from his mouth and to slide her slit over his lips. Then he would lick and serve her because she was a woman and she was his superior… 
 
    That idea seemed natural now. It just fluttered through his head. He tried to push it away, to bury it deep down, only he needed a few more seconds to realize what was happening. 
 
    Then he heard her gasp. Did she just climax? 
 
    If so, she didn’t share that information with the boy strapped down beneath her. 
 
    “I think I’m ready for you,” she said. “Are you ready?” 
 
    Justin couldn’t answer, so he stayed quiet. She grabbed his shaft, lifted it, and lowered herself down. 
 
    At least, he had to believe it was Lauren and not someone else. 
 
    It would have been so easy for her to share him with someone else. 
 
    The hot, slick bounds of her slit now pressed down against his shaft. She surrounded him, lowering herself down inch by inch. His breathing quickened, and he knew he could climax at any moment, but something stopped him. 
 
    “I haven’t given you permission,” she told him with this note of gleeful excitement trilling through her voice. 
 
    She loved moments like this. She savored her authority, her power, and the perfect control she had. 
 
    When she dealt with other women, Lauren had to treat them as equals. But as a trainer, she could spot a boy, discern his weaknesses, and make the necessary modifications. 
 
    As she rode him, Lauren enjoyed a simple fact. He couldn’t get away. He couldn’t go anywhere! With his arms and legs fixed in place, maybe he could wiggle his hips from side to side, but that just made those motions so much more delectable. 
 
    She took her time, working her hips up and down. “Good boy. Just relax and take it. You can’t stop me. I get to do whatever I want with this toy.” 
 
    This toy. 
 
    For those long minutes, he knew he ached to climax. He desperately craved the release of one orgasm. The satisfaction. The bliss. The sense of completion. He would have done anything for it! 
 
    But right then, he had no leverage. He couldn’t even beg, plead, or make some pathetic offer. 
 
    “That’s right. Just relax. Good. There we go.” 
 
    She closed her eyes, let her hair sway, and her bottom lip tensed for just a moment. She bit down, started to ride him faster, and reveled in the friction of having this boy right there beneath her. 
 
    She could do whatever she wanted with him. She could take him, use him, and put him back for his buyer, whoever she turned out to be. 
 
    Her body fell into that easy rhythm. Then she started going faster. She slowed down. She sped up again! 
 
    By this point, Lauren didn’t have the breath to tease him. Her skin grew hot, and there were these little droplets of perspiration just beneath her hairline. Throwing her head back, she moaned, and her slit clenched down on him. 
 
    Justin arched his back, thrust up into her, and experienced just one emotion. The physical sensations rampaged through his body, but he was grateful for all of it. 
 
    She might not let him climax, he knew. That was her right; that was her prerogative as the trainer. 
 
    The simple fact that she was a woman meant she could dictate when and how he might be allowed to climax. He could be on his knees begging or strapped down just like this, and it wouldn’t matter. Even if he had encountered her out in the wild, she would still be his superior. 
 
    This time, Justin didn’t try to fight any of those thoughts. They fit together so perfectly. They explained how the world really worked, so he had to accept them all. 
 
    The walls of her slit tightened around his circumference, and that’s when she cried out, “Now. Come for me now, Justin! Show me you’re a good boy! Give it to me. Give it to me right now!” 
 
    He obeyed. 
 
    In that instant, Justin lost every iota of self-control he possessed. His shaft pulsated and throbbed. He came so hard as she rode him. She trained him, squeezing him deliciously until he felt utterly spent. With one burst of satisfaction after another, he lost every other sensation. 
 
    And yet, that singular emotion remained: gratitude. He was thankful, thankful for his collar, thankful for the restraints, and thankful for the trainer poised above him. 
 
    “Good,” she said. She pulled away, and he expected the prick of the needle or another hypnotic command. Either way, he was supposed to lose consciousness. 
 
    Instead, she decided to relax with him. 
 
    She used him like a pillow, cuddled up beside him, and rested her head on his shoulder. 
 
    Bound and blindfolded, Justin remained silent. Absentmindedly, she traced little shapes along his chest and down toward his stomach. “Thank you for reminding me once again why I love my job so much.” 
 
    He had so much he wanted to say to her, but Lauren wasn’t interested in talking to the slave, so he remained silent. 
 
      
 
    Eventually, he had fallen asleep. Maybe he dreamed. Maybe he didn’t. There were different images and flashes, but they seemed to evaporate the moment he opened his eyes again. 
 
    Justin didn’t know how it happened, but he found himself on his hands and knees. He tried to sit up, only then he banged his head on something metallic. Fluttering his eyes open, he looked around and found himself surrounded by metal bars. 
 
    At first, he thought this might be some kind of jail cell or something. 
 
    It wasn’t. 
 
    Instead, he was in a small cage. Only a couple feet wide, a few feet tall, just barely big enough for him to crouch, he was trapped in here. 
 
    Rather than try to speak, he reached up and brushed his fingers along his mouth. 
 
    Justin gulped, looked around, and that’s when he felt the cool breeze slip between the bars and rush along his naked body. 
 
    But then he saw the chastity belt. It was back. 
 
    With a twinge of desire, he remembered Lauren and how she felt. He remembered the way she had touched him, stroking and teasing him, mounting him and ultimately playing with him. 
 
    It had been so incredible, and he craved more. He clenched his eyes shut and wished he could be with her again. 
 
    Then she stepped in front of his cage. 
 
    She looked amazing in those black boots, those tight pants, and that button-up vest. Each garment clung to her curves, showing off her incredible body. His shaft twitched again, not that he could enjoy an orgasm or even an erection while he remained belted. 
 
    “It’s time for some outdoor training,” she said. “I want to make sure you are properly prepared for the auction.” 
 
    Justin opened his mouth, and he wanted to say so much. Different questions bubbled inside of his head, but the trainer didn’t say anything. Instead, something caught her attention. She reached down, pulled out her data slate, and frowned. 
 
    Like a pet sensing a woman’s distress, Justin wished he could rush out and help her. He wasn’t sure what he could do or say, but he wanted to try. The instinct tugged at his insides. 
 
    Lauren typed in a response on her slate, sent it, and turned back to the caged boy. “Would you like out?” 
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
    “What have you learned?” 
 
    Hesitation, doubt, and frustration flared through him, but only for the fraction of a second. Then all of those sensations and feelings were pulled back down into the dark of his subconscious. “Women are superior,” he said. 
 
    “Good boy,” she replied. She crouched down, opened the top of the cage, and beckoned for him to come out. “Stand up with your legs spread and your arms behind your back. I want you to stand straight and show me what kind of boy you can be.” 
 
    Justin complied, only then she asked, “What is it?” A look of uncertainty had flashed across his face, so of course she noticed. That was just another aspect of her job. 
 
    “I wanted to say something, but I’m not sure how I should address you,” he replied. 
 
    At that moment, Justin regretted not checking his face for the discs. Where they still adhered to his temples? Were there still pulses of electricity shooting through his skin to modify his thoughts? 
 
    “That’s a very good question to ask,” Lauren said. She came up behind the naked man and pinched his right buttock. He flinched, if only because he knew he couldn’t argue with her. If she wanted to fondle him or tease him, she could. 
 
    It was as simple as that. 
 
    “I think you should address me as Miss,” she said. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Justin asked. 
 
    “Are you questioning me?” Lauren replied. 
 
    Immediately, his insides tensed. This cold chill ran down his back as he considered the possibility he had just messed up. 
 
    A new set of instincts glowed bright at the back of his mind. Instead of rebelling or resisting and thinking about escape, he knew he had to please this woman. He couldn’t quite explain why. It was just a new drive, something that propelled him forward. 
 
    “I, I don’t think so,” he replied. “I’m not challenging your authority, Miss.” 
 
    She stepped in front of him and looked right at him. “Then tell me what you are doing.” 
 
    “I guess, I guess I was just wondering if you wanted something more formal.” 
 
    “I told you what I wanted,” she said. “And now, do you think you know better than me?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Good,” she replied. She stepped to his side, leaned forward, and whispered into his ear, “I want to see exactly how obedient you can be. You don’t know it yet, but the test has already begun.” 
 
    “Yes, Miss,” he said. Then, without thinking about it, another set of words spilled out, “I obey. I obey because I’m a boy and I need to be trained and you are my superior. You are a woman, so you are superior.” 
 
    Even as he went through those words, they started to sound more like a mantra. 
 
    “Very nice,” she said. 
 
    Lauren stepped in front of him, let her gaze sweep up and down his body, and then she nodded with satisfaction. 
 
    After another moment, Justin flinched because she pursed her lips and frowned. What was it? What had he done? What mistake had he made? 
 
    Lauren took out her slate again, typed out another message, and sent it. 
 
    “Kneel,” she ordered, pointing to the ground. 
 
    Without pulling his hand from behind his back, he allowed himself to fall forward onto the soft grass. 
 
    “Very good,” she said. “Now crawl to me.” 
 
    Justin obeyed again. 
 
    “You’re hesitating,” she said. “Why is that?” 
 
    Justin didn’t know how to answer. Suddenly, he couldn’t decide whether or not he should attempt to lie to this woman. Torn between contradictory instincts, he stayed there. His cheeks flushed, and he froze. 
 
    “You still think you’re better than this, don’t you?” Lauren didn’t seem offended by the prospect. “That’s okay. We aren’t done. This is just a test, so you can relax.” 
 
    Relax. 
 
    When he heard that word, so much of the tension drifted away. 
 
    Ironically, most people who get told to “relax” instantly tense up. Not Justin, not any longer. Like so many other boys, he knew it was best to listen to this woman. 
 
    But wait, was it best? 
 
    Justin dipped his head down, clenched his jaw, and he tried to push through the programming to something else. He didn’t know why he did it. Accepting her commands and her authority seemed so much easier. It was simple, and he could just obey. He didn’t need to think. 
 
    “Some of you boys can be so silly,” Lauren watched. If he believed she couldn’t guess his thoughts, he was completely and totally wrong. “But if I need to punish you, I will. Is that what I need to do?” 
 
    “No!” Justin quickly squawked. 
 
    “Kiss my right boot,” she commanded. 
 
    His insides tightened, although not as much as he might have expected. 
 
    By her command, he dipped his head down, brushed his lips along the leather, and he caught the aroma. 
 
    In the next moment, he looked up at her. His gaze swept from the black, curved shine of her boots to her tone of legs, her trim waist, and the contours of her breasts. In that moment, he remembered how it had felt to be strapped down, naked, spread out and vulnerable. Unable to see, unable to speak, he had endured all of the pleasure and teasing this woman had decided to give him. 
 
    What did that do to him? 
 
    “Kiss the left,” she said. 
 
    Only then, her slate caught her attention again. 
 
    This time, as she stepped back, Justin didn’t quite know what to do. Was he supposed to scamper after her, scurrying ahead on his hands and knees so he might still be able to kiss her foot as commanded? 
 
    Ultimately, Justin decided to wait. He held his breath and stayed right there on all fours. At first, he wasn’t sure if he was supposed to listen, but Lauren held the slate to her ear as she started to pace back and forth. 
 
    “No,” she stated flatly, “I think this is a bad idea. He isn’t ready.” 
 
    After another couple of seconds, Lauren spoke again. “I understand that this is important and there are other factors to consider, but—” 
 
    The trainer stopped speaking, almost as though someone else had dared to speak over her. 
 
    To Justin, this seemed almost completely incomprehensible. 
 
    Although he had encountered many women who now had power over him, there was something different about Lauren. As the trainer, she did more than just tease him or play with him. She was molding him. It felt as though she had the skill to reach into his mind and strip away those old thoughts, ideas, and desires. She knew how to turn him into a slave, one who would be just as obedient as any native of Athena Erimos. 
 
    “Before you make any decisions, come out and see him. I want you to understand that he isn’t done. This is still a work in progress.” 
 
    Lauren finally pulled the slate away, tapped the button on the screen, and put it back in her pocket. 
 
    On his knees now, Justin gazed up at her. He felt like a pet waiting for this gorgeous, supremely intelligent woman to make a decision and tell him what to do. 
 
    “Kiss,” she said. She stretched her foot forward. 
 
    Without hesitating now, he dipped his head down. He kissed her foot. 
 
    As he obeyed, Justin wondered what some of his old colleagues, comrades, and acquaintances might have thought. He remembered once a debate where several guys on the command bridge started chatting. “I don’t care what you would pay me, I’m not going to let a girl slap me for anything.” The other crewman had to ask why it mattered so much. After all, it was just a smack across the face. 
 
    “It’s all about the respect, you know? It’s about making sure people understand who you are and what kind of man you are. You can’t just let someone strike you. Even if it doesn’t hurt. Even if you get paid a ton of money. Your dignity can’t be bought or sold.” 
 
    The rest of the crew continued chatting, laughing at actresses and streaming celebrities. Back at his station, Justin had contemplated a vehement reaction. There was something so profoundly determined and undergirded by this note of anger in that man’s answer. At the time, Justin had considered himself to be a pragmatist. If it was just a slap, and it wasn’t really going to hurt, and it wasn’t going to damage him, why not take it in exchange for a few credits? 
 
    Now he had to wonder what that crewman would have thought of Justin as he dipped his head down and kissed her feet. 
 
    “Nuzzle me right here,” she ordered next. Lauren reached down, and she ran her fingers along the inner seam of her black pants. “No licking, boy.” 
 
    Justin gulped. Again, he understood the point of this exercise. She intended to gauge his obedience, to see how long it took for him to do this. 
 
    For just a second, he wished he could say something like, “Please, Mrs. I, I don’t want to do that. I can’t.” 
 
    But, of course, he could, and he would. Nothing less than his obedience would be tolerated. 
 
    With that in mind, Justin crawled forward again, and now he straightened his back as he ran the tip of his nose along the soft fabric of her pants. The material was sleek and stretched just a little bit as he pressed down with his nose and mouth. 
 
    This was so incredibly intimate, he thought. If they had been lovers, maybe it would have made sense. But right then and there, he understood that he was her slave. 
 
    Then he heard something in the distance, a buzzing hum, only Justin didn’t know what it was. He started to pull back, to look around and check, only Lauren placed her hand on the back of his head. “I didn’t say you could stop,” she told him. 
 
    He continued to nuzzle her, and then he heard footsteps. 
 
    Finally, Lauren let go, and he pulled away. She snapped her fingers and said, “Stay on all fours. Head down, back straight.” 
 
    Justin obeyed, but he still had this moment where he looked up and saw the hover bike lazily drift on the air as a woman approached. She wore shining, dark red latex. It seemed to encase her body perfectly, from her feet all the way up to her neck. From there, she had pale skin, dark red hair that fell around her face, and a wicked smile. 
 
    She approached Lauren like Justin wasn’t even there. She held out her hand, and the two women clasped for just a moment. “Amanda,” Lauren said with just a hint of something that could have been mistaken for frustrated deference or irritated loyalty. 
 
    “He looks better in person,” Amanda said. “It’s funny. You see all of these boys, and we send out the datasets, but it’s never quite the same. It doesn’t matter if it’s a 2D shot, a written description, a 3D hologram, or a statistical readout. There is nothing quite like seeing a slave on his knees in person.” 
 
    “The memetics might disagree with you,” Lauren pointed out. 
 
    “And that’s fine. I buy and sell their products just like everyone else’s,” Amanda said. “It’s all part of being the head of a syndicate.” 
 
    The Amici Syndicate. The Amici Auction House. Justin started to comprehend what kind of power and authority this woman must have wielded. 
 
    For an instant, he almost jumped to his feet. He imagined telling her, “This is all just some huge mistake. Please, you have to let me go. I’m not supposed to be a slave!” Although that fantasy shot through his mind, he could just as easily imagine her saying something about how she didn’t care because he was a boy, and boys need to be enslaved. 
 
    “Give me your honest opinion. Is he ready for sale?” 
 
    “He’s only had a few sessions,” Lauren answered. “Like I told you on the slate, he isn’t ready, and I don’t think we should put him on display yet.” 
 
    “What’s the worst that could happen?” 
 
    “First, he could embarrass us. At this point, he hasn’t been resisting or fighting, but the program hasn’t had time to take complete hold.” 
 
    “Is that true?” Amanda asked. She strode up to the kneeling slave, and she grabbed him by his collar, yanking him back to his feet. 
 
    Looking confused and perhaps even scared, Justin turned back to Lauren as though he expected to hear her command. Instead, his trainer just crossed her arms over her chest as she stood back. 
 
    Justin couldn’t understand the finer points of the hierarchy, but it was obvious that Amanda Amici enjoyed a great deal of influence and power. 
 
    Once he was standing, she pinched his cheek. From there, she forced his mouth open and seemed to examine his teeth. He didn’t understand, only then she burst out laughing. “Don’t worry, I’m not an agricultural dealer, so I’m probably not going to sell you to one of the farms. Although you do look like you might have been built to be a cart horse.” She nodded to herself. Then she stepped behind him, reached down, and grabbed his ass. 
 
    With her fingers encased in that latex suit, her digits were soft and sleek as she started to palpate and massage different parts of him. 
 
    This was an examination, he realized. 
 
    There was no intimacy here, not even any lust. Instead, he glanced back up at her, and he recognized her ambitions. She intended to sell him for a significant profit. Nothing else mattered. 
 
    She grabbed his ass, pinched. She grabbed his other butt cheek. She pinched again, only now she pulled her hand back and spanked him. He started to stumble forward, but she adroitly grabbed him by the back of his collar, forcing him to remain right there. 
 
    “Reasonably handsome face and a strong posture. Plus, I liked what I saw in terms of his measurements.” 
 
    His measurements. 
 
    Justin didn’t mind that comment, not until he realized they were probably talking about his cock. A nervous gulp ran down his throat. 
 
    “Do you think you’re ready to be put on display?” 
 
    “I, I don’t know, Miss,” he said. 
 
    “Address me as Princess,” she ordered. 
 
    His eyes widened. He glanced back at Lauren again, and she gave him a barely perceptible nod. 
 
    “Yes, Princess,” he said. 
 
    “Now address me as your Queen.” 
 
    His brows creased with confusion, and he looked back over to Lauren again. Before he could see what his trainer indicated, Amanda cupped his cheeks in the palms of her hands, and she forced him to turn his gaze back on her. 
 
    “No, no,” Amanda chided him. “You don’t want to look at her. You want to look at me. Right now, I am your owner, so I tell you what to do. And right now, I’m telling you to address me properly.” 
 
    A cocktail of confusion and uncertainty dripped into his response, but he did his best. “Yes, my Queen.” 
 
    “Now address me as your Goddess.” 
 
    “Yes, Goddess?” 
 
    She stepped around him, grabbed his ass, and she struck three times in quick succession. Her hand flashed down, and the pain rocketed through him. It wasn’t the blast of electricity from his collar. Somehow, this was worse. More intense and sharper, the sensations exploded along his nerves. 
 
    Then she let go and asked, “What do you say?” 
 
    “Goddess, I, I don’t know!” 
 
    She struck him again, five times now. Worse, her hand jumped from the left side of his ass to the right. By the time she finished, his skin tingled a bright shade of red, and Justin could just barely stay up on his feet. 
 
    He didn’t know how old this young woman was. She could have been anywhere between twenty-five and fifty. When she grinned, there was something coquettish and ambitious in her smile, especially when she revealed her teeth. At the same time, Amanda may have enjoyed useful features, there was something cool, experienced, and calculating in her gaze, as though she had been preparing for this for a very long time. 
 
    “You still haven’t answered my question,” she told him. 
 
    “Goddess,” Justin replied, careful to use that designation right away, “I don’t know.” Once the words jumped from his mouth, he braced himself. He flinched, clenched his eyes shut, and waited for another rush of pain. 
 
    She didn’t spank him, not this time. Instead, she placed one finger on the top of his head and nudged. “Kneel, boy,” she said. 
 
    He dropped back down to his knees. His skin pressed into the grass, and he swung his arms behind his back. He crossed his wrists and did his best to appear as obedient and well behaved as possible. He didn’t know if those impulses came from the mind control or something else. Either way, he couldn’t risk upsetting this scion of the Amici Syndicate. 
 
    “Is this really necessary?” Lauren asked. 
 
    “You made your position quite clear,” Amanda said. “And please, I do acknowledge your skill. You are one of the best trainers on the entire planet, probably in the entire system.” 
 
    Lauren nodded to acknowledge the simple complement. At the same time, she made it sound like a given fact, something obvious and irrefutable. “That said, the Ronin Combine secured a platoon of Duchy scouts. Karina is going to sell them off, and I owe her for that little incident at Janus Septimus, so I’m thinking a competing event might be nice, especially when I blow her out of the water with my inventory.” 
 
    “He isn’t ready,” Lauren repeated. Clearly, she didn’t care about the merchant houses or how they competed for status. 
 
    “Speak, Boy. You still haven’t answered my question.” 
 
    Justin gulped, kept his eyes down, and he studied the dark red of her latex suit. For a moment, it almost seemed alive. It accentuated her curves so perfectly. He almost wished he could reach out and touch her. But then he answered. “I don’t know if I’m ready or not. I guess that’s a decision for people who are smarter than me. It’s a woman’s decision.” 
 
    “Good answer,” Amanda said. “Prep him for the First Inspections. I already have invitations ready.” 
 
    “How much time do I have?” 
 
    “I’ll let you know once the finer details have been secured. For now, just assume that he will be on sale within the next couple of days.” 
 
    Lauren didn’t bother hiding her frustration. 
 
      
 
    “You want to know what happened, don’t you?” Lauren asked several days later. 
 
    He had resisted the temptation to ask. As the different questions buzzed and flew around his head, Justin had stayed quiet, only speaking when his trainer ordered him to. 
 
    “Yes, Miss,” he said. They were in another plain room. He was naked, although he didn’t wear his chastity belt. If he thought about his shaft, he hardened pretty much instantly. He couldn’t help it, not after Lauren had gone back to touching and stroking him. 
 
    She had observed him, learning more and more about what it took to stimulate this male. So many guys wanted to think of themselves as these powerful warriors. Deep down, they were supposed to be barbarians with their wild, uncivilized instincts, yet men could always be trained. A few caresses, a set of restraints, and a little bit of time could make any one of them grovel and plead for the chance to get the relief he so desperately yearned for. 
 
    Like all of the boys who became the property of the Amici Syndicate, Justin understood all of this quite intimately. 
 
    “But you didn’t ask until now,” she said. “That’s good. You see, you are about to meet some of the prospective buyers.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” he said. 
 
    “And I could leave it that way,” she said. “I don’t have any obligation to answer any of your questions, do I?” 
 
    He replied with a quick shake of his head and a docile, “No, Miss.” 
 
    “Smart boy.” She wrinkled her lips for a moment with obvious aggravation. “The merchants are always worried about showing one another up, especially toward the end of the year.” She shook her head. “I could do so much better with you.” Shrugging, she exhaled through her teeth because she already knew she couldn’t control this particular issue. She may have been one of the most vaunted trainers, yet she still belonged to a hierarchy. 
 
    “Yes, Miss,” he said. 
 
    “To put it simply, I should have you chained down for several more months at least. By the time I would be done, you would be ready to imprint on your owner. You would see her, hear her commands, and your only thought would be of pleasing her and pleasuring her. Unfortunately, we can’t do that.” She clicked her tongue and shook her head. “No, we can’t.” 
 
    As she addressed him, Justin had to wonder whether or not these words were really for him or if she simply wished to talk through her problems. Lots of people spoke to pets and animals as they verbalized the issues they faced. 
 
    “You see, even for the buyers, there is a hierarchy. On the night of the auction, many women will come visit you and the rest of the inventory. They will get to see you and watch you. For the most part, they will probably want to touch you and study your expressions.” She rolled her eyes and shook her head again. “Those women always assume they know so much about slaves, like their amateur perspectives are as valid as a trainer’s.” 
 
    Justin said nothing as he absorbed all of this. 
 
    “Some of those buyers,” Lauren continued, “Are special. Maybe this is a favor, a reward, or something else, but some of these women will get to do more in the First Inspections. After they reviewed the data encoded on your mark, they will get to spend a couple of hours with you. How does that sound?” 
 
    His eyes widened, his throat clenched, and Justin had no idea what he was supposed to say. 
 
    “It’s okay if you’re nervous. There is a strict You break it, you buy it policy, but some of these women are quite rich and powerful. Depending on who decides to show up, you can have middle-class merchants or powerful generals. Considering how much Amanda wants to make the Ronin Combine pay, there’s a good chance you will see some very powerful individuals here.” 
 
    Lauren smirked at him. “What you think of that? What you think of belonging to a general, an admiral, a councilwoman, or maybe another merchant?” 
 
    “I don’t know what to think, Miss.” 
 
    “So much potential,” she said. “But hey. We’re going to do our best. Now, focus on the sound of my voice and start to relax.” 
 
    He fell into the reverie as she continued to mold and sculpt him with nothing but the sound of her voice in the shape of her words. 
 
      
 
    Justin didn’t really wake up. Instead, he found Lauren standing right in front of him, and he instinctively lowered his gaze. He couldn’t understand why he did it. It felt like a the right thing to do. The idea of making eye contact with her or confronting her seemed wrong. 
 
    He had read about various political psychologists who focused on this idea: everyone wants to believe they were rational. And yet, how many people still followed their instincts and intuitions? How often did people search for evidence that reinforced their beliefs? This was what Justin confronted. 
 
    He still had those previous ideas and some of his beliefs remained, if only as memories. 
 
    Yes, the mantra continued to pound against the back of his skull: Women are superior. 
 
    Despite this, Justin remembered his life from before. He knew that he had been a navigator. He remembered the thrill of calculating the perfect trajectory, cutting time off of each trip, and simply exploring. He remembered the joys of wandering out into the wilderness. Deserts. Beaches. Forests. Mountain ranges. He could take his status slate or a dedicated camera, capture those images, and search for new ways of seeing this world. 
 
    He had been an explorer, one of the most independent types of people out there. 
 
    No more. 
 
    “What are you thinking, Justin?” Lauren asked. 
 
    When they had first caught him and brought him in, Justin would have resisted. He would have fought back, but now he blinked and glanced around even as his lips started to move. “I was thinking about my life before.” 
 
    “Oh?” Lauren sounded mildly interested. “And what were you thinking about your previous life?” 
 
    “I was an explorer? I was more than a slave?” Each idea came out as a question, like he couldn’t quite believe it. None of this truly made sense. He was a boy, and boys were born to be slaves. For the vast majority of his life, he would have scoffed at that notion. It was ridiculous and utterly irrational, but those words felt true despite the questioning tone. 
 
    “Perhaps you were,” she said, surprising him. Then she reached up and slid her fingertips down along the length of his cheek, “But are you an explorer now?” 
 
    Before Justin could even try to stop himself, he shook his head. “And what are you?” the trainer asked as she reinforced his programming. 
 
    “I’m a boy, and I’m property of the Amici Syndicate.” 
 
    “Yes, you are,” she said. 
 
    That’s when Justin took in the rest of the room. It was bigger than the previous training spaces. More than that, he saw racks loaded up with dumbbells along one side, soft mats in the center, and a set of double doors right behind Lauren. 
 
    “Justin, I want you to know that—” 
 
    As she spoke, those double doors burst open. One woman shoved her way through. She wore an all green flight suit with silver strips along her arms. She had wavy brown hair that flowed around her face and down to her shoulders. Somehow, the tips almost reminded him of horns. Between her full lips and her inquisitive eyes, she was lovely. 
 
    Justin had no idea who this woman was, but his insides tensed and twisted just a little bit anyway. He couldn’t help it, not after everything he had experienced. Women were in charge, which meant they could play with him however they saw fit. 
 
    More than that, there was something about this woman. Perhaps it was her posture, straight and rigid. 
 
    As a navigator, Justin had received several recruitment offers from several different militaries. At once, this woman made him think of a soldier. 
 
    “This is the slave everyone has been talking about?” 
 
    “This is the slave formally known as Justin Drake,” Lauren replied. 
 
    “But he’s not completely done yet, right?” 
 
    Lauren pressed her lips together, obviously irritated by the simple fact. Perhaps she had done her best to ignore it, but she nodded anyway. “That’s right, Captain.” 
 
    Captain? So he had been right. 
 
    At the same time, Justin started to imagine a scenario where he could be purchased by this woman, taken on board a ship, and he might use that opportunity to escape. 
 
    “Do you know who I am?” asked the newcomer. She strode past Lauren and stepped right up to Justin. 
 
    He wasn’t restrained, but he still felt somewhat disoriented after his last programming session. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I don’t know who you are.” 
 
    “I am Captain Megan Helias of the Fourth Mechanized Warfare Division.” Justin heard all of those words, and he had no idea whether or not he was supposed to be impressed. Ultimately, he decided to nod his head down and keep his eyes pointed toward her shining boots. 
 
    “I want to see if this one can fight,” Megan said as she turned back to the trainer. 
 
    “As long as you don’t harm the merchandise,” Lauren said. Justin didn’t glance up, but he liked to imagine that the trainer tensed her jaw, like she didn’t appreciate how this might go. Perhaps she was even worried about him? 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Megan replied. “If I leave any bruises, I will be sure to pay the fine.” 
 
    Megan pressed two fingers against his for head, forcing Justin to look up. “Have you ever received combat training?” 
 
    “No, I haven’t,” he said. For a moment, he wondered if he should address her as Miss, my Queen, or Goddess. Somehow, he didn’t think a woman like Megan would appreciate those false titles, not when she had already earned her rank. 
 
    “None? No self-defense training? Nothing?” 
 
    The navigator-turned-slave gulped, glanced up at her, and he studied her features. He didn’t know what to make of this woman, but he had to say something. If he stayed silent, he knew there could be consequences. 
 
    Puffing out his cheeks, he did his best, “During my training, we did a few maneuvers. Since then, I haven’t been in any real fight.” 
 
    “You Duchy boys always go soft on the navigators, is that it?” 
 
    Considering how the navigators made sure no one flew through a star by accident, it made sense that the other crew members would always treat them fairly gently, especially when most people couldn’t handle the complex calculations. Yes, the math could get difficult, but it also required a sense of intuition and almost artistic eye. It was never as simple as anyone made it out to be. 
 
    Justin didn’t know how to answer, so he stayed quiet. 
 
    “Okay,” Megan said. “This is what’s going to happen. You and I are going to fight.” 
 
    “Why would you want that?” Lauren demanded. 
 
    “Let’s just say I want my slave to be useful.” Megan turned back to the boy standing in front of her. “Maybe he can be a guard dog, a bodyguard, or a training toy.” 
 
    “You know he doesn’t stand a chance,” Lauren said with a disgusted shake of her head. 
 
    “I think you underestimate him,” Megan replied. “Unless, of course, you have stripped away every iota of resistance he might possess. But I don’t think you have. I don’t think you can.” 
 
    Justin had no idea how to react. He had never watched the women of Athena Erimos fight or argue like this before. As a slave, he had started to learn that women were smarter than him. As such, he needed to respect their opinions and acknowledge their intellectual superiority. But what was he, as a boy, supposed to do when they argued amongst themselves? 
 
    “We weren’t done,” Lauren said with an edgy defensiveness. 
 
    “I’m sure you would have stripped away every defiant instinct he once possessed. Let’s see what happens if we give him a good reason to fight.” Megan turned back to him. At the same time, she reached down into the pocket of her flight suit, and she pulled out a simple hair tie. From there, she combed her fingers through her mane of dark brown hair as she started to tie those strands into a ponytail. “I’m not going to ask because I think we already know. If you could have anything in the universe, I imagine it would be your freedom.” 
 
    Yes. Freedom. 
 
    As he reconsidered that word, Justin experienced this little thrill of excitement. What would that be like? How would it feel to know that he could make his own decisions? He would be entitled to negotiate with different crews, to come up with a plan, and to execute it as he saw fit? 
 
    He wouldn’t have to think about his trainer or her mantra. He wouldn’t have to think about how women were superior. 
 
    “You want that, don’t you?” Megan asked. “I can see it in your eyes. Even now, you are still fighting. Maybe you feel content and serene because this woman knows how to make you obey, but it’s still there.” 
 
    Megan smiled. In the next moment, she ran the tip of her tongue along her teeth. “You and I are going to fight. We are going to wrestle. If you can hold me down, you can have your freedom, Justin. I swear, I will purchase you, no matter the cost.” 
 
    “You can afford him?” Lauren asked from a few feet away. She had drifted off. With her arms over her chest, it was obvious she hated this. They weren’t supposed to encourage the boys to try to think for themselves. 
 
    “On our last raid, the pillaging was quite good,” Megan said. “I captured more than a dozen slaves. Those boys might end up at your feet, Lauren.” 
 
    “Did you fight them as well?” 
 
    “I captured them. They already had a chance.” Megan focused back on the boy in front of her, “And now this is your chance. What you think of that?” 
 
    A chance at escape… 
 
    Justin had no idea whether or not this was real or some playful mirage. Perhaps he would fight his hardest, actually win, and only have these women laugh at him as he realized they would never allow him to leave this world. 
 
    “I’m a woman of honor,” Megan told him. In that moment, he believed her. Then again, what choice did he have? 
 
    If he remained docile and obedient, then he would probably be punished for resisting her orders. But then, how was a well-trained slave supposed to react to a command like this? 
 
    His guts twisted as Megan sauntered to the middle of one of those mats. “The rules are simple. Stay within this square. If you get knocked out, you lose. If you cannot stand, you lose.” 
 
    Justin followed her, and his gaze drifted back down again. 
 
    He stood there, uncertain. 
 
    Right in front of him, Megan shifted her stance. 
 
    She studied him, quickly came to a conclusion, and glanced back at Lauren. “What else does he want?” 
 
    Lauren didn’t say anything. 
 
    “If you don’t tell me, I’m just going to have to review the data in his mark, and it’s going to take longer, so you might as well just tell me now.” 
 
    “A girl. Julia.” 
 
    Justin tensed. Megan saw this. 
 
    “You don’t like that, do you?” asked the soldier. “Focus on that. Concentrate. I want you to think like an attack dog. Yeah, I might keep you on a leash, but I might let you off of it as well. Think about how angry you could get. You’re a boy. Every boy has that well of rage deep inside of him. It’s probably the only good thing about you males.” 
 
    His brows creased slightly as his eyes started to narrow. 
 
    Justin had never wanted to believe that. Yes, he had encountered plenty of brash, arrogant guys on different ships. Those were the men who believed wrong aggression and bellicose determination could solve any problem. Those were the same pilots and engineers who insisted on drinking games, telling jokes about women, and fighting whenever they could. 
 
    “There is,” Megan said. “You know, I have captured plenty of boys like you. Maybe if you stop me here, I won’t do it anymore. What you think of that, Justin? Do want to be a hero? You are from the Duchy, right? Well, I’m sure I will be back. I’m going to lead my women into battle. We are going to suit up in our Mac armor, crunch our way through one of your cities, and grab a few boys. They’re going to be collared, locked in chastity, and trained to obey just like you.” 
 
    Justin’s insides started to heat. His chest felt tighter. His lungs seemed to contract as his fingers pushed down into the palms of his hands. 
 
    Megan obviously understood what was happening, but she kept going, “Unless you want to be a slave? Is that it? You know, the propaganda feeds are always saying the boys know the truth. Deep down, you all yearn to have a woman’s foot on the base of your throat. Is that what I should do you? Should I hold you down and make sure you understand your place?” 
 
    If he had been watching this as an outside observer, perhaps he would have smirked. Maybe he never would have been able to comprehend how a woman like Megan would have been able to trigger his temper. And yet, there was something about having her right there, invading his personal space, looking down at him and challenging him… 
 
    Justin couldn’t help himself. His hands flew up, and he shoved against her shoulders, almost making her fall back. 
 
    Instead, she braced herself and stood there. 
 
    “Yes,” she said with this predatory smile. 
 
    Right away, Justin started backing up. Within seconds, he realized he had just walked onto a mat, so now he stopped. He recalled the rules and knew that if he kept retreating, he might give up his one opportunity. 
 
    “Focus on your anger or focus on the chance at freedom. Frankly, I don’t really care which.” 
 
    She strode ahead, stopped a couple of feet before him, and leaned to down. She stretched out her arms like she expected him to try to dart past her. 
 
    “I’m going to make you pay for this,” Justin said, perhaps surprising both of them as the determination slipped back into his promise. “I’m getting out of here. I’m not a slave!” 
 
    Lauren shook her head, obviously irritated that he was regressing. She had put so much hard work into training Justin, and now some “war hero” could undo her work? It was aggravating, but she reminded herself of the hierarchy. 
 
    If Megan could pay to enjoy a First inspection, then it was her right. 
 
    Still, Lauren didn’t have to like it. 
 
    Obviously, Justin had been angry many times before, only he had always been decent at controlling himself. Maybe there had been mistakes. Perhaps he slammed a data slate down onto the ground once when he got that message from that especially aggravating employer. Maybe he had been tempted to throw punches or slam his fist into a random wall. But for the most part, he told himself that he had been an even keeled guy. 
 
    He didn’t know how to unleash his rage. 
 
    Megan, it seemed, was determined to help him. She jumped forward, brought her right hand up, and slapped him across the cheek. It happened faster than he could believe. Then she was back on her side of the mat, grinning at him. 
 
    “You’re not going to do that again,” he said. 
 
    “You think you can stop me?” Megan replied. She sounded serious, yet the smile on her face made it abundantly clear: she was enjoying herself because this was a game and he was a toy. 
 
    “I will,” he promised. After another moment, Justin realized he meant it. 
 
    He lacked her trained muscle memory and combat instincts, but Justin knew he was bigger. That might give him the advantage he needed. 
 
    More importantly, she had been right about one thing. Despite all of the training and sessions, Justin still craved his freedom. He belonged out among the stars. He deserved to pull out his camera and take those shots, to discover those hidden angles and beautiful secrets. 
 
    He lunged forward, reached out, and that’s when she grabbed his wrist, spun him around, and could have easily brought her foot up, kicked in at the small of his back, and launched him out of bounds. 
 
    Instead, she let go. 
 
    He stumbled, pin-wheeled his arms, and just barely managed to keep within the boundaries. 
 
    He turned back, quickly retreated to a more secure spot, and braced himself again. 
 
    Okay, that wasn’t going to work. 
 
    He couldn’t simply grab her and force her down. 
 
    Even as that thought occurred to him, she shifted her weight, feinted to the left, and raced right at him. Justin didn’t know what to do, but his instincts took over. 
 
    He jumped to the side, and she spun around, facing him again. “You see?” Megan asked, her breath even as he started to pant. “No matter how much training these boys receive, we always have to be on our guard.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” Megan said. 
 
    “Really? You can’t think that a boy can be perfectly trained.” 
 
    “Mine are,” she said. 
 
    “Or so you think. That’s the problem with slavery,” Megan said. “If you own someone, you can’t trust him. There will always be that tension between a Mistress and her boy.” 
 
    “Then why bother? Why do it?” Justin demanded. “Because you are right. It doesn’t matter what happens to me. I’m never going to break!” 
 
    Lauren shot him a venomous look, but Justin had to keep this woman distracted. Maybe if he could keep Megan talking, she would slip up and make a mistake. Yes, she was better trained and more skilled, but she was still human. People could mess up, especially when they got arrogant. 
 
    Just one mistake at the right moment. 
 
    That’s all it would take… 
 
    He could do this. Justin had to believe it. 
 
    She came at him again. 
 
    He dodged out of the way. She lunged left, he darted to the right. He kept her laughing, all while Lauren suppressed of the urge to growl. 
 
    Then he kicked out his foot. Justin didn’t know why he did it, but he caught her ankle, and she lost her balance. 
 
    Yes! 
 
    He threw himself down on top of her as she landed facedown. He straddled her, grabbing her right wrist and pulling it behind her back. He didn’t know exactly why he did it. Maybe he saw this in some vid. It didn’t matter. He had her. 
 
    He imagined her feet kicking out, futilely slashing through the air as she squirmed beneath him. 
 
    Only he had just trapped one arm, not both. 
 
    With her free hand, she reached up, and her fingers came perilously close to his eyes, like she thought she could jab her digits against of those sensitive orbs. He blinked, turned his head away, and that’s when she slipped out from beneath him. 
 
    Justin didn’t even know how she had done it. It almost felt like a magic trick! 
 
    But then she didn’t scramble up onto her feet. Instead, she launched herself forward, so her shoulder crashed into his chest. He fell down on his back, and that’s when she grabbed his wrists. 
 
    He tried to slip his hand free. He tried to keep her from holding him down. 
 
    This woman was stronger than she appeared. Despite her slender physique, she had muscle. She had experience and determination. More than that, battle lust played across her features as she locked him down. 
 
    “You’re never going to get to be with that girl.” Megan chuckled, “What was her name again? Oh, yes. Julia. And even if she did see you, would you want her to know that you have been turned into a slave?” 
 
    “I’m not a slave!” 
 
    “Yes, you are. What I said before? I was just toying with you, Drake. You are a slave, and that woman over there is one of the best in her field. She will strip away your defiance. Maybe you feel angry right now, but it won’t last. More and more, you will succumb to that sense of your own inferiority and your own need to obey. Women are going to rule the galaxy.” She leaned to down, and he almost imagined a scenario where she might brush her lips along his. “We’ve already taken the best parts.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” he said. “Women are just people. You’re going to mess up. You’re going to make your own mistakes, and then we will strike back!” 
 
    “That’s cute,” she said. “That’s cute but wrong.” Then she glanced over her shoulder. 
 
    In that instant, Justin tried to take advantage of her distraction. If she was about to start talking to Lauren, then maybe he could throw her off of him or something. 
 
    Technically, the match had come to an end. She had pinned him, and he couldn’t get up. She was stronger and knew exactly how to hold him down. 
 
    It was pathetic! 
 
    As a boy growing up in the Duchy, he had been raised to see girls as physically inferior. Sure, they could be nominally equal, especially when it came to all of the important intellectual pursuits, but there were still those silly little insults, almost all of which ended with “like a girl.” He remembered how the boys taunted one another with accusations of throwing, fighting, or crying “like a girl.” 
 
    And yet, as he tried to shove her off, he couldn’t do it. 
 
    She wasn’t even paying attention to him, but it wasn’t enough. 
 
    She held him down with ease. His feet kicked out now, but that didn’t help. He couldn’t get the leverage he needed, so she kept him pinned right there: beneath her. 
 
    “Do you mind if I spank him?” 
 
    “Would you like a paddle?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Megan replied. 
 
    The anger and determination quickly evaporated into this acidic vapor of fright. Lauren tossed the soldier a paddle, and the woman grabbed it. 
 
    Then she let him up just enough. Once he started to clamber up onto his feet, she grabbed him by his collar, forced him down, and she now had Justin on his stomach. 
 
    The chastity belt imprisoned his cock, yet it left his buttocks exposed. 
 
    The uniformed soldier stroked his backside with the paddle, chuckled, and said, “I’m sorry. I never should have gotten your hopes up, but I really wanted to see if you could fight. Maybe. Maybe I will buy you. And when you are up on that auction block, I want you to think about this moment.” 
 
    THWACK! 
 
    His eyes widened in that instance before his vision blurred. The pain exploded along his nerves, shooting from his backside into his arms and legs. His stomach tensed, and his lungs froze for just a moment. Then the throbbing pain continued. 
 
    This was a mundane paddle. It didn’t come with electrical reinforcement except that didn’t matter! The agony burned through his body, making him cry out. Hissing through his teeth, Justin tried to catch his breath. 
 
    THWACK! 
 
    THWACK! 
 
    THWACK! 
 
    No warning, no taunting and no promises either. Instead, she unleashed the pain, letting it sweep through his body as he squirmed there helplessly on the mat. She held him down. She kept one hand right between his shoulder blades. With the other, she gripped the paddle and made sure it stung. 
 
    “What you think of that, Drake? Would you like me to buy you? Maybe you wouldn’t make a good guard dog, but I’m sure I could always vent my frustrations on you. On our last attack run, the boys kept running. Do you know how aggravating that was?” 
 
    THWACK! 
 
    THWACK! 
 
    THWACK! 
 
    “I swear, they just wanted to waste my time. It was infuriating!” 
 
    THWACK! 
 
    THWACK! 
 
    THWACK! 
 
    “You boys always like to talk about how you are these wild fighters, like you can do whatever it takes to win a battle. But that’s not what I saw. Drake, do you know what I saw?” 
 
    THWACK! 
 
    THWACK! 
 
    THWACK! 
 
    Her paddle jumped from one side to the other. She picked different spots, making sure his body remained nice and sensitive and receptive to the agony as it reeled down into him. At this point, he clenched his eyes shut and tried to hold back the sensations. While his breathing came in those quick, ragged gasps, Megan enjoyed her authority over him. 
 
    But unlike the others, she didn’t rely on the collar or chastity cage, restraints or anything else. 
 
    She had wrestled him down and demonstrated her physical superiority. As a trained fighter, she had known what the outcome would probably be, but maybe she had hoped this male might be able to surprise her. 
 
    “I saw a bunch of cowards.” 
 
    THWACK! 
 
    “That’s actually what I find most fascinating about males. Yes, they dominate plenty of societies and planets, but it’s all based on their one real advantage. And guess what? That isn’t their height, their strength, their intellect, or anything else admirable.” 
 
    As she considered her theory, another dose of exasperation flashed through her body. She had to channel it somehow. Fortunately, she had a captive boy already trapped beneath her. 
 
    THWACK! 
 
    THWACK! 
 
    THWACK! 
 
    With those three strikes against his naked and unprotected backside, she reveled in her ability to discipline him. A different kind of ecstasy swept through her and her nipples hardened beneath her suit. After this, she might go play with one of her slaves. Or perhaps she would relax on her bed, slide her hand down between her thighs, and glide her fingers over her slit. She could simply imagine this man. 
 
    It was nice to have options. 
 
    “Men don’t rule anything because of who or what they are. There are just two talents they have: blustering and whining. They know how to throw their little tantrums when they lose. Across the span of history, not to mention the galaxy, men had taken control because they know how to step forward first. Basically, you boys are nothing but a bunch of sore losers, and we have let you take whatever you wanted. Not anymore.” 
 
    Justin didn’t want to believe her, yet her theory seemed to fit so much of what he had observed. As a boy, he had spent a lot of time with other men. Friends. Classmates. Teammates. Fellow crewmembers. 
 
    On a purely intuitive level, her theory seemed to make sense. It almost felt right. 
 
    Justin had no idea how something like that could be true, but she patted him on the head. 
 
    “Say it. Tell me that men are nothing but a bunch of immature brats.” 
 
    Megan wasn’t a trainer, and she didn’t know the hypnotic commands. More importantly, Justin hadn’t been entirely conditioned to obey her voice. As such, he could bite down, hard on his lips, and refuse to speak. 
 
    He knew what the consequences would be, but he told himself he could take it. 
 
    He was wrong. 
 
    THWACK! 
 
    THWACK! 
 
    THWACK! 
 
    THWACK! 
 
    As the pain shot down into the core of his being, Justin heard her laugh. 
 
    THWACK! 
 
    THWACK! 
 
    THWACK! 
 
    She was having fun! 
 
    THWACK! 
 
    THWACK! 
 
    THWACK! 
 
    She loved this! 
 
    THWACK! 
 
    THWACK! 
 
    THWACK! 
 
    By holding out, he gave her more reason to punish him. He justified the discipline. 
 
    And just like that, he whimpered and cried out, “No explanation more please, I can’t take it!” He was begging, babbling and blubbering, but this was the best he could do, and she knew it. 
 
    That’s why she decided to punish him again. 
 
    Although he thrashed underneath her, kicking in trying to pull his way free, Megan reveled in his best efforts. It was so much fun when they tried to fight back, especially when they didn’t stand a chance. 
 
    “What do you want to say?” 
 
    At first, the words refused to pop into his head, only then they started to glow at the black of his mind. “Men, men are nothing but immature brats!” 
 
    “That’s always been my experience,” she said. “Now I’m going to paddle you five more times, and when I’m done, you’re going to thank me. You’re going to thank me for educating you.” 
 
    Jagged hatred surged through his body. Somehow, he didn’t get angry at the soldier pinning him down. Instead, there was something else. His fury seemed to cling to his own weakness? His helplessness? Something else? 
 
    Before Justin could figure it out, she started paddling him again. 
 
    His thoughts scattered, each one destroyed by the onslaught of shame and agony. 
 
    THWACK! 
 
    THWACK! 
 
    THWACK! 
 
    “Just remember, this is good for you!” 
 
    THWACK! 
 
    THWACK! 
 
    THWACK! 
 
    Six. That was six! 
 
    But then she reached down and massaged his ass even as she waited for him to speak. At first, he just panted, gulping down one breath after another as he tried to put his thoughts back together. Then he knew he had a choice. He could confront her and demand to know why she had paddled him six times when she had only promised five. 
 
    But he was a boy. As a boy, he needed to obey this woman. He had to recognize and respect her authority. 
 
    If nothing else, she was stronger than him. Maybe he had more muscle mass. Maybe his bones were bigger or better designed for primeval combat, but none of that mattered here in a modern era where her skills meant she could do whatever she wanted with him. 
 
    “Thank you…” 
 
    “Oh, Justin, you can do better than that,” she said. 
 
    “He can do much better,” Lauren called out from her side of the room. 
 
    Bristling, Justin pushed his face down against the mat. The squishy material gave under the pressure of his features, but he still hated himself for doing this even as he contemplated precisely what he would say next. “Thank you. Thank you for paddling me. Thank you for punishing me.” 
 
    “Someday, I think Lauren should start to hypnotize men to work as soldiers for the Confederation. Would you be up for that kind of challenge, Madame Trainer?” 
 
    Lauren chuckled and said, “That would certainly be a challenge.” 
 
    “Just imagine it, Justin. We could take slaves, retrain them as soldiers, and teach them how to hunt down other boys. Soon, men all across the galaxy could be enslaved just like you. What you think of that? Tell me about how much you would love to see every boy enslaved just like you.” 
 
    His bottom lip trembled, and Justin had a hard time getting his voice to work properly. With every sound, it felt like the words might crack apart into something else. “That, that would be good.” He licked his bottom lip, “I would love to see every boy enslaved just like me.” 
 
    “Not bad,” Megan said. “Not bad at all.” She hopped up, sauntered off, and left Justin right there on his stomach, spent and defeated. 
 
      
 
    After a slow sigh, Lauren ran her fingers along the top of his head, made sure he looked into her eyes, and she reminded him, “You are a slave, you are being trained, and you will obey. Now, I want you to relax…” 
 
    This time, Justin didn’t try to fight it. Instead, he allowed her words to sweep over him. Moment by moment, the dulcet notes of her hypnotic commands took control. She didn’t use the discs this time, but they weren’t necessary. He soon fell back into that reverie, and he could relax in that warm sense of subjugation exactly where he belonged. 
 
    But it couldn’t last forever. 
 
    If he had been allowed to think for himself, he would have figure this out. 
 
    Eventually, Justin found himself standing straight with his arms behind his back. He blinked, and he could think for himself, but a different order had taken hold of his body. He couldn’t move. For other men, this would have been upsetting or disturbing, but he wasn’t quite a Wild Male any longer. 
 
    After so long with Lauren inside of his head, Justin stood there like a prisoner, but the restraints were no longer necessary. 
 
    Once again, Lauren stood off to the side. Another woman circled him. She seemed intrigued, smiling slightly. 
 
    She had rounded cheeks, straight blonde hair, and pale brown eyes that reminded him of some polished stone. 
 
    “I seldom get to see them like this,” said the woman. As Justin blinked, she seemed to realize something. “Oh, it looks like you are with us again. Hello there.” 
 
    “Hello?” Justin found that he could speak, only he couldn’t make the rest of his body move. Paralyzed in position between these two women, he stood there, naked and vulnerable as always. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she said. “Nothing bad is going to happen to you right now.” 
 
    Right now. 
 
    Those words reverberated through his body. And yet, she smiled at him. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make that sound quite so ominous.” She reached up and touched his neck, then her fingers slid down, grazing along his skin until she rested her palm above his heart. 
 
    “Are you scared?” asked the woman. She was quite beautiful. Her blonde hair shined, brown eyes seemed empathetic, and there was something about her white dress. The diaphanous material seemed to cling to her body. Glancing down, he noticed the black embroidery just below the contours of her breasts. Then his eyes flicked back up to her face, and she smiled at him. There was something reassuring about her gaze, about the way she pointed her attention at him. “It’s okay,” she said. “You don’t need to be scared, Justin. My name is Brianna Kalanas, and I’m just here to inspect you.” 
 
    “Yes…” he said. After so many sessions with the trainer, his thoughts felt disconnected and disjointed. And yet, he was exactly where he needed to be. More importantly, he wasn’t being challenged, so he could stand there as this woman examined him. 
 
    “Oh, you don’t need to call me that,” said the blonde woman. She looked a little bit younger than Lauren. The newcomer seemed like she could have been anywhere in her late twenties or early thirties, yet it was difficult to tell for certain. 
 
    “But I should be respectful?” Justin asked. 
 
    “You might as well give a title he can use,” Lauren said. “It will make his life a lot easier.” 
 
    Brianna seemed to consider this for a few seconds. “If we are going to be formal then,” she said with a little smile, “My title is Councilwoman. That’s how you can address me if you really intend to be formal.” She snickered again, “But it’s not necessary.” 
 
    “Yes, Councilwoman.” The word sounded awkward, but he knew better than to try to think for himself. 
 
    She smiled, reached up, and brushed her fingers along his neck. “Do you mind if we start with some obedience tests?” She had her gaze directed toward the boy poised before her, yet the question was obviously intended for the trainer. 
 
    “However you’d like to proceed,” Lauren replied. 
 
    Brianna started to speak, only to stop when something drew her attention. She glanced down at the small pocket on her dress, and she reached into a cleverly hidden pocket. She pulled out her data slate, frowned, and asked, “Would be possible to move the tests and First Inspection?” 
 
    “I believe so,” Lauren said. 
 
    “Very good,” she replied. Her tone had shifted. She started to sound more like a leader. “Please have this boy washed and brought to my guest quarters.” 
 
    “Would you like to have him restrained?” Lauren smiled, “It’s not necessary.” 
 
    “No,” said the Councilwoman as she glanced back at Justin. “I don’t think it would be necessary, but I like the idea. Yes, I want him fully restrained and ready for my inspection. Don’t worry. I promise not to damage him.” 
 
    With her new task in mind, Brianna turned and left the chamber. The doors closed behind her as Lauren stepped in front of the captive boy. 
 
    “Relax and listen to the sound of my voice,” she began. “Relax and close your eyes…” 
 
    He obeyed and soon lost himself once again. 
 
      
 
    Lost in his reverie, he wasn’t sure what he would experience this time. More dreams? More thoughts about Julia or some of the other women he had encountered? 
 
    Instead, he didn’t lose consciousness, not completely. Perhaps his awareness drifted, but Lauren spoke to him, he relaxed, and then she left him alone. Several seconds or minutes or hours later, the doors opened. With his head bowed down, Justin didn’t see who it was right away. 
 
    “You were once known as Justin Drake?” 
 
    “Yes, Miss,” Justin replied. 
 
    “Look at me,” came the female voice. 
 
    Justin obeyed, and he enjoyed just a splash of curiosity and confusion. For a moment, the young woman standing above him seemed almost androgynous with her close-cut hair along the sides of her skull. After another moment, he noticed her shapely hips and the curves of her chest, so it was obvious she was a woman, yet he could almost mistake her for another boy. 
 
    “Yup,” she said as she compared his features to the picture on her slate. She reached into her pocket, pulled out a leash, let it drop, and attached it to his collar. 
 
    From there, she tugged, and he found himself walking behind her. 
 
    “I expect you to obey,” she said.” 
 
    “Yes, Miss,” he answered. 
 
    “And yes, all of this will be recorded on your mark, in case you were wondering.” 
 
    “Yes, Miss,” he said again. 
 
    Perhaps this girl didn’t know what to expect from him. She seemed a lot younger than some of the others, maybe eighteen or nineteen. Unlike some of the more aristocratic females he had encountered, this one seemed like she was used to doing the assignment the other women weren’t interested in. 
 
    She escorted him to a white room. There was a stall off to one side, and she pushed him toward it. Once there, she told him to stand still. He obeyed, she grabbed a spigot, pulled it from the wall, and pulled the trigger. 
 
    Warm water splashed along his neck, down his chest, and along his legs. 
 
    She started to wash him. 
 
    Justin had never experienced anything like this before. 
 
    She gathered soap, rubbed it between her hands, built up a lather, and started to work the foamy suds along his shoulders and down his chest. “Very nice,” she said. “I bet you are going to go for a good price. What do you think, boy?” 
 
    Still trapped by Lauren’s conditioning, Justin couldn’t answer. Instead, he replied, “I don’t know, Miss.” 
 
    “She really did a number on you, didn’t she?” She chuckled. “That’s okay. At least you aren’t fighting me. It gets really annoying when some of the boys have to be constantly shocked. But not you. You are willing, ready, and able to do anything I say, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, Miss,” he said. 
 
    “If I had a couple of more hours with you, I would be tempted to take you out and show you off to some of my friends. Lucky for you, I need to get you to the councilwoman’s chambers.” 
 
    “Yes, Miss,” he said, his tone appropriately deferential yet still somehow robotic. 
 
    Then something incredible happened. 
 
    As she watched him, she removed his chastity cage. With her soapy hands, she started to fondle his cock and balls. She wasn’t teasing him, not exactly, yet his manhood hardened right away. She smirked and asked, “How long have they kept you locked up?” 
 
    He was lost in the relaxed state of total obedience, yet he still gulped as he contemplated the denial he had already endured. “I don’t know, Miss.” That was the truth. It was easier than facing the days or weeks he had already experienced. 
 
    “Poor boy,” she said with mock sympathy. “But don’t worry. I’m sure this is all going to turn out for the best. I mean, if you do an excellent job, you could be owned by a councilwoman. What do you think of that?” 
 
    “I’m a boy, so I need to be owned. Women are superior to men,” he said. 
 
    “Yes, yes we are,” she agreed. 
 
    She kept teasing him. 
 
    The corner of his mouth twitched, and she gently tugged on the tip of his cock. She was waiting to see if he would react. Yes, his muscles locked. She could see that tight, narrow spasm down along the side of his neck. 
 
    And then she grabbed the spigot again, pointed it at his genitals, and rinsed him off. “This is going to be cold, but I need to lock you up again,” she said. 
 
    He glanced back at her, but he didn’t see any sign of mercy this time. Instead, she just grinned because she was looking forward to seeing whether or not he reacted. 
 
    Justin didn’t know whether or not this was good or bad, but he let out a sharp hiss of dismay as the cold water blasted against his member. His shaft stiffened as the cold soaked into his frame, and that’s when she reapplied the chastity belt. The advanced plates clicked back into place, one after another. His flaccid shaft was trapped, and the girl just chuckled. 
 
    “Let’s try the next part,” she said. 
 
    That’s when she reached up, and he thought she was going to remove the leash. 
 
    The leash didn’t actually do much. Yes, she could tug on it and use it to guide him wherever she wished to go, but it didn’t really control him. Only then her fingers moved along one of the mechanisms near the nape of his neck. 
 
    Then he heard something, a click, but it came from that spot near his shoulders. 
 
    The collar opened! 
 
    On some level, Justin understood just how important this moment could be. If he had been thinking clearly and wasn’t restrained by Lauren’s programming, then maybe he would have been able to grab this girl, knock her against a wall, and sneak out of the facility. At this point, he had no idea where they had taken him, yet there had to be some way for him to escape. Right? 
 
    He didn’t know or care because escape was impossible. These women owned him. They had him, and he was just a boy, so he had to accept his captivity. 
 
    In a couple of hours or days, he might have been able to think clearly. While he stood there, he still heard Lauren’s voice, and he knew he had to obey. It felt right. 
 
    His handler continued to wash him down, cleaning his neck, his head and shoulders, his face, his legs, everywhere. When she finished, she reattached his collar, pulled him back out into the center of the room, and she toweled him off. 
 
    “Very nice,” she said as she circled him. “I think you are in perfect condition for her. And hey. This might be the most important meeting of your life. You could meet your new owner!” 
 
    With the hypnotic programming in place, Justin simply answered, “Yes, Miss.” He didn’t have an opinion because he was just a boy. Boys did not have the need for opinions. They simply had to comply and obey. 
 
      
 
    Someone pressed a finger to the back of his collar, and Justin relaxed even more. His eyes drooped down, and he could no longer pay attention to what was going on. Perhaps he fell asleep or lost consciousness. He couldn’t know one way or the other. 
 
    Eventually, however, he heard her voice again. 
 
    Brianna. 
 
    “I don’t care about her donors. If you want this deal to go through, you are going to make it happen,” she growled. 
 
    Justin opened his eyes. 
 
    He was muzzled with a bit in his mouth and a leather guard covering the lower half of his face. Instinctively, he tugged, if only to learn exactly where he was and what was going on. 
 
    His legs were spread with shackles around his ankles. He tugged on the straps, but they only let him move maybe a quarter of an inch in any direction. 
 
    His arms had been pulled above his head, his wrists crossed, tied together, and suspended. 
 
    Not only that, his chastity cage had been removed, which should have felt like a boon, only the arousal started to rush back through his body. He craved the chance to get off without even thinking about it. 
 
    Looking at her didn’t help. 
 
    In some ways, Brianna looked like just an average woman. Yes, she was a little bit prettier, but there was something about the way she moved. Or maybe it was her smirk or her smile or the way she could jump between this aggressive hostility and conciliatory compromise. 
 
    Right now, her eyes blazed, and she turned back to the large window in front of them. 
 
    Stretched out into the distance, there were these huge fields. Justin squinted, and he could make out the small silhouettes and shapes of different drones as they planted, watered, and harvested. He had no idea what was being grown here, but then he noticed the animals. 
 
    At first, he thought they were actual equines. 
 
    Moment by moment, however, he realized their shapes weren’t quite right. Those animals weren’t truly four-legged. 
 
    Instead, there were men bound by hoof-boots, harnesses, and other specialized equipment. They trotted around, pulling carts, dragging plows, and otherwise serving their owners. 
 
    Brianna tightened her grip on her slate, listened for several seconds, and continued to gaze out through the window. When she turned back to Justin, she was smiling. Perhaps she enjoyed knowing that he was conscious, or maybe something else satisfied her because she said, “I’m glad you see things my way. Now, I expect to have the votes ready for next week. This is happening.” 
 
    Another comment came from the other end of the line. 
 
    Finally, the councilwoman said, “I appreciate your help. Now don’t mess this up. There can always be consequences, Arianna.” 
 
    From there, Brianna lowered her slate and tossed it over onto one of the long and luxurious couches. She stretched her hands above her head and said, “I’m sure you have your own political squabbles off in the Duchy. You know, when women first took over on this planet, some of the Council’s founding members insisted that women would be free from political strife and disagreement.” She shook her head. “For the most part, they were right. The Confederation has done incredibly well, but this isn’t ideal, and I think there’ll always be conflicts between different groups.” 
 
    Justin nodded along. 
 
    She stepped closer and closer. 
 
    She wore the same beautiful dress with the black embroidery. He studied the patterns, only then she touched two fingers to the underside of his chin and forced him to look at her. “You could be an amazing slave,” she said. 
 
    He gulped. 
 
    “What you think of the view?” 
 
    Justin obviously couldn’t respond, not while muzzled. 
 
    Brianna continued as though he had offered some contribution to his side of the conversation. “Whenever I visit, I get amazing quarters. Amanda Amici certainly understands how alliances work. It’s always about the give and take of favors. But then, I guess that’s how democracy always works, whether we are talking about merchant houses and politicians, voters and their elected officials, different departments, the military, whatever.” 
 
    But then she bit down on her lower lip, and she started to circle him. 
 
    He shivered. 
 
    There was something different about her studious inspection. 
 
    On this planet, the female gaze could be dangerous for the boys. Out in the wilds, beyond the Dawn Star Confederation where men still have rights and could express their opinions, a few psychologists and bloggers had started to discuss what life on planets such as this might be like. 
 
    Males on this world must have learned to get incredibly nervous underneath the weight of the female gaze. Broadly, this meant that boys portrayed in popular culture would always be attractive, docile, and obedient. (They had to be the ideal, or the women might not want to watch.) But even on the streets, during those rare moments when men might be out to do chores or fetch supplies, they had to wonder what would happen. Calling. Teasing? Something else? Something worse? Technically, registered men were never supposed to disappear into the hold of a slave ship, but criminals existed on every world, and boys could never feel entirely safe, especially if they were “too cute”. 
 
    There was that other difficulty for the young men. They had to be attractive; if they weren’t, they might punished by random females who accused them of being slovenly or unkempt. But if they looked really good, then they became targets. 
 
    So many boys searched for the right balance, but most of them failed. 
 
    And now, Justin didn’t know what this woman wanted as she continued to gaze upon him. She studied the shape of his feet, his legs, his balls and then his chest, shoulders and arms. Finally, she looked into his eyes. 
 
    “What does it sound like if I spank you?” 
 
    It was just idle curiosity, yet she stepped behind him, grabbed his right butt cheek, and gave it a squeeze. 
 
    He shivered. 
 
    The hypnotic programming may have influenced him on a subliminal level, but he felt like he could think clearly again. Even so, Justin wasn’t sure what he should do with this apparent freedom. 
 
    Then she jerked her hand back, and it didn’t even matter. 
 
    She smacked his bright buttock. After that, she smacked his left butt cheek. 
 
    He grimaced, grunted, and tentatively pulled on his restraints. Then she stepped back in front of him and looked right into his eyes again. “I like that.” 
 
    He didn’t know what she meant. The spanking? 
 
    She ran her tongue along her teeth as she contemplated him. She crossed one arm over her chest, rested her elbow on her wrist, and tapped the side of her cheek before giving him the command. “Do that again.” 
 
    Since he didn’t understand, she gave him one more word, “Struggle.” 
 
    Justin dropped his gaze back down, only then he heard her click her tongue. “Really? Are you actually going to try to defy me? You know how that will end, Justin. It would be much better if you simply cooperate. Go on. Struggle. Put on a little show for me, boy.” 
 
    She may have been younger than what he would’ve expected from a councilwoman, but her gaze hardened. Under her flinty stare, Justin knew he had to break. 
 
    With one more gulp, he started to flex and tense his muscles as he pulled on his restraints. 
 
    She stepped behind him, grabbed his butt, pulled her hand back, and spanked him again! 
 
    Then she skipped back out in front and watched as he struggled harder. He pulled on the shackles holding his wrists far up above his head. He tried to bring his legs together, yet the shackles wouldn’t release him. 
 
    He could fight as hard as he wanted. 
 
    “Keep that up,” she said. She walked back to one of the couches and grabbed her slate. Then she glanced down again. With a shake of her head, she strode over to him, stroked his chest, and said, “I wish politics could be as easy as training boys.” 
 
    Without glancing at him, she took her slate back to the couch. While Brianna had her back turned to him, she called out, “Keep struggling. I want to see you fight. Demonstrate your primal urge for freedom. It’s not going to happen, but I love watching you wiggle!” 
 
    Then she sat down, straightened her back, crossed her legs, and rested her elbows on her thighs as she typed. 
 
    Justin fought for a few seconds. 
 
    Since she was paying attention only to the screen, he settled down slowly. By this point, he knew that escape was utterly futile, so what was the point of trying? 
 
    Only then she glanced up, and the soft brown of her eyes fixated on him, and he started to squirm. At first, it was prompted by this nervous spurt of adrenaline. 
 
    Moments later, he started pulling harder, twisting from side to side. 
 
    She finished, tossed the slate away and approached the boy for more of his First Inspection. “Keep going,” she ordered. 
 
    He obeyed. It was humiliating and demeaning, especially because it seemed to make a mockery of his genuine attempts to escape this world. 
 
    As Justin squirmed and writhed, she continued to study him until she pressed down on his chastity belt. Some of the device retracted, freeing his shaft. He hated the way his member stiffened, allowing her to giggle as she said, “Oh? Does this mean you are grateful to see me?” 
 
    Justin still couldn’t respond. Even so, he endured that shiver of embarrassment. 
 
    “Gorgeous,” she said. She caressed his cheek, his chest, and then his cock. She just barely touched him once, and he shivered with raw, animal need. 
 
    “Let’s test you,” she said next. 
 
    She sauntered back to the couch, picked up her slate, pressed another button, and suddenly the manacles retracted. 
 
    Justin stumbled forward as he kept trying to fight his way free. But now, he stood there, uncertain. 
 
    If he couldn’t get away, part of them still wished he could just drop his hands down toward his cock. He could stroke it, squeeze, and get some quick orgasm before she seized control. 
 
    But he was a boy, and she was a woman, which made her his superior, so he had to obey. 
 
    “Crawl to me,” she said, pointing down to the spot in front of her flats. Those velveteen shoes would’ve been appropriate on a ballerina or some other dancer. 
 
    Justin lowered himself down, and he proceeded to crawl across the marble floor. He made his way to her feet, and that’s when she said, “Excellent. I’m glad to see you know how to obey.” 
 
    Like other women before her, she tilted her head to the side, pointed down, and said, “Worship my feet.” 
 
    They may not have used of those exact words, but Justin tightened up as he started to figure out what she intended. 
 
    Then he obeyed. He lowered himself down onto his elbows and knees. As he did so, he felt exactly like a pet before an owner. This woman wielded incredible power, not only over boys like himself, but the entire world. 
 
    As he contemplated this, his lips and the tip of his tongue came closer and closer to her ankle and that exposed top of her foot. When she pulled her shoe away, he wondered if maybe he had messed up, only she kicked off the ballet flat, revealing her petite toes underneath. She wiggled them, and he kissed her right foot. 
 
    She removed her left ballet flat, so he kissed that foot as well. 
 
    Then they both heard the chime of her slate. 
 
    “What do they want now?” Brianna asked. 
 
    She turned, walked right back over to the couch, and she sat down again. Then she motioned for the boy to crawl over to her. 
 
    Justin followed her, and that’s when she started typing. “Give me a foot massage, boy.” 
 
    He lifted her right foot, tentatively started to press down on her ankle, her heel, the arch of her foot, and her toes. At first, she remained silent as she worked. This little frown hardened across her lips, and he wondered what he could do to please her. 
 
    The instinct rushed through him, and he didn’t understand why. 
 
    After a few seconds, he attempted to rationalize it. 
 
    Could it be that he wanted to belong to this woman? Could it have been a matter of pride or ego? 
 
    Justin didn’t think so. 
 
    She was beautiful, yes. There was something about the shape of her mouth, the way she studied him, and the smooth curves of her blonde hair. Her yellow shine was perfect, only he had seen many beautiful women. He didn’t understand why this one might attract him any more than any other. 
 
    His fingers danced and darted along her foot. At one point, she started to smile. 
 
    “Don’t you dare try to tickle me,” she said. 
 
    He pulled back instantly. 
 
    “Oh, I love the work Lauren does with you boys. Just look at you. I was half joking, and yet it’s obvious you need to obey me.” 
 
    He did. 
 
    Justin could feel it right there at his center, this powerful urge. It was a strange mix of desire, anxiety, need and shame, and more. These coalescing impulses made it almost impossible for him to resist. But maybe he could try? 
 
    Justin kept his head down even as he contemplated the curves and gentle lines of her petite foot. He had braced her heel against his lap, and now he continued to massage her. 
 
    After that last comment, Brianna focused back on her slate and another diplomatic or political crisis. 
 
    “That should do it,” she finally said. 
 
    This time, she turned the data slate off, and she leaned forward. While he continued to massage her foot, she rested her elbow on her thigh, her chin on her knuckles, and she peered right down at him. 
 
    He saw her in his peripheral vision, yet he didn’t dare look up. Finally, the temptation overwhelmed him, and he peeked at this beautiful woman. In that moment, he could understand how she succeeded as a leader, civil servant, diplomat, politician, and probably so much more. There was something about the focus in her eyes, that or the concentration as she made him feel seen. 
 
    But how did she see him? 
 
    As a boy. As a pet. As a slave. As a toy. 
 
    When those answers fluttered through his head, he expected another rush of anger. Instead, the hypnotic programming held him in check, and he remained there, content to serve. “Is there anything I can do differently for you, Councilwoman?” 
 
    “Right now?” she asked. “No. I don’t think so. Just keep doing what you’re doing.” She leaned back along the luxurious couch and let some of the tension dissipate into the soft cushions. Her fingers slid along the silk covers, and she asked, “Have you ever thought about politics?” 
 
    It was Justin’s turn to frown slightly as he said, “I don’t know what you mean, Councilwoman.” 
 
    “Back when you were a Wild Male and you thought your opinion mattered, did you ever think about politics?” 
 
    “I, I don’t think so,” he replied. 
 
    “That’s a pity,” she said. “Too often, we get caught up in the controversies themselves, but we don’t think about the necessity of interacting with one another or what it takes to make for a successful republic.” 
 
    “But I thought you were a Confederation?” 
 
    “The exact legal structures get a little bit complicated,” she said with a dismissive wave of her hand while this boy continued to stroke, massage, and pet her foot. “You don’t need to worry about the exact details; to be honest, it’s probably too sophisticated for you to understand anyway, but I would still like your perspective.” 
 
    It wasn’t quite a challenge when he asked, “Why?” 
 
    “Because an important part of effective politics is understanding how other people see the world.” 
 
    Perhaps there was something about the proximity or the simple pleasure of massaging her foot that allowed him to misbehave when he demanded, “Do I even qualify as people? I’m a slave, aren’t I?” 
 
    He glanced up at her and waited for the electrical shock or maybe the declaration that he had to crawl across her lap for a paddling. Instead, she smiled. “You are a slave,” she said. “Not only that, you’re a boy, your perspective will be necessarily limited, but that’s okay. I still think you can be useful to me.” 
 
    He bristled. 
 
    Just now, he had tried so hard to be defiant and rude. Perhaps he had expected a punishment as a reminder of how he needed to try to fight. 
 
    “Go on,” she said. “Tell me what you think of politics.” 
 
    “I try not to think about politics,” he replied. 
 
    “And that is always a problem,” she said. “Even when they get bitter and cruel, they are still incredibly important. You know why?” She continued to study him. 
 
    Under the weight of her thoughtful and insightful gaze, Justin could feel his defiance begin to shrivel and fade. “Why?” 
 
    “Because people have to work together. It’s nice to say that we can segment up, form our little tribes in communities and ignore everyone else, but that just isn’t how the universe works. If you only trust a few people, you won’t be able to survive.” 
 
    “If you say so,” he replied. 
 
    “Just think about the Duchy.” 
 
    “What, what about it?” 
 
    “Do you know why your culture is falling apart?” 
 
    “It’s not!” Justin protested. 
 
    “How many planets have been annexed in the last six months?” 
 
    Justin didn’t know, not exactly. This was another part of refusing to pay attention to politics. Besides, he wasn’t from any of those worlds. He didn’t know anyone who lived on them either. 
 
      
 
    “Seven,” she said. “And you know why we were able to grab them, one after another?” 
 
    “Because they are run by men and women are superior?” Justin blinked, shook his head, and tried to dislodge the hypnotic suggestion, but those words had simply jumped from his mouth once again. 
 
    “That helps,” Brianna acknowledged. “But I have a personal theory. Our political scientists have been analyzing different communities, cultures, and nations to determine what makes the most effective. Why do some groups survive while others fade into history? It could be inevitable, I acknowledge, but I don’t think so. Ultimately, every nation is made up of a social fabric, and it’s a question of how people work together to strengthen that fabric. When they subdivide into smaller and smaller groups, they weaken it. Unity, Justin. That is the key. If you want a nation to succeed, you need to unify. You can’t hate the other political parties. You can’t rage against the other province. If you do, you’re just going to give all of your enemies a huge advantage.” 
 
    “We are unified in the Duchy,” Justin said, yet even as he spoke, his words emerged hollow and brittle. 
 
    “Are you? Are you really?” Brianna asked with a little smile. “You have dozens of worlds left, many of which routinely snipe at one another. So many of your planets argue over trade policies, personal freedoms, and security issues. But it’s more than that. Disagreements are going to happen in every community. It’s a matter of how you see one another. The people of Delgar Omega seem to hate their rivals in the Octave Cluster. The Tamborites hate the Castillians, and it just goes on and on. Your culture is divided. It is polarized. More and more, you learned to hate one another rather than your actual intergalactic rivals.” 
 
    “Why would you tell me all of this?” 
 
    “What does it matter?” Brianna asked. “It’s not like you’re going anywhere.” 
 
    Justin glared at her. In that moment, she relaxed as she threw her arms across the back of the couch. She let the tension rush away from her body because she didn’t worry about this boy, what he thought, or what he might do. She was utterly content in the knowledge that he would continue to obey because he understood his own inferiority. 
 
    He was a boy, and boys deserved to be subjugated. 
 
    “Yes, Councilwoman,” he finally agreed. Justin couldn’t even tell whether or not he chose to utter those words. 
 
    “I like hearing you agree with me,” she said. “It’s somewhat simpler to talk to a boy.” 
 
    “Yes, Councilwoman,” he agreed again. 
 
    “Switch,” she said, raising her right foot. “You know, I think I want to play a little game with you.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” he replied. 
 
    “I’m sure you will, and I’m sure it will be adorable.” 
 
    His shoulders might have tightened, but he still kept his head bowed down as he massaged her foot. His fingers lightly pressed against her ankle, her heel, the arch, and her toes. He worked her gently. More than that, he occasionally glanced up as he tried to discern what she enjoyed most. Which kinds of pressure or what soft caresses brought her the most pleasure? 
 
    Then he tried to tell himself that he didn’t care because this woman was his captor. They all were! 
 
    As a prisoner, he had a moral imperative to try to escape. 
 
    But how? 
 
    Those thoughts came sluggishly through his mind. Perhaps he could only entertain them at all because she had leaned back and relaxed, savoring his attention as she had this boy on his knees who would do anything she said. He would follow any of her commands. 
 
    Justin wanted to think more of himself. He needed to believe that he was still a Wild Male, someone capable of venturing out into the stars, but he didn’t know if that was really true. 
 
    Who was he? What was he? 
 
    I’m a boy. In those three words, he saw the truth. And yet, he knew so much of it came down to the programming! How much? When would these women convince him that he deserved to be owned? 
 
    Then her voice interrupted him. “One of our provinces is protesting a tax increase we have approved to fund the creation of another battalion of mechanized war suits. Obviously, I have a couple of options. I could just ignore them, I could try to talk to them and give a speech about the importance of taking more territory, or I could try to get the tax repealed. What do you think I should do?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Councilwoman,” he replied. The seemed like the safest answer. 
 
    “No,” she agreed, “Of course, you don’t know the correct answer. No one does. I would still like to hear your perspective.” 
 
    “But I don’t know anything about your world,” he said. Even as he spoke, Justin knew that wasn’t entirely true. He knew exactly how the boys were treated… 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” she said. “Frankly, I’m doing this as an exercise for myself. I want to hear what you say. You never know. Maybe you will have some insight or you will more likely trigger something that might help me.” 
 
    “Right…” He never should have imagined that she would have cared about his opinion. Again, he went back to those three words. 
 
    I’m a boy. 
 
    “Tell me,” she commanded. 
 
    “Talk to them,” he said. 
 
    “And why would I do that?” 
 
    “Because that’s what you said would be the most effective, right? You said you want to create bonds? You want to make sure that you remain unified? Then you have to keep talking. They need to see that you are on their side even if they disagree with what’s going on.” Justin didn’t know if he was babbling or not, but he did his best. At the same time, he concentrated on massaging her foot, just as she had commanded. 
 
    “Interesting,” she said. “You might be smarter than you look. But right now, I think I have a better use for you.” 
 
    Justin didn’t know what to do, but she pulled her foot back, rose to her feet, and tugged on his collar. Apparently, she would allow him to stand and walk. 
 
    She guided him deeper into her quarters, past expensive works of art that included paintings, holographic projections, and gorgeous statuettes. She brought him into a large bathroom, complete with a walk-in shower. She turned on the water, faced him, and said, “Unzip my dress.” 
 
    His eyes widened for a moment. 
 
    “Go on,” she said. 
 
    She seemed to enjoy his nervous hesitation. 
 
    Justin quickly scanned across the sides and contours of her dress before he spotted the silver zipper tab. He pinched it nervously, tugged it down, and pulled. Suddenly, her dress fell away. Next, she reached up for her bra. She unhooked it and let it fall. Next, she shimmied out of her panties. 
 
    And just like that, she was naked. 
 
    “I’m going to take a shower,” she said. “And you’re going to wash me.” 
 
    She motioned to the shower head. 
 
    Jets of hot water instantly started shooting down against the tiled floor. She stepped in, glanced back at him, and beckoned him with one hand. “Come along, boy.” 
 
    Just seeing her naked felt like this incredible treat or reward. He may not have understood the rules, but Justin had satisfied her spoken or unspoken expectations, so now he could enjoy this. In some ways, he really did feel like a pet; he was a boy playing games with these women, only they were the only ones who understood the rules—rules which could be changed at any moment based on their whims.  
 
    As he savored this moment, the arousal echoed and ignited throughout his body, but he knew better than to try to do anything about it. She had given him a task, so he had to perform. 
 
    When she stepped under the hot jets of water, Justin remembered how he had recently been bathed in preparation for his First Inspection with the politician. But the differences were obvious. 
 
    This woman wielded the power and authority, so he had to do his best to please and satisfy her. 
 
    “Come on,” she said with a teasing smile. 
 
    Justin dipped his head down again, followed her into the shower, and he felt the droplets spray off of her body. Naked in front of him, she closed her eyes, ran her fingers through her blonde hair, and seemed to simply bask in the heat. 
 
    “You trust me,” he said. Perhaps he had intended that comment as a question, but it sounded more like a statement of fact. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I?” Brianna asked. 
 
    “Because I’m a boy, and you don’t have your slate with you,” he said. The pieces seemed to lazily drift back together, forming an image he couldn’t quite comprehend. 
 
    “Oh?” The woman in front of him turned back and faced him. It was strange talking over the sounds of the water, yet he didn’t raise his voice. Instead, Justin just watched. He studied the shine in her eyes, the way the droplets ran down her naked body, and he tried to memorize those details. 
 
    At the same time, he couldn’t ignore the arousal pumping through him. 
 
    “Should I be worried about you, Justin?” 
 
    “I’m a Wild Male.” 
 
    She stepped forward, grinned at him, and finally reached up onto the tips of her toes so she could kiss his nose. Then she spun back. Fresh droplets splashed against his chest. 
 
    This woman glanced over her shoulder, flashed a coquettish smile, and said, “That isn’t true, and we both know it.” 
 
    She was right. 
 
    Justin tried to form some scenario where he could grab her and take advantage of her weakness. 
 
    “You’re good at reading people,” he said. 
 
    Brianna reached for one of the soap dispensers, squirted some blue gel into the palm  of her hand, and she started rubbing her palms together. From there, she brushed the suds along her neck, down her breasts, along her rib cage, down to her midsection, and finally toward her pubis. 
 
    Justin watched; he watched her and yearned for more. 
 
    “I am,” she agreed. “It’s necessary when you go into politics. Reading people, compromising, making concessions, understanding what you must keep and what you can give up.” She closed her eyes and seemed to drift back toward some of the other problems she faced. 
 
    But then this woman relaxed and continued, “And I think I know what kind of man you were, even before you set foot on our world.” 
 
    Despite her arrogance, Justin told himself that he needed to take advantage of this moment. If she didn’t have a slate, she couldn’t shock him. If she couldn’t shock him, then maybe he could grab her, hold her down, and force her to release him. If he could get the collar off, then maybe he could escape… 
 
    But he was a boy. Boys were inferior.  
 
    She was a woman. Women were superior. 
 
    Those facts tumbled against his mind, making it harder to think. 
 
    The mental conditioning had soaked into his mind, forcing him to obey. But now, she stepped out from beneath the jets of water, and she pressed her body up against his. It felt so ridiculously good. She tilted her head back and looked up at him. “Justin, I think you want to wash me. I think you want to run your hands all over my body.” 
 
    “I do…” 
 
    “But you can’t yet, can you?” Her eyes sparkled with something else, something he didn’t know how to read. 
 
    “No. No, I can’t,” he admitted. 
 
    “That’s because you have been brainwashed,” she replied. Then she winked at him. “But you know, that only works if the boy is already prepared to accept his subjugation.” 
 
    “What, what are you saying?” Justin asked. In that moment, he realized he didn’t use her title. Did that mean he had some freedom? He flexed his fingers, which meant nothing at all because he still felt bound. 
 
    “I’m saying,” she replied with a warm smile, “You always needed to be owned. You always needed to be a slave.” 
 
    “But, but that’s not true,” he said. 
 
    She turned back to the jets of water, lifted her head, and closed her eyes. She seemed to embrace the heat and liquid as it flowed down her body. But then, she told him, “Give me your hand.” Apparently, she wasn’t interested in an argument. She had made her point, stated a simple idea, and now he had to accept it. 
 
    He was a boy, after all. She was his superior. 
 
    Even if he tried, Justin knew he wouldn’t be able to push those ideas out of his head. 
 
    Obediently, he stretched his arm toward her, and she squirted some of the gel into his hand. “You get to wash me,” she said. 
 
    Justin nodded. 
 
    For just a moment, he flashed upon the scenario where he might be able to grab her, push her against the wall, kiss her, and take her. He wanted to slide his shaft deep into her, to make her cry out and moan. But then, those images flickered. They felt like a bad, distorted transmission. 
 
    As he rubbed his hands together and generated those warm, sleek bubbles, he closed his eyes and a different image formed. 
 
    He was down on a bed, restrained and helpless. His arms and legs would be spread, and this girl could mount him whenever she liked. She could smack him across the face, put her hand on his neck, press down, or just embrace the feel and solidity of his cock. 
 
    Justin understood all of this. 
 
    And now he stepped forward, and he was closer to her. The jets of water continued to spray down her back, but he started to wash her shoulders, her biceps and forearms. She raised her hands above her head, so he gently worked his fingertips along the underside of her arms. From there, he started to wash her flanks and sides. He felt the curves of her rib cage before making his way down to her stomach. 
 
    “You forgot something,” she said. 
 
    Her breasts. 
 
    Justin gulped like some adolescent boy before he raised his hands, and he continued. He worked diligently, massaging her breasts with those wet, slippery sides. A few stray bubbles jumped away, drifting downward just as Justin would have to do. 
 
    After everything he had been through, Justin should have been able to do this easily, but something about this woman made him hesitate. 
 
    “Are you, are you sure it’s okay?” 
 
    “It’s a command,” she said, her eyes sparkling. 
 
    Justin stepped forward, and he started to wash her breasts just as she had commanded. His fingers moved tentatively along those curves. 
 
    Again and again, he told himself that he was only obeying her command. He did what she demanded, which meant he was performing like an obedient slave. Even so, Justin couldn’t ignore the pleasure that ran through him. Yes, this added to the arousal already pounding against every nerve in his body, but he seemed to forget about that for a few moments, if only while he savored being this close to her. 
 
    “You’re not like the other women,” he said.  
 
    “Because I’m a politician?” 
 
    “Because you’re different,” he said. 
 
    “Maybe,” she agreed. Then she leaned forward. He still had his hands on her chest, but now she pressed her lips to his. She kissed him, and the arousal pumped even harder and faster through the rest of his frame. 
 
    Justin knew better than to ask for an orgasm. He knew he could plead, but this woman would decide whatever she wished. 
 
    Brianna placed one hand on the back of his head while the other rested on his chest. She savored the contours of his body, the soft give of his mouth, and he thought he could hear her moaning over the sounds of the water splashing against the tiles beneath their feet. 
 
    Somehow, he lost himself in those sensations. Not only that, he envisioned the future. He knew that this was an inspection, a test, his opportunity to prove himself. 
 
    She let go of him, he drew back, and he looked into her eyes. “Please, can I belong to you?” Justin asked. 
 
    She smiled at him. “That’s just the programming,” she said. 
 
    “No, it’s not,” he protested. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. She studied him for several long seconds, gave him a shake of her head, and then she nudged him back. 
 
    Justin didn’t know what he expected, but something inside of him clenched, so he stepped back. Without meaning to, he braced himself for another electrical shock. But none arrived. She didn’t have her slate, but there was something else. 
 
    “My legs,” she said next. 
 
    She put her hand on the top of his head and pushed him down. She stepped back beneath the jets of water. 
 
    With his lips parted, Justin felt like he needed to say something else. There had to be other words. And yet, his knees bent, and he soon found himself beneath her, moving his hands along her hips, over her thighs, and down her shins. 
 
    Again and again, he tried to tell himself that he had experienced something different, something new. This wasn’t simply subjugation. 
 
    His chest clenched, and he didn’t know if he could believe it. 
 
    Then it hardly mattered because she spread her legs just a little bit, and then she commanded, “Use your mouth.” Her tone had shifted and became…stricter? Harsher? 
 
    He couldn’t be certain one way or the other, but he knew he had to obey. 
 
    Only now, it wasn’t the programming that prompted him to nuzzle the tip of his nose and his lips up against her slit. When he started to kiss and lick, Justin savored the heat of the water, plus the taste of her arousal. She was turned on. She craved more. 
 
    He lapped his tongue along her opening. He penetrated her with his tongue as he looked up and watched as she pressed her hands against the tiles to brace herself. At the same time, she closed her eyes and reveled in those sensations coursing through her body. 
 
    Justin told himself that he was just a slave. As a powerful leader on this world, Brianna could have any boy she wanted. He was nothing but a dalliance, something to pass the time. She had stressful questions and difficult controversies to tackle on a daily basis, so this was a distraction. 
 
    He tried to believe that, but there had been something in the way she looked at him. 
 
    Only then, Justin almost wanted to laugh because he reminded himself that he couldn’t trust his own instincts or desires. 
 
    They were messing with his head. 
 
    They were programming him! 
 
    And yet, Justin still licked. Not only that, he experienced that warm satisfaction every time she moaned, each time she twitched, the little sounds she made and so much more. 
 
    He had stopped thinking about escape. 
 
    Instead, he focused on her pleasure like a determined slave. He would do anything for her, he knew. 
 
    He didn’t understand why. He couldn’t explain those impulses. He didn’t want to believe that this was something the trainer had done. 
 
    That hardly mattered because she cried out. The sounds became louder. They morphed into this scream of ecstasy! 
 
    Then she put her hand on his forehead and pushed him back. 
 
    He stayed there, on his knees. He waited for her to give him another command. “That was good. But you know, I don’t think I’m done with you.” 
 
    Justin smiled. 
 
    Again, he couldn’t help himself. The instinct washed over him, and he gave up as she turned off the water. They were both dripping wet, but she stepped out, ran a towel over her body, and dried herself off. Her skin was still damp, but she grinned at him. “Come over here,” she commanded, pointing to the floor. “I think I want you on all fours.” 
 
    “Yes, Councilwoman,” he said. He obeyed, crawling out onto the cold tiles. The water dripped down his body, and the air reached at the warmth from his skin, but Justin didn’t mind. 
 
    His skin could become chilled, but a different kind of heat continued to glow bright at the center of his body. 
 
    “Should I have sex with you?” 
 
    Justin pressed his lips together, stared straight ahead, and knew he had to give her the right answer. “That’s your decision, Councilwoman.” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” she said. “I like the idea of playing with you, but I’m starting to think I should take you back.” 
 
    “Why?” Justin asked faster than he intended. “What, what did I do wrong?” 
 
    “You sound like a schoolboy with a crush,” she said. 
 
    “I…” Justin couldn’t finish the idea. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she said. “I understand.” 
 
    What did she understand? What did she realize that he didn’t or couldn’t comprehend? 
 
    But then her own instincts took a hold of her, and she grabbed him by his collar. “I want you on my bed. I want you strapped down and helpless while I ride you.” Her eyes blazed, and she grabbed him. This time, she didn’t make him crawl. As she held Justin by his collar, she dragged him back out of the bathroom, into her bedroom, and her hands found their places on his chest. She shoved him down, and he landed with a bounce. 
 
    “Spread your arms and legs,” she commanded. 
 
    “I won’t struggle,” he promised. “I won’t defy you or disobey.” He looked up at her, his eyes bright with something else. “Please, Councilwoman. Please, allow me to serve you.” 
 
    She ran the tip of her tongue along her lips and teeth as she contemplated his plea. 
 
    “No,” she said. “I want you down on your back, helpless and spread out before me. I want to know I can do whatever I like.” 
 
    She grabbed his right wrist and pulled it toward the corner of her bed. She did the same with his left. Then she pulled the restraints out and clasped them against his limbs. 
 
    By this point, Justin thought he should have been used to the taste of powerlessness. 
 
    “You’re pouting,” she said. 
 
    Justin didn’t answer, mostly because he didn’t think it was possible. Pouting? Really? No way. Following his newly installed instincts, he nodded and agreed because he was the boy, and she was a powerful woman. “Yes, Councilwoman.” 
 
    “Cute,” she said. But now, she had him strapped down. She seemed to examine him more slowly this time. Her gaze languidly slid along his trapped body. His chastity belt had been removed, his body was spread out before her, and she seemed to consider what all this meant. 
 
    “You know, we might rule this world, but there is still something about seeing boys like you in this position. I’m not sure what it is, but I can’t help myself. I don’t think any of us can.” 
 
    “You crave power,” he said. He didn’t know whether or not those words qualified as disrespectful, but he could only hope. 
 
    “Power,” she acknowledged as a possibility. “Or maybe it is just superiority. I often wonder what kind of woman I might have been if I had been born somewhere else.” 
 
    “Questions of nature or nurture,” he replied. 
 
    “Yes!” Then she blinked, surprising herself. “Sorry. I sometimes forget that you aren’t from this world. You actually received an education.” 
 
    “And I have some important skills,” he said. 
 
    “I know,” she replied, her eyes sparkling. 
 
    “I don’t understand how this works,” he complained. “If you understand that I’m more valuable on a starship, why would you want to turn me into a slave?” Justin didn’t even know what he was arguing, not specifically. Theoretically, he could have been owned, collared, and put behind a navigational console. He would have been able to make a lot of money for this world…and yet the Councilwoman had him strapped down and helpless. 
 
    “You don’t understand? Really?” Brianna asked, only now she smiled. It was like there was the secret joke, and perhaps he didn’t understand it, yet the humor still buzzed through the air, even if he couldn’t see it or comprehend it. 
 
    “You know, I could tell you that this is pretty funny. Would you like to know the truth? Would you like to understand why you are so valuable?” 
 
    “Yes please, Councilwoman,” he said. 
 
    “Okay,” she said. “But first, I want to see you struggle again.” 
 
    Strangely enough, his newly programmed instincts made Justin flinch for just a moment. Struggle? But he was a slave, and he needed to be owned. When he relaxed and allowed some of his old impulses to bubble up to the surface of his mind, then maybe he could think clearly. But between the arousal, his proximity to this woman, and the restraints around his wrists, Justin had a hard time thinking clearly. Struggling felt like disobedience, yet she expected him to fight his bonds. The conflicting orders made it harder for the boy to know what to do. 
 
    “Yes, Councilwoman,” he said. As he spoke, Justin realized something. When he used her title, he enjoyed this little thrill of surrender. 
 
    Again and again, he told himself that he needed to fight. There was still that little, tiny voice deep down within his psyche; it encouraged him to resist, to try to hold onto the man he had been. 
 
    And yet, it was so easy to obey and behave. It felt right to give this woman whatever she desired. But she was beautiful and she exuded the natural authority of someone who had always been in charge. Perhaps she was empathetic and could comprehend how a formerly Wild Male might resist, yet that only made the experience of toying with him and playing with him that much more exotic and delightful. 
 
    “Go on,” she said as he hesitated for a few more seconds. 
 
    Justin tightened his arms as he pulled down. He tried to spread his legs, to push them out to the left or right. Then he tried to bring his ankles in. Again and again, he failed as he tested the limits of those restraints. 
 
    “Not bad,” she said, “I don’t think you are desperate enough. Go on. Get up. If you can get away, I will release you.” 
 
    His eyes widened, and something inside of him tightened. It was a pang of fear and a bolt of excitement somehow combined into the same flash of emotion. 
 
    When he looked up at her, she wore this smile, and he believed her. Yes, she would genuinely do it, but he really needed to break free first. 
 
    “I, I don’t know if I can,” he confessed. 
 
    “Okay then,” she said. “If you can’t break these restraints, I will grab you, leash you, and hold you down while I fuck you hard.” 
 
    Justin couldn’t articulate or decide exactly why he did it, yet he knew he had to obey, so he pulled and twisted, yanked, jerked, and fought his restraints. The bed almost shivered and shook beneath him as he threw his weight from side to side. 
 
    Kneeling above him, just a few inches away, she reveled in his movements as he writhed. This boy looked amazing. Not only that, she placed her hand just above his heart, and she savored at the way his pulse kicked with wild need. 
 
    “You can’t get away, can you? Poor boy. But hey, there are always other ways for me to motivate you,” she said. “Maybe we need to try one of those. What you think of that, Justin?” 
 
    Her bound boy couldn’t understand precisely what that meant, yet it hardly mattered. 
 
    After nearly a minute of thrashing, he collapsed back down against her soft sheets while his breathing came in sharp gasps. 
 
    Almost absentmindedly, she reached back, brushed her fingers along the base of his cock, and started to tease him again. 
 
    Justin’s eyes widened as the flare of sensation raced along his nerves. 
 
    “You like that, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “You love being touched. You love being owned.” This time, those weren’t questions. 
 
    Justin gasped as her hand started to move harder and faster along his shaft. She squeezed and pressed, manipulating him. The pad of her thumb pressed down against the base of his shaft before sliding up to the tip of his member. Clenching his eyes shut, he attempted not to move, only then some animal instinct gripped him, so he jerked his hips upward. 
 
    Of course, Brianna understood exactly what she was doing. It seemed as though all of these young women had been trained. They knew how to taunt, tease, and manipulate men. They understood exactly how to take these boys’ desires and twist them into something wickedly cruel. 
 
    “Please,” he begged. “Please. Not this. Please, I can’t take it!” 
 
    “Oh? Are you sure about that? Are you sure you can’t take just a little bit of teasing? Because that’s all this is. I’m just teasing you.” 
 
    “Please, let me serve you again. Please, let me lick you! Please, anything!” 
 
    He had his eyes clenched shut as he arched his back. 
 
    It was true that he had fought those restraints only a few minutes before. By her command, Justin had yanked and battled those bonds, but now he shut his eyes and struggled twice as hard. 
 
    Then she straddled him, leaned down, and she kissed him. 
 
    This beautiful young woman with her shining blonde hair, the dark of her brown eyes, the perfect contours of her cheeks was on top of him. 
 
    Justin started to relax even as a different tension started to play through his body. 
 
    He loved the taste of her lips, the feel of her tongue, all of it! He couldn’t help himself. 
 
    Justin didn’t know whether or not he was being seduced. Or maybe she was just playing with him. 
 
    “What, what are you thinking?” Justin asked timidly as she pulled away. Her eyes still shined just as bright as before. 
 
    “You’re a boy,” she said. “You’re never really going to know what I’m thinking.” 
 
    Justin grimaced as he heard those words, but he had to wonder if they were inherently true. Even if she tried to explain it, perhaps she couldn’t. Maybe women would always be too complicated, sophisticated, and mysterious for the male mind to comprehend. Yes, he had heard women make those points earlier, back when he enjoyed citizenship and the rights of an individual. Justin had always dismissed those ideas because they sounded ridiculous. But now, he had this creature poised above him, and he couldn’t be so sure. 
 
    Then she leaned in and kissed him again, his thoughts scattered, and she moved her hands along his hips, his flanks, along his biceps, to his forearms. She gently stroked the palms of his hands, sending electric pulses of need running down his wrists. 
 
    “You’re a good kisser,” she said. 
 
    Justin knew it was ridiculous, but he started beaming. Yes! He had pleased her! 
 
    “I’m enjoying this First Inspection,” she said. 
 
    “Thank you, Councilwoman.” 
 
    Her expression darkened. 
 
    Justin didn’t know what was going on, but he still felt compelled to ask, “What? What is it? Did I do something wrong?” 
 
    “I’m enjoying you, Justin. But you know, I’m probably not going to buy you.” 
 
    His eyes widened, and there was this sharp intake of breath. Perhaps he hadn’t really comprehended what slavery meant. Obviously, different women could taunt him however they liked, but now he experienced this sharp jab of disappointment. 
 
    As a boy—as a slave—Justin had no control over which woman might take him home. After that, he would have no control over how he might be used. Pet. Slave. Servant. Perhaps he would be treasured like a favored dog or beloved stallion. Just as easily, Justin could be taken home, locked in a cage, and essentially forgotten. He might be another bobble or trifle, something to be owned, but the pleasure would come from purchasing him, not playing with him… 
 
    As those possibilities flared behind his eyes, Justin didn’t know what to say. 
 
    “You could always beg,” she said. 
 
    Back before his programming, when he had struggled so hard to escape this world, Justin would have scoffed at the idea of begging to be bought. Now, he needed to be close to her, and he would do anything to please her! 
 
    “Please, please, buy me! Please, bid on me. Please, I swear, I can be an obedient servant for you. I did a good job when I washed you, right? Please, Councilwoman!” 
 
    “You look so desperate,” she said. 
 
    The blonde politician leaned down and whispered into his ear, “you look so eager to please. I like it.” 
 
    That’s when she decided to reward him. 
 
    His shaft remained turgid with those frantic desires and needs. Because he had no choice, Justin had almost learned to ignore his instincts and desires. But now, she slid back, and she enveloped him. She took him, surrounding him as she enveloped his cock between the slick walls of her slit. Then she leaned down, and she started kissing him. 
 
    Justin had to concentrate all of his discipline and focus on maintaining control. He couldn’t climax. He couldn’t let that happen. No way. 
 
    Even so, the need was right there, burning bright like an inferno. It flared through his body, but the hypnotic programming must have given Justin the self-control he needed to please this woman. 
 
    Or maybe the Councilwoman simply inspired something in him. Justin couldn’t know one way or another, but she had her hands on his shoulders now. From there, she pulled back. 
 
    She licked at his chest, nuzzled his sternum, and finally brought her head back up. She grinned at him before straightening her back. 
 
    “This is perfect, boy! That’s right where you belong!” 
 
    That’s what these women all believed. As far as they were concerned, it was natural and normal. This was how the world was supposed to be structured. This was how the universe and its many pieces fit together: women on top, the boys on their backs, spread out and ready to be used. 
 
    “Yes! Yes! This is where I belong!” 
 
    As his heart kept kicking, Justin called out to that same rhythm, “Yes, thank you! Thank you for training me! Thank you for using me! Thank you for taking me!” 
 
    She grinned down at him. There was something so playful, flirtatious, and wicked in that smile. Her grin reminded him of a lord even as she continued to slide her hips forward and back, up and down, all while she used him. This woman enjoyed everything he had to offer, and he couldn’t stop her. He was utterly powerless beneath her, which was exactly the way she wanted it. 
 
    “I’m going to see you up on that platform. I’m going to see you on display, and I might even bid on you. What you think of that, boy? I could take you home. I could make you mine. I could get a specialized collar just for you, one which would tell everyone that you are a Councilwoman’s property! Wouldn’t you be special? Wouldn’t you be proud of yourself?” 
 
    By now, Brianna closed her eyes as the pleasure roiled through her. Yes, she continued to speak, but this was a woman who gave speeches. She knew how to control her breathing even as the ecstasy pulsed through her. 
 
    “Yes! Please! Please, I would be so grateful! Please, I want to be your slave. Please, buy me. Own me. Train me!” 
 
    Justin was pleading for it, he knew. 
 
    But right then and right there, this man who had once been a navigator no longer worried about his dignity or self-respect. As the pleasure washed all of that away, he lost himself. 
 
    And yet, he didn’t close his eyes. Instead, he continued to look up at her, to study the narrow lines of her waist, the curves of her gorgeous breasts, the way her nipples had hardened, and those undulating movements and motions. She knew exactly how to take him. She had him, and she savored every moment of it. This boy was powerless before her as his cock slid along the walls of her slit. 
 
    She knew what she was doing; she knew exactly how to take him! 
 
    By now, Brianna was right there. 
 
    “Now. Come for me right now!” The politician barked out those commands. 
 
    Justin didn’t make a cognizant decision. This felt more like intuition or instinct. He heard her voice, recognized the command, and obeyed instantly. He lost control as the wild pleasure exploded along his skin. He could feel it in his extremities, at his core, everywhere! 
 
    At the same time, he just barely managed to look up at her. She had thrown her head back. He admired the graceful contours of her neck, the lines of her jaw, and those sounds. Yes, her cries and her screams of ecstasy. She didn’t hold back. Like some wild tigress or panther, she growled and screamed! 
 
    Those sounds bounced off of the walls and ran through his body. His fingers tightened, his toes curled, and he surrendered to her power over him. His shaft continued to throb, but he had become a toy. He was there for her pleasure, an object to be used. 
 
    All of this and so much more crystallized. All of this and so much more became completely obvious. 
 
    Then it was done, the exhaustion washed over him, and she surprised him again. She rested her head on his shoulder, and she closed her eyes. Just moments before, he had been a sex toy. Now he became her pillow. 
 
      
 
    Justin had fallen asleep almost immediately. And when he woke up, he imagined that the entire incident with the Councilwoman had been nothing but some strange fantasy or dream. Perhaps it had been a part of his hypnotic education. He could almost imagine opening his eyes again, only to realize that he had been drugged or trapped in some virtual-reality apparatus. 
 
    Instead, he heard her rhythmic breathing, shifted his head to the side, and that’s when he saw her, right there. 
 
    Yes, Justin remained strapped down and powerless, but she had drifted off, her naked body pressed to his. 
 
    When he considered all of this, Justin waited for some flash of defiance. After all, they had altered his thoughts, controlled his mind, and used him. He expected another burst of anger, some hint of rebelliousness. 
 
    Instead, he decided to remain perfectly still. 
 
    If she was going to use him as a pillow, then he didn’t want to disturb her. 
 
      
 
    “May I ask you a question, Councilwoman?” Justin asked after she had woken up. 
 
    When she woke up, Brianna had sat up, stretched her arms over her head, and quickly grabbed her slate. She frowned for just a moment, perhaps considering the different political requests, entreaties, and spats that constantly required her attention. 
 
    After she checked the time and he saw the message notifications, she had frowned before glancing back at Justin. “I don’t think I’m done yet,” she decided. She set the device aside, sauntered back over to him, and looked down into his eyes. “You couldn’t get out of your restraints. I guess that means you want to be my slave?” 
 
    Justin gulped but didn’t know how to answer. 
 
    While she had teased him, so many different possibilities had burned hot through his body. 
 
    But now his shaft started to twitch again. Fresh pulses of arousal started to swirl through him. Brianna must have recognized that expression on his face, or maybe she saw his shaft begin to harden. She grabbed his chastity belt and slid it back into position. The advanced technology activated, and the different disks started to snap into place, one after another until the cage started to form around his erection. It forced his shaft back down, making sure he stayed soft whether he liked it or not. 
 
    “No complaints?” 
 
    “No, Councilwoman,” he replied. 
 
    “I like it when you call me that,” she said with a smile. “And you know, I really should take you back to the trainer. I’m sure Lauren is wondering where you are right now.” 
 
    “I could stay with you. May I serve you? Please?” 
 
    “What are you thinking?” 
 
    Justin looked at her. At this moment, he had to think for himself and figure out exactly what she wished to hear. He had never felt especially confident when it came to guessing women’s needs or desires, but he had to do his best. “Would you like another foot massage?” 
 
    “You know what? I think I would,” she said. “Some food would be nice as well.” 
 
    Justin’s stomach rumbled as she made the suggestion. She glanced at him, chuckled, and said, “If you’re a very good boy, I might let you have a couple of treats.” 
 
    “Thank you, Councilwoman.” 
 
    She leaned over. Still naked, the tip of her nipple grazed his bottom lip. He ached to raise his head, stretch himself up, and lick or suck on that point. It would have felt so amazing! 
 
    Somehow, Justin resisted the temptation. No, he couldn’t do it. He couldn’t misbehave like that. 
 
    If she wanted his tongue, she would give the command. 
 
    She removed his restraints, and he sat up. With nothing but the collar around his neck and the chastity cage between his legs, Justin watched as she turned away and started to saunter off. 
 
    “Come along,” she said. “And you know, I could let you walk, but you look so adorable on your hands and knees. Crawl for me, boy.” 
 
    “Yes, Councilwoman,” he whispered as he lowered himself back down onto his hands and knees. He crawled along the floor, obedient and ready to serve. 
 
    Somewhere between the bedroom and living room, Brianna found a silk robe. She pulled it on, tied it around her waist, and Justin did his best to ignore the disappointment. Yes, he had seen her naked when she decided to use him for sex, but he craved more. At the same time, he had no idea whether or not that was a good idea. 
 
    As she had sauntered off, he had studied and tried to memorize the shape of her thighs, the way she moved, and the curves of her butt. She had been amazing. Perhaps this broke some protocol. Maybe it defied some directive implanted within his mind, but Justin hadn’t been able to fight back the temptation. 
 
    Moments later, he crawled after her, heading into the living room as well. When he saw her in that room, he did his best to hide his disappointment. 
 
    “Slaves stay naked,” she said. “Of course, you are wearing a little bit.” She meandered back over to him, crouched down, and brushed her fingers from the edge of his chastity belt up to his mark, then all the way to the band around his neck. 
 
    Because he had no choice, Justin agreed. He would agree with anything she said. 
 
    She was his. No matter what the law said it, he felt like he belonged to her. 
 
    She hadn’t purchased him, but she might. 
 
    Then he flinched. A twinge of pain raced through him as he recalled what she said before. She didn’t think she could bid on a slave. 
 
    Justin shivered, but then he found her seated there at the edge of the couch with one leg crossed over the other. She looked so gorgeous and demure. She had only just awoken. She hadn’t bothered with makeup or brushing her hair, yet she still looked perfect. 
 
    This woman could walk into any room or chamber, face any audience, and assert herself. He understood how she could be an effective politician. 
 
    “My order will be up shortly,” she said. “But you can get started now.” She wiggled her toes, and he crawled forward, scurrying across the floor. 
 
    “Owning you could be a lot of fun,” she said. “Would you like that? Would you like to be owned, boy?” 
 
    “Yes. Please. Very much,” he said. 
 
    “Interesting.” She seemed to consider him for several long seconds. “I checked your records,” she said. “You seemed to be so determined to fight your fate. But look at you now. You’re practically begging for slavery!” 
 
    Justin didn’t know whether or not he was being teased, but hearing those words sparked something deep at his core. He remembered how he felt when he had tried to flee, when he had been hunted out in the woods… 
 
    “Massage,” she ordered. 
 
    She wiggled her toes, and Justin obeyed. He started to maneuver his fingertips along her ankle and down the curves and contours of her foot. As he obeyed, he glanced up at her again. She looked so amazing, especially as she wore nothing but that silk robe. The almost gossamer fabric gave hints of the curves beneath, but he couldn’t make out those details he longed to see for himself. 
 
    “Use your mouth,” she commanded next. 
 
    He bowed his head down, gently started to suck on her big toe, and that’s when she giggled. “Don’t stop,” she said. 
 
    Justin obeyed. 
 
    He used his lips and his tongue, just as she expected. 
 
    Then he opened his eyes and looked up along the length of her leg back to her robe, her cleavage, the shapely contours of her neck, and finally her smile. 
 
    She was having fun with him, he could tell. She enjoyed seeing him just like this. 
 
    Then someone knocked on the door, and she pulled her foot away. “Go answer it,” she commanded. “You may walk.” 
 
    When he first landed on this world, Justin had never imagined that something as simple as walking could be considered a privilege. But he rose to his feet, kept his head down, and he rushed across the tile floor. Once at the door, he opened it, and he saw another young man. 
 
    This one had a cart loaded with different types of food, mostly breakfast. Justin spotted cakes, tortes, beautifully sliced fruit, and different types of bread. 
 
    The young man didn’t say anything. Instead, he stepped back, Justin took the cart, and rolled it back in. The doors closed behind him. 
 
    “I’m not going to scare you by giving you the names, so I just want a couple of pieces of the red fruit and the puffy brown roll.” 
 
    Justin scanned across the different offerings, spotted what she desired, so he made her a plate and brought it back to her. 
 
    From there, he got back down on his knees. 
 
    As Brianna started to eat, he wondered if maybe he should say something. It almost seemed as though she had forgotten about him. Only then she smiled, glanced down, and tore a piece of bread off. Holding on the flat of her hand, she leaned down. 
 
    “Beg,” she commanded. 
 
    Justin had already started to reach out for it, but now he jerked his hand back as though he had been burned or bitten. 
 
    Beg? Really? 
 
    A command like this made perfect sense, especially considering where he was and who he addressed. Even so, something inside of him tightened and told him not to do it. 
 
    “May have a piece? Please?” 
 
    “Hold your hands together,” she said. 
 
    Justin obliged, pressing his elbows against his sides, lifting his arms up, and pushing his knuckles up. “Please?” 
 
    “You’re so cute when you beg,” she replied. She held out a piece and brought it close to his mouth. He started to reach for it with his hand, but then she shook her head. 
 
    All at once, he understood. He dropped his hands back down, and he opened his mouth. She was feeding him. 
 
    In that moment, he really did feel like a pet. He was a boy on his knees, and he would do anything for this woman. Perhaps she didn’t own him, but he could only hope. 
 
    “Part of me feels like I should ask you to do a trick,” she said. “What you think of that? Should I make you earn your breakfast?” She ripped off another piece of sweet bread, and his mouth watered. Yes, he had one bite, but that only told him how good it really was. 
 
    “Do a trick,” she finally decided. 
 
    Justin thought about it for a second, and then he crawled forward. He slipped his nose up along her knees as he tried to slide his head between her inner thighs. 
 
    She giggled, and he loved the sound. When her face relaxed, perhaps she looked aggressive or pensive, like she was contemplating important political decisions and all of their many ramifications. But now, she smiled, and this bright evanescence seemed to flow off of her. 
 
    “Okay,” she breathed out, “Okay! You prove your point!” 
 
    With that same charming smile and warm, enthusiastic confidence, she lowered the piece of bread down toward his mouth. He chomped into it, chewed and swallowed, and they continued to play this game. 
 
    She teased him and tested him. 
 
    Justin obeyed. Again and again, he showed her what he might be able to do. 
 
    This was amazing. It was easy. Without any effort, he let go of every other thought and worry. He was just a boy down on his knees in front of this beautiful woman as she ate her breakfast. 
 
    As he marveled at his determination to please this woman, someone interrupted. 
 
      
 
    One of the doors to the large living space opened, and Justin resisted the urge to turn around. 
 
    “Lily,” she said with a smile. 
 
    “Hello,” came the cheerful reply. 
 
    Wait. Did he recognize that voice? 
 
    Something inside of him tensed, so he furtively snuck a glance over his shoulder. That’s when he saw her. 
 
    He didn’t know her name. Or rather, he hadn’t known it before, but he recognized her black hair instantly. 
 
    The girl from the port. 
 
    She had been one of the first females to talk down to him. More than that, there had been something angry and aggressive in her gaze. When she saw him, she saw a disobedient pet or maybe something else. Maybe something worse: a wild animal in need of domestication. 
 
    “I was hoping we could talk for a second?” 
 
    “What do you want?” Brianna asked with another smile, her tone warm and indulgent. 
 
    Justin wanted to ask a dozen different questions. He wanted to know how these women were connected. More importantly, he wished he could beg for the option of scurrying out of the room. He could go hide in the bathroom or the bedroom. He didn’t really care, so long as this girl didn’t see him. 
 
    The former navigator tried to keep his head down. Even as he focused on remaining as inconspicuous as possible, he wondered why she frightened him so much. 
 
    Maybe it was something about the way she had looked at him before, something he had sensed on a deeper level. He hadn’t been able to truly articulate it, but now he had a better chance. After everything he had gone through, he knew there was a difference between this girl and all the others. 
 
    “I was hoping to take one of the ponyboys out into the fields,” Lily replied. “Obviously, I need your permission.” 
 
    Justin still didn’t understand, but the girl with the black hair strode ahead. 
 
    Understanding what might happen if Lily recognized him, Justin kept his gaze down. Silently, he begged the universe for some iota of sympathy or mercy. 
 
    His heart pounded wildly, and he had to acknowledge one simple fact. 
 
    The women around him seemed to yearn to control him because they viewed him as an inferior. Fine. He could deal with that. But this girl had carried herself with something else, a different sense of power, authority, and control. It was her instinct to own him thoroughly, to train him and to enjoy the way he might cry out. 
 
    “Right now, I am still working on this one and his First Inspection.” 
 
    “That is always such a misleading title,” Lily said. “How many women are going to check him out before he goes up for auction?” 
 
    “Probably quite a few,” Brianna said. “Look at him. Doesn’t he look cute? Plus, I don’t know if you would believe this, but he used to be a navigator!” 
 
    “Really?” Lily asked. 
 
    With his head bowed down, Justin hoped she wouldn’t remember him. She probably saw lots of men, all of whom she could talk down to, mock, and think about controlling. He couldn’t be special, could he?” 
 
    “Are you really thinking about buying this one?” 
 
    “No, not really,” Lily said. “But he is pretty amazing, especially with that tongue.” 
 
    “I think your standards are always too low,” Lily replied. 
 
    “And yours might be too high. I mean, how many boys have you actually broken?” 
 
    Broken? What did that mean? 
 
    Yes, Justin was getting trained. He could feel his defiance shatter again and again, but this sounded different, like a specialized term the women might use among themselves. Of course, they could talk about it while he was in the room. He was just a boy, so it didn’t matter what he might overhear. It wouldn’t change anything. 
 
    “Several,” Lily said with a smile. “How about this one? Are you done with him?” Silently, Justin hoped Brianna might say no. She wasn’t done with him. She intended to relax with him. She wanted his fingertips, his lips, his mouth and his tongue. She wanted to feed him and tease him. He wished he could stay with her! 
 
    Unfortunately, Justin still didn’t want to get noticed or recognized, so he couldn’t dare look up, not again. 
 
    Brianna must have made some gesture. But what? Did she nod her head? Shrug her shoulders? 
 
    In the next moment, Lily demanded, “Let’s see that smile, boy.” 
 
    Justin swallowed and quickly shook his head from side to side. 
 
    Lily didn’t wait. She pulled the slate from her pocket, accessed the network, and quickly punished him. With the tap of an icon, she delivered the jolt of electricity. He cried out. He was thrown back. Everything turned to that storm of pain until he found himself on his back with Lily’s high-heeled shoe pressed against his sternum. 
 
    “Interesting,” Lily said. “I can see why you might be defiant. I remember you.” 
 
    “I’m no one,” he said. “No one special.” 
 
    “Don’t underestimate yourself,” Lily said. “You’re the boy who tried to talk back to me.” 
 
    “Really?” Brianna asked. “You two have met?” 
 
    “We have.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a—” Justin started to say, only Lily delivered another blast of electricity. It was so easy for her, almost completely effortless. The excruciating electricity surged through his body. 
 
    Then it stopped, but he was still panting and twitching. At the same time, he glanced over at the politician. He hoped she might offer him some word of kindness. Or better yet, she might discourage Lily from continuing to punish him like this. 
 
    “No one was talking to you,” Lily said. She turned back to Brianna, “Are you sure you don’t mind if I borrow him? I think we could have a lot of fun.” 
 
    “I know I shouldn’t give you another chance, especially because if you break him, we have to buy him. But you know what? I have a lot of work to do, and this might be good for him anyway.” 
 
    Justin let out a little whimper. He couldn’t help himself. Yes, he knew he needed to remain silent and stoic, but that wasn’t going to happen, not with this girl standing above him. 
 
    In fact, Lily didn’t appreciate the sound he just made, so she prompted him to make a difference noise. She pushed the icon, increased the voltage, and everything turned to that white blaze of pain. It ripped down into his center without actually causing him any harm. It overrode his senses, his thoughts, and everything else. In that moment, Justin became nothing but an active bundle of nerves, all of which cried out as he endured that blast of sweeping agony. 
 
    Then it stopped, and it took him several more seconds to realize what was going on. 
 
    Lily was crouched over him now, and she attached a leash to his collar. “Come on, boy,” she said. “I have something special planned for you.” 
 
      
 
    Justin couldn’t tell her. 
 
    That much was obvious. 
 
    He didn’t know how something like this could happen, but he had one goal now. After his hypnotic conditioning, he didn’t care about freedom. Yes, from an intellectual perspective, he knew he should try to find some opportunity to leave this planet. At the same time, he understood how seriously these women took the enslavement of their boys. 
 
    At the same time, he had to wonder if he would have been able to function on a different planet or a starship. 
 
    He grimaced for a moment and envisioned some scenario where he might meet Amelia again. 
 
    When she first left him on this world, he had imagined some kind of revenge, like he might go to law enforcement and report her. But truly, she was a woman. As a woman, she was his superior. Because she was his superior, he had to obey her. 
 
    Silent and determined, Justin followed Lily, but he didn’t know whether or not he would be able to challenge any of them ever again. If a woman told him to do something, did he have to obey? 
 
    Yes! 
 
    No, wait. Did he? 
 
    The different thoughts flickered through his head. It wasn’t fair, not when his instincts, reflexes, intuition, and rationality all seemed to bump up against one another. They felt like tectonic plates grinding toward some resolution, but he had no idea what was going to happen. 
 
    “You didn’t want me to notice you,” Lily said. It wasn’t a question. 
 
    Justin didn’t answer. 
 
    They came to a stairwell, and she stopped. She turned back to him. 
 
    Yes, she was significantly shorter, but her high-heeled pumps made up some of the difference. In her dark red tights with that short skirt, and her snug blouse, Lily seemed to convey so many different ideas at once. She could have been some technocrat working in an office complex. Or maybe a young girl on her way to a school program. Or maybe some eager girlfriend ready to please her boyfriend. 
 
    “Why is that?” Lily asked. 
 
    He gulped as she stepped forward. 
 
    When she reached up, he expected her to brush her fingers along his cheek. It was supposed to be a soft, tender gesture, one he experienced from many of his captors. 
 
    An inch before she could come into contact, she delivered another electrocuting blast of painful energy. It shot through his collar, raced down his body, and he collapsed to his knees. 
 
    Tightening her grip on his leash, she pulled. He was yanked forward and looked up at her. 
 
    “You don’t have to answer me now,” she said. “I don’t mind if you wait until later. But first, let’s go for a ride.” 
 
    She brought him down the stairs. He had to scurry to catch up. Although she wore high heels, she moved with her energetic, ambitious gait. 
 
    Before he could stop himself, Justin asked, “How are you related to Brianna?” 
 
    The girl holding his leash delivered another electrical shock. These weren’t quite as intense, yet they wore down on his defenses. By this point, Justin knew he had to stay quiet. If he spoke again, he’d just provoke this girl’s wrath. 
 
    “That’s right,” she said. “You don’t need to ask any questions. You just have to obey. And don’t think that I have forgotten about how you refused to answer my question.” 
 
    Justin grimaced. 
 
    They headed down along corridor, and they passed other women. Some of them looked excited and eager, like they couldn’t wait to make some incredible purchase, one they had been looking forward to for a long time. 
 
    Some of the females he saw strolled along in groups as they chatted. Others were independent and moved along on their own as they scanned their slaves and typed in fresh data even as they headed toward some important meeting. 
 
    This facility was big and sprawling. 
 
    They passed rooms, one after another, some of which had doors. Most were closed. A few were open. 
 
    Justin didn’t look, not specifically, yet he still witnessed moments of women training men. He could hear the melodic voices telling the boys to relax. He could see some of the males chained up, spread out, and vulnerable as they were spanked, paddled, whipped, or as they experienced of the bite of a crop. 
 
    Other men were on their knees, begging or pleading just as he had done. 
 
    As Justin watched all of this in those quick flashes of movement and motion, he attempted to pick out some useful detail. Realistically, he didn’t know whether or not he should look at all. Was it respectful to see this and acknowledge what those men were going through? Or was it better to just pretend he didn’t see any of it. Perhaps those men had been born here, or maybe they had once been Wild Males like Justin. 
 
    The former navigator couldn’t tell one way or another, so he just stared ahead and followed the girl with the black hair and the cybernetic implants. 
 
    Lily finally guided him toward a set of double doors. She opened them, and that’s when he saw the stalls. 
 
    This looked like an enormous garage. They could have housed dozens of the vehicles or even a small starship. At first, he expected to keep his gaze aimed downward, like none of this would affect him no matter what he saw. 
 
    Only then, he saw another woman leading a different boy, but she wasn’t holding a leash, not exactly. Instead, a pair of leather strips fell from around the sides of his head and led it to her grip. 
 
   

 

 He looked like a human pony. 
 
    Justin had heard those words. More importantly, he had spotted them out in the distance, but now he saw them up close. 
 
    “What is this?” 
 
    When he spoke without getting her permission, Lily delivered another jolt of electricity. 
 
    Pain! 
 
    This time, she made sure it was intense enough to knock him back down onto the floor. Worse, he lost himself as everything disappeared into that one single burst, this sharpened edge of sensation. The energy burned away all of his concentration, all of his awareness. 
 
    “Are you going to make a mistake again?” Lily asked, sounding almost sweet. 
 
    “No!” Justin cried out. 
 
    “Then get up,” she said. She pulled on his leash, forcing Justin back to his feet. 
 
    She escorted him over to an empty stall. When he glanced at the other small cubicles, he realized that there was a strange, transparent blue glow before each of the openings. These reminded him vaguely of horse stalls, only he didn’t see any doors. 
 
    “Force fields,” she said. 
 
    Force fields? Really? 
 
    The concept seemed absurd. Yes, certain writers and engineers had experimented with the concept for a very long time, but none of them had ever made it work, not as a practical tool anyway. For all he knew, a professor at some random University back in the Duchy was still experimenting, but he hadn’t heard anything about any grand developments. 
 
    But the women here—visitors, trainers, and aides—made it all seem so mundane. 
 
    “You’ve never seen a force field, have you?” As she spoke, she pulled the leash off of his collar, and then she shoved him. 
 
    Justin stumbled back into the empty stall, and then she tapped a different icon on her slate. 
 
    A blue field of energy appeared. 
 
    “Go on. Let’s see if you can get out,” she said. 
 
    Justin didn’t know whether it was curiosity or simply a determination to defy this young woman. Perhaps he wanted to show her that the training hadn’t worked so completely. 
 
    It was different with Brianna. When he was with her, he felt that this instinctive need to obey. Yes, it could have been Lauren’s influence, but he started to suspect it had to be more. 
 
    Breathing out slowly, Justin made a stupid mistake. 
 
    With a growl frustration, he leaned forward with his shoulder out, and then he lunged forward. His shoulder banged up against something solid. 
 
    Lily giggled as he stumbled back, obviously disoriented. 
 
    It hadn’t hurt. 
 
    Justin had almost anticipated some burst of pain, like maybe the boys would be punished for every escape attempt. 
 
    “Care to try again?” 
 
    Standing there, silent and defiant, Justin didn’t react at once. He may have been naked, but at least he could move. Not only that, he didn’t have a leash dangling from his collar. 
 
    “Go on,” she said. “Let’s see if you can get out. You might do it. I mean, it’s not that hard. I’m sure a woman could do it.” 
 
    Justin had no idea what she based that on. Maybe it was just supposed to be a taunt, like she expected him to have some deep vein of misogyny running through his core. 
 
    His nostrils flared, but Justin refused to give her what she wanted. “You know, I could teach you some more. I could tell you that if you could just get out of your stall, I would let you go. That usually works for the boys, doesn’t it? There is this tantalizing possibility that we might send you off to another world. You could go back to your great delusion.” 
 
    His eyes widened. It was obvious he didn’t understand. 
 
    “Your freedom,” Lily clarified with a sarcastic edge. “It’s pathetic, really. Why do you boys always think you are capable of competing with us? I mean, just look across the galaxy. One world after another is falling to our Confederation. Why is that? Because we are better.” She made it sound so obvious, as though she had needed to make these points many times before. 
 
    Still, Justin stayed quiet. 
 
    “But of course, I’m not going to tease you with the possibility of something you will never have again. I’m not going to let you think you might stand a chance. Instead, I’m just going to do this.” 
 
    She stared at him for several long seconds. 
 
    Justin met her gaze, and he thought he could handle her. He wouldn’t be intimidated, not here, not now. And yes, this moment of defiance might prompt her to pull out her data slate and send another signal to his collar, but he would own these few seconds! 
 
    He thought there would be a moment where she would learn the truth; despite everything they had done to him, he still held onto this flicker of resistance and rebelliousness, so he wouldn’t be intimidated by her. If she had been another woman, someone taller, broader, stronger, or more mature, then maybe she could have succeeded. 
 
    But really, she was just a young girl, so he didn’t care about the toys she might wield. She might force him with something as blunt as pain, but she would never be enough to do it on her own without those obvious advantages. 
 
    She didn’t take out the slate. She didn’t use any icons this time. 
 
    Even so, another explosion of agony swept through him. It started at his collar and burned down into his frame. His knees bent, he dropped, so Justin found himself crouching before her. 
 
    “I’m surprised you didn’t notice my cybernetic implants,” she said, gently reaching up and pointing toward her irises. “They’re connected. That means it’s easy for me to discipline you. What? Did you think I needed a data slate?” 
 
    Yes, cybernetics existed, but none of them were supposed to be so small or advanced! 
 
    When he saw those sharp lines along the bright curves of her irises, he assumed they were purely aesthetic. She was just a young woman, after all, these were probably fashionable or something. 
 
    Yet even as Justin considered that possibility, she did it again. 
 
    The caged boy glanced up, saw her empty hands, and knew that she was telling the truth. 
 
    The pain swept through him, making him cry out. 
 
    Around the training facility, the other young women laughed. A few clapped. 
 
    Then Justin couldn’t help himself. 
 
    He had endured worse, so he managed to retain some thin shrivel of rationality. Maybe this was a bad choice, but he could prove himself once again, so he jumped to his feet and slammed his shoulder against of the force field again. 
 
    It didn’t flicker or flare. There was no sign that he had stressed it at all. 
 
    When that didn’t work, he pounded his fist against it. 
 
    Through all of this, Lily watched him. 
 
    “Is that it? Is that really the best you can do?” 
 
    “If I didn’t have this collar on, you wouldn’t be able to control me!” Justin shouted back at her. 
 
    The sounds seemed to pass easily through the force field because she tilted her head back and started laughing at him. “Oh, I’m going to enjoy riding you. I think that’s going to be pretty amazing. Now hold your hands behind your back, boy.” 
 
    Still panting from the mix of anger and frustration, he didn’t cooperate. 
 
    But she stared at him, activated her cybernetic implant, connected to his collar, and instructed it to deliver another jolt. 
 
    This one was small, yet it still caught him off guard. Realistically, there was no way to truly brace himself for that blast of pain. 
 
    “How about now?” 
 
    Before Justin could respond, argue, or even obey, she sent another signal. The collar went up, the prongs pressed against his skin came to life, and the electricity sizzled through his body. 
 
    “Okay now, I think I’m bored,” she said, sounding like some petulant child. “Unless you want me to get mad at you, you are going to do what I want. Now stand up with your hands behind your back.” 
 
    He climbed up onto his knees. Then he rose to his feet. Justin straightened his back, but he didn’t feel like a real man. Instead, he obeyed this girl. 
 
    With a wave of her hand, she deactivated the force field, strode into the cubicle, and brushed her fingers along his naked body just like so many other females had done. As far as they were all concerned, he was just an animal, so they had every right to touch him. It didn’t matter what he did or said because he was property. 
 
    “Not bad,” she said. “But I’m looking forward to seeing you in your gear.” 
 
    In that same moment, another young woman came forward with a cart. 
 
    With his eyes directed straight ahead, Justin tried not to see it, only Lily reached over, and she pulled out the first part of his equipment. He turned slightly, saw the shine of the leather, and his insides hardened. 
 
    He remembered seeing those other boys out in the distance, men who had been equipped as human horses. For just a second, Justin opened his mouth, and he wanted to try begging again. The impulse had become natural, almost second nature. 
 
    At a glance, he knew this young woman wouldn’t give him anything. 
 
    Somehow, Justin actually felt proud of himself for remaining quiet as she pushed the harness up against his chest, yanked the straps tight around his flanks and over his shoulders, and then she picked up the sleeves. 
 
    When he saw the binders, he couldn’t even comprehend how they worked at first. Then she slipped them up along his arms. His limbs were already positioned behind his back, only now with a snug leather encased him. 
 
    “Not bad,” Lily said. 
 
    Justin couldn’t see his appearance or how the restrictive layers affected his silhouette. Lily could, and she approved. Next, she grabbed a set of boots and set them down in front of him. 
 
    Justin didn’t know how they were going to feel, but his feet slipped in, first on the left, then the right. 
 
    He hadn’t started walking yet, but the positioning of his feet seemed strange. Taking her time while also enjoying herself, Lily secured the clasps on his boots. Next, she went for his head. 
 
    She brought the gag up to his mouth. “Are you ready for your bit, horse boy?” 
 
    For just a heartbeat, Justin almost wanted to laugh. The other women had treated him like a dog. Now he was going to be a horse. Was that a promotion? 
 
    Justin didn’t say anything at first, so she glanced at him, sent a signal, and a jolt jumped from his collar into his skin. It wasn’t sharp or intense. It wasn’t one of the brutal, electrical shocks he had already endured. And yet, it was enough to startle Justin and force his mouth open for a second. 
 
    “It’s so easy,” she taunted as she pushed the bit between his teeth. Stepping behind him, she jerked the straps along his cheeks and all the way to the back of his skull. She secured the locks. He heard the different pieces click together, all while he tried to spit it out. 
 
    He couldn’t. 
 
    Next, she slid the bridle into place, slipping it over his face and securing it as well. Finally, she attached the blinders before adding the saddle. 
 
    Justin hadn’t been ready for it. In fact, he didn’t know this kind of equipment even existed, so there was no way for him to brace himself or build up some kind of psychological defense. Instead, she shoved something against his back, connected it to his harness, and it forced him forward slightly. 
 
    “This is how this works, boy,” she said. “I climb onto the saddle on your back, and you carry me. I’ve got a crop, and I’m going to use it on your cute little backside. Oh, and let’s not forget the reins. If I pull to the right, you go left. If I pull to the left, you go right. If you try to fight me or mess up, you are going to be in a lot of trouble. Understand?” 
 
    Justin remembered being a kid. He remembered piggyback rides, only now he had a specialized harness, one that would distribute her weight and make it easier for her to comfortably ride him. 
 
    This couldn’t be happening. 
 
    He had seen a lot on this world, but he never expected to be treated like an actual pony. 
 
    She jerked on his reins, pulled, and guided him out of the stall. Moments later, they exited the building, and as he walked, he tried to look to his left and right. It was useless. His bridle came with a set of blinders. Yes, he could see straight ahead or look down, but that was it. Like so many other horses, Justin wasn’t allowed to see his surroundings. 
 
    “Beautiful day for a ride,” someone said. 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Lily agreed emphatically. Then she reached to down, grabbed his backside again, and gave him a firm squeeze. From there, she pulled out her crop. 
 
    She stepped in front of him and held it up. “This has a small electrical unit,” she told him. “Every time it comes down, it’s going to add a special sting. I think the zap is really good for motivating boys like you. And hey, after we are done, I think you’re going to tell me why you tried to hide from me. You thought you keep your head down. You were hoping I wouldn’t notice you.” 
 
    Justin made a noise at the back of his throat. It wasn’t intentional. Instead, it just came out, and she chuckled before she grabbed onto his saddle, pulled herself up, and suddenly he had the weight of this young woman pressed down against his back. 
 
    She was petite, but the sudden weight pushed him down and almost made him lose his balance. Fortunately, the reinforced boots made it easier to stay upright. 
 
    “Let’s go,” she said. She pulled on the reins with one hand, brought the crop down with the other, and sent the jolt running through his buttocks when the leather strip struck. 
 
    Tentatively at first, Justin started to move. He strode from one foot to the next, only these steps felt strange. It was the shape of his hoof-boots, he quickly realized. They seemed to somehow be more rigid, like he couldn’t quite walk like a man. Instead, he picked up his feet and brought them back down, doing this again and again. 
 
    “Not bad,” she said, “But I think you can do better, boy.” 
 
    He knew what was coming. He tried to tense up and shove down the sensations, but it didn’t work. The crop came down, struck, and he took that stinging pain. At the same time, without even thinking about it, he started to speed up. 
 
    Her saddle came with a set of stirrups, each one ready for her feet. She had already locked her shoes in place as she leaned forward. When she called out each word, her voice seemed to smash through the air and hit his eardrums, “Faster. Faster, boy!” 
 
    She struck with the crop, twice more. 
 
    The reins seemed to loosen around his face, so he started to run. He pushed himself harder now. 
 
    In a second, Justin closed his eyes, and he remembered fleeing from the huntresses. But now, he couldn’t escape. He couldn’t control where he went. 
 
    Justin had never really contemplated what the freedom to flee had meant before. This girl had him, caged and collared, equipped like a barnyard animal, and ready to serve her every whim. 
 
    Even as he ran, Justin lost those thoughts. She struck, and soon he was breathing heavily. He couldn’t see his surroundings as they headed along those grassy fields, up the knolls, and down those little hills.  
 
    After a few more seconds, she started laughing. 
 
    She loved this. She loved the trot of his feet. 
 
    Lily didn’t say anything, but she had done this many times before, and there was always something so special about the first ride. 
 
    “I’m going to make sure to record all of this on your mark,” she promised. “Any woman who accesses your data is going to see exactly what kind of pony you can be. Good boy! You have so much potential! Maybe we should talk to your next owner about making some surgical modifications. Or maybe I should just see about buying you myself! What do you think of that?” 
 
    Justin was running hard now. He climbed up another hill, got to the top and savored a few seconds where they started down the slope. He heard her words, and he knew he needed to pay attention to them. 
 
    But why? 
 
    She was just teasing him. 
 
    As the first droplets of perspiration appeared on his forehead and down his neck, Justin understood that he wasn’t going to be able to respond. He breathed through his nostrils and his mouth, but the bit made it impossible for him to speak. It only allowed a little bit of extra room for him to gasp and pant. 
 
    “Faster!” Lily called out. She struck three times in quick succession. Every time the crop landed, that rush of pain exploded through his body, forcing him to comply. 
 
    His boots seemed to blur as he jumped from one stride to the next. He never knew he could run like this. Even when he had fled the huntresses, he hadn’t been able to put on this kind of speed. Or maybe it was his imagination. After all, he had the girl on his back, so he couldn’t go that fast, could he? 
 
    It didn’t matter. 
 
    After minutes of running, Justin couldn’t think. Yes, he heard the sounds of her voice, and he knew he had to satisfy her, but there was just running, moving his legs, and taking one step after another. 
 
    “Woah, boy. There we go. You can stop,” she called out next. 
 
    He started to slow. More importantly, he felt the tug of the reins, so he finally slowed. He came to a stop, and only then realized how badly his lungs ached for oxygen. 
 
    She pulled herself off of the saddle, stepped back, and examined him. She slid her fingers along his for head, down his neck, and she nodded. “That was quite a run for you. You know, I’m thinking we should get some extra data. I can add this to your mark, and I’m thinking we might be able to sell you off as a pony. What you think of that?” 
 
    Justin shook his head. 
 
    After his programming, he could see himself as a slave or a pet, but he was still a man! He wouldn’t let some precocious girl convince the rest of the women to turn him into an actual animal! 
 
    “Even now, after all this time, you still want to defy me, don’t you?” 
 
    She leaned forward and whispered into his ear, “That’s a bad idea, Justin. You know why? Because if you kiss me off, then I’m going to take it as a personal challenge. I’m going to set myself a little goal. You know what that goal would be?” 
 
    With all of his gear on, he couldn’t really shake his head. He obviously couldn’t speak either. 
 
    Lily didn’t seem to mind. A wicked smile touched her lips as she said, “I would have to break you. I would have to strip you of every iota of the man you used to be. But hey, that could be fun. That might be so much fun!” 
 
    That’s when she stepped behind him, grabbed his reins, lifted the crop, and leaned down to touch it against his right buttock. The miniaturized electrodes didn’t come to life, and he didn’t endure another bolt of pain. Instead, she just stroked him. 
 
    “What’s it like to be scared of a girl? What’s it like to be scared of someone who has so much less maturity and experience? Because that’s how you see the world, isn’t it? You don’t see yourself as my equal. You think you’re better than me.” 
 
    Justin tried to answer, “Women are superior,” only he couldn’t form the words with the bit still pressed between his teeth. 
 
    “What was that?” Lily asked like she might be able to understand him if he tried again. 
 
    He grimaced and attempted to speak again, only the bit muddled those words into incomprehensible gibberish. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she told him. “You don’t need to talk. You’re just a boy. You get to carry me when I tell you to, and you get to stand here and look pretty like a pony.” 
 
    As Justin glared at her, he couldn’t help but wonder what it was about this young woman. Was it the fact that he had met her before? The fact that maybe she triggered this little twinge of fear deep within his core? Or could it had been something else? No matter the cause, he found it easier to resist her. 
 
    Only then she stepped up to him, and she touched the tip of the crop to his nose before gliding it over his cheek and down his neck. “Let’s see just how fast I can make you run, boy.” 
 
    With those words hanging on the air, she hitched herself back up onto his back. She slid herself onto the saddle, placed her feet on the stirrups, grabbed his reins, let loose, and swung the crop down. 
 
    Justin knew the jolt of pain was coming, but it still triggered his adrenaline, and he started trotting, then running. He slammed his boots down against the soft ground, running from one step to another. 
 
    Behind him, pressed there against his back, she cried out, “This is amazing!” 
 
    Although this boy had no idea how these dynamics truly worked, she held on with easy confidence, like she had done this before. 
 
    As Justin ran, an image started to form of Lily as a little girl, growing up out here. Maybe she had ridden many ponies. Maybe she saw men as little more than advanced equines. Despite the heat pumping through his body, Justin experienced a shiver as it darted down his spine. 
 
    He pushed himself as hard as he could, running faster and faster. By this point, the ground had evened out, so he didn’t have to worry about those slopes down or the inclines up. He just ran. 
 
    Pretty soon, he lost himself. There was the pounding of his heart, the puff of every breath, and jolts of pain. Sometimes she guided him to the left, sometimes to the right. Most of the time, he just ran straight. 
 
    Then she pulled on his reins again, and he came to a stop. 
 
    The main training facility was right there. 
 
    Justin looked up, but he blinked as well, surprised. He gasped, filling his lungs as quickly as he could. She came off, and she looked right into his eyes. “Not bad, boy.” 
 
    Still gasping, Justin couldn’t really think about what any of that meant. 
 
    Lily snapped her fingers, and a young woman came up. She had a bag, and Lily grabbed something out of it. He didn’t know what he expected. Something else to punish him like a whip? Something worse? 
 
    Only Lily reached out with her free arm, and she pulled the bit from his mouth. He still wore the blinders, the bridle, those binders, the harness and the boots, only now he would be able to speak. 
 
    “Why did you try to hide your face from me?” 
 
    Exhausted, he didn’t know what to say. 
 
    “We can do this again and again,” she promised. “I can bring you out onto those hills and run you hard until you feel like you have nothing left. It’s been done before. Quite frequently, in fact. Boys are used up and sold off. Is that what I should do to you?” 
 
    Justin glanced down. He couldn’t meet her cybernetic stare. 
 
    “Or maybe I should just make sure that someone buys you. Someone mean. Someone who would have fun breaking you down until there’s nothing left.” 
 
    Justin couldn’t believe it. From a purely rational perspective, he told himself that he couldn’t be intimidated by this girl, but the fear coursed through his body even as the sweat dripped off of his frame. 
 
    “Why did you hide your face?” 
 
    “I was scared.” 
 
    “Scared of what?” 
 
    “Scared you would see the truth,” he said. With every word, it felt like he gave her something important, something she would be able to use against him. 
 
    “What? That you’re a boy? That you’re weaker than me? That you’re less intelligent?” She chuckled. “Sorry, but I already knew that.” 
 
    She reached up and tightened her grip on his neck. “Tell me.” 
 
    There was more. She could sense it. Having grown up on this world, she knew how to manipulate men. More importantly, she could spot the reluctance and understand when they tried to hide something from her. 
 
    “Her. It was her,” he said. 
 
    “What about Brianna?” Lily asked. Only then her eyes widened for a moment, and she grinned. “You like her? Is that it? You’re hoping that you can be her slave? You wanted to stay there right at her feet because you know that’s where you belong? Is that it? I’m sorry, but she’s not going to buy you. She’s busy. You’re going to end up on a farm. You’re going to be used as a pet. You know why? Because you run hard. You know exactly how to trot, boy. You’re a natural. You were never meant to navigate a starship. You are meant to be led by reins and the powerful woman on your back.” 
 
    “No, that’s not—” Justin started to say, but this girl was no longer interested. 
 
    She had dug out his secret, so now she sent the signal. 
 
    She could have injected him or maybe used some hypnotic phrase to put him to sleep. Instead, she just let another blast of agonizing electricity explode through his body. His frame couldn’t take it, so he collapsed as he cried out. He lost consciousness, but he didn’t forget the explosion of agony as the ground came up to meet him. 
 
      
 
    “This is a fascinating specimen,” said another woman. 
 
    Justin wished he could just keep his eyes closed. He didn’t want to hear her voice or know what was already happening. 
 
    Slowly, he lifted his head. As always, he had to wonder exactly how long he had been unconscious. Hours? Longer? 
 
    And then the memory started fluttering back. He remembered being on his knees before the Councilwoman. More than that, there was this flutter of excitement, something he hadn’t experienced since he saw— 
 
    No. 
 
    Justin refused to think about it. 
 
    “I’m his last First Inspection?” 
 
    “That’s correct,” said a familiar voice. Lauren. 
 
    Justin lifted his head, and he found himself facing a woman in glasses. She wore dark, sturdy pants, a vest with several pockets, and she had her hair pulled back into a ponytail. 
 
    “Yes,” she said after several more seconds. “I think I can have some fun with him.” 
 
    “Then I will leave you to it,” Lauren replied. 
 
    Another woman. Another potential buyer. Justin contemplated what this might mean, and his chest locked up. He thought of how these women would and could use him; he finally understood what it meant to be property or worse—a commodity. 
 
    “You can look at me,” said the woman. “I reviewed your data. You truly a navigator?” 
 
    Justin swallowed, only he didn’t really know what to say. Before his capture, it would have been easy and obvious. Yes. He was a navigator. He had worked at his profession for years. He had mastered valuable skills over the course of long training sessions and difficult scenarios out in the wilds of space. 
 
    But now? 
 
    This boy couldn’t be sure. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she said. “I’m not like many of the others. I’m definitely not like Lily Kalanas.” 
 
    Justin blinked quickly, and he thought he saw something there, something important, a detail he needed to cling to, except she continued, “My name is Patricia Baderis, and I’m a researcher from Rensdottir University. I’m interested in you, Justin. Tell me about yourself.” 
 
    “My name was Justin, and I am currently the property of the Amici Syndicate. I will—” he started to say. In fact, he didn’t even contemplate exactly when he started to refer to his first name in the past tense. 
 
    Apparently, that wasn’t what Patricia wished to hear because she quickly interrupted, “No. No. That’s not what I’m interested in. I can find all of those data points in your records. I’m interested in the man you used be.” 
 
    He blinked, startled by this. “Why?” 
 
    “That’s why,” she said. “Because you can ask questions and provide a new perspective. That can be very valuable to a woman like me.” 
 
    “But I’m just a boy,” he said with his preprogrammed protestation. 
 
    “Yes,” she agreed. “Male limitations are very well documented. That said, I am still interested in you. I’m looking for a potential research companion.” 
 
    “That’s all?” Justin asked, almost awestruck by the concept. 
 
    “No, that’s not all,” she said and grinned. 
 
    Yes, this woman may have been a researcher and an intellectual, yet she still had her own cravings, and she wouldn’t be denied. That much was obvious. 
 
    Nervous energy ran through his body, but Justin looked to the left and right. He was on his feet with shackles around his ankles and another set holding his arms behind his back. They loved posing him, he realized. They loved getting to explore and study him. He had been unconscious before, yet that could have been another facet of his hypnotic programming. 
 
    “Are you interested in exploration?” 
 
    Justin hardened his lips together in a line. “I don’t understand,” he told her. 
 
    “I know you don’t,” she said with a smile. “And that is okay. But I want to know. Are you interested in exploration?” 
 
    “Yes,” he told her. “It’s why I became a navigator in the first place.” 
 
    She clapped her hands together. “Excellent. Then let’s go take a look at a set of ruins.” 
 
    “Ruins?” Justin asked. 
 
      
 
    She attached his leash, guided him through the Amici compound, and they headed up. They took an elevator to the roof, and that’s where he saw the hovercraft. Although Justin had visited many planets, he still admired the clean lines and curves of the local vehicles. They were so much more advanced than anything the Duchy possessed. 
 
    With a wave of her hand, she triggered the ramp. Striding up ahead, she climbed inside, and Justin followed like a pet. 
 
    When he saw the navigational console, his mouth actually started to water. He imagined what it would be like to fly around a planet, to wander, explore, and learn the secrets of this world. He could pull out his data slate, aim his camera, and record everything. It would have been so amazing. 
 
    Without even thinking about it, Justin started to walk over to the console, but she gave him a tug on his leash and pointed toward a different compartment. “You go in there,” she said, pointing to the cage. 
 
    That’s when Justin realized he wouldn’t be permitted to run his fingers over those consoles, touch the controls, or even watch from the cockpit as the vessel raced up into the air. 
 
    “This isn’t up for debate,” she said. 
 
    Like an obedient boy, he climbed into the cage. She slammed the gate shut and locked it. “Very good,” Patricia said. “Don’t worry. I will bring you out when it’s time to explore.” 
 
    Explore? What did she have in mind? 
 
    Justin felt the momentum of the vessel shift as they cut into the air and raced across the sky. The movements were so much smoother than any other ship he had been on. Again, he had to marvel at what these women possessed. 
 
    As he tried to get comfortable, Justin did his best to settle in, only he fell to the side of the landing gear just a few minutes later. 
 
    “That’s not possible,” Justin whispered. 
 
    “We’re here,” she said. 
 
    She walked over to the cage, let him out, and he crawled onto the floor before standing. He looked back at Patricia. “That wasn’t long enough. We couldn’t go anywhere.” 
 
    “You really aren’t from this world, are you? That’s so cute!” She reached up and pinched his cheek before reattaching his leash. He looked down at it and shivered again. Even after all of this time and all of his training, Justin still felt embarrassed when he thought of what it meant to be on a leash like any other pet. 
 
    Patricia turned back toward the ramp and stepped down. Fresh air washed into the crew compartment. 
 
    Following along, Justin didn’t know what to expect, but it wasn’t this. The first thing he noticed was the scent of salt water. 
 
    The ocean? 
 
    Yes. 
 
    They stepped out onto sand. He turned, saw the huge span of water as it stretched from one side of the horizon to the other. He didn’t understand the chemistry or why this world would have green oceans, but it was still beautiful. Sunlight played down along the waves as they tapped against the shoreline. White crests appeared and collapsed. The green seemed to stretch on to infinity. 
 
    “We aren’t here for the water,” Patricia said. 
 
    Having been here many times before, she wasn’t startled or surprised by any of this beauty. 
 
    “We also have a time limit.” 
 
    “Where are you taking me?” 
 
    “To explore,” she said. 
 
    She pulled him toward the tree line. Like an obedient pet, Justin followed a few steps behind. He did his best to watch her hand to pick out exactly where he needed to go. They climbed over rocks, ducked under thick branches, and he listened. 
 
    “How wild is this area?” 
 
    “Another good question,” she said. “Don’t worry. The local fauna has been largely tamed. They still follow their instincts, but they are repelled by some of the impulses from the data slate.” 
 
    Justin just barely understood what that meant. Again, he marveled at their superior technology, and he was about to learn how they did it. 
 
    They hiked through the trees for just a few minutes, but Justin glanced over his shoulder, and he could no longer see the ocean or even the outlines of the hovercraft they had used to get here. 
 
    For the first time, he actually felt grateful for his leash because it meant he wouldn’t be able to get lost. 
 
    The air underneath the canopy was surprisingly cool, and then he wasn’t thinking about the temperature or anything else because she pulled him into a clearing, and that’s when he saw the white shapes, smooth and beautiful like sculptures. 
 
    “What is this?” 
 
    “Are you familiar with the Original Architects?” 
 
    Justin furrowed his brows and glanced back at her. “That’s just a rumor,” he answered right away. Yes, he had heard about the Original Architects, supposedly some kind of alien species that had existed centuries or millennia before any of the modern nations had stretched into the stars. 
 
    “This is one of their settlements,” she said. “Or rather, that’s what we suppose it is. Always difficult to tell with them.” 
 
    For a moment, Justin forgot about his leash, so he started to stride forward. He reached out to touch the smooth white stone only then she tugged back on his lead, and he had to stop. 
 
    “Why did you bring me here?” 
 
    “I want your perspective, of course,” she replied. 
 
    “But I’m just a boy,” Justin said. Shame burned through his body as he admitted this, but the programming lurked deep within his psyche. Lauren had done an excellent job. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” she said with a dismissive wave of her hand. Walking past him, she pulled on his leash and forced him to follow. “But I want you to tell me what you think of these devices. When you walk between these edifices, what do you think? What do you see?” 
 
    “They’re beautiful,” he said. “They’re more like works of art.” 
 
    By this point, he came close enough, so he reached out and started to touch one. 
 
    Patricia stopped. 
 
    She waited. 
 
    His fingers caressed the smooth stone. It was strange. 
 
    These ruins must have been several centuries old, at least, yet they all seem clean and pristine. 
 
    “No,” Patricia said, guessing his thought. “We don’t generally monitor this settlement. We don’t take care of these things.” 
 
    “But they look brand-new,” Justin said. 
 
    “That’s because they still have power. Also, they possess some kind of self repair technology.” 
 
    “That’s amazing,” he said. “But I’m not an engineer.” 
 
    “You don’t need to be to offer a fresh perspective,” she replied. 
 
    “Can I take some pictures?” Justin asked. He didn’t know where the impulse came from, but this was incredible. He knew no one from the Duchy had ever been here. And yet, this young woman trusted him. 
 
    Startled, Justin realized that that his escape just became so much more important. If he could get off of this world and back to the Duchy, then he could tell their leader all about the advantage wielded by these women. Perhaps they could finally come up with some strategy to counter the women of Athena Erimos… 
 
    “No,” she replied, pulling on his leash and striding ahead. Some of the buildings were taller, two or three stories. Other edifices seemed much smaller, like they barely reached up to his knees. Justin had no idea what any of this did. 
 
    “If you wanted to understand OA technology, what would you do?” 
 
    “Get an engineer?” Justin suggested. 
 
    “We have engineers all of the planet checking out the different settlements.” 
 
    “Wait,” he said, glancing around as he finally registered an obvious detail. “Shouldn’t there be soldiers here? Drones? Something to protect this place?” 
 
    “Why would there be? We have thousands of sites all over the planet.” 
 
    “Thousands? Thousands here on Athena?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. As Patricia studied him, it was obvious she enjoyed that look of incredulity as it spread across his features. “What? Did you think these were uncommon? We don’t know much about the Original Architects, but they left quite a bit behind.” 
 
    “Is that, is that how this world has become so advanced?” Justin asked slowly, like he couldn’t understand the implications. 
 
    “Yes.” She continued to watch him. “And now, obedient boy, I want you to follow me and look around.” 
 
    She said she desired another perspective, yet Justin had no idea what he could offer or why she would care about his point of view. Ultimately, it didn’t matter. 
 
    He followed, scurrying along. He admired the planes, the curves, lines and sharp edges. As he explored all of it, large buildings and small sculptures, he wondered what would happen if he or someone else cracked one of these things open. What if some cascading blue wave of energy shot out, disintegrating them all? Or perhaps they would discover some alien body. 
 
    “As near as we can tell, they were basically human,” Patricia said. “We don’t know how this happened or why, but they seem to be some kind of offshoot. Some suspect that humanity achieved faster than light travel far earlier than our histories recorded. Maybe one group decided to leave here before the rest.” 
 
    “Or someone helped them?” 
 
    “That’s a possibility,” Patricia acknowledged. “That said, we don’t have any evidence to support it.” 
 
    “Right,” he said. 
 
    “But you know what my favorite part is?” 
 
    “What?” She tugged on his leash and sped up. 
 
    He may have been taller than Patricia, but he had to rush to keep up. Even then, he felt his collar again and again as the slack disappeared between them. 
 
    Patricia approached one building in particular. It looked solid. No windows, no doors. But then she picked out one spot, stepped forward, and she touched the four fingertips on her right hand to a seemingly random patch of white stone. 
 
    That’s when he saw the lines and curves. He couldn’t help but think of a transistor or microprocessor, perhaps some kind of motherboard. Sparks of blue, green, and purple energy seemed to run along the exterior. 
 
    Then suddenly, images appeared all around them. Holograms. Hundreds. Thousands. 
 
    Justin looked around. Only seconds before, this place had seemed to be so empty and abandoned. The buildings remained, but all else had turned to dust. Even the streets had become dry, barren ground. 
 
    But now, he saw people. Semitransparent, they seemed to live all around him. Many were walking, jogging along, or getting ready to jump into their own hover vehicles. They looked like some of the machines used by the women of this world. 
 
    “A recording?” Justin asked. 
 
    “One of many,” she said. “Isn’t it beautiful?” 
 
    “It’s impressive,” he said. 
 
    And then he realized something. 
 
    “They are all women,” he said. 
 
    He started scanning from one phase to another. Some of them were taller and looked stronger. Others were diminutive and petite, but he couldn’t spot any men. 
 
    “Not quite,” Patricia replied. 
 
    Before he could ask, Justin spotted one man off to the side. Naked. Collared. Trapped in chastity. 
 
    Right as he saw that, Justin felt this reflex. He glanced down and looked at the equipment he wore. His cage. 
 
    They were the same. 
 
    “This is what happened, isn’t it? The women of this world discovered this technology, and you used it to overthrow the men. You turned them into slaves!” 
 
    “We followed the architects’ example,” she replied. 
 
    “But you didn’t have to do that. You could have continued to live like equals!” Justin insisted. 
 
    “That’s what you think, isn’t it? That we picked up the wrong lesson? We saw what they could do, their technology, their advances, and we decided to seize it for ourselves. But you think that’s wrong…” Patricia processed all of this with a contemplative smile on her face as she seemed to work her way through the various implications. 
 
    “Yes…” 
 
    “Go on,” she replied. “Tell me more.” 
 
    As she spoke, she considered him. She watched him with a hungry, predatory gaze. Her eyes focused on his face, yet it seemed like she wanted to take all of him in. 
 
    Justin gulped. Part of him thought that this was ridiculous, that she wasn’t really listening to anything he said, yet he realized this might be his only chance to negotiate. She was actually talking to him. Unlike so many of the other women he had encountered, she didn’t intend to tie him down or gag him. 
 
    “Look, I understand. I know how tempting it can be to take control. All of you are in charge. The men here are all under your thumbs. But we could have a better world if we all worked together. Women and men together. Men can think for themselves. They don’t need to be treated like pets. They don’t need to be treated like slaves. Right now, half of your population is being treated like cattle.” 
 
    “Go on,” she said again. 
 
    “You have already, so much. Men can help you as equals. Just think about everything you could accomplish.” 
 
    She nodded, crossed her arms, and tilted her head slightly as she gazed up toward the blue sky. “You make some interesting points,” she said. Then she stepped forward, and she pressed her lips to his. She kissed him, and she grabbed his hand and shoved him up against one of the buildings. 
 
    “What, what are you doing? I thought we were talking!” 
 
    “I asked for your perspective, and you gave it to me. Perhaps I will write about this later. That was an intriguing offer,” she said. 
 
    “You can’t use me,” he replied. 
 
    When she smiled, the corners of her eyes wrinkled slightly, “Yes, I can.” 
 
    Justin inhaled, but she kissed him again. Not only that, his body responded. 
 
    “You want me to let you out of your chastity cage?” 
 
    “Yes, please,” he said. 
 
    Justin didn’t have to like it, but all of his independent impulses seemed to fade and disappear when a woman like this touched him and teased him. 
 
    “I’ve always wondered what it would be like to have sex with a boy here among the ruins.” She flashed him a mischievous smile while she held his wrists in place. 
 
    “Please, can we talk? I need to convince you.” 
 
    Patricia touched a finger to his mouth. “You get one more sentence. Make it count.” 
 
    “We could be so much more,” he said. 
 
    Despite the rule she just gave him, Justin kept trying to speak, so she placed the palm of her hand on his mouth. Then, with that same playful smile, she said, “That was it. It’s a shame, but you didn’t convince me. Now just be quiet, boy.” 
 
    Boy. 
 
    When that word smacked against his eardrums, he knew he wouldn’t be able to convince her. 
 
    “I really enjoy touching you,” she said next. Her fingers brushed along his neck and the contours of his collar. From there, she stroked his chest and rubbed his sides. She pinched his ass, and then she leaned in to kiss him again. 
 
    Justin wondered what would have happened if he tried to shove her back. As a man, he was supposed to be bigger and stronger, yet physical prowess meant nothing in a technological age, especially one influenced by this powerfully ancient civilization. 
 
    As she played with him, she pressed her chest to his. He could feel the soft give her breasts. Her nipples hardened underneath her top, and he started to let out these throaty little moans. 
 
    “I could have so much fun riding you,” she told him. 
 
    Then she leaned down, and she grazed his neck with the edges of her teeth. Finally, she pulled him back by his collar, and she pointed to a spot right there on the ground. “You know what I want.” 
 
    He did. 
 
    But he didn’t move fast enough, Patricia shoved her palms against his shoulders, and he stumbled back. She knocked him to the soft ground. He landed hard on his buttocks before she straddled his face. She shoved him down onto his back, and suddenly her legs were right there against his cheeks. 
 
    “This is how a woman uses a man,” she said, making it sound like a lesson. She kissed him again with a quick sweep of her lips against his. The researcher drew back, smirked, and leaned in again. With every kiss, she continued to press her body against his. 
 
    Raw need pulsed through him, but Justin didn’t know what to do or think. He kept yearning to beg, but this woman was obviously determined. She knew exactly what she wanted, and she wouldn’t stop. 
 
    Pulling back, she reached for the clasp on her hands. She pulled it free, she made out, and pulled off her underwear all in the same movement. 
 
    She straddled his face again, and now she started to rub her sex along his lips. 
 
    Justin didn’t know what to think or believe or accept. 
 
    Perhaps this was all some elaborate prank, like they had just constructed an artificial set of ruins. Yet even as the thought occurred to him, he knew it wasn’t true. These women had discovered something amazing. 
 
    Then he wondered what would have happened if leaders from the Duchy of Durendal found something like this. 
 
    Politics would have corrupted everything, he knew. 
 
    “Lick. Lick because you know I deserve it. Lick because you know I’m in charge. You will do whatever I want, Justin. You’re a boy, it’s your job to help women like me.” 
 
    For an instant, he wished he could have said something like, “But I thought you wanted my perspective? I thought you wanted to hear my thoughts?” She already had, and he hadn’t offered any brilliant insight. He hadn’t been able to prove himself… 
 
    As far as this intellectual was concerned, Justin was nothing but a boy, so he was best on his back with her positioned on top. 
 
    Taking one quick breath after another, he started licking. He didn’t talk. He didn’t try to express any ideas. Instead, he just served her. He slid his tongue along her crevice. He worshiped her as she demanded and expected. 
 
    “There we go. That’s right. You know, our technological advances are just going faster and faster now. As we learn more, we get better at reverse engineering the OA technology right now, we are still reliant on Starfall FTL Drives, just like everyone else. But that won’t last long. From what I understand, our researchers are coming up with teleportation technology, not just for individuals, but for individual starships. Imagine it. Instead of having to spend countless hours, days, and weeks traveling from one planet to another, we could just appear wherever we like instantaneously.” 
 
    Justin licked faster. 
 
    He didn’t do it on purpose. Rather, the fear coursed through his veins, making it easier for him to give her what she wanted. 
 
    “That’s real power.” 
 
    Justin couldn’t disagree. 
 
    If that technology existed, then every navigator just like him would be rendered obsolete. 
 
    “You know, I have read through many of the histories written by some of your most famous and vaunted scholars. I’m not impressed.” She giggled even as she rode his face. 
 
    As an intellectual and a researcher, she seemed to have a difficult time simply focusing on the sensations as they pulsed between her inner thighs. Yes, his tongue must’ve felt incredible, yet this woman expected more. 
 
    Or maybe understanding the broader historical context actually turned her on. Justin grimaced at the thought, yet his tongue didn’t slow down. No matter how she thought, saw the world, or decided to enjoy herself, he didn’t get to argue or complain. 
 
    Once again, he had been reduced to the status of a sex toy. As a slave under her command, he would do anything she demanded. 
 
    It was simple, obvious, and inescapable. 
 
    Justin kept licking, sliding his tongue along her opening, penetrating her, moving his appendage over the walls of her opening, all to satisfy her. 
 
    “Your scholars always fall into the same traps. Sure, they like to say that they understand history and historiography, but they don’t, not really. Again and again, they fall into the same boy traps.” 
 
    Boy traps. Justin had never heard that phrase before, so he needed another couple of seconds and a few more swipes of his tongue. As she straddled him, she giggled. Perhaps she knew he was trying to piece the different words together and figure out what that meant. 
 
    “A boy trap,” she explained with this professorial tone, “is an intellectual mistake commonly made by males. Think of it as a logical fallacy, only one based on gender.” 
 
    As she uttered those words, she slowed down for just a moment. Justin followed her example as his tongue glided along her opening. The taste of her excitement buzzed along his tongue. Not only that, he savored the weight and feel of her body. 
 
    He was learning. 
 
    Justin didn’t like it, especially because he could see the bias in their curriculum. Boy traps? Really? Then again, he had no idea whether or not the boys on this world had any chance of receiving an education. It seemed unlikely. He could understand or imagine scenarios where a few boys might be allowed to go to schools, but their curricula would be completely different. 
 
    What to study? Obedience? Domestic service? 
 
    He shivered at the thought, only then he could also envision a few boys perhaps sneaking into the regular schools. Maybe they would get exemptions or special exceptions. Even then, the female students would probably tease him relentlessly. And each time one of those boys failed, it would just prove that the men weren’t designed to go to school. They weren’t properly equipped, psychologically or intellectually, to handle an education. 
 
    The researcher riding his face certainly enjoyed taunting him, “My favorite boy trap? Believing that determination is enough to overcome any obstacle. First, this obviously isn’t true. If you are out in space, it doesn’t matter how determined you are. The lack of an atmosphere and pressure will kill you no matter what. It’s not a matter of determination. Yes, there are many scenarios where grit becomes important, but the boys tend to overgeneralize.” 
 
    She paused for a moment, pulled away, and looked down into his eyes. “What do you think of that, Justin? Do you fall into any boy traps?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. “This is the first time I’ve ever heard that phrase.” 
 
    “Then keep listening,” she said. At the same moment, like a teacher, she continued. Not only that, she also pressed her sex back down against his mouth. Talking down to him and lecturing him clearly turned her on. At the same time, she loved the feel of his tongue as he licked and flickered those motions against her most sensitive opening. 
 
    Or maybe she wanted to draw this out. Perhaps she wanted to enjoy his oral servitude for as long as possible. If she had simply relaxed into the sensations of his tongue, then she would have lost in just a few seconds. This way, she could savor his subjugation. 
 
    “Another historical boy trap is the idea that battles are determined by strength, determination, and courage. Sometimes, your historians get a little bit more creative and they focus on tactical choices. But there are other factors that make one society stronger than another. You know what those are, Justin?” 
 
    With his tongue and lips otherwise occupied, the boy underneath her couldn’t answer. 
 
    Patricia didn’t seem to mind. The researcher grinned, threw her head back, and she panted for several seconds. Perhaps she was planning out the next portion of her lecture. 
 
    Justin shivered with embarrassment as all of this happened. He knew he was being used. He had become part of her sexual fantasies; this was something she intended to enjoy. She wanted to take him here, to show off people’s intellectual superiority. The worst part? 
 
    Justin couldn’t argue with her. If they had discovered the Original Architects and reversed engineered their technology, then he knew the men of his society didn’t stand a chance, not unless he could somehow warn them. 
 
    But how? 
 
    This former navigator had no idea. None. 
 
    Simultaneously, her voice continued to wash over him, drilling down into his psyche and making it seem impossible. There was no way to resist these women. Instead, he needed to obey. But that could have just been the programming. 
 
    Justin closed his eyes, and she kept talking. “Societies thrive based on a combination of unity, inclusive economic structures, and by embracing education and innovation. When the people of a community understand that they need to work together, help one another, and adapt to changing circumstances, then they can succeed. If they fight amongst themselves, concentrate on getting rich at the expense of others, or if they abandon the tenants of innovation and learning, then they will fail. A few of my colleagues believe the Original Architects must have fallen into one of these traps. But I don’t think so. I think they decided to leave this galaxy. I think they left their technology behind for us to find. And now, the most superior societies are about to take over. We will conquer one planet after another. Right now, we are taking the Duchy worlds that include OA ruins. You boys haven’t even figured out what’s right there. You could be doing the same thing. But you don’t? Why is that again? Oh, that’s right. Because you are so busy making sure your rivals stay weak.” 
 
    Justin wished he could have said something about how he didn’t pay attention to politics. And yet, he had to wonder if that made him any better. 
 
    “Poor boy. I bet you have a lot of regrets. But it’s okay. In time, you will learn to succumb to that collar and your cage. Like right now, I bet you would be willing to do anything for an orgasm.” 
 
    She pulled away, shifted her position, and looked down into his eyes. 
 
    Justin realized that she was giving him the opportunity to speak. 
 
    “We’re going to fight,” he said. 
 
    “That’s so cute! Really, very adorable,” she said with an emphatic nod of her head. “Of course you are going to try to fight. I’m sure, at some point, members of the Duchy will finally realize that we are the true threat. But guess what? It’s already too late.” 
 
    Right as she finished, Justin thought it would be his turn to speak. He thought she might be willing to entertain some counterargument. 
 
    No. 
 
    Patricia slid forward again, and she pressed her sex right down against his mouth. 
 
    Theoretically, he could have tried to turn his head and speak anyway. Perhaps he would be able to force this researcher to listen to what he had to say. It was a nice idea and a sweet fantasy, but Justin couldn’t resist. 
 
    This boy couldn’t tell whether or not his impulses came from days of hard training or Lauren’s implanted reflexes and desires; either way, Justin started to lick instead of talking. 
 
    There was a beautiful, intelligent, powerful woman above him, and she expected his oral servitude, so he gave it. He continued to lick, gently gliding his tongue up and down before she lowered herself onto his face, forcing him to penetrate her. 
 
    “Right there,” she said as he felt the stiffened outline of her clit. “Oh, that’s good. That’s really good. Yes. Lick me. Lick me and serve me. Lick me, serve me, and think about how your people are doomed. You might be a slave now. You might be one of the first, but you’re not going to be the last, Justin. Oh no. Boys like you all across the galaxy are going to be collared. Yes, you will! It’s a historical inevitability!” 
 
    As he served her, Justin tilted his head to the side just a tiny bit. She didn’t notice, yet he still felt the collar around his neck, and it reinforced his status. 
 
    Plaything. Pet. Slave. Property. The different words to describe him flashed through his head, and he knew they applied to every other boy on the planet as well. 
 
    “Keep going. Just right there. Yes. Just like that. A little faster. Faster now. Faster!” Patricia no longer expounded upon her theories. Instead, she took this boy for the physical sensations he could offer. Just as she expected, he gave her the satisfaction she demanded; he obeyed her cravings and served her as she expected. His tongue darted up and down, again and again. 
 
    “Good. That’s right. Good. Right there. Yes! Perfect! Perfect!” Her breathing fractured, and she no longer spoke. Instead, she threw her head back, lifted her chin, thrust her chest forward, and embraced those pulsating, hot impulses as they ran through her body. 
 
    Bright satisfaction and perfect ecstasy quaked at her center. She dropped her head forward, cried out, and savored that explosion of raw, animal bliss. 
 
    Still panting, she pulled away and looked down into his eyes. “Tell me what you have learned, and I will consider having sex with you.” 
 
    She brushed her fingers along his neck and down toward his chest. Her digits played over the outline of his chastity cage. He didn’t have access to his most sensitive part, but his shaft still tensed with that wild need. As hard as he tried, he couldn’t fight those instincts. 
 
    “I, I don’t think I can,” he protested. 
 
    Justin was trying so hard. 
 
    On some level, he couldn’t even comprehend the importance of his dignity or self-respect. He had already been treated like an animal in so many different ways. These women viewed him as nothing but property. 
 
    But if he agreed, then he really would be defeated. Until then, he might be able to hold out. Not only that, he still clung to the idea that he might be able to get back to the Duchy and warn them. 
 
    “Last chance…” 
 
    Then he closed his eyes, and the words came rushing out, “The men of the Duchy are doomed because you are reverse engineering this technology. You will figure it out. You will defeat us because you are stronger and smarter.” 
 
    “It’s not about strength,” she said. “It’s about intelligence. We know what we want. We are unified, and we will take it from you. And what do we want?” 
 
    “Us?” Justin asked with this nervous timbre in his voice. 
 
    She cupped his cheeks in the palms of her hands, looked down into his eyes, and it seemed like she might kiss him. Then she could take him. She had freed him from the chastity cage, and it would feel so good! 
 
    Some of the other women had used him. She might as well… 
 
    “Please? Please, you are right. You are right because you have this technology, and you are better than us. You are smarter. You’re so much smarter!” 
 
    “That’s true,” she acknowledged, “But I still have a lot of work to do, so let’s get you back to the Amici syndicate, shall we?” 
 
    Justin’s eyes widened with shock and disappointment. But then she just laughed, “You really thought you could convince me, didn’t you?” The sounds of her amusement pummeled down against his ego, reminding Justin that he was just a boy, and he would never be able to manipulate these women. They took what they wanted, and he had to give it to them. Because one way or another, they would always win… 
 
      
 
    “I’m very disappointed,” Lauren said. 
 
    Justin lifted his head. He found himself on his knees, on another one of those raised platforms with his arms pulled behind his back and shackled to the floor. He could squirm a little bit to the left or the right, but he knew it would be completely futile, especially in Lauren’s presence. 
 
    “What did I do wrong?” Justin asked. Then he blinked, shook his head, and tried again. “Miss, what did I do wrong?” 
 
    “You?” Lauren asked. She made a dismissive gesture, waving away the idea. “Nothing. I have reviewed your mark. According to the data, you have been reasonably obedient. It’s obvious that you are strong enough to resist captivity.” 
 
    His brows for rose together, “And why are you disappointed?” 
 
    “Because they haven’t given me enough time,” she said. She puffed out her cheeks, glanced down at him, and seemed to consider her options. “The auction is tonight. You have gone through your First Inspections, so the buyers have plenty of information.” 
 
    “I’m going to be sold…” Justin uttered those words more to himself than anyone else. He didn’t need the confirmation. He understood. 
 
    It seemed impossible, like something of this magnitude wasn’t supposed to happen. 
 
    And yet, he had messed up. Badly. He had insulted one woman and underestimated so many others. That’s why he was trapped with that constant desire between his legs. But no, he wasn’t allowed to touch himself. He wasn’t allowed access to his manhood. They kept him locked up, bound by a chastity belt people from his own society wouldn’t have been able to comprehend. 
 
    “That’s right, Justin.” She stood over him, he looked up along the length of her body, and that’s when he heard her voice again. “It’s time to relax. Relax and consider how you are going to be sold. You are property now, you can’t wait to be owned.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to be owned,” he repeated because her voice washed over him. Any lingering sense of defiance or resistance melted away. 
 
    Justin couldn’t help himself. It was so easy to listen to this woman and to do whatever she said. 
 
    “Relax and listen to the sound of my voice. Relax and remember who you are meant to be. You are a boy, and boys need to be owned.” 
 
    She worked and implanted his controls, making sure his new owner, whoever she happened to be, could enjoy a properly obedient and deferential slave boy. 
 
    It was time for the auction. 
 
      
 
    Justin lost focus. 
 
    Around him, things happened. 
 
    Another handler came and took him to wash him. 
 
    He could feel the soap, the suds, the hot water, and her touch. At the same time, he was distantly aware of the desire between his legs. He wished he could climax, just once. He needed the relief. Maybe then, he would have been able to think clearly. 
 
    But the women around him didn’t care if he could think clearly. They weren’t interested in his thoughts or ideas. 
 
    He was a boy, human livestock, and he needed to simply follow orders. 
 
    Whenever a woman told him to stand, he obeyed. They told him to step forward or follow, he did that as well. Yes, they kept him leashed, and sure, the threat of an electrical jolt was always there, but Lauren had done an excellent job. He remained in his reverie for a long time, only vaguely aware of what was happening around him. 
 
    Finally, Amanda stood in front of him. 
 
    When he saw this beautiful woman, he blinked. He seemed to shake his head for a moment, but she just glanced off in another direction and asked, “Is he ready? I don’t want him looking like we have drugged him.” 
 
    “He’s ready,” Lauren said. Then she muttered something else, probably something about how Amanda had rushed her work. 
 
    Did that mean Justin might be able to resist? 
 
    He’s ready. As Justin absorbed those words, he started to fantasize about some scenario where this might be his chance. These women really believed they had taken him, reshaped him, and turned him into a slave. And yet, he closed his eyes, and he tried to think of his old life. He remembered sitting at a navigational console. He recalled the different icons, the commands, calculations, and procedures. 
 
    So much went into navigating a starship across the cosmos. 
 
    “I think you’re right,” Amanda said. Then she leaned forward, and she whispered something to Justin, “It doesn’t matter what you do. I’m an excellent saleswoman.” 
 
    He blinked again as she stepped away. 
 
    He looked ahead, and quickly realized that he was on the side of a stage. He glanced down, saw the leash and realized it was different. Instead of simple and utilitarian black leather, this one was made from gold links. 
 
    The chastity belt was the same. He assumed the collar was the same as well. And yet, they wanted to show him off when possible. 
 
    Amanda raised her hands, and that’s when Justin heard the cheers. 
 
    “Ladies, we have several very special specimens for you tonight. Well-trained, beautifully exercised males from Tavin!” 
 
    Tavin. The northern continent. 
 
    Amanda Amici continued, “We also have a pair of twins. Think about what you might do with them!” The head of this merchant syndicate winked at the audience, and there was this burst of laughter as everyone seemed to enjoy the different possibilities and prospects. “We have golden blondes, dark-haired darlings, redheads, and so much more for you tonight!” 
 
    The crowd clapped, cheered, and hollered. Although Justin remained thoroughly relaxed, he wondered how many of these women would take a new slave home tonight. 
 
    Amanda Amici, one of the most powerful traders on Athena Erimos, basked in the applause and concentrated enthusiasm before she continued. Like an orchestra’s conductor, she knew how to maximize the audience’s energy and excitement. 
 
    “From talented, trained, and experienced playthings to strong and virile males perfect for equine training, we have a lot of beautiful possibilities for you tonight. But of course, there is something you want to see, something truly exotic. You’ve reviewed his mark! You seen what he can do. You’ve read the reports and the reviews from his First Inspections! Are you ready?” 
 
    Women cheered. They clapped and shouted. 
 
    Even on his side of the stage, Justin could hardly believe the exuberance as it washed out onto the stage. 
 
    “Are you ready? Are you ready for this?” Amanda called out, her voice echoing from the hidden speakers. 
 
    Again, the applause was deafening. The roar seemed to shoot out. 
 
    “Then let’s see this boy!” 
 
    That’s when Lauren stepped forward. The trainer held his golden chain, and she tugged, pulling him forward. 
 
    “Remember to perform,” she said. 
 
    Justin heard the words, and he didn’t register them for what they really meant. 
 
    If he had been allowed to think for himself, then maybe Justin would have taken this opportunity. Perhaps he would have been able to embarrass the Amici Syndicate. It would have been spiteful, and it wouldn’t have helped him escape, but perhaps he didn’t really care about that, not if he had the chance to rebel. 
 
    Only he didn’t. 
 
    These women knew exactly what they were doing, so those words reverberated between his ears. 
 
    Remember to perform. 
 
    When he stepped out onto the stage, Justin returned to his fantasy: his defiant statement, his raucous sign of rebellion, and his demonstration that he could never be tamed. He didn’t care what they did to him because he would always be able to fight back. He would strain the bonds they put on him, eventually breaking them! 
 
    In fact, he fought to say something like, “Ladies of Athena Erimos, my name is Justin Drake, and I am a man. I’m not a boy. I’m not a pet. I’m not a dog or a pony. I’m not what you would make me! I am a Registered Navigator, and I am a free man. I don’t care what you make me wear or how you force me to perform! I am an individual! I am a man! I will not bow before you!” 
 
    Then there would be the lingering silence as these women were forced to confront what kind of person he really was. They wouldn’t get to see him as a toy any longer… 
 
    As those thoughts fluttered through his head, Justin should have gotten nervous. But he didn’t. 
 
    He stepped out onto the stage. His gold chain dangled from his collar, and Amanda stepped forward to take it. 
 
    He didn’t try to push her back, nor did he even turn to face the audience. Instead, she escorted him from one side of the stage to the other. The chain leash must have glinted beautifully, the gold reflecting perfectly. 
 
    The noise! 
 
    The women in the crowd screamed, roared, shouted, clapped, and they even stomped their feet with approval. 
 
    Like a model or some well-trained animal, Justin covered the length of the stage twice, escorted by this beautiful merchant. Along the way, she started to read off some of the more pertinent details. She talked about length and thickness of his arms, the breath of his chest, his height, and more. 
 
    She read off the statistics like he was any other product. 
 
    And then he finally came to a stop. 
 
    He had to perform. 
 
    Justin couldn’t even enjoy his normal nervousness. 
 
    Like so many other people, the thought of standing in front of dozens or hundreds of powerful women, naked except for his chastity cage and collar, should have terrified him. 
 
    But no, these women would not even allow him that simple freedom. 
 
    He didn’t get to be scared. 
 
    He didn’t get to be nervous. 
 
    He didn’t get to ruin a demonstration of what The Amici Syndicate could accomplish. 
 
    As though he had performed this countless times, he stopped in the center of the stage with this woman still holding onto his chain leash. Finally, she stepped back, motioned toward him, and announced, “This is the boy once known as Justin Drake. If you buy him, his name will become your prerogative. Name him whatever you like. You know his mark. You have seen that symbol and those numbers. You’ve reviewed his information. But let’s see what else he can do. Let’s see him in action!” 
 
    What did that mean? 
 
    Justin couldn’t know one way or the other, but Amanda Amici snapped her fingers. She grinned at him and leaned forward. She whispered something, “Exercise One.” 
 
    Before he could look confused, this urge to kneel overwhelmed him. 
 
    Distantly, Justin almost recognized it as another preprogrammed command. The awareness didn’t help; he lowered himself down onto his knees before her. 
 
    Then he looked up at her. He held his hands together, and he pushed his elbows against his sides. Justin waited for permission. “Go ahead,” Amanda said. She stretched her right leg forward, and he glanced down at the red leather of her boot. His eyes widened. 
 
    No. Not this. Not again! 
 
    He thought of what it had been like to kiss her feet, lick her toes, and he wished for that opportunity again. But not her. Not to the woman who is going to sell him! 
 
    Okay, so he couldn’t deliver his grand soliloquy. He couldn’t stand before these women and call out a defiant monologue of rage and resistance. Even so, he would show these women that they couldn’t completely control him. 
 
    There was just one problem with that silent promise Justin made to himself. 
 
    They could control him. 
 
    They could own him. 
 
    They could reprogram and rewrite his every impulse… 
 
    That’s why Justin kept his head down in front of that audience. That’s why these women clapped. There was a collective intake of breath as they watched him kiss her boot. 
 
    Then she parted her legs slightly, and he held his hands up again. He was pleading, begging. And although he didn’t speak, the pantomime seemed to interpret. 
 
    Every woman in that auditorium knew what was going on and what he wanted. 
 
    “You may,” Amanda said. 
 
    Justin hated the way his shaft twitched in his cage. He despised how it pushed against the boundaries. Worse, he would have begged if she had asked for it. She didn’t need the programming. 
 
    But that wasn’t what she expected or demanded, not yet. 
 
    Rather, Justin slid his head up along the length of her thighs. He nuzzled her crotch as she stood there. She called out, “Wouldn’t you like to have this boy on his knees, pleading for the opportunity to serve you? Remember all of those long, hard days where you have to handle your responsibilities and about how relaxing and enticing it could be to come home to something like this.” 
 
    Justin nuzzled without licking, probably because she didn’t want a dark patch of his saliva to appear on her crotch. Even so, he demonstrated exactly what he could do. 
 
    “Or maybe you want to hear the desperation in his voice. Is that what you want?” 
 
    “Yes!” shouted a contingent from the audience. That chorus of female voices working together slammed into him. He almost fell back under the force of their desire and determination. 
 
    In that instant, Justin had to wonder how he ever thought he might be able to fight back. 
 
    He couldn’t, came the whispered and programmed response. 
 
    He was a boy. 
 
    He should relax. 
 
    He had to remember to perform. 
 
    “For this next part, ladies, you need to understand something very important. His training has not been completed. He could strike out at any moment,” Amanda announced. Justin heard those words, and the surprise flared through him. That wasn’t how it felt. 
 
    Even so, his expression remained relaxed and serene. 
 
    Another set of handlers, young women who were studying to control boys just like Justin, brought out a large apparatus. Shaped like an iron X, a set of crossbeams waited for him with restraints waiting at each point. 
 
    Amanda grabbed his gold chain and pulled, guiding him over to the X. she pressed one hand to his chest, shoved him back, and he felt the cold metal against his shoulder blades. She raised his right arm and secured the shackle. She did the same with his left wrist. Then she spread his legs, and she chained to those down as well. 
 
    “Ladies, are you ready?” 
 
    The auditorium had been so loud only a few minutes before, but now everyone waited, silent as they wondered exactly what would happen and how he might perform. 
 
    Amanda leaned over, and she whispered into his ear, “The illusion of freedom.” 
 
    The illusion of freedom… 
 
    Those words triggered something. He clenched his eyes shut for a moment, shook his head, and then he looked out at the audience. He couldn’t see anything beyond the darkened shape of silhouettes, but he knew that those women expected him to perform. 
 
    He wasn’t going to do it. 
 
    Finally! 
 
    Amanda Amici had messed up. The owner of this auction house would finally see what a man could do. 
 
    His lips pulled back, his nostrils flared with wild aggression, and he threw himself forward. Or at least, he tried to. A gasp ran through the audience. So many of these women were accustomed to seeing men so thoroughly trained. Most of the males they encountered had been born on this world, so they understood the expectations. Those males never fought back. Why would they? They were content with their inferiority; they understood they could never compete. They could never rule a society. Even if they heard about the Duchy or other political organizations where men wielded power, those stories must have felt like myths or works of fiction. 
 
    A world where men could be equal? Where they might hold political power? It was nonsense! 
 
    Justin snarled. He called out, “I’m not going to let you get away with this! The Duchy will fight back! Men will not be enslaved! Maybe you have taken over this world and a couple others, but it won’t be good enough! I’m going to fight! And I will fight with everything I have!” 
 
    “There you have it, ladies. This boy can still be wild. Or as wild as you want,” she said with this lilting, playful note in her voice right before she winked at the crowd. 
 
    They laughed. 
 
    Some of the color dissipated from Justin’s cheeks as he tried to understand what just happened. They were laughing? 
 
    He didn’t really think he’d scare them, not while he was collared and caged and bound to this metal contraption. On display for their amusement, he couldn’t be a true threat. 
 
    But maybe he could have made them angry? Maybe he could have unsettled them for just a few seconds? 
 
    No. 
 
    They were just as certain of their superiority as they were of their inevitable victory. 
 
    Desperate or determined, Justin tried again. “This isn’t going to work! You aren’t going to win! I’m still fighting!” 
 
    “About that,” Amanda said as she tapped one finger to the corner of her mouth. “Let’s see how long you can fight.” 
 
    Justin bristled. He opened his mouth, only she touched something on his chastity belt. The device retracted, disappearing into a single disc. The merchant tucked it in, stowed it away in her pocket, and then everyone in the auditorium watched. 
 
    Justin understood what was going to happen. He couldn’t help it. 
 
    As a boy, he couldn’t control himself. 
 
    Patricia had taunted him. There were all of these women around. 
 
    His body betrayed him, just as everyone knew it would. His shaft stiffened, and just like that, he couldn’t hide the truth from them. Women could lie because they were better and superior to him. Justin, revealed what he really craved. 
 
    “This doesn’t mean anything,” he said, only he couldn’t muster the same vehemence from before. He gulped and tried again. “I’m not going to let you control me! I won’t!” 
 
    “And he sounds so sure of himself? Isn’t that adorable? You could own this!” Amanda said, calling out to the audience. Several of the women clapped. Others hooted and cheered. 
 
    “If you try to buy me, I will fight back!” Justin didn’t know whether or not that was really true, especially after the women had taunted him during their First Inspections. They had learned so much about him. Worse, they had manipulated him and teased him. From the researcher to the soldier, the councilwoman and even a dark-haired girl… 
 
    Biting down, he held his breath for just a moment. He had to hold their attention. 
 
    “I will fight back. I swear, I will never stop! I will do everything I can to escape!” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” Amanda asked. Her voice may have dropped in volume, yet everyone could hear her. Not only that, she still stood off to the side, but now she reached over, and her fingers slid into position around the circumference of his cock. 
 
    Justin tensed up. He shoulders locked, and he straightened his back for just a moment. 
 
    By now, the metal pressing against his skin had started to warm up. That was unfortunate; he longed for the cold touch because it gave him something to think about other than the tantalizingly mocking pressure she applied to his most sensitive body part. 
 
    She remained quiet for several long seconds. 
 
    Justin expected the audience to grow restless or bored. He assumed they would want some type of entertainment sooner or later. Instead, they positioned themselves on the edges of their seats, their knees pressed together as they waited and watched. 
 
    Opening his mouth, Justin tried to find the words to speak again. He had so much more he needed to say. He could have talked about his plans and ambitions, his feelings for Julia or—someone else. And yet, he stopped because Amanda gently stroked him. She glided the tips of her fingers up his length. From there, she squeezed his tip. It was almost enough to let him have an orgasm. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    Like the other women of this world, she knew exactly how to tease, fondle, massage, and keep these boys right on the verge of release without letting him cross that invisible, biological line. 
 
    As his breathing quickened, Justin looked down. Then he raised his head. 
 
    He tried to speak again. 
 
    Right as he did so, she gave him another squeeze. 
 
    His muscles locked up all along the length of his body, cutting off any chance he had of talking to the women arrayed around him. 
 
    “Go on, Justin. Come on, boy. Let’s hear you. You sounded so defiant just a few seconds ago. What’s wrong? Cat got your tongue? Or maybe a slave trader has something else?” 
 
    A ripple of laughter ran through the auditorium. 
 
    Justin tried to snarl again, but she gave him another gentle squeeze, another soft tug. 
 
    More! 
 
    Justin ached for more, so much more! He needed to feel the wild, powerful feel of release. 
 
    But Amanda wasn’t going to give it to him. 
 
    Before he could even understand what he was doing, Justin started to struggle against his bonds. He pulled and twisted, yanking his frame to the left, then the right. He battled the shackles even though he knew he had zero chance of ripping through metal. 
 
    But still, he kept trying. He tried, and the women in the room all watched. At the same time, they started making her calculations as they wondered exactly how much they might be willing to bid for a boy like this. 
 
    He had potential as a docile, obedient slave. Or maybe they could keep him like a this, wild and frantic for escape, entertaining because he could provide the illusion of a threat without ever posing any genuine danger. 
 
    But Justin didn’t know that, and he wasn’t willing to give up! 
 
    He twisted his frame from side to side as he tried to kick or punch his way free. 
 
    Nothing helped. 
 
    Through his best efforts, Amanda kept playing with him. 
 
    “Did you have something you wanted to say to defy the ladies in the audience? Didn’t you want to tell us all about how you can never be broken?” Amanda asked, and the women in the crowd tittered with amusement. 
 
    She pulled her hand away, so the perspective slave boy had several more seconds to think for himself. Finding his will and discovering the words, Justin prepared exactly what he wanted to say. 
 
    The words were poetic, perhaps even brilliant. 
 
    He started to speak. She cut him off by dragging one fingernail from the base of his cock up to the tip. But that light scratch, little more than a gentle graze, she made him shiver and shake. Worse, the words scattered out of his head. 
 
    They may have been brilliant, but they couldn’t compete with the way she touched him. 
 
    “Look at that, ladies. He might want to fight, but he can’t. Why is that?” 
 
    “Because he’s a boy!” Another woman shouted, “Because they’re all inferior!” 
 
    Someone else added, “They can’t think for themselves!” 
 
    Justin wished he could prove these women wrong, but he didn’t know how to resist or fight back, not while Amanda kept teasing him. The possible pleasures roiled through his body. Anticipation and need gripped him so tight. 
 
    “Do you agree with that?” Amanda asked. 
 
    Justin blinked even as his thoughts blanked. Agree with that? Agree with what? 
 
    “Go on and say yes,” she coaxed him. 
 
    He wasn’t supposed to do it; if he intended to rebel, then he needed to start right then and there. He couldn’t let these women defeat him over and over. With every victory, they became more certain of themselves. He proved everything they already believed about men—the weaker sex. 
 
    “Yes!” Justin hollered out as she squeezed him. 
 
    All of his rational, logical lines of thought scattered because she brought him right there to the edge again. Not only that, she kept him there. With every soft squeeze and gentle caress, he really thought he would be able to get off. He tried to jerk his hips forward, but the women just laughed while his best efforts amounted to nothing. 
 
    “Tell us you want to be a slave,” Amanda commanded. 
 
    “I want to be a slave!” 
 
    “Tell us you want to be owned!” 
 
    “I want to be owned!” 
 
    “Tell us you think every boy should be owned! Every boy all across the galaxy, on every planet, in every starship! They all need to be owned and controlled! Say it!” 
 
    “We all need to be enslaved. Please, trap us, train us! Yes, you are right! Every man needs to be owned! Every boy needs to be a slave! Please, please don’t stop! Please, train me! Tame me!” 
 
    Justin hadn’t noticed, but another handler had stepped up behind the X where he was restrained. 
 
    As Amanda pulled her hand away and he got ready to growl, someone slipped a ball into his mouth, silencing him. 
 
    “And there you have it, ladies. This is one of my favorite specimens. And now, let’s go have some wine, you can inspect the boys for yourselves, and then the bidding can begin.” 
 
    As the women started to file out of the auditorium and into the main exhibition hall, Justin was left there, restrained and powerless even as he struggled, jerking from side to side until the women came back to reposition him for sale. 
 
      
 
    Lauren walked up behind him, brushed her fingers along his neck, and she whispered, “Relax for me.” 
 
    Unable to help himself, he obeyed. Her hypnotic programming stole away control of his mind and body, so he relaxed. When she released him from the shackles, Justin didn’t think of trying to leap away or run off. She took him by that golden leash, and she guided him through a set of corridors and hallways. 
 
    Moments later, they came to a large, open space. Justin didn’t look ahead, but he still heard the conversation burbling from the other side of a set of double doors. The women were out there. The buyers were waiting. 
 
    Lauren pushed the former navigator up onto a platform. She brushed her fingers along his backside, up between his shoulder blades, and all the way to the back of his skull where she petted him for several seconds. Then she grabbed his wrists and set them into another set of restraints. She did the same for his ankles. Down on his elbows and knees now, he would remain in this position until someone released him. 
 
    “The girls are going to have some fun inspecting you. But don’t worry. You only have to make it through tonight, and then you won’t have to worry about pleasing anyone except for your new owner, her family, her coworkers, and maybe her friends.” 
 
    Justin stared straight ahead. Still relaxed and content with his captivity because of her influence, Justin didn’t start struggling until she patted him on the head. “Have fun.” When she strolled away, her influence seemed to dissipate. 
 
    The former navigator swallowed, dipped his head down, and looked around. Braced on all fours, he didn’t know what to expect. First, he saw his restraints. Then he realized there were steps leading up to his perch. When he looked around, he saw other platforms like his own. 
 
    This was the sale… 
 
    That’s when they all heard Amanda’s voice, through the speakers built into the walls. “This one is for the inventory. Boys, I expect you to behave. Feel free to struggle. Feel free to fight. But if you managed to do something to damage yourself or to lower your price, I will be very disappointed.” Justin waited for the threat, the promise of retribution. Only then the speakers clicked off, and Justin didn’t know what would happen if he somehow managed to defy her. 
 
    Perhaps Amanda didn’t have any way of punishing him. If he was purchased by someone else, then it wasn’t like she would be able to do anything. None of these boys would still be her property. Or maybe she did have something else in mind, some special technique she used. 
 
    This yawning maw of insecurity opened up inside of him, especially when he glanced toward the double doors. 
 
    Right as he looked, they opened, and that’s when the women started to drift in. 
 
    While he had been on stage and performing, Justin hadn’t been able to make out any specific details. 
 
    But now things were different. He could see them, each one dressed in a gorgeous, formal gown. He saw different colors like blue and green, black and white, these varying shades perfect. The women also had their hair perfectly done. Some wore long, elaborate braids. Others had pins or ribbons in their hair. 
 
    When they drifted in with glasses of wine in hand, Justin wondered what they had been talking about. He studied them and remembered something from his time in school: that ancient tradition of the dance. He had only gone to one or two of the formal celebrations, but he remembered the young women and how they had transformed themselves. During the day, they often wore simple denim and cotton. But on the dance nights, they morphed into these gorgeous ladies. 
 
    In silk bodices with those long skirts, the occasional petticoats, their high heels or boots, they all looked so amazing. 
 
    And now, several of them approached Justin. He realized that he was at the center of the room. 
 
    Other young women split off, and they headed toward the rest of the inventory. 
 
    Then he saw someone he knew: Lily. 
 
    Justin shivered as he hoped she might not notice him, realize he was there, or choose to interact with him. Perhaps she was bored. She could have already had her fun. 
 
    Instead, the young woman strode right up to him, “Hello, pony.” The gorgeous girl flashed a smile, and Justin tightened up. He did his best to stay stoic. He wasn’t sure how he was supposed to address her, so he remained quiet. 
 
    “Oh? You’re not going to talk to me? Are you giving me the silent treatment? Is that what you’re trying to do?” Lily asked. She didn’t seem offended. On the contrary, she sounded vaguely amused. She brought her glass of wine to her red lips, and he tried to simply stare off into the distance. 
 
    He attempted to pretend that she couldn’t affect him, that he didn’t care about what she did or said. 
 
    “Just a word of warning, we can still punish you,” she said. “And you know me. I don’t even need my data slate.” 
 
    Then she proved it. She watched him for several seconds, concentrated, and sent the signal from her implants to his collar. A jolt of pain snapped through his body. It didn’t make him cry out, but he definitely flinched. 
 
    “Have fun. From what I understand, Amanda Amici is hoping to sell you for quite a bit tonight. The minimum bid is twenty-two.” 
 
    Justin still didn’t answer. 
 
    She reached up toward the platform, brushed her fingers along his chin and down to the curves of his neck. He couldn’t tell whether or not she meant to, but she scratched him, and then she stepped away. Chuckling, she was looking forward to checking out to the rest of the boys on display. 
 
    When she left, Justin started to exhale with relief, only then a pair of young women appeared. 
 
    They wore contrasting black and white dresses. As they held hands, the one in white tilted her head to the side, “This one could be interesting.” 
 
    “The Wild Male?” 
 
    “He isn’t wild anymore,” said the girl in white. 
 
    “But he wasn’t born here, and he hasn’t been properly trained. Besides, didn’t you read the warning. His hypnotic conditioning hasn’t been completed. Isn’t that right?” 
 
    Justin twitched as he realized that these women were actually talking to him now. 
 
    He wasn’t sure what they expected him to say. Was he supposed to discuss his attributes and flaws? Or was he supposed to try to sell himself? 
 
    “The girl in the white dress slipped out a small tablet, brought up an icon on her screen, and quickly touched it with a dainty fingertip. Justin flinched again as another jolt of electricity slammed into him. A yelp of dismay escaped his lips, so several other women nearby glanced in his direction. 
 
    He was attracting even more attention to himself. 
 
    “She asked you a question,” said the woman. 
 
    Breathing harder now, Justin said, “I don’t know. I’m not sure how the hypnotic programming works. I guess they didn’t finish?” Then, with some defiant relish, he told them, “I’m not some brainwashed slave. I can still think for myself.” 
 
    “You can,” said the woman in black, “but why would you want to? I can’t imagine how terrible it would be to be a boy. Trapped with all of those limited thoughts and those idiotic instincts.” 
 
    Justin blinked, confused. She sounded almost sympathetic, yet the disdain remained. 
 
    Then the two women walked away, and Justin felt foolish for trying to argue with them. 
 
    He could never win a debate with any of these females simply because they weren’t going to take him seriously. It didn’t matter how sharp or insightful his comments might be. They would just see him as a boy, so he started out wrong and stayed that way. 
 
    With his head bowed down, Justin decided he didn’t want to see any of the other women. Perhaps if he didn’t make eye contact they would simply walk by, smirk or make their notes, and leave him alone. Instead, they could go off and harass the other boys on display. 
 
    It wasn’t a terrible idea, but Justin should have known it wasn’t going to work. So many of the women at this auction were here to see his frustration, his exasperation, and to revel in his helplessness as he squirmed against his restraints. 
 
    Then he glanced up for just a moment and saw them. 
 
    For a second, Justin couldn’t make the connection. There was something familiar about the two women approaching. He knew he should bow his head back down, but he couldn’t quite bring himself to try to hide, not this time. 
 
    “This is interesting,” said one of the two women, sounding almost surprised. 
 
    When he saw them last, they had been in uniform. Cassie. Jennifer. The police officers. 
 
    “What, what’re you doing here?” 
 
    “It’s an option,” Cassie said. “We came to check out the boys for sale. And hey, it looks like you aren’t a Registered Mail anymore. What’s wrong? You couldn’t make it back to your ship in time? I know boys have difficulties with time management.” Her partner snickered and added, “Or maybe you just decided you liked our world? Is that it, boy? Did you decide that you wanted to be owned?” 
 
    “I became a Wild Male,” he growled back.  
 
    “Yes, you did. And then you got caught, didn’t you?” 
 
    “I’m going to spank him,” Jennifer said before Justin could try to answer her partner. 
 
    The police officer, now dressed in this shimmering gray gown climbed up onto his platform, and then she reached down. 
 
    Instinctively, Justin tried to pull away. At the same time, he glanced back at her as much as his restraints allowed. “You, you don’t need to do that.” 
 
    “Of course I don’t need to do it,” she said. “I want to do it.” Jennifer grinned, grabbed his right buttock, and she pinched. She started massaging him, and it felt really good in those first couple of seconds before she yanked her hand back and brought it down hard in a fast swing. 
 
    She struck, and the pain flashed along his skin. It was different from the electricity. It was sharper, more visceral. It didn’t take him from every angle at once, yet it didn’t need to either. 
 
    “You should try this,” she said to Cassie. 
 
    “Please. Please, you don’t have to do this,” he said. 
 
    Cassie giggled, “Of course, we don’t have to do this. We want to. For being a slave, you’re still pretty mouthy.” 
 
    Justin didn’t know what to say. Elsewhere, boys were getting spanked or whipped. Some cried out as they felt the bite of a crop or perhaps the command for those electrical shocks from their collars. 
 
    “We could always order him to be muzzled,” Jennifer said. 
 
    “What you think of that, boy?” Cassie asked. “Should you be muzzled for the rest of the night?” 
 
    “If you’re muzzled, there’s a good chance one of the agricultural dealers might decide to buy you.” 
 
    Justin glanced up at her with obvious confusion written across his face. 
 
    “Oh? You don’t know about the agricultural dealers? They are the women who like to buy boys and turn them into cart horses. What you think of that? Would you like to spend every day in the hot sun pulling carts and plows? You could think of yourself as a farmer.” 
 
    Cassie chuckled, “Does it count as a farmer if he is being used as an animal?” 
 
    “Probably not,” Jennifer agreed. 
 
    “But anyway,” Cassie said. “I’m really glad that you ended up exactly where you belong. When we saw you, we could tell that you deserved this. You were never meant to wander off on your own.” 
 
    “But, but you don’t even know me,” Justin finally protested. 
 
    “You’re a boy,” Jennifer said seriously. “That’s all we need to know.” 
 
    “Good luck at the auction,” Cassie said. “I’m thinking about putting in a bid.” 
 
    As the two women walked away, Justin shivered. 
 
    Then he glanced over at another stand, and he watched as a woman put on a strap on harness. 
 
    His eyes widened when he saw that. 
 
    Immediately, Justin looked down. 
 
    He didn’t want to think about what these women could do. 
 
    More than that, they all seemed to be enjoying their glasses of wine. The giggles and laughter became louder and louder. This wasn’t just an auction. It was a party. 
 
    If they were going to conduct serious business, Justin had no idea why they were drinking so much. And then it occurred to him. 
 
    Off in the distance, he spotted Amanda Amici as she spoke with several important looking women. As a trader, she probably wanted the hitters to get drunk, to drop their inhibitions and to overpay for property like these boys. 
 
    It was a shrewd maneuver, and it seemed to be working, at least when he considered the excitement roiling through the room. 
 
    Justin dipped his head down again. 
 
    Additional women walked by then glanced in his direction. Some of them chuckled or whispered back and forth. Others loudly called out that they were interested in buying him. 
 
    Justin shivered and bit down. Again and again, he wanted to snap at them, to growl or snarl, but he didn’t know what that would do. 
 
    Actually, he did. This wall of fear had formed at the back of his mind because any one of these females could just start punishing him again as Cassie and Jennifer had done. 
 
    A mother and daughter climbed up onto his display. They took the short steps, and started to massage him. They pinched at his arms, grabbed his ass, and pulled on his collar. 
 
    Justin tried to remain silent as he endured this treatment. 
 
    For a fleeting few seconds, he wondered if he could try to talk to them and get them to stop. He didn’t know these women, but he imagined some scenario where he might be able to say the right words, so then they would see him as another person, not livestock, not property, not a plaything or a pet. A real person. 
 
    Only then the daughter giggled and said, “I think I would want to get him tattooed!” 
 
    “But if you do that, his values can go way down.” 
 
    “He already has a mark,” said the daughter. 
 
    “True,” acknowledged the older woman, “But that has a purpose. All of his records are genetically encoded on those symbols. If you decide to put your name on him, then selling him would be a lot more difficult.” 
 
    “But it would be so fun!” 
 
    Without meaning to, Justin struggled against his bonds. He pulled on the shackles holding his wrists in place. The younger woman noticed and pointed out, “See that? He’s getting excited! He wants my name written across his chest!” And she started giggling again and took another sip. 
 
    That wasn’t what he wanted! 
 
    And yet, Justin bit back every sound he could have made. 
 
    “Give him a spanking,” said the mother. “See if you really like the feel of your palm against his bottom.” 
 
    The girl handed her glass over to her mother, and then she stepped behind Justin. The enslaved navigator tensed up and braced himself for the inevitable. He knew it was coming. 
 
    The girl swung down, struck, but it didn’t hurt as badly as he had expected. The police officers had known what they were doing. 
 
    “Not bad,” said the mother. “My turn.” 
 
    Justin knew this would be worse. 
 
    She handed the glasses off to the daughter, and then she grabbed his ass for just a moment. She squeezed, and he already felt the strength in her hand. This was a woman who knew what she was doing. She understood exactly what she wanted, and she would make sure he experienced that sharp sting. 
 
    She smacked his backside hard. Her hand crashed down again and again, three times in quick succession. 
 
    Justin let out a quick little cry. 
 
    Several women who had been inspecting another one of the slaves glanced in his direction. 
 
    “That’s how you do it,” said the older woman. 
 
    After that, they left him alone. 
 
    Grateful for his solitude, Justin wondered what he could do to try to avoid any more attention. 
 
    That’s when a trio of girls who looked very much alike approached. “What about this one?” They all had blonde hair, blue eyes, small noses, and full lips. They grinned back and forth. He couldn’t help but think of spoiled heiresses, especially with their diamond chokers, shining earrings, and the matching headbands they wore. 
 
    “He looks like he could be fun.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know about that,” said the third. “He could be a lot of work. I just checked out his background, apparently he was a Wild Male.” 
 
    Another one of the girls whispered, “Really? He doesn’t look vicious or anything.” 
 
    Justin didn’t know who these girls were, but he realized that they didn’t know what they were doing. Unlike the others in this enormous exhibition hall, they might be an opportunity. 
 
    “I’m not vicious or anything,” he said. “Look. I’m just a guy who had some bad luck. Please, maybe you could help me? Maybe you could help you get out of here?” 
 
    “Why would you want to get out of here? Don’t you like being the center of attention?” 
 
    Justin bristled at that. 
 
    But then, these girls were looking at him again. They were all clearly adults, but unlike Lily, they seemed to lack any kind of predatory or sadistic instinct. 
 
    If one of them bought him, Justin suspected he might be able to escape. 
 
    Fighting hard to keep his temper in check, Justin again unconsciously tugged on his restraints. He wanted to pull, to twist away and just run from the auction. He needed to believe he could escape. 
 
    He forced a smile across his lips, and he said, “There is someone very special out there, someone I want to find.” 
 
    “But I thought you said you were a Wild Male?” asked one of the girls as she tried to follow along. “I sense you have an owner out there?” 
 
    “I’ve heard about that happening,” Said one of her friends. “A boy becomes so devoted to his Mistress that he will try hard to find her once again.” 
 
    Another girl snapped her fingers, “Yeah, I saw this really sweet vid. A boy was getting transported across the continent because his Mistress got a new position, and there was some kind of mistake, so his cage was left behind. It was broken open, and he didn’t know where to go or what to do, but he started looking for her. It was really sweet!” 
 
    “Why didn’t someone just check his mark?” 
 
    “Maybe there was a malfunction? Or maybe there was a problem with the databases?” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter,” said the girl telling the story. “The point is this. He had to find her. He went looking, and apparently he was too scared to report himself because he didn’t want to be put up for sale again because he loved her so much. Is that it? Do you have an owner out there who you really love?” 
 
    Justin closed his eyes for just a moment. He remembered Lauren’s soft touch, but he knew he didn’t love her. Then he thought of Julia, and he tried to tell himself that he still thought of her, only a different name and a different face started to coalesce in the dark behind his eyelids. 
 
    Justin forced himself to look at these girls. 
 
    “Yes. That’s it. Please, you could buy me and help me find her.” 
 
    Maybe he could manipulate these girls. Maybe he could get them to buy him, and then he would be able to escape! It wasn’t an excellent plan, but he might be able to stow away on a ship. If he could just get back to a world where men had rights, then he could have the mark removed and find work as a navigator… 
 
    “Hello, girls. What do you think of this boy?” 
 
    Justin instantly recognized the voice. 
 
    She came up from behind Justin. 
 
    The girls giggled and said, “Did you know this boy is looking for his owner?” 
 
    “It’s an auction,” Lauren said. “All of these boys are hoping to be owned by the conclusion.” 
 
    Justin froze. Locked in place, he didn’t know what to do. 
 
    He thought of trying to speak for himself, to maybe lie or…something. As hard as he tried, he couldn’t come up with any kind of linguistic or rhetorical maneuver to get himself out of this! 
 
    “No!” chirped one of the young women. “This boy had an owner before, and he’s looking for her! Isn’t that sweet?” 
 
    “Yeah, he loves belonging to this one person in particular, so he’s going to do whatever it will take. That kind of devotion and so amazing!” 
 
    “Is that so?” Lauren asked while Justin resisted the urge to swallow back his trepidation. Instead, he stared straight ahead, all while he silently hoping he might get some brilliant jolt of inspiration. 
 
    Lauren climbed up onto the platform, and she leaned to down, “Relax and tell the truth.” 
 
    The anxiety and adrenaline seemed to fade away. Justin wasn’t thinking about the consequences of his actions any longer. Instead, he had heard her voice and recognized the command. Perhaps this woman hadn’t finished her work on his mind, yet Justin still embraced her authority. He couldn’t help himself. His thoughts shifted around, and his mouth started moving. 
 
    “I was only trying to manipulate you. I was a Wild Male, and I have never had any owner besides the auctioneer, Amanda Amici.” 
 
    “He lied to us!” 
 
    “Most boys are going to be very naïve and obedient,” Lauren said, turning this into a teaching moment. “But you have to remember that some males are very confused. They really want to think of themselves as independent.” 
 
    “Like they wouldn’t need an owner?” The girl who asked practically spat the question out like it tasted bad. 
 
    “Exactly,” Lauren said. “That’s why we have to be on our guard with these boys. They often don’t know what they want, and they definitely don’t know what they need.” 
 
    “That makes a lot of sense.” 
 
    “But he lied to us!” 
 
    “And now,” Lauren replied, “You should decide what you’re going to do about that.” 
 
    “I want to punish him,” said the girl. “Badly.” 
 
    “You have your slate. You have access,” Lauren said. 
 
    Justin couldn’t believe that he was a part of this. He felt trapped within his own body. When they started talking about disciplining him, the adrenaline had spiked through his veins again despite her hypnotic command. 
 
    Even so, his obedience remained intact. He stayed right there, apparently serene and content as these girls decided what they were going to do with him. 
 
    The three huddled up, they whispered back and forth, and while they did so, Lauren leaned down, “Did you really think that was going to work? These girls might be a bunch of rich, naïve heiresses, but they are still women, and they will still be able to win to every single time. You’re not going to win, so you should just embrace your new life.” 
 
    Justin still couldn’t speak, not after her previous command. 
 
    She brushed her fingers through his hair, down along his neck, straight to the small of his back. Her fingertips glided along his mark as she traced those symbols. 
 
    It seemed silly, but Justin still tried to figure out exactly what the symbols were. Letters? Numbers? None of the women would tell him, but he yearned to know. 
 
    “I’m going to do it,” said the girl in the middle of the trio. She pulled out her slate, turned it so that he could see the screen, and then she swiped her finger across one of the bars.  
 
    “This is going to sting,” promised one of the other girls with a vindictive smile. She made it sound like some childish taunt. 
 
    Justin told himself that he had endured at this kind of punishment before, so he could take it again. It wasn’t a big deal, and it wouldn’t change anything. 
 
    Then she pressed the icon, the signal jumped, and an explosion of pain walked through his body. He jerked against his restraints while Lauren stood above him with her arms crossed. 
 
    “I want to do it again!” 
 
    Lauren didn’t say anything. 
 
    Before Justin could recover from that first shock, another burst ran through his body. He cried out again. Throughout the exhibition hall, women turned toward him. Perhaps some of the slaves even glanced in his direction as well as they wondered what he could have done to warrant that kind of punishment here, while on public display. 
 
    “Again?” 
 
    This time, Lauren said, “That’s probably enough. Besides, I’m sure this slave wants to apologize.” 
 
    Justin couldn’t think, but the words still fell from his mouth. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry I lied to you. I know I shouldn’t do that. I’m a boy. I’m inferior. You’re a woman. You are my superior.” The programmed words jumped from his lips, and then he drooped back down once the girls wandered off. They were giggling and whispering back and forth as they contemplated what they had just experienced and learned. 
 
    “I should probably thank you,” Lauren said to be enslaved navigator. 
 
    “What?” Justin briefed out. “Why?” 
 
    “You just helped teach those girls an important lesson,” Lauren told him. 
 
    “I did?” Justin felt foolish for even asking, yet he was having a hard time thinking, especially after that recent punishment. 
 
    “You did,” Lauren confirmed for him. “Those girls need to understand that boys will be cherished because they are valuable, but they also need to be trained and molded.” 
 
    “What would you have done if you had more time with me?” Justin asked. 
 
    “I would have stripped away every drop of resistance,” she said. “I would have taught you to completely embrace your position as a slave on this world.” 
 
    “That’s not possible,” he said. But even as he uttered those words, he believed her. 
 
    “Hey,” she said. “It looks like you have another visitor.” Lauren straightened her back, stepped aside, and crossed her arms. 
 
    Justin didn’t really want to do it, but he turned back toward the crowds milling around the different boys for sale. Then he saw her again. Patricia. 
 
    The scholar looked lovely in that silver dress, only now she had removed her glasses, and her hair was tied back into this beautiful bun. 
 
    “Hello, Justin,” she said. With a flirtatious smile, she approached his display, reached up, and ran her fingers along his neck and down over the contours of his chest. 
 
    All of these women knew they could touch the boys whenever they liked. The men were like animals, ready to be petted. Unlike actual livestock, these boys weren’t allowed to bite. If they tried, the consequences would be…severe. 
 
    “What? You aren’t going to thank me for giving you the chance to explore those ruins?” 
 
    His nostrils twitched even as he considered what she had done to him, how she had used him and teased him. 
 
    “That wasn’t for my benefit,” Justin finally said. 
 
    “Relax and thank her,” Lauren commanded. 
 
    Again, the tension drained away from his shoulders. He found himself losing that anger. Deep down, Justin tried to hold onto it, to remind himself that he couldn’t be manipulated by these women. But he could. They teased him and taunted him, shaping him to fit their desires. 
 
    “Thank you. Thank you for showing me the ruins,” he said. “Thank you for using me.” 
 
    “No problem,” she replied. Then she winked and sauntered off. 
 
    Justin dipped his head down again. He didn’t notice another woman appear. “So, what did you think of the power converters?” 
 
    Carolina. The merchant. 
 
    “It looks like you’re not going to be using them, but I hope the rest of your crew is satisfied.” 
 
    “The rest of my crew?” Justin asked. 
 
    “How is this one behaving? When I met him, he was pretty disrespectful. I mean, I work with boys from time to time, but this one had an especially bad attitude. Fortunately, I got to see him punished a little bit. You think that’s going to happen some more tonight?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Lauren said. 
 
    “You mentioned the rest of my crew. What does that mean? Why did you say that?” Justin demanded. 
 
    Carolina ignored him. “Was he difficult to train?” Again, her question was obviously aimed at the woman standing behind the bound boy. 
 
    Justin inhaled, and he was about to shout, to do something, anything to get their attention. He couldn’t believe that they were just talking about this. And yet, a possibility occurred to him. It was just this little seed of hope, yet he didn’t have anything else. 
 
    Before he could make a choice or do something he might regret, Lauren leaned down and whispered, “Relax and be silent.” 
 
    The command took over. She was superior, so he had to obey. Good boys would always obey. Good boys would always follow orders. 
 
    The desperation continued to claw at his chest, but Justin didn’t pay any attention to it. Instead, he relaxed in his restraints as the women talked about him. “No, he wasn’t especially difficult to train,” Lauren said. 
 
    If he had been able to think clearly, Justin wouldn’t have known whether or not he should take those words as a complement. 
 
    “That’s good.” 
 
    “Be honest,” Lauren continued, “None of them are especially hard to train. They all fight, but they all break eventually. They can’t help themselves. Personally, I think that boys really do need to be owned. They can feel it deep down. It’s something that they crave, even if they can’t admit it. 
 
    “That would explain why the Duchy keeps accepting our terms.” 
 
    “It’s also possible we have hypnotized one of their leaders, so they don’t even know how to fight us any longer,” Lauren said. But then she shrugged. “I’m just a trainer with The Amici Syndicate. It’s not like I know what I’m talking about.” Then she winked. 
 
    Justin hardly noticed any of this. Bound by her voice and her command, he remained right there, poised in position as Carolina enjoyed this demonstration of female power. 
 
    “Would you give him a spanking for me?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Lauren said. 
 
    Justin couldn’t tense up; he couldn’t brace himself for what he knew was coming. 
 
    The beautiful trainer leaned down, grabbed his ass, pulled her hand back, and she spanked him five times in quick succession. 
 
    “You know, you should really let him out of the chastity belt. I bet a lot of the women here would like to see him on display.” 
 
    “Do you think they would be able to behave themselves?” Lauren asked with a puckish smile. 
 
    “I really do.” 
 
    Lauren used her slate, the belt retracted, and suddenly his shaft was free once again. Justin tried not to enjoy the freedom of an erection, especially because he understood what was about to happen. 
 
    His shaft hardened, demonstrating his willingness to obey. 
 
    With a casual motion of her fingertips, she petted his cock, made him shiver, and then she grinned. “Yeah, this is definitely going to increase his sales price.” 
 
    “It was nice to see you again,” Carolina said. “Say hi to your friends for me.” 
 
    His friends? 
 
    “What did she mean? What was she talking about?” 
 
    “I’m sure it’s nothing,” Lauren said. 
 
    Justin understood that he would probably just provoke another spanking or worse, but he inhaled, and he was about to say something, only he looked up, and he saw her again. 
 
    This delicious spark of excitement ran through his body, and his shaft hardened even more. 
 
    Councilwoman Brianna Kalanas. 
 
    She wore this shimmering blue dress that seemed to cling to her waist. The straps looped over her shoulders, and the layers of her skirt seemed to spread down to her knees. Justin stared at her, drinking in the sight of this beautiful woman. 
 
    She might enslave him like all of the others, but with her, a different sense of desperation seemed to lock onto his lungs. 
 
    Justin didn’t know what to do or say. His lips parted, and he felt like he should speak, but Brianna talked first, “Hello,” she said. “How are you doing?” She flashed another one of her imperious smiles, both playful and commanding at the same time. 
 
    Justin blinked just once, and he envisioned some scenario where he would be on his hands and knees, nuzzling her, perhaps massaging her feet, running his fingers along her legs, or eagerly sliding his head forward so he could start licking her. He remembered the taste of her sex, and he ached for that all over again. 
 
    “Relax and be honest,” Lauren commanded. 
 
    At first, he didn’t know what to say, but the councilwoman cut him off before he could utter a word. As a woman, she was probably accustomed to talking down to boys like him, “You look very handsome, Justin. I think you’re going to sell for the highest price tonight.” 
 
    “I don’t know how to feel about that,” he said. His voice felt flat. 
 
    Deep down within the inner recesses of his psyche, perhaps some part of Justin thrashed or yearned for the chance to growl, snarl, and snap like a wild animal. He may have been restrained, but he could show these women that he would never be anything other than a Wild Male. 
 
    Instead, he kept going, “I’m hoping someone special will buy me.” 
 
    He knew exactly who he meant, and the politician nodded her head. For just a few seconds, she opened her mouth, and it seemed like she had something to say or perhaps a question she wished to ask. After several more moments, she stopped herself. Then she climbed up onto the platform, and she started stroking his back. 
 
    He loved her touch. It felt incredible. 
 
    He dipped his head down, and he started to moan with these little sounds of pleasure. 
 
    With her free hand, she reached between his legs. 
 
    “I want you to know that I think you are very special, Justin,” she said. There was a note of something else in her voice. Sadness? 
 
    Before Justin could question her, she continued, “But I’m a very busy woman. I can’t buy anyone here tonight.” 
 
    “Then why are you here?” Justin asked, if only to ignore the pang in his chest. 
 
    “Because this is politics,” she said wistfully. “Even now, I’m working. I can’t own a boy. I’m far too busy. I’ve too many responsibilities. If I owned a boy, he would be left in a cage most of the time, and I don’t think that’s fair.” 
 
    “Are you saying slavery is fair?” 
 
    She chuckled appreciatively, as though he had just said something very silly or very funny. “No, no,” she replied dismissively. “I just believe that when a boy is owned, a woman has an obligation to make sure he gets all of the attention he deserves.” 
 
    “Ownership can be quite intense,” Lauren agreed. “Men forget their place all too easily.” 
 
    Some of the moisture drained away from Justin’s mouth. 
 
    “I, I think I understand,” he said. “But then someone else is going to buy me. Please, I don’t want to end up as a pony or some cart horse.” His voice didn’t rise much, yet his words strained with a different sort of desperation. 
 
    “I’m sure all of your First Inspections went very well,” Brianna reassured him even as she continued to touch him. 
 
    While she teased his body, the arousal pumped through his frame, growing more and more intense. His worries, doubts, and insecurities seemed to fade away. 
 
    “I can’t do anything!” 
 
    “No,” Brianna agreed. “You’re a boy, and you can’t do anything.” 
 
    His fingers pressed down into the flats of his hands. Jagged aggravation coursed through his body. He felt like he needed to break something or say something, only he didn’t get that option. As a male, he remained bound and on display while these women considered whether or not they should purchase him. 
 
    “Please. Isn’t there something you can do, something you can say?” 
 
    “You asked me if I could have you freed?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “Is that what you want?” she asked. Stepping in front of him, she crouched down, and her skirt seemed to slide up just a little bit. Instead of focusing on her eyes or her face, Justin dropped his gaze to the toned, pale skin of her inner thighs. He couldn’t see her panties or the contours of her sex, yet his shaft twitched again with fresh need. 
 
    “Go on,” she said. “Tell me the truth. You really want to escape?” 
 
    Justin opened his mouth, took a breath, and he knew what he would say. The preprogrammed response was right there. “I love being a slave because I’m a boy, and boys are inferior. Good boys follow orders,” he ached to say it, yet Justin managed to hold those words back. 
 
    It was the best he could do even as she leaned forward. She touched three fingers to the underside of his chin, nudged his face back, and kissed him. 
 
    Hot sparks of electricity seemed to run along his lips. These didn’t come from the collar. Instead, this was natural, alluring, and so addictive. 
 
    She pulled away, and Justin wanted to say something, but she touched a finger to his mouth. Just like that, she silenced him. “Don’t worry. We know what’s best for you,” she promised. 
 
    And just like that, Justin realized that he had been given an opportunity, and he had squandered it. 
 
    She sauntered away, and he watched, listening as her heels clicked against the concrete floor. 
 
    “I wonder what she would’ve done…” Lauren said, apparently speaking more to herself than anyone else. 
 
    “What, what do you mean?” Justin asked with this tremor of nervousness running through his question. 
 
    “Just then,” Lauren said. “For a moment, I really thought she might have been tempted to buy you and free you.” 
 
    Justin tried to jerk away from his restraints, if only so he could turn around, stand up, and face the slave trainer as an equal. 
 
    His bonds remained firmly fixed to the platform, so he wasn’t going anywhere. “Do you, do you really think she would have released me?” 
 
    He couldn’t see her face or study her body language. Maybe she shrugged. Maybe not. Either way, Justin had to wait several more seconds before she finally said, “I don’t know. She is definitely a very interesting woman, don’t you think?” 
 
    The enslaved navigator searched through the crowds, spotted the councilwoman again and watched as she started talking to several other females. They must have been rich. They must’ve been powerful. She smiled, shook hands, and seemed to exchange some important ideas even as they all enjoyed the hors d’oeuvres and drank from their wineglasses. 
 
    “She’s amazing,” Justin said. 
 
    From there, he dipped his head down. He stared at the spot right in front of his face, and he waited for the inevitable, all while knowing that Brianna Kalanas would never be his owner. 
 
      
 
    The inspections continued as the women wandered around, touched the boys who interested them, talked, asked a few questions, and learned as much as they could. But really, these women weren’t here for the males on display. Instead, they had come to exchange ideas, be seen, socialize, and find one advantage or another as they attempted to outmaneuver their rivals. 
 
    For his part, Justin endured the pinches, caresses, and questions. Each time they asked him something, he did his best to tell the truth. He didn’t know these women, yet he had to silently marvel at the fact that one of them would soon own him. Her information would be added to his mark—and just like that, he would become her property to be bought or sold. 
 
    Technically, Amanda Amici already had him, but that felt different somehow. She was a merchant, a trader, and owner. More than that, she had no intention of keeping him. 
 
    When he thought of her, he instinctively searched for her among the different crowds of beautifully dressed women. And there she was, on the other side of the room, gesticulating even as she enjoyed one conversation after another. She was having so much fun because this was another opportunity to demonstrate her wealth and skill. 
 
    After glimpsing Brianna several more times, Justin closed his eyes and bowed his head down again. Soon after that, he lost himself to another reverie. 
 
    It was possible Lauren said something to him, but he stopped thinking about the trainer or any of the other women here. Instead, he tried to lose himself. He tried not to think. He tried not to worry about his future, one he couldn’t control or even influence. 
 
    Some of the regret faded, but he kept thinking of Brianna, the sound of her voice, and what they said to one another. In her presence, everything had felt so different. Although his shaft remained stiff, Justin somehow managed to ignore the arousal pulsating through his body. 
 
    He lost himself until he heard another voice. A familiar voice. 
 
    “Hello, Navigator Drake.” 
 
    She spoke with authority and command. She sounded powerful, like she knew exactly what she deserved and could take from the universe. 
 
    But no. 
 
    It couldn’t be. Not her. Not here. 
 
    Unlike so many of the other women here, the person before him didn’t wear a dress. Instead, she wore the formal uniform of Duchy courier ship’s first officer. 
 
    As he stared at her, Justin couldn’t believe it. He saw the insignia over her chest, the collar, the contours of her cheeks, and the way her hair had been tied back into that severe bun. From her boots to her pants, her shirt, all of it, Justin kept thinking this had to be some kind of bizarre delusion. 
 
    Maybe he was back at Lauren’s feet as she hypnotized him. This could have been some programmed delusion. 
 
    But why? 
 
    And then she spoke again, and Justin didn’t know what to do or say. He still couldn’t believe this was happening. The words left her lips, but it took him more time to catch up, “I think this suits you. Maybe you were never intended to wear a uniform. Maybe are better off naked and collared.” 
 
    First Officer Renard cocked her head to the side as she examined him. “But I don’t know. Do your slavers consider the callers as counting as clothing?” She tapped one finger against of the side of her face as she contemplated this ridiculous question. Then she decided, “No. I’m thinking it shouldn’t count as clothing because what is a collar really?” She dropped her hand, looked right into his eyes, and said, “It’s a status symbol.” 
 
    Justin still couldn’t speak. 
 
    “It’s really good to see you like this, Justin.” 
 
    “Amelia,” he finally said. “You have to get me out of here. Please, I didn’t want to be a slave. You sent me off on an errand and, and I did it, didn’t I? I got you the plasma converters! I got you everything you needed.” 
 
    “You did,” she said. “You did it right after you humiliated me in front of someone very, very important.” 
 
    Justin couldn’t comprehend what she meant. 
 
    “Please, you win. Okay? I have been stripped, paraded around, poked, prodded, and hypnotized! Please. They locked me in a chastity belt!” 
 
    “It doesn’t seem to have bothered you. In fact, you seem grateful for your new living situation.” 
 
    “I don’t want this!” 
 
    “Are you sure about that? Look at that erection. You’re clearly enjoying captivity. And who would I be to take that away from you?” 
 
    “What, what are you saying?” 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious, boy? I might be loyal to the Duchy, but I understand that things need to change.” 
 
    Justin watched her. He should have been able to anticipate what she was about to say, yet his heart started beating faster and faster. His skin got hot, and he held his breath as he waited. 
 
    “We are losing. We are losing because we cling to an antiquated sense of equality and egalitarianism, one that was never meant to exist. Women and men are not the same.” 
 
    “Women are superior,” Justin said without thinking. It was another one of those hypnotic commands, something implanted deep within his psyche. And now he uttered those words, but he didn’t know how to take them back. Worse, he had to watch as Amelia grinned at him. 
 
    “Yes!” She chirped with more enthusiasm that he had ever seen from her before. “That’s right. Women like me are inferior. Boys like you deserve to be owned. And that’s exactly what I’m giving you. Don’t worry. I’m not going to buy you, but I’m glad that we could come back and to see you like this.” 
 
    We? 
 
    Before Justin could worry about that, she continued, “I really think this is going to be an inevitability, especially because the Duchy can’t hold. I mean, maybe if we all worked together, we would be able to hold back at the Dawn Star Confederation, but is that what we want? Is that what would really be best for all of us?” 
 
    She paused for effect, smirked again, and answered with a slow shake of her head. As she answered her question, the lights from above seemed to slide along the curves of her sleek mane. 
 
    Justin attempted to find some answer, some set of words or phrases he might be able to utter to get her to reconsider. And yet, when he looked into her eyes, he could see this absolute certainty. She was a commander, and she understood what it meant to make important decisions. She had contemplated exactly what she wanted, and she had picked the best path to get there. 
 
    “Men deserve to be owned,” she said. “It’s what you need. Face it, boy. This is going to be the ideal solution. The women of the Duchy will work together. We will join forces, and we will speak with one voice.” 
 
    “No,” he protested. “You can’t. You won’t get away with this. It won’t work!” 
 
    “And why is that?” Remarkably, Amelia seemed genuinely interested in his ideas. 
 
    This was it, another opportunity to speak, to convince her! He had failed with Brianna, but he might be able to convince First Officer Renard. She came from the Duchy, after all! 
 
    “Just think about the problems. How many men are going to flee? How many men are going to try to fight back? You are talking about a civil war!” 
 
    “And yet, how many women are going to collar their husbands or their brothers, their friends or other family members while they sleep?” 
 
    “They would know. They would see it coming!” Justin said, his cheeks flushed, his voice taught with frantic desperation. 
 
    “Like how you realized I only sent you off to get those plasma converters because I wanted to punish you for embarrassing me? Is that how the boys are going to see this coming? How is that working out for you?” 
 
    Speechless, Justin didn’t know how to answer her. 
 
    He wanted to believe that she overestimated the females of the Duchy. He needed to hold onto the possibility that these women overestimated their talents, abilities, influence, and power. 
 
    But one glance around the exhibition hall made it clear that women could seize control. It happened here, so it could happen again… 
 
    As the yawning chasm of uncertainty seemed to spread along his insides, Justin became very quiet. First Officer Renard didn’t seem to mind. If anything, she enjoyed that look of desperation and acquiescence written across his face. 
 
    Right then, Justin glanced past her shoulder, and that’s when he saw someone else. 
 
    His breath stopped. In fact, time seemed to freeze in place. When he saw her again, he didn’t enjoy the flash of attraction. There was no magnetic pull, not this time. And yet, he realized something. 
 
    Julia! 
 
    Amelia must have recognized the look as it passed across his face because she glanced over her shoulder, and that’s when she saw the engineer. She motioned, and Julia took several nervous steps forward. 
 
    “Are you having fun?” Amelia asked. “Did you try any of the hors d’oeuvres?” 
 
    “The sweetmeats are really good,” Julia said, only there was something wrong, something different in the way she spoke. 
 
    She seemed nervous, Justin quickly realized. 
 
    The First Officer leaned over, and she started whispering something to Julia. The younger woman pressed her lips together into this fierce, determined line. 
 
    This would be it, Justin realized. Julia may not have reciprocated his feelings, but they respected one another, right? She would insist that they buy him or maybe even break him out! Perhaps there could be some incredible scenario where they would sneak back into the Amici compound and use a set of laser cutters to destroy his cage. 
 
    But then their eyes met, and he realized something was wrong. 
 
    “Justin, is that you? Is that really you?” Before he had the opportunity to answer, Julia continued, “You look good.” She nodded, apparently confirming something for herself. “You look really good.” 
 
    “Now, now,” Amelia said, her tone chiding and playful. “We already talked about the possibility of buying a boy, and we decided that we aren’t ready yet. Besides, we should wait until the Duchy falls to female supremacy.” 
 
    “Julia? What, what are you talking about?” 
 
    “I’m talking about the future,” she said. Her gaze shifted slightly, almost like she was looking out toward some distant date. “I’m talking about how you boys are all going to be owned!” 
 
    “No…” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Julia said, apparently misunderstanding his response. “It’s going to be so wonderful. You boys will be owned, women will take over, and things will finally get better. You know?” 
 
    Justin waited for the chance to yell, shout, snarl, and launch himself forward. He fantasized about some scenario where the raw, primal rage might have been enough to allow him to rip free from his restraints and launch himself forward like a wild beast. 
 
    But the shackles held him down, and that’s when Amelia stepped over to Lauren. She whispered something. 
 
    The woman whispered back. 
 
    Justin had no idea what they were saying, but one point was obvious: they were talking about him. But what were they about to decide? 
 
    “You can do it,” Amelia said, stepping back down. 
 
    Julia climbed up the steps to the platform. That’s when he heard the shuffling of fabric. 
 
    Not only that, several other women glanced in their direction. The started to wander over, to wait. 
 
    “What, what’s going on?” Justin asked. 
 
    No one answered him. 
 
    “Tell me!” As his voice got louder, he stared out at the gathering crowd. He still didn’t know what was happening behind him. 
 
    “Tell me right now!” Justin started to say, only to have someone pull a bit over his head and slide it into his mouth. The gag was secured, and suddenly he couldn’t speak. 
 
    “I’ve never done anything like this before,” Julia giggled. 
 
    “Don’t worry. You’re going to be great.” 
 
    “Should I show him first?” 
 
    “Do you want to?” 
 
    “I, I think I do,” said the engineer. 
 
    Still trying to speak, Justin made noise at least until that moment when Julia stepped in front of him again. He saw her, but he had never imagined her like this. In his secret fantasies, he pictured what she might look like in a maid uniform, maybe a short skirt, a bathing suit, or simply naked and on her knees. But now, she stepped up in front of him, and his eyes widened to the size of coins. 
 
    “What do you think?” Julia asked as she tilted her body from side to side. 
 
    She had removed most of her dress uniform. She no longer wore her boots or pants. She had removed her jacket, and now her blouse was open, revealing the clasp of her bra, her cleavage, and the flat of her stomach. 
 
    But most of all, he saw the harness she now wore. 
 
    He had been penetrated before, but he never imagined a girl like Julia would be able to do it to him. Under other circumstances, she would have been this petite, slight girl, and he could have overpowered her easily. But now, he was livestock. He was an animal, and she could take him. 
 
    No. This wasn’t going to happen. It couldn’t! 
 
    The enslaved navigator snarled into his gag, but the rubber cylinder made it impossible for him to make much noise. 
 
    Julia sauntered past him down, and she dragged her fingertips up along his forehead, along the curves of his head, down his neck, and along his back. Then she grinned as she took the lubricated tip of her artificial phallus, and she shoved down, aiming perfectly. 
 
    Still shocked and disoriented, Justin hadn’t even thought of trying to tense up. 
 
    His reflexes kicked in, but it was too late now. 
 
    She shoved down, and he felt his muscles tighten around at the curved contours of the dildo. Thrashing against his bonds, Justin growled and howled out. 
 
    This couldn’t be happening! 
 
    He had thought he knew Julia. When they chatted, he always avoided politics. He had assumed they believed similar things. 
 
    Clearly, he had been wrong. 
 
    And now he paid for it as he got penetrated from behind. She pushed in, drew back, and thrust again. 
 
    His heart hammered, his breathing came in frantic gasps through his nostrils, but he still couldn’t block the sensations as they pulsed through him. 
 
    Then she grabbed his cock. She reached past his hips, brushed her fingers along his manhood, and took a firm grip. 
 
    He had no idea whether or not she had permission for this or even needed it. Berserk need ran through his body, but she just squeezed him again. Even now, as she enjoyed the sensations from that two-headed dildo, she kept him right there on the edge. 
 
    Without meaning to, he moaned and murmured into his gag. 
 
    By this point, Justin wasn’t pleading for her to stop. Somehow, Justin started begging, but he didn’t know what the words really meant. He couldn’t string the words together, but they were right there. 
 
    Lauren must have sensed the shift because she pulled the gag from between his teeth, and the words flooded out. 
 
    When he looked into the crowd, he saw the police officers, the soldier, the Councilwoman, the merchants, and those other random women who might take possession of him… 
 
    “Please. Please, don’t make me enjoy this! Please!” 
 
    “Only because you beg so prettily!” Lauren laughed. 
 
    Someone gagged him again. Just like that, she pulled her hand away, and the regret swirled through him. 
 
    She pumped into him for those long, hard seconds, then minutes. The women watched. They cheered, clapped, and enjoyed the show. Some of them drifted off to chat about other boys. Maybe they thought they could enjoy some private conversations while everyone else witnessed his humiliation. 
 
    Then she cried out, screaming. The sounds seemed to wash over the audience. 
 
    Julia yanked back, and just like that, she was done with him. She patted him on the head and walked away. She had said everything she needed to say. Maybe he whimpered. Perhaps he stayed quiet. It didn’t really matter because these women weren’t interested in anything a boy had to say. 
 
      
 
    Several more women came by to see him, but only one comment seemed to linger behind his eyes and between his ears. Her words kept echoing as a different kind of fear pulsed from his center into his extremities. His fingertips tingled, and this cold chill seemed to soak into his arms and legs. 
 
    Lily. 
 
    “I want you to know that I’m thinking about buying you,” she said. “And if I do, I’m going to have so much fun with you, Justin. I’m going to break you. I’m going to turn you into the most adoring, obedient plaything. And yes, it’s going to be very, very painful. And guess what else? I’m going to make sure you fear me. Every day, you’re going to wake up, and you’re going to wonder what I’m going to do with you.” 
 
    He heard those words as she scratched his back with one finger. She traced little circles around his shoulder blades as she made it clear what he could expect… 
 
    Then Lauren and the other handlers placed Jason and the rest of the inventory in different cages. 
 
    The women wandered out of the exhibition hall. Justin didn’t know where they were going, and no one was about to tell him. 
 
    Someone threw a black sheet over his cage, and now he had to wait. Now he had to wonder. 
 
    His cage hovered above the ground, so he wasn’t sure when someone started pushing it. He thought he detected that little shift in momentum, but he hadn’t been certain. Finally, he listened for the sounds of her footsteps. Yes, someone guided his cage. 
 
    Despite everything that had happened, Justin still hoped someone might pull the sheet away, and Julia or First Officer Renard would be there. They could tell him that it had all been some kind of ruse. 
 
    It was time. 
 
    Someone finally yanked the sheet away. He had no idea how much time had gone by, but the bright lights splashed down through the air and beat against him. Justin held up his hand as he waited, and that’s when he started to make out the different faces. 
 
    Perhaps he would have been able to see them before, but he didn’t know who to look for. 
 
    Now he could see their outlines. Carolina. Jennifer. Cassie. Lily. Brianna. Patricia. Amelia. Julia. Their names flashed through his mind even as he wished he could speak. 
 
    Then there was Amanda Amici. 
 
    The scion of one of the most powerful trading houses in the galaxy now stood and walked to the center of the stage. She raised her arms and said, “Ladies, I know you have been waiting for this all night. So many of you have been saving your money for this next boy. And let me assure you, he will be worth the wait! You have seen his records, you know his statistics, and you understand the potential he brings. Break him as a pony. Train him to be your most obedient dog. Keep him as a pet. Use him as a slave. Whatever you decide, he will be amazing. Better yet, you will always be able to look into his eyes and know that he was once a navigator!” 
 
    A ripple of laughter ran through the auditorium. 
 
    “Let’s start the bidding at fifteen,” she began. 
 
    The technique must have been antiquated, but one woman raised a hand. 
 
    Amanda grinned as the excitement seemed to flare through her body. Everyone in that room could sense it, “Fifteen. I have fifteen! How about twenty?” 
 
    Another woman raised her hand. 
 
    “Twenty-one?” 
 
    Several hands went up. 
 
    Feeling ambitious, Amanda called out, “Twenty-five? Do I have twenty-five.” 
 
    Quiet. Hesitation. Doubt. 
 
    Only then, one woman raised her hand. Another followed suit just a moment later. 
 
    “Thirty? Do I see anyone for thirty?” Before Amanda could even look around the room, she continued, “Think about that demonstration we saw earlier today. Imagine how much fun you would have with this boy. Better yet, think about how jealous your friends might be!” 
 
    Her prompting worked. Several more women raised their hands. 
 
    Then he saw one of them. 
 
    Lily. 
 
    He could make out her dark hair, the slope of her cheeks, and something else. Maybe it was the fact that she had her eyes on him, not the auctioneer. 
 
    No. It couldn’t be. 
 
    She was just a girl. She had to back down. And yet, Justin had no idea what kind of resources a woman like Lily might possess. Of all the people on this planet, it couldn’t be her! 
 
    Then Justin looked over, and he saw Brianna. 
 
    As the bidding continued, she raised her arm for just a second, but she didn’t stretch her fingers high enough. No one saw, no one except for Justin. Worse, she lowered her hand back down and she seemed to think better of her decision. 
 
    Silently, he tried to plead with her. He tried to connect with her. 
 
    He couldn’t belong to a brat like Lily! His insides twisted as the dread tightened its grip on him. 
 
    “Thirty-three?” Amanda demanded. 
 
    Lily lifted her fingers into the air. 
 
    They waited. 
 
    “Thirty-three,” Amanda repeated. “Going once—” 
 
    Justin stared at Brianna. Please, he silently pleaded. 
 
    “…Going twice…” 
 
    Brianna pressed her lips together and glanced at him. Their eyes met. 
 
    This boy didn’t know how to read her expression. And then her hand started to raise up, but it was too late. Amanda Amici called out, “Sold!” 
 
    Just like that, he had an owner. 
 
    Lily. 
 
      
 
    Everything happened so fast after that. They grabbed him, dragged him out of the cage, pushed him up into another container, and drugged him. 
 
    Then he woke up. He was on his back, spread out, and powerless all over again. On some level, Justin almost wanted to laugh. After everything, maybe he should have started getting used to waking up in restraints, helpless before the women around him. 
 
    And yet, the fear was always there, one jolt after another. 
 
    “Tell me what you want,” he heard her say. 
 
    Justin looked around, realized he was in a bedroom, and then he wondered if this was actually her room. 
 
    Lily sauntered forward, and she wore nothing but her bra and panties, but she also held a crop in her hand. She smacked it against his palm, making her newly acquired boy flinch. 
 
    “I asked you a question,” she said as she strode closer and closer. The tip of the crop cut through the air as she climbed up onto the bed. 
 
    “Freedom,” he said. 
 
    “Liar,” she replied. “Too easy.” 
 
    That’s when she brought the crop down, first against his right thigh, then his left. The pain cut through him. 
 
    Worse, electricity jolted out from his collar. It snapped through his body, forcing this male to arch his back as he instinctively yanked on his restraints. Just like all the others, these held him down and kept him powerless before his new owner. 
 
    “What do you want?” Lily demanded again. 
 
    “To go back to my ship!” 
 
    “Liar,” she replied. “We both know that’s never going to happen.” 
 
    The crop came down two more times, once to the left, once to the right. Synched with his collar, the crop must have contained some kind of tracker or maybe a trigger. Either way, the collar’s electrodes burned back to life, shooting fresh waves of agony through him. 
 
    He arched his back and twisted again. He tried to thrash, to escape, but this girl wouldn’t let go. 
 
    “What do you want?” Lily asked again. 
 
    “I don’t know!” 
 
    “I think you do,” she said. 
 
    Justin tried again. “Please. I want to serve! I want to be obedient slave!” 
 
    That obvious lie prompted four more strikes of the crop, two against his left, two against his right. As the collar flared, he lost himself to the storm of blazing, excruciating agony. It stripped away every thought and impulse. He became nothing but pain for those long, arduous seconds. 
 
    Then it stopped, and he still didn’t know how to answer. “Please! I don’t know what you want me to say.” 
 
    “I suspect something, but I want to know the truth. Last chance. If you fail, I’m going to take you back to my personal playroom. That’s where I really like to break the boys. Some of my associates get uncomfortable with how rough I can be.” She smirked down at him. 
 
    His eyes widened. 
 
    She raised the crop. She was ready to shatter him. 
 
    From one quick breath to the next, he called out, “Brianna!” 
 
    “Tell me,” she commanded. 
 
    Justin clenched his eyes shut. Deep down, he knew this had to be a trick or a trap or something. She was just messing with him. She wanted to know his deepest desires so she could use them against him. It was obvious. There wasn’t any other possibility. 
 
    And yet, Justin gave this girl precisely what she wanted. 
 
    In only a few minutes, she ripped away the last of his defenses. “I want to be with her. I want to serve her. I want to be on my knees before her. I know that’s where I belong. I, I…” 
 
    Lily leaned forward, and she said, “Relax. Relax and sleep.” 
 
    Just like that, she shut down his thoughts and the rest of the world vanished into a veil of darkness. 
 
      
 
    Justin woke, he jerked against the restraints, he found himself in that same room, down on his back, helpless. 
 
    The doors to this chamber opened, and he clenched his eyes shut once again. 
 
    Lily. Not her. Not again. He didn’t think he could take it. But it wouldn’t be anyone else. She would come in here, and maybe she would start teasing him or taunting him. Perhaps she would use that wicked crop of hers again… 
 
    Justin attempted to strategize once again. He tried to plot some kind of course that would allow him to avoid the worst of her sadistic impulses. But what could he do? How could he possibly sate a girl like her? 
 
    “Please, Lily. Please, don’t do this. Please, couldn’t you sell me to someone else?” Justin didn’t know whether or not he was babbling, but he spoke, the words flooded out, and he had no idea what she would do or how she might react. 
 
    If he sounded desperate enough, maybe this dark-haired girl would just let him go?” 
 
    “Oh, now I definitely have to punish you,” laughed a voice from above him. 
 
    But that wasn’t Lily’s voice. 
 
    No, it couldn’t be… 
 
    Justin didn’t allow himself to hope. 
 
    But then he forced his eyes open. 
 
    She stood there just a foot away from the bed. She had her arms folded tight over her chest, and she smiled at him. Brianna. Her name felt like an incantation inside of his head. No. No way. He didn’t want to cling to some impossible hope. And yet, he blinked once, twice, and she was still there. 
 
    “Punishment?” Justin asked. 
 
    “Absolutely,” she said. “You just got my name wrong. You should know that women really, really don’t like that,” she told him. 
 
    “But—” Justin started to protest, only Brianna clambered up onto the bed, straddled him, grabbed his already bound wrists, pushed down, and leaned in to kiss him. Her lips brushed along his mouth, so he arched his back as the sensations coursed through him. 
 
    His member strained against his chastity cage, but he didn’t care this time. He was close to her, and it felt incredible! 
 
    He embraced his captivity. For once, he didn’t even care so long as he could be close to this woman. 
 
    “I came here to apologize,” she whispered. 
 
    Justin tried to ask what she meant, but she kissed him again, cutting off those words. 
 
    “I came here to apologize to you,” she said as she pulled away for just a moment. Then she didn’t back down, and her lips brushed along his. He raised his head, and he kissed her again. Their tongues teased one another as they started back and forth, flirting and grazing one another in those quick movements. 
 
    He loved the weight of her body on top of him. He loved how her fingers squeezed against his wrists and how she held him down tight. 
 
    He had never felt so powerless, yet he didn’t wish to be anywhere else in the galaxy. 
 
    In that moment, he knew he was exactly where he belonged. 
 
    She was kissing him again, so he didn’t try to speak. Justin surrendered to the impulses, the sensations, and the temptations. Yes, his shaft was still locked, and he knew he wouldn’t get that rush of satisfaction, but it didn’t matter so long as he could satisfy this woman. 
 
    Then she sat up, and she pulled off her vest, her blouse, and her bra. Next, she shimmied out of her tight pants, her panties, and even her socks. She was naked on top of him now, and that’s when she surprised him. She braced her hands against the headboard, and she lowered herself down. 
 
    Her breasts were right there, and Justin didn’t know if this was a program or something else. He just knew he had to speak, and he let the words flow, “Please. Please, may I lick? May I suck?” 
 
    “You can,” she said. 
 
    Her left nipple was right there, just a few scant inches away from his mouth. 
 
    Justin raised his head tentatively, almost like he wasn’t sure he really had permission to do this. But then he lapped his tongue along the tip of her nipple. Then he latched on, and he gently sucked. At the same time, he listened as she started to moan. 
 
    “You are so good at this,” she cooed with satisfaction as the pleasure blazed through her body. “But right now, I want you to lick around the edges of my nipple. Go on. Do it.” 
 
    Her voice may have come off as dreamy, but it was obvious she knew she was in control and could give him any command she liked. 
 
    Like a well-trained slave, Justin obeyed. His tongue darted along the edges of her nipple. He sucked and licked, serving her to the best of his ability. And as he did so, the pleasure coursed through her. It ran along the edges of her perception, hotter and brighter by the moment. 
 
    Justin couldn’t study her features, but Brianna let out these little moans as she closed her eyes and kept her hands braced against the headboard. She lost herself to those first seconds of warm bliss. 
 
    Then she pulled away, and the former navigator looked up at her. Their eyes met, and she grinned down at him. She had something in mind; it was obvious, yet she wasn’t about to say anything. Instead, she lowered herself down again, only this time her other nipple was right there. 
 
    “May I? May I pleasure you? Please, I want to make you feel good. Please, may have this privilege?” 
 
    Justin still didn’t know what she was doing there, and the curiosity burned through his body, yet he knew better than to ask. 
 
    She was there for her pleasure, not his—her satisfaction, not his. 
 
    “Such a polite slave,” she said. Then she paused for a moment, and her eyes seemed to sparkle with amusement. In that instance, Justin understood what she was doing. She was drawing this out and making him wait. Perhaps she intended to delay her own pleasure because that would heighten the sensations when his lips finally surrounded her nipple and he began to lick again. Or more likely, she just liked seeing him squirm as he instinctively tugged against his restraints, yet he remained strapped down and powerless, exactly where he belonged. 
 
    Justin didn’t dare speak. Perhaps he didn’t fear a crop or some rush of excruciating electricity from this woman, yet there was something even worse pulsating at the back of his mind: the possibility that he might disappoint her. 
 
    If he wouldn’t get to see her again, then he needed to satisfy her as best as he could. He needed to make sure this beautiful, brilliant woman remembered him as the best slave he could be… 
 
    “You look so cute when you’re impatient,” she said. Despite his best efforts, the need must have been obvious as it played across his face. 
 
    Unable to stop himself, he pouted, and she grinned again. 
 
    “You may,” Brianna said. 
 
    He immediately leaned up, started licking, started sucking, and he continued to serve. He gave this woman everything he could as he latched on. He pressed down with his tightened lips and licked and licked. He slid his tongue along the tip, around, and he used everything he knew to try to satisfy her. 
 
    Not only that, Justin alternated speeds. He started out fast. Then he slowed down. He focused on sucking, then licking. 
 
    And as he did, she let out these delighted little squeaks and moans. She was enjoying herself, he could tell. 
 
    “That’s right,” said the politician. “Good. Very good. Oh, you’re going to make it so hard for me to go back into a bunch of meetings.” She chuckled, “But that’s okay. I don’t mind a little bit of distraction.” 
 
    Her meetings. Her career. Her obligations and duties. 
 
    Justin had no idea how she could be here with him. 
 
    She didn’t own him. She hadn’t bought him. 
 
    What was going on? As a navigator, Justin had always been curious about what might wait for him around the next corner, the next bend in the pass, beyond that mountain or hiding behind those clusters of trees. But now, he didn’t care about anything but this woman, and he yearned for the chance to stay with her. 
 
    But he was a slave, so he didn’t get to decide. 
 
    “Time for something else,” she said. 
 
    That’s when she pulled away, pushed his head back down to the mattress, and then she slid forward. She no longer straddled his chest. Instead, her legs pressed against his cheeks, and she lowered herself down. 
 
    It all happened so fast. He blinked again, he found himself looking up at her sex. 
 
    Her slit glistened with her arousal. 
 
    Although he had been lucky for the opportunity to lick and suck at her nipples, it was obvious she had only issued those commands for her satisfaction. 
 
    And now she started to rub her crevice along his lips. 
 
    “Lick,” she commanded. 
 
    Justin obeyed. 
 
    He moved his head up and down as his tongue followed suit. He went deep, penetrating her. At the same time, he experienced this rush of gratitude. Before arriving on this world, maybe he unconsciously thought of serving women as disdainful or silly. Maybe he had held onto that notion that boys were supposed to be the ones who enjoyed the bulk of the pleasure when it came to sex. It started and ended with male arousal. 
 
    But locked up and caged now, strapped down and powerless before this woman he yearned to serve, Justin knew the truth. 
 
    Again and again, he wished he could speak. 
 
    Under so many other circumstances, he would have been quite adept with his mouth. Or maybe that wasn’t true any longer. As a navigator, he had known how to work with different kinds of people: captains, commanders, engineers and pilots. 
 
    Only that part of his life was over now. 
 
    A new life had started for him. Since coming to Athena Erimos, it seemed like he’d lost his verbal dexterity. Perhaps that made sense. Maybe boys didn’t need to articulate themselves, not when they just followed the tug of the leash and the orders of their owners. 
 
    Instinctively, he gulped, and he felt the collar around his neck. So close to her, his shaft twitched again. It strained as it fought for an erection it could never have, not while he wore the cage. 
 
    “You feel wonderful, Justin. That’s right. Show me what you can do, boy. Show me how you can lick.” 
 
    She called him Justin. She called him boy. Maybe she cared about him, but she also saw him as her property. 
 
    Was he her property? 
 
    Lily had purchased him. 
 
    Was Lily just messing with him? Was she giving him a taste of something good so she could take it away later? 
 
    He considered those possibilities and buried them. 
 
    It didn’t matter. 
 
    He had a woman poised above him, and so Justin had to please her. Satisfying this woman had to become his top and only priority. He continued to lick, serving her as her words washed over him. 
 
    “Good boy. That’s right. Show me what you can do. Oh, that is amazing. That is excellent. You are so good at this.” 
 
    As she praised him, he kept wondering why she hadn’t purchased him. 
 
    But he already knew the truth. 
 
    As a planetary leader, she had too many obligations and responsibilities. She couldn’t handle him. 
 
    He almost wished he could argue, but he remembered his status as a slave, so he focused on these moments. He focused on satisfying her right then and right there. Nothing else mattered as he licked and served. 
 
    His tongue sped up, and she let out a little squeal of pleasure. She whimpered and moaned. She threw her head back, and he basked in those sounds. With every noise she made, he proved what he could do for her! 
 
    As she savored his service, Justin surrendered to the contentment of knowing where he belonged. Yes, the arousal continued to yearn and push against his senses, but he mostly ignored it. 
 
    Only then she pulled away. 
 
    She hadn’t climaxed, not yet, but her face was flushed, and she looked down into his eyes. “Should I ride you?” 
 
    “Use me however you like,” he said. 
 
    “You look so cute when you’re hopeful,” she said, tapping the tip of his nose with one finger. But then she reached down, unlocked his chastity cage, and she tossed it aside. 
 
    His shaft hardened instantly. The arousal pulsed between his legs, and that’s when she grabbed him. She lowered herself down onto his shaft. She closed her eyes and straightened her back. 
 
    “No talking,” she said. 
 
    Justin may not have been muzzled, but he knew that command had to bind him. 
 
    It could have been the hypnotic programming, but he suspected it was something else: his genuine desire to please and satisfy this woman. 
 
    She enveloped him, surrounding him, taking him, all while she positioned herself above him. 
 
    Soon, she had him trapped. His most sensitive body part, the symbol of his identity as a boy now belonged to her in that moment. Not only that, she slid forward, up and down, all while she savored the friction of his body against hers. She enjoyed the shape of his member as she took him. His contours and the curves of his shaft served her pleasure. 
 
    Yes, he enjoyed this. Yes, desperate gratitude raced through his body, but this woman wasn’t interested in that. If he enjoyed himself, it was only a byproduct of what she could do with him. 
 
    “Good,” she said, closing her eyes. In the next few seconds, she bit down on her lower lip as she tried to control herself. 
 
    “I have you,” she said. “I have you, and I love owning you.” 
 
    Did she really mean that? 
 
    She said the words, and he opened his mouth. He locked his eyes on her face, and she grinned down at him now. 
 
    She meant it! Or did she? 
 
    He couldn’t tell if she was just playing with him. 
 
    She was obviously aroused. It would be so easy for her to lose herself to these fantasies. 
 
    Perhaps this was a goodbye, and she would never see him again… 
 
    Justin did his best not to think about that possibility, yet he had once been a navigator, so it had been his job to consider those worst-case scenarios. 
 
    Then she pulled herself up and slid down again, and he nearly lost control. Justin instead focused. He couldn’t think about his own doubts or worries. He was a slave, and it was his obligation to serve her. He had licked, but now she was close to an orgasm. 
 
    She moved her hips up and down, again and again. She savored his body as she put her hands on his shoulders and pressed down. She leaned forward, and it looked like she might kiss him, but then she raised her head, cried out, and let that first little pulse of satisfaction run through her. 
 
    That was just an initial taste. 
 
    Brianna demanded more. 
 
    She rode this male, taking him and claiming him. At several points, she slowed down. Then she quickened her pace, going faster and faster to the point where Justin thought he couldn’t possibly hold out. 
 
    She stopped. 
 
    Then she started again. 
 
    Through it all, Justin maintained his control. Somehow, he kept himself from succumbing to that temptation. If he had relaxed, even just for an instant, he knew his shaft would start pulsating, and he would have disappointed this gorgeous woman. 
 
    No. 
 
    He couldn’t let that happen! 
 
    Although he wished he could speak, she had given him the command, so now he obeyed. 
 
    “Good,” she said. She had slowed down again. “I think I might be ready,” she told him. “I think I might be almost done. But you don’t get to come, do you?” 
 
    The slave almost fell into that trap. He inhaled to answer before he stopped himself and shook his head instead. 
 
    No, he didn’t get to climax, not without her permission. 
 
    Then she closed her eyes, raised her chin, straightened her back, and started going even faster. She used him like he was a pony. He settled into this fantastic, almost frantic rhythm. 
 
    “I’m close. So close!” 
 
    Yes. He would give her what she wanted. 
 
    Then she glanced down for just a moment, and he studied her blonde hair, her beautiful eyes, the angle of her nose, and the full color of her lips. 
 
    “Come for me, boy.” 
 
    He heard those words. 
 
    But he couldn’t tell whether or not that was just his imagination or if she had really uttered that command. 
 
    “Now! Come for me right now!” 
 
    Her voice washed over him, and Justin surrendered. He jerked his hips up into her, let go, and he clenched all at the same time. As that delicious need gripped him, he allowed his body to take over. In those few seconds, he had permission to surrender. She gave him the opportunity to listen to his body. He was like a hound who had been trained, so now his instincts lined up with what his owner expected from him. 
 
    He growled and cried out, grunting even as he lost himself to that wild storm of bliss. 
 
    It didn’t last long, perhaps half a minute. And then it was over, and she pulled away. 
 
    Justin remembered her command: no talking. 
 
    So now he had to wonder if he would watch as she sauntered off. 
 
    Instead, she rested her head on his shoulder. 
 
    Again and again, Justin wished he could speak If this might be the last time he would see her, he wouldn’t ruin it at the last moment by accidentally defying her. 
 
    “Thank you, Justin,” she said. 
 
    She cuddled against him, pressing her body to his. 
 
    His shaft remained hard. Despite the orgasm, the arousal seemed to cling to his flesh, like he couldn’t quite let go. 
 
    “You’re being quiet,” she said. But then she chuckled. “Oh, that’s right. I told you not to talk, didn’t I?” 
 
    Justin nodded eagerly. 
 
    “Well, the silence is kind of nice,” she said, teasing him and torturing him in equal measure as she rested her head back on his shoulder. 
 
    It wasn’t fair! But it didn’t need to be either… 
 
    Finally, she said, “This has been really nice, but I should get going.” 
 
    She walked her fingers along his chest. She traced the curves of his pectorals, then up along his collar bone, all the way to his neck and collar. “I could leave you here for a while,” she said. “I could let you wonder what’s going on. I bet you’re curious.” 
 
    Justin jerked his head down and up so fast of that he shook the bed beneath him. 
 
    She giggled, “Okay.” She shifted her position, straddled him, grabbed his wrists again, and looked down into his eyes. Only this time, she didn’t kiss him. Instead, she said, “Lily Batu. She owns you. And she is going to take care of you when I’m not around. But guess what? When I am around, she’s going to let me borrow you. Every few days, you’ll be on your knees, probably under my desk while I handle busy meetings, and you’ll massage my feet, lick me, and remind me just how good it can feel to own a boy.” 
 
    She reached up and ran her fingers through her hair. “Not only that, you’re going to inspire me. You’re going to remind me that the work I do is important because the Confederation needs to continue to expand. There are so many boys out there who don’t know they need to be enslaved. But when we work together, we can turn them all into property, can’t we?” 
 
    Justin didn’t know whether or not this was a test, yet it hardly mattered because she was a woman and she was his. Hers, so she was smarter, and he had to agree with her. 
 
    Like the obedient boy he had become, Justin nodded his head. 
 
    “You can say it.” 
 
    “Yes. We can work together.” 
 
    “Say all of it,” she commanded with a wicked little smile. 
 
    “We can work together and turn all of the boys into property.” 
 
    “Good,” she said. She leaned down and whispered, “I can’t wait to get started.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “What is it, boy?” 
 
    “Why? Why would she do this?” 
 
    “What? You can’t figure it out?” Brianna teased. “Sisters help one another.” 
 
    “She’s your sister?” 
 
    “Adopted, but that doesn’t make any difference,” said the councilwoman. She’s going to play with you when I’m not around. And when I am, you will be a cherished plaything. But in case you’re wondering, yes, she and I share a little bit of a sadistic streak.” 
 
    Justin stayed quiet now. 
 
    “Are you ready to begin your life as my boy?” 
 
    “Yes, Councilwoman,” he said. 
 
    “I don’t think that fits any longer. Address me as your Mistress.” 
 
    And like a dutiful servant ready and eager to please his owner, Justin obeyed. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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