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Prime Huntress

This was the part she hated. Annalise Cazadora understood the protocols and occasionally acknowledged that necessity. Still, she despised the shined boots, the pressed pants, and the snug blouse. She hated double checking each of her rank pins and insignias. She had her dark hair tied back into a severe ponytail; the blue streak slid along her dark mane. Most annoying, she needed to maintain that proper posture and stride as she made her way down the long hallway.

Her boots clinked against the metal flooring as she came to the desk outside of the commander's office. The young woman had her eyes locked on the wall screen as she considered...something. If anything, Annalise enjoyed the paperwork even less than the uniform requirements while on base.

"Is she ready?" Annalise asked.

The assistant glanced up and instantly recognized, Annalise Cazadora, Prime Huntress. This girl was new; she hadn't been working at the desk for long, so her eyes widened, just a tiny bit. At the same time, she scrambled to find the right button and double check her commander's schedule.

"Yes, Ma'am," answered the junior officer. This girl was probably proud of herself for not stuttering.

"Good." Annalise didn't wait for permission; she headed through the double doors. They automatically slid open for her to reveal Zaraya's incredible office. The dark gray, industrial carpet matched the rest of the base, but the huge, mahogany bookcases were gorgeous. That massive desk looked amazing, plus there were the four couches arranged at the center of the room. Off to one side there was a bar and kitchenette, fully stocked with dozens of different drinks from a variety of different worlds.

Like her subordinate outside, Zaraya had her attention locked on her screen. Only then, this playful grin stretched across her lips, and then she glanced up to see Annalise. "You're early," she pointed out.

"And it looks like you're distracted," said the Prime Huntress.

"Just a little something to help me relax. You know, stress can be very toxic." The corners of her mouth twitched as she giggled. "You should probably come out, Rex. I don't think my sister will approve of your presence here. She never did know how to have fun."

She pulled her legs out from underneath her desk, rotated her seat to the side, and a boy crawled out. Annalise guessed he was probably twenty-five or thirty...handsome...of course. Annalise resisted the urge to shake her head.

"Did you enjoy that, Ma'am?" As he gazed back at the commander, his eyes were big and full of nervous anticipation. Clearly, he had been well trained. He wanted to please her, to make her happy.

It was the kind of masculine subjugation Annalise always expected to see, especially on base. Out in the wider world, maybe there were young men who resisted or tried to push back, not that Annalise ever saw the point. Seriously, what did those young men think they were going to accomplish? Their cute little arguments and precious little protests were little more than distractions, and they had to know it. Besides, if they really wanted jobs, there were opportunities for them here and there.

If they wanted excitement, they could even become pack boys.

And yet, that wouldn't be good enough for them, would it? Some people would never be satisfied.

They probably just need to be spanked...or worse. This time, Annalise sensed the tension playing through her body. First, she didn't belong there. She didn't like these kinds of offices or the politics that took place in spaces like this.

"Very much so," Zaraya promised. The boy turned away. She reached out and grabbed his tight posterior. Then she gave him a quick slap, and he glanced over his shoulder, smiling broadly as he scurried out of the room. He may have been tall, lean, and muscled, yet he moved like a bunny eager to be chased.

Okay, so that was one instinct Annalise could understand.

"What's going on?"

"I have a mission for you," Zaraya said.

"You could have just uploaded the details to my data slate. I'm ready to go." More than that, she was itching for another mission. She wanted to get out there, to feel the mud or sand or grass beneath her boots. She wanted to scan the horizon or search the ground for some detail, something that could lead her to her quarry. Annalise turned to go, thinking this had been a waste of time.

"Wait," Zaraya said as her tone shifted.

Sucking in a breath, Annalise forced herself to stop. At the same time, she brought her hands up behind her back, tightened her fingers together, and rotated again to face her sister. "Yes, Commander?"

"We need to talk," Zaraya stepped away from her desk, walked over to one of the couches in the middle of the room, and lowered herself down. She crossed her legs to reveal her bare feet...Annalise really hadn't needed to see that detail, but this was Zaraya's office, and she could do whatever she wanted, especially when it came to the boys who worked around her. "Have a seat."

Resisting the urge to roll her eyes, Annalise forced herself to comply. She sat down, her knees held together, her back straight. "Yes?"

"How did the last hunt go?"

"All of the relevant details were in my report."

"I read your report," Zaraya said with a quick nod. "But I worry about you."

"You know I’m the best hunter on this base. I might be the best hunter on the entire force," Annalise said with a hint of pride.

"True," Zaraya acknowledged. "But you're always going to be my little sister, so I'm always going to worry about you."

"I'm sure you can find a distraction or two here in your very plush office."

"Oh, you're definitely right about that," Zaraya said as she chuckled. She took a moment to gaze around her office as she considered her favorite memories with the different men who came here to serve and satisfy her. "But you also know that I'm very good at my job."

"Politics."

"Politics makes every world go round. I know you don't like to think about that, but it's true. Now, tell me. Are you taking every appropriate fashion out there?"

"Yes, Ma'am."

One corner of Zaraya's mouth rose up. "Good. That's all I want to do now."

"Really? I had to get dressed up for that?"

Zaraya shrugged, "It's good for you to get back into the office and to do more than just hunt. You know, I've talked to a couple of your pack boys."

"I treat them well."

"Technically, that's true. But you know, you could have some fun. You and I like to announce this, but I was a Huntress as well, and I know how boring it can be, especially if you decide to set traps."

"I prefer the hunt," Annalise said.

Her sister watched her.

Annalise had to say something else. She glanced to her left, then her right. At moments like this, she didn't know if Zaraya Cazadora could provoke that little spark of nervous energy because of her rank or the family connection. Either way, Annalise found herself sucking in a breath and saying, "Maybe you are right. Maybe I should have some fun the next time I get the chance."

"It's your decision," Zaraya said. "But I say this as your sister. I want you to enjoy yourself. I want you to relax just a little bit. The boys can be dangerous, we both know that, but we also know you are the best Huntress here. You won't make any dumb mistakes, so there will be that moment when you can enjoy yourself. You should take it. Once he's collared and trapped, you can have some fun. Enjoy yourself."

"I think about it," Annalise said. Strangely enough, she actually meant it. And that was probably why her big sister had risen through the ranks so quickly.

By the time Annalise stepped out of the office, just a few seconds later, she glanced down and saw the upload on her wrist slate.

Her target: Colin Coldottir.

This time, she abandoned the precise posture and correct stride as she headed down the hallway. A different set of instincts awoke within her as she contemplated exactly what might happen.

According to the physicists, his tunnel probably took him to Terra 779182. They didn't know much about this particular world or his projected landing spot, some urban development. It might be an arboreal encounter. As she contemplated all of this, Annalise considered exactly what she would need. She headed back to her sparse quarters, grabbed her pack, and switched to her hunting gear.

She preferred the lightweight, mesh of her armored shirt and pants. Her hunting boots were far more comfortable, if only because she could get them scuffed and damaged and no one would complain. She pulled on her vest, her sleek pack, and then she double checked to see if her pack boy had confirmed readiness.

He had.

Good.

Everyone on the base knew that Annalise Cazadora hated waiting, especially for something as trivial as the pack boy.

Who was it going to be? She saw his name and didn't even register it. She hadn't worked with him before. As far as she knew, he would be able to keep up. That was her only expectation. Unlike some of the other huntresses, she didn't judge a pack boy on his "aesthetic value". She shook her head at the idea of that concept. Then again, she knew that other people might criticize her hunting methods, so she really couldn't attack any of her compatriots.

Once she was ready, she strode out of her quarters to the tunneling chamber.

The room was busy, of course.

"Review," Annalise called out as soon as she entered the large room. Metal walls surrounded everyone. Workstations loaded down with heavy computers and massive screens scrolling different kinds of data hummed with a surprising amount of electricity.

Obviously, Annalise wore her professional veneer as she made her way toward the projectors hanging from the center of the ceiling. They were pointed at one blank wall. That space shimmered with an exotic alloy. No one would have been able to tell from the sound of her voice, the speed of her steps, or in the expression on her face, yet this was the part that actually made Annalise just a little bit nervous.

Once she was on some foreign world, she could deal with whatever the probabilistic fates decided to throw at her: dragons, rogue robots, giant spiders, terrorist boys, or anything else that could get in the way of her hunt. But here?

Annalise didn't understand the engineering or the physics. As a part of becoming a huntress, she obviously needed a vaguely, theoretical understanding. She had taken several classes as a part of being certified, which meant hundreds of hours staring at her desk slate as she tried to make the numbers hanging on her screen into something logical and coherent. Apparently, she had done well enough to earn passing marks on her exams, but that meant a very, very superficial understanding.

The women in this room, the ones who wore the white lab coats and checked and triple checked all of the different screens, were geniuses. As far as she was concerned. They calculated the movement of stars, pulsars, black holes, and so much more. When it came to this kind of technology, the number of variables seemed almost incalculable.

But somehow, they managed to do it.

More importantly, they created the tunnels that allowed her to find her targets and bring them back where they'd no longer pose a danger to themselves or the worlds spread across the layers of creation.

A young woman with her hair tied into a bun quickly rushed away from her work station. She grabbed her slate, held it up underneath her arm, and scanned across the different data points, "Colin Coldottir. Age thirty-two. Tunneling method, unknown. He's coming from Terra 889281. As far as the augers have been able to determine, he doesn't pose any threat."

"Drone contact?"

"Yes," said the scientist. "He destroyed it."

"Method?"

"Judging from the recording, it looked like he had some kind of gauntlet."

"Upload the data to my wrist slate. And where is my pack boy?"

"He's waiting for you. I double checked his gear. He's ready to go," said the woman. At the same time, she pointed off to the only male in the room. He was tall and looked good in his black shirt and matching pants. He wore a heavy-looking backpack and leaned forward slightly as he waited for instructions.

"You, boy," Annalise called out. "What's your name?"

"Nate," he replied. "Nate Allydottir, Ma'am."

"Can you keep up?"

"Yes, Ma'am."

"Confident," Annalise said. "I like it. Make sure you don't get lost. Make sure you take care of the gear. Make sure you can protect that homing beacon. Do all of this, and we won't have any trouble. If you cause any problems, I will use my recreational time to make sure you regret it. Understand?"

"Yes, Ma'am!" At the same time, he straightened his back, lifted his chin, and pushed his shoulders down as he did his best to demonstrate his dedication. Annalise may not have been impressed by that display, but she could see that little hint of nervous energy sparking along his eyes, and that was what counted, especially when it came to handling a pack boy.

"Are we ready to go?"

"Projectors are charged!" someone else called out from across the chamber.

"Diagnostics complete!"

"Buffers secured!"

"Stabilizers locked!"

"Yes, ma'am," said the technician. "It looks like we are ready to go."

Annalise stepped under the projectors, and she glanced up one more time. At that point, maybe a hint of trepidation played across her features. Probably not. None of these women knew how to read her. After all, she was one of the huntresses; she actually ventured out into the verse to hunt and explore. Besides, all of the arcane technology here made sense to them. They probably didn't see any reason to be nervous. What lurked on the other side of the portal, however...

"Initiate!"

The projectors hummed. They whined as the energy levels built toward a reality-folding crescendo. The apertures opened, the energy beams shot forward, hitting the glassy wall. The four lines intersected, and the square appeared. Annalise glanced back at the boy, and she reached out, grabbing one of the straps on his pack. He strode after her as she marched ahead. Then she closed her eyes, and she waited for that disorienting twist in her gut.

She didn't have to wait long.

Occasionally, Zaraya coerced her little sister into visiting some of the academies to talk about life as a Huntress. First, it was good for the organization, especially when it came to Zaraya's eternal quest for additional funding. "Public perception matters quite a bit. Our work is obviously very important, but we have to make sure that people understand this. It's a big and complicated challenge."

"Is it really?" Annalise often liked to ask, especially when she tried to deflect those requests. Standing up in front of children and their parents and talking about her adventures always felt...wrong. She couldn't explain it, not exactly. Maybe it was the simple fact that she hated having all of those eyes aimed at her. Unlike Zaraya, Annalise could never get comfortable in front of large groups of people. She didn't like speaking extemporaneously, nor did she enjoy trying to memorize some speech. She didn't know how to read a room or consider exactly what those donors and privileged members of society wanted or needed to hear.

She was the Prime Huntress. Wasn't that good enough. Didn't her statistics speak for themselves?

Apparently not, especially because Zaraya could always say, "Fine. If you won't do this for your big sister, then do it for your commander." That always worked, of course. She outranked Annalise. And even if they pretended otherwise, that distinction could never disappear completely.

In her talks, students loved to ask what it felt like to travel through one of the tunnels. That term probably confused most people, especially because it made it sound like Annalise ran through some darkened aperture. Or maybe she jumped down a slide like in some exciting vid.

Instead, it felt like stepping through the door, only her senses always got scrambled. There was that sickening twist in her stomach, the strange pulse of light against her retina, even if her eyes were closed, and the bizarre tingling along every inch of her flesh. It only lasted for a second, but the disorientation still swept across her body.

She ignored it.

The pack boy stumbled forward, losing his balance and dropping to his knees.

Annalise didn't allow herself that kind of luxury. She quickly braced herself, locking her feet against the soft grass beneath her boots. She turned to the left, then the right as she scanned for some sign of her target. Of course, the title could never be entirely precise, especially since there wasn't a homing beacon for them to follow. The technicians back at the base did their best, but they couldn't know if she might end up in the middle of a street, between buildings, out in the forest, or maybe at the center of a park.

As long as she didn't materialize into a solid object or a hundred feet in the air or underwater, Annalise didn't really care.

Her hand dropped to her side, and she felt the stun gun. The hilt always reassured her, especially as she listened. She pushed away the nausea and concentrated.

No threats.

"How are you doing?" Annalise asked. She did her best not to sound especially perfunctory as she glanced back at the pack boy.

"I'm good," he said. "I'm good." He was breathing hard.

Confident that he could handle himself, Annalise pulled her own pack from behind her, and she pulled her goggles out of the front pocket. She pulled them over her eyes, tapped in the commands on her wrist console, and watched as her vision shifted.

She looked straight ahead, scanned toward the north, east, south...and nothing. She turned west, and she didn't see anything at first. Had there been some kind of mistake? Or worse, maybe he'd already tunneled into another reality.

The techs didn't like it when she did this, but Annalise pulled up the augmentation program. She kept scanning.

There. She saw it.

A hint of green appeared through her lenses.

"Stay out of sight. Stay safe. I don't want to have to rescue you or the beacon from a giant eagle."

"That's happened?" Nate asked, his voice cracking slightly.

"Just once," she said. "Time until retrieval?"

Nate glanced up toward the sky. "Six hours. I'll keep the beacon safe, Ma'am!"

Without telling him he was a good boy, Annalise tightened the straps on her own pack and jogged forward, her eyes locked on that spec of green as the hunt began.

Other huntresses complained about moments like this. In every hunt, there were these specific phases. Sometimes they overlapped, and the exact boundaries could get squishy or amorphous, but it usually came down to getting the assignment, traversing the boundaries of reality, engaging in that long chase, spotting him, and running him down.

The long chase usually annoyed her compatriots. For them, this was the part where the anticipation could become frustrating. They wanted to get to the next part, to the "fun" part. The challenge rested in spotting the boy, hunting him down, binding him and dragging him back.

Annalise didn't have that problem. She loved this. As she ran forward, ducking and weaving her way between the different trees and along with the various paths, she could feel herself getting closer and closer to him. Although she couldn't relax or allow her mind to wander, there was a simplicity in studying the green energy field as she also worried about potential predators and other local dangers.

But nothing confronted her, not this time. She didn't have to contend with some random tyrannosaurus, bipedal fungi, or some other evolutionary deviation on this world.

And then she saw him.

She pulled off her goggles, and she spotted the boy. He was seated next to a campfire, leaning back, and relaxing. He had a laptop off to his right, and he seemed to be taking a break.

Annalise reached down for her stun blaster. Her fingers brushed along the holster, and she studied him for several long minutes, waiting and wondering. A rookie would have rushed in, but Annalise understood the importance of making sure she had every detail. She remained there, silent but eager, ready and willing to wait as she absorbed every detail possible.

She saw the gun, of course, a makeshift blaster that he appeared to have built on his own. Or maybe he bought it from some other errant male who had decided it was time for the men of his nation to rise up against the female overlords. Despite the need to maintain cover, Annalise still smiled and gently shook her head from side to side. She was familiar with the propaganda, the arguments, and a few of the speeches. This had been a part of her training, not that she really cared. She wasn't some rehabilitation specialist, nor did she feel any particular urge to work on these boys.

And yet, there was something different about this one.

Colin Coldottir.

As she watched him, she attempted to discern what kind of threat he might pose. Little by little, however, she came to the inevitable conclusion that she could handle him.

Another thought occurred to her.

Or rather, it was a different kind of itch, a different type of impulse. She ran her teeth along the edges of her bottom lip as she wondered if she should indulge.

No.

Despite everything her sister said, Annalise considered herself to be a huntress and nothing more. She wasn't like so many of her compatriots. She didn't worry about playing with these boys, and she had absolutely no interest in some kind of training routine. Still, she had heavy equipment in her backpack, but she simply wanted to take him back. Once he was at the base, someone else could worry about his psychological improvement.

Breathing out slowly, Annalise drew her pistol, aimed, and got ready to fire. She had her finger on the trigger, and she started to exhale. At the end of the breath, she would pull the trigger, send that bolt of energy glancing across the air and straight into his midsection. His nervous system would be disrupted for just a moment, just long enough to knock him out. And when he woke up, he would be collared and ready for transport.

Some native avian to her left noticed her. Maybe it finally decided she was a predator who needed to be scared off, or maybe her weapon had started to heat up, so it's infrared vision finally noticed her. Either way, the beast shot down, scratched at her shoulder, and made her hiss through her teeth.

As a professional, Annalise still didn't move even as those soft feathers slapped against her face. She wanted to take the shot, only Colin glanced up. In that moment, he saw her. Somehow, he picked out the details of her body despite the leaves and branches in front of her. Or maybe it was just instinct that prompted him to drop down and roll.

She pulled the trigger, and the blast missed him by less than an inch. It would have been a perfect shot, catching him right below his throat.

The energy dissipated harmlessly, and she felt the coils begin to recharge. She quickly knocked the bird aside with one slap. From there, she ran forward, breaking cover.

She came around again. The weapon had recharged. She fired.

At this point, he took cover, dropping down behind a log. More importantly, he drew his own weapon. "Colin Coldottir! You're coming with me!"

"No way!" he shouted back. An instant later, he jumped up, rested the hilt of his weapon against the moss covered log, aimed at her and fired. A blue streak of energy shot out, burned into the tree behind her, leaving a few singed leaves and a smoking gouge. She was determined to bring him in alive. Apparently, he had no problem with her death.

Annalise understood how these boys thought. The most obedient males remained within their households, cooking, cleaning, serving. They understood who they were and where they belonged.

This male, however, was determined to fight back. On some level, he must've recognized the futility of it all. The universe had a natural structure. Maybe evolution could deviate in a seemingly infinite number of directions, but there were certain realities that always remained: light, gravity, physics, female superiority. As far as she was concerned, these things never changed. According to the researchers, every world came down to this simple dynamic. Due to their superior intelligence, patience, and penchant for long-term reasoning, women were simply better at ruling. Consequently, they always established in the various hierarchies. The technologies may have changed. The exact social structures might have been different. Some worlds might have been ruled by enlightened democracies or totalitarian queendoms. One way or the other, it didn't matter because boys like this would always need to be collared, beaten, owned, and trained.

Despite that truth, men like Colin always had to push back. They couldn't help themselves.

Another bolt of energy shot past her shoulder. He'd overheat the charging coils pretty quickly if he kept up the barrage, but Annalise trusted her armor as she kept low, started out from cover, and unleashed her own barrage. Sure enough, he ducked back as she tried to outflank him.

"I'm not going with you!"

"Yeah, you are!" she shouted back. "I've got a leash ready for you, boy!"

"I'm an independent man who can think for himself! I don't need some girl telling me what to do!"

"You have no idea who you are," she said with a quick shake of her head. That was always the problem, wasn't it? Most men, deep down, understood who and what they were supposed to be. But then there were these wild boys, the ones who were untrained dorks who had never been able to learn their proper place in society.

Annalise ducked behind another thick tree. Bolts of energy slammed into the trunk, and she slipped to her right, pulling the trigger and unleashing a blind shot. It sizzled across the air. It didn't hit him, but he kept his head down. "The more you fight, the worse it’s going to get for you," she called out to him.

"I'm not going back! I don't care who you think you are! You’re just a dumb girl!"

At that point, she tilted her head back against the trunk, smiled, and closed her eyes.

There was something about the vehemence in his voice, the anger, the determination…

"You have no idea," she whispered.

Best then she closed her eyes, began to count, and waited for that moment. Sure enough, his patience fractured, and he fired once, twice, three more times. Now. He had to wait. Now he had to let the coils cool or the gun would explode in his hand. He may have been a boy, but he had to understand that basic reality.

Sure enough, he stopped firing. That's when she spun out from behind the trunk, lifted her weapon, held the hilt in both hands, sighted him, and fired. The blast slammed into his shoulder, knocking him back.

Annalise ducked behind the tree. She waited. She counted to ten and listened.

She didn't hear a hiss of pain, a grunt of frustration, or some bold declaration about how the revolution was about to begin any day now. (So many boys loved to hold onto that line, like they thought if they could just wait a little while longer, the vast majority of their brothers would suddenly realize that slavery was somehow a bad idea for the male half of humanity. In reality, most men were satisfied with their lives. They understood who they were and what they needed to do. Besides, they had the women in their lives to tell them how to behave and what to think. It worked, and they were smart enough to understand this. They didn't allow themselves to be coerced by silly slogans or whispered promises of the utopia that could never happen.

Men ruling? Seriously? That was a reason why that had to be the punchline to a hundred different jokes.

Breathing out slowly, she stepped out from behind to the trunk, her blaster still raised. She was ready for any hint of movement, but there was nothing. She made her way forward, careful to make as little noise as possible. Even so, she could still feel the crunch of the dried leaves beneath her boots. She stepped down against some stray stick, and it cracked as well, but she was still ready for him.

She came up behind the log, and she found him right there, on his back, his eyes closed.

It was time to get to work.

When she checked her watch, she saw that she still had several hours. Just as importantly, her pack boy hadn't sent any kind of distress signal, so he was probably waiting and hiding as instructed. So long as he stayed out of trouble, she still had several hours. She ran through the math and considered the boy in front of her.

He was handsome enough, but there was something else.

It had been his abject defiance.

When she hunted, she usually stalked and tracked her prey without them ever realizing it. Normally, stray birds didn't get in her way, meaning she could knock them out without having to speak with them. But now she studied this young man, and she contemplated what she could do with him.

"Zaraya, you're a bad influence on me," she whispered with a quick shake of her head.

Technically, she only had to collar him. With the advanced circuitry lining the device, his chances of escape became nil. She could track him, shoot him, and even paralyze him if necessary. Controlling him and turning him into little more than a puppet would be just a matter of typing in the commands on her wrist slate. If she had wished, she could have used the voice controls instead.

There was something enticing about seeing him spread out and naked before her. Before she shackled him, she had decided to strip him, quickly pulling him out of his shirt, his pants, his shoes and socks. She pulled down his underwear. At first, she tried to convince herself that she was only curious. After all, she seldom played with her prey. But today, she craved something else. The desire was right there, and she had no intention of resisting it, especially if time was on her side.

The more she thought about it, the more she decided that it had been his attitude.

Slowly, he started to wake up. Beneath his closed eyelids, he started to look around. His lips parted, and he breathed in. Finally, he glanced up at her. She was standing there, tall and imposing.

"I'm going to get away from you," he growled.

"Try to say that again," she told him as she typed in the command on her wrist slate.

He didn't understand, so he took her challenge. He opened his mouth and began to utter that first syllable. Right as he did, the collar detected the vibrations of his vocal cords, and it responded accordingly. The small electrodes pressed against his vulnerable skin lit up with energy, delivering a quick shock. He flinched, his eyes going wide.

Annalise dropped down into a crouch. She rested her elbows against the contours of her knees as she looked at him. "You know, I'm not really interested in training a man, but I think you could be fun. I mean, look at you. You think you are so defiant, don't you? But in the end, you're just a boy, and that means you will do whatever I want." She casually reached down, gliding the back of her hand from his brow to the ridge of his nose, then his cheek. He sucked in a breath, and it was obvious he intended to say something, only he stopped himself before he could make the poor decision.

She chuckled at him. She couldn't help it. "Don't move," she said next. She typed in another command, and suddenly his body froze. "Can you feel that? This is the kind of technology we have come up with because we are superior to you. There's a reason why women are in charge. You see this? This makes you vulnerable. It makes you foolish. It makes you impatient, aggressive, and vulnerable." That's when she casually reached down, tracing her fingertips along his chest, his flank, his hip, and then she brushed her fingers along his scrotum before she wrapped her hand around his cock.

"This needs to be controlled," she said. "Look at that. You're already getting hard. You're already getting excited." If she had ever viewed man as an actual threat, then maybe this would have annoyed or irritated her. And yet, she could glide her hand along his shaft, and she watched as his manhood twitched. He started to get hard. She knew exactly how to touch him, to move the curves of her fingertips from his scrotum up to the base of his shaft, to softly squeeze his center and work her way up toward the tip. Within seconds, he was groaning with desire and need. "Doesn't that bother you? Right now, you want to be some freedom fighter, right? You want to show me that you are a rebel. But how am I supposed to take you seriously when you can't even control yourself?"

His body may have frozen, but Colin discovered he could still speak, "it's just one part of my body. It doesn't matter. It's not who I am."

"That's where you're wrong," she told him with a knowing chortle. "This is exactly who you are. You're a boy. You're a boy, and so you need to be owned." For her, these ideas followed like mathematical equations. They were objective, true, and ultimately undeniable. "We can help you. We can make sure you are owned and trained. We can give you the discipline you need. You just have to relax and accept it."

"Never," he hissed.

"Never is a very long time," she said. Normally, she didn't play with her prey, but there was something about this boy. Colin intrigued her. Or maybe it was just the fact that she had a few extra hours, or maybe it was her older sister's influence on her. Just as she said that this boy needed be owned, maybe she, as a Huntress, had her own instincts that required indulgence. "Do you want me to stop?" He groaned again as she ran her hand up and down along his shaft. She loved having this boy naked and powerless. More importantly, she loved knowing that the collar controlled him so completely.

"Yes," he hissed predictably.

"Fortunately for you, that can be accomplished. Are you ready? Relax."

He must not have understood exactly what was going to happen as she pulled her hand away. Within those first few seconds, his shaft had stiffened. She had known he would get hard. He couldn't help himself. For this boy, those desires were a reflex, something automatic and uncontrollable.

Perhaps he had felt a collar like this around his neck before. Or maybe the technology was completely new, and so the sensations seemed entirely alien. Either way, she dropped her left hand down to her wrist slate, and she casually typed in those next orders. "Understanding the relationship between biology and psychology is always very tricky, wouldn't you agree?"

"What, what are you talking about?" At this point, it seemed like he was attempting to break free from the collar's influence. He wouldn't succeed, of course. This wasn't a matter of muscle mass or even the strength of his will. Rather it was chemistry and biology. In some cases, a boy might fight with every iota of willpower he possessed, yet he still couldn't deny the power of electrical engineering.

She reached down and ran her fingers along his neck to his chest. "The science is obviously far too complicated for you, but the concept is simple. Your body belongs to me because you're wearing that collar. And no, you can't take it off because I won't let you. You see, humans are biological engines. At least in terms of the hardware, it's always a question of electricity. There are these impulses in your brain; those commands flash down through your nervous system. We always feel like we are in control, but you're not. Right now, I can make you do whatever I want. Isn't that right, boy?"

That's when she entered the command, and he agreed automatically, "Yes. That is right." Colin uttered those words; speaking took just a couple of seconds, yet he tried to get his mouth to stop. He couldn't!

"That's just the beginning," she said. "I but this feels uncontrollable."

"I am in control of my body," he said. She honestly couldn't tell whether or not he spoke those words for her benefit, or his. Ultimately, it didn't matter. She chuckled and shrugged.

"It's okay. You don't need to be scared. I'm not going to hurt you. I'm just going to play with you." Then she smiled. He glanced back at her, and he probably had to wonder whether or not her control could be even more specific. At that moment, he had been imprisoned in his body. His arms and legs remained rigid. And yet, he could still move his mouth and his eyes. Would she be able to take away those little traces of freedom?

Probably.

"Of course, if you honestly believe you're in control of this, then just relax. Show me you can go soft. Show me that your sex drive isn't more powerful than your will."

"You're making me wear this collar. You're trying to control me," he growled back.

"I am in control," she said. "I haven't entered any commands for your cock. Not yet, anyway."

"What does that mean?"

She flashed him a smile. In her uniform, with her hair tied back, the armor plates along her shoulders, arms, chest and legs, she must've seemed to so intimidating to this boy. Yes, he had been able to break away from his universe with stolen technology, but he still didn't know what to do with this huntress or her incredible technology.

"You’ll find out," she promised. "But I am serious. Show me that you're different from all of the other boys out in the universe. Show me that you are the exception. Who knows? Maybe you are from some world where men really are capable. Theoretically, there’s supposed to be infinite variation within the physical laws of the universe. As far as I know, there isn't some theoretical reason why a boy shouldn't be able to control himself." She tilted her head to one side and ran her gaze along his naked frame. "If you can do it, I will let you go."

"Do what?"

"Relax," she said. "Just relax, boy. Get nice and soft for me. Show me that you don't have to be a slave to your cock. Because if you're a slave to your cock, you might as well just be a slave to a woman, don't you think?"

"You shouldn't be able to do this to me," he said.

"Technology is amazing, don't you agree?"

His lips tensed, and he obviously wanted to say more, but she just smirked, "I'm serious, boy. If you can relax, I will let you go. I will tell my superiors that I never found you here." Technically, that would have ruined her incredible streak of success. There was a reason why she was the Prime Huntress, after all. And yet, she also understood how boys worked. Psychology was an important part of her vocation, and so, she looked down into his eyes, and she watched and waited.

Predictably, he tried. He pressed his lips together into a line, and she dropped her hand down to his cock. He twitched again, only she didn't even touch him. Instead, her fingers remained poised right above his shaft, maybe half a centimeter above his sensitive flesh.

"Don't do that," he breathed out.

"Do what?" Annalise taunted him. "I'm not even touching you."

His nostrils flared since she told the truth. She didn't touch him, but she was right there, close, so deliciously close. At any instant, she could have grabbed his manhood and stroked him. She could have wrapped her fingers around his circumference and brushed her hand up and down again. With every teasing, playful, caress, she could have sent another jolt of sizzling desire running through his body. His nerves could have cried out with ecstasy, but she didn't let that happen, because she didn't touch him. Still, the anticipation built. The reflected desires of everything that could happen pulsed through his body, and he remained stiff.

"What's wrong? Are you showing me that you can't control yourself? Is that why you need someone to own you? If you can't control the mark of your manhood, then maybe you really do need to be tamed. Maybe every boy needs to be tamed."

"You're toying with me," he grunted back at her.

"I am," she agreed. "And it's good for you. But I want you to know that I'm not lying. I'm going to give you a little more time. If you can just relax, then I will let you go."

When he glanced up at her again, he must've wanted to argue or insist that she was lying. There was just one problem. She actually meant it. She had made her promise, and she intended to keep her word, only she knew it wouldn't be relevant since he was a boy, so he couldn't overcome this challenge.

In that next moment, he bit down, stared upward for a few seconds, inevitably closed his eyes, and she could almost imagine the different thoughts churning through his head as he tried to figure out what he might be able to do or say to get control. As far as he was concerned, there had to be some kind of option. If he could stumble across the right image, idea, or phrase, then maybe he would be able to show her the truth. After all, if he couldn't control that single part of his body, then maybe she was right. Maybe he deserved to have that collar around his neck.

A boy like Colin probably wouldn't have admitted it, yet she understood how these boys thought. They always liked to think that they were special or unique, and perhaps some of them actually were, yet they still fell into the same predictable patterns.

"Just a few more seconds," she told him.

"I need more time," he growled.

"Just a few more seconds," she repeated. She was the one who would make this decision. She would determine exactly how many minutes he received, and there was nothing he could do about it.

"Please…"

That's when she grabbed his shaft. She squeezed him, and his eyes widened again. "It doesn't make any difference," she told him. In that moment, she didn't sound cruel or vindictive. She wasn't teasing him. Instead, it was worse: she was teaching him. When she talked down to this boy, she expected him to understand the truth and to realize just how powerless he could be. It wasn't a matter of the technology tight against his throat. It was something else, something primal, something programmed into the core of his DNA.

"That, that's not fair," he protested.

"I suppose you're right about that," she said. "It's not fair, but it's still an important lesson for you to learn."

"No, wait!"

It was too late because she had made up her mind, and now she brought her left hand over to her wrist slate again. Her fingers danced across the small screen, and she imparted the orders without watching him.

His shaft softened. The arousal was right there, coursing through his body, but there was nothing he could do about it. He gasped from one eager breath to the next, but his member softened now. It was a question of electrical engineering, after all. The collar could intercept and reinterpret the different impulses running through his flesh. His manhood relaxed just as she knew it would. At the same time, she told him, "There's nothing wrong with this. You ran, and you did your best, and you tried to fight me, and I took you down. This is how it works. This is how it always works. You want to be a brave boy? Fine. Then face the truth."

"We can fight back. Someone is going to fight back."

"There are so many worlds all across the universe," she acknowledged. "And yet, some things are always true."

"Not this!"

"Yes," she replied. "This." And that's when she stretched her hand back toward her pack, and she pulled out the cage. Seconds later, he saw the curved plastic, the machined contours, and his eyes widened. His bottom lip actually started to tremble. "No. I’m not going to wear one of those. Not again."

"You look scared. Is it because you know that once this is on you, it's going to be harder for you to think? Is it because you know that when a woman holds your key, she will be able to control you so much more easily? Deep down, you know you need this. Deep down, you know it's good for you." She echoed the key ideas from some of her male psychology classes. As a Huntress, she needed extensive training on males and how they viewed the world.

Perhaps he didn't want to acknowledge all of this, yet he couldn't hide from the truth. Those words washed over him. They pushed down into him, reminding him again and again of who he was supposed to be.

She smirked again, "Oh, and look at that. You're all ready."

She took his flaccid shaft and slipped it into the cage. She pulled the ring up underneath his balls. Next, she attached the different fasteners, one to the left side, another to the right, and a third at the center. Finally, she held up her favorite part: the lock.

His teeth tightened together, his lips pulled back, and he looked like some angry beast about to leap forward, only the collar around his neck prevented him from attacking. Granted, even if she had allowed that kind of freedom, it wouldn't have made any difference. He couldn't fight back, not against a woman like her. She had a dozen different ways of disarming and pinning him. Besides, he was naked and almost locked in his chastity cage.

She dangled it right in front of his face, just a few inches away from his eyes. Perhaps this gesture was childish, but she intended to enjoy herself. "Once you’re locked in, you're going to be a good boy for your owner, won't you? You're going to obey your trainers, you'll do as you're told. Maybe you'll still think about disobedience or escape from time to time, but I'm not letting you out of that collar, and I don't think she will either. This way, you can learn to behave yourself. It's only once you have been thoroughly trained that we will let you out of that collar, but by then it won't even matter because you will know where you belong."

"And where do you think that is?"

"On your knees."

"Never."

"Always," she said. But then she leaned forward, "Don't worry. I want to have some fun with you, I’m going to break you in first. Then I can take you back and hand you off to the trainers." She slid the lock into position, pushed down, and watched him flinch as the click reverberated across his skin. He probably didn't want to admit it, yet he couldn't deny what this meant either.

"You know, I'm tempted to give you another chance, like maybe if you could take off the cage, maybe I would let you go, but I don't feel like playing that game. Instead, I would rather play with something else." That's when she ran her fingers along the contours of his ass. Her palm just barely stroked his naked skin, and he shivered.

She stood over him again, reached down, typed in the next command, and his body moved. By now, he was technically free. No cuffs. No shackles. Just the collar...and it was more than enough.

He had experienced reflexes before, of course. Maybe a doctor had tapped his knee, and she watched as his leg kicked forward. Or maybe there were those other moments, like when he would try to stay awake late into the night, only for his body to decide it was time to sleep, so his eyelids would droop as he lost consciousness. This time it was different and worse because he pushed himself down onto his knuckles and knees. With his body braced against it the soft, damp grass, he had to know what was going to happen.

Even so, she stepped beyond his line of sight. "If you want to beg, I give you permission," she said.

Annalise dropped her pack to the ground, and she scanned her surroundings one more time.

From there, she pulled off her armored plates. She stripped away her security shirt, pants, boots, and socks. Then she pulled on the next garment: her harness. She slipped it up between her legs, and then she slid the toy into position. Once she was done, she contemplated whether or not she should use the lubricant. Considering how much he had already endured, she decided to be generous. She touched it to the tip of her fake cock. Then she walked forward and strode in front of him.

At first, he kept his head bowed down. His eyes may have been open, but he didn't want to raise his chin or acknowledge what was about to happen.

She grabbed him by his hair, and Annalise watched as the revelation hit him. Suspicions morphed into confirmation, and he tried to shake his head from side to side, but she maintained her firm grip on his scalp. "Are you ready?"

"You can't do this," he growled back at her.

"Watch me," she said, the corners of her eyes crinkling with amusement.

Annalise stepped behind the boy, she dropped to her knees, and then she reached out, gliding her fingers from the contours of his collar down along the length of his spine to the small of his back, and along the curves of his ass. With both palms out now, she grabbed his butt and squeezed.

Then she aimed the tip of her dildo, and she pushed forward.

Right before she penetrated him, she dropped her hand down to her wrist, and she entered another command. Her fingertip started across the screen, and his muscles relaxed. His eyes widened, and he must have hated this. After all, she was forcing him to cooperate as the rounded tip penetrated his opening.

For a few seconds, he must have fought hard. This boy tried to retake control of his body, but he had been imprisoned by this woman and her superior technology. Perhaps he had found a way to traverse dimensions, but that wasn't enough, not here, not now, not when he went up against the Prime Huntress.

"Good. That's right. Just relax. You can't help yourself, can you? No. You're going to enjoy this. You're going to enjoy it, and so am I. And guess what? That's much more important," she said, chuckling as she buried the dildo. She stopped right there, her hips pushed up against the contours of his ass. Then she drew back, only to slide forward into him again.

She reached out, and she ran her fingers along his naked back. At the same time, she savored those movements. This was a game, and he became her favorite toy, at least for that moment.

Biting down now, she exhaled through her teeth. Her hot breath slipped along the roof of her mouth and out past her lips. She stared off into the distance, but she relaxed as she toyed with him. She pushed forward, yanked back, sliding into him again and again.

"If you beg, I might let you out of your chastity cage, just for a little while…"

Again, he found himself imprisoned by the collar. That single device, the small electrodes, and the slender band of micro circuitry proved capable of keeping him locked in place. Neither his arms, nor his legs moved. Even if he tried to send those impulses running down from his brain into his limbs, they stubbornly refused to cooperate. He couldn't force himself to jump up, or attack. In some ways, he would have preferred the cuffs around his wrists or ankles. He would have liked to be able to struggle! It was silly, he knew, yet that impulse was still there.

Maybe it was how all of this appeared.

Annalise smiled and shook her head as she pumped him, working him. At the same time, she could feel that other urge run through her body. "You want to try it? You want to beg?"

"I'm not going to beg. I am a man, and I demand my dignity. I'm not going to beg. I'm never going to beg! You can't make me!"

She chuckled again, reached down, grabbed his ass, and grazed her nails along his skin. Despite the other sensations already roaring along his flesh, the tingling sensations danced across his skin. He didn't want to believe it; he didn't want to acknowledge it. And yet, she could sense his reaction. She laughed again, allowing herself to relax into the use of complete control.

Normally, Annalise faced off against these boys, and they fought so hard. Normally, she collared them, and then she handed them off to the trainers. This time, she enjoyed her prize. She wasn't going to keep him, of course. Instead, she could relax, toy with him, and enjoy herself for a little while.

"You think that matters? You're a man?" By now, she shoved forward into him again, his eyes widened, and he grunted. "That has meaning, but you don't understand it. You're angry, and I guess that makes sense, but that isn't an excuse to disobey. I know. I know. This must be so frustrating for you. You want so badly to believe you can compete with the women around you, but you can't. No…" She let her voice trail off. "And now, since you can't have your way, you want to throw a tantrum. Poor, silly boy." She smacked his ass, slamming her hand down hard. Then she grabbed his hips, and she pulled back, almost freeing the dildo completely. The friction of that lubricated toy slid along his flesh, making him grimace as she penetrated him again and again.

"Feel that? That is me taking control. That is me, showing you precisely where you belong. You are a boy, and you need to be used. You need to be taken. You need to be owned."

"No," he tried to pant out, so she smacked his ass again. Technically, she could have silenced him with another set of commands on her sleeve. She didn't. She wanted him to make the choice.

"No," he said again.

She spanked him.

Her hand flashed down, and the pain darted across his skin. Sparks of agony traced over his flesh as he channeled that frustration. He tried so hard to sublimate it into some burst of fury. "What? Are you fantasizing about getting out of that collar? Are you thinking about how good it would feel if you could just break free?" She laughed. The sound vibrated through her entire body. "No. No, that's not how this works. I caught you here, and now you're going to a training facility, and they are going to tame you completely. By the time you come out, you're going to be on your knees, ready to acknowledge your inferiority."

"Never!"

"I could make you do it right now. You know, we could turn on the collar and never turn it off. We could make sure that you are always an obedient little puppet boy."

"No…"

"Really? I shouldn't make that recommendation to your trainers? It would be so much easier. Besides, you don't want to be trained."

She still had her toy buried right between his legs. At the same time, she casually slid her hand along his skin. She stroked and caressed, grazed and teased him. Better yet, she was sure his cock strained against the chastity cage. He must've been able to feel every metallic curve as his body struggled to release that arousal.

And yet, he couldn't. He remained trapped, and she understood what kind of effect this could have on the male mind.

"No. Please, don't," he said.

"There we go," she teased him, laughing. Normally, she had to be so careful while on the hunt. She didn't like to admit it, even within the privacy of her own mind, but maybe Zaraya had been right about some of this. Her sister probably indulged too much, but maybe Annalise had gone too far in the other direction…?

That's when she yanked back then shoved into him again.

Yes!

That burst of ecstasy ran through her, and then she slapped his ass again, "Don't stop."

"Please, please, don't," he pleaded. "Please, don't do it. You can't. Please, don't!"

"You're so good at that," she laughed. "Keep going!"

Colin must have hated this so much, yet he continued. He cried out those words, one after another, and then she finally yanked back. Not only that, she pulled on the straps for her little harness, and the dildo fell away, dropping to the grass. Then she grabbed him and shoved down onto his back.

"I could use the collar," she told him. "I could make you do this. I could make sure you did a good job, working as hard as you possibly could. In fact, you could do better than that. You could use preprogrammed skills and talents that you don't actually possess. But that's not what I want. I want the real thing right now. I want to know that you are doing your best and showing me exactly who you are. Because if you don't, I will make that recommendation…"

It was just an idea, just a suggestion, just something she could attach to his file...And yet, it made his eyes widen all over again.

Colin had to know exactly what was about to happen. Perhaps he'd escaped one matriarchy, but now he would be taken to another, only Annalise and her people understood exactly how to work with a male like this. Worse for him, they had better technology.

When she typed in the commands, he realized something. He could move. His legs tensed, and he braced himself, and he even turned his head back to the left. It was a quick movement, and his gaze started off toward the wild foliage. He saw those trees, those thick trunks, the canopy of leaves, and maybe he envisioned some scenario where he could run off.

"You know what you're wearing," she reminded him.

He swallowed, bristled, and his shoulders slumped. He dropped his gaze down to the ground, and that's when she walked over to him. Despite being exposed, she still had her wrist slate. More importantly, this boy must have been able to sense her predatory grace. She could have taken him down without the collar or the device on her arm.

Casually, she reached down and ran her fingers along his inner thighs before cupping his balls. She stroked him, gently teasing him. His fingers tightened in the fists, and he wanted to resist so badly. She could sense those desires radiating off of him. "This must be so frustrating. It must be so, so aggravating for you. You think you can get away, don't you? You think there is still some chance." She leaned forward and whispered into his ear, "There isn't."

"You, you could just let me go."

"No. I’m not going to do that. Even if you had a big pile of gold right here and I wanted to accept a bribe. I'm dedicated to something bigger and better than myself." She chuckled. "Unlike you. I'm not some spoiled boy who just wants to believe he should be 'free'." She laughed and shook her head again, "I don't think you even know what that means. Do you?"

"You want to make me subordinate," he said.

"You already are. You just don't know it," she said. "Or you can't admit it. Now get on the ground. I want you to be on your back. Spread your arms and legs for me, boy."

"Why?"

"Because I'm a woman, and I gave you a command," she told him. She smirked at him now, her eyes shining with delight, "More importantly, I guess I'm the huntress who caught you. In the end, that's all that really counts, isn't it?" With her free hand, she reached up and she traced the curves of the collar around his neck.

The implications were clear, of course.

He wasn't really getting a choice. One way or another, he would find himself down on the ground, spread out. He might have been trapped by her authority or the electrical impulses supplied by that device. Either way, he would bend to her will. He would yield before her, and he would comply with her commands. There was no other possibility. It was just a question of how he got there. She allowed him to make that small decision.

"Go on," she coaxed him.

Something inside of him must have been tamed because he moved. Maybe he didn't like it. Maybe he didn't think about it at all. Maybe he tried to lose himself to some kind of fugue state, but he couldn't disappear, not completely. He lowered himself down onto the ground, and he spread his arms and legs as instructed.

That's when she shifted forward. She had already pulled off the harness and her panties, so she was ready. More importantly, she was wet and excited. The energy pulsed down into that magical spot between her legs as she stood over him. At first, she was tempted to just claim him. Instead, she rested her foot right there against his sternum. He tried not to look, of course. And yet, some other impulse took control of him. It wasn't the collar this time. It was a different, older, and even more powerful instinct.

He watched her; he looked up along the length of her body,

"You know what I want, don't you?"

"Yes," he said, growling out those sounds and letting them trail off.

"What do I want?"

"I, I…"

"What?" Annalise teased him, and she pressed a little bit of extra weight down against his chest. "You can't admit it? Is that it? You can't admit that you are a boy who has been caught? You can't admit that you’re prey, and now your Huntress has you? Is that it? If it helps, I'm going to hand you off. I'm never going to see you again. Well, maybe if I walk by an auction house, I might see you in the window. Would you like that, boy? By that point, I'm sure you will be thoroughly trained." She smiled and shook her head from side to side. "You know what you have to do." She added more pressure.

"I want to lick you. I want to service you," he said.

"You want to use that nice mouth of yours to bring me pleasure? You want to make me come? Is that it?"

He didn't.

In that moment, he was probably thinking about those escape fantasies of his. Maybe he envisioned some scenario where he would be able to tear the computer off of her wrist and use it to make his escape. But that wasn't going to happen. No matter how hard he tried, he wouldn't be able to get away, and they both knew it. Despite his fantasies, he would yield to her authority. He had no choice. This was inevitable, and he knew it. He understood how the pieces fit together.

"Yes."

"Say it," she commanded. As she uttered those words, that rush of pleasure and power cascaded through her body. Her nipples were stiff, her stomach tightened, and she could feel the anticipation run along her limbs.

"I, I want to bring you pleasure. I want to make you come."

"Good boy," she said. He didn't enjoy the complement, but she didn't care as she lowered herself down and straddled his face. She pressed her knees against the cool grass, and she pushed her pussy to his lips. "Lick," she demanded.

Her captured boy obeyed. Perhaps he wasn't her property, but that didn't matter, not here. There was something so much more basic at play. She was stronger, faster, and smarter. She was his superior, and she expected this. She demanded it. As such, he would give it to her.

Within seconds, he avoided the indignity of losing control to the collar again by parting his lips, sliding out his tongue, and licking her opening. He tasted her excitement.

"Good boy," she said. Again, he must have hated that complement. In those two words, she teased him. She packed in so much condescension. At the same time, some small part of him must have yearned to hear those words again when her voice, strong and proud and female, washed over him. With those two words, he didn't have to be afraid. He didn't have to think about trying to run off. He could simply yield to her authority. He could recognize that he was right there, underneath her, and he would do whatever she wanted.

Like so many other men before him, he was starting to understand exactly what this could mean and how it could feel.

She wasn't a trainer, yet she still recognized the simple interplay of power and authority as she pressed her slit down against his mouth. He licked harder now, his tongue penetrating her. She savored the friction of those quick movements, darting up and down, left and right.

At this point, she concentrated on holding out. She tried to resist those impulses. She succeeded, at least for a little while. The ecstasy burned through her body, coalescing, spinning and swirling and spiraling into something incandescent and amazing. Finally, her body tensed, and she jerked her chin up. She stared toward the sky, past the ceiling of leaves and branches. She saw the blue sky even as the white heat of satisfaction exploded through her body. She cried out, and she could hear the echoes of her own voice against the trees.

Panting now, she pulled away from him.

"Please? Please, let me out of the chastity? Please? Just for a little while?"

All of the arrogance and pretension from before had been stripped away. Now, this boy understood his place.

Feeling merciful, she touched a finger to his lips. She looked down into his eyes and said, "I know you want it. I know how badly you want it right now. And I want you to hold onto the feeling. I'm going to give your key to the trainers, and they're going to make sure that you learn how to be an obedient boy for your new owner, whoever she happens to be." Disappointment flashed across his face, so she cupped his cheeks. "Listen to me, Colin. You have so much potential. You’re a handsome boy, and I'm sure there are so many women out there who would love to keep that collar around your neck and hold onto your leash. You just have to learn to behave, you just have to learn to obey. Are you ready? Are you ready to obey?"

"Yes," he said.

"Good boy," she said again before she tapped in another set of commands. He froze, and she got dressed for the journey back. It was time to take him to the base.

"You played with him, didn't you?" Zaraya asked.

At that point, Annalise didn't feel like lying to her sister. Technically, it was against regulations since Zaraya was her commander. Then again, everyone knew that each Huntress was allowed a degree of discretion when it came to venturing out into the wilds. But as she strode into Zaraya's office, Annalise could feel that delicious satisfaction still reverberating deep at her center. Without waiting for an invitation, she sat down, leaned her head back, and grinned.

"I did," she said.

"Are you tired? Do you want to rest? I can give you a couple of days."

A burst of laughter shot from Annalise's lips. Then she leaned forward, rested her elbows against her knees, and looked right back at her sister, "If you have something, I want it."

"Are you sure?"

"Frankly, I hate this part. I hate coming down after a hunt. Give me something good. If you have a boy out there who is going to be a challenge, I want him."

"Okay. This just came in from the augers. His name is Peter Drake. Annalise, you need to understand that there's something different about this one."

To be continued...


Crossed Worlds

Quinn Drake knew he should have been more grateful. Once he was sure he wasn't in anyone's way and that he wouldn't accidentally bump into any of the arcane machinery around him, he made a point of smirking and dropping his chin down as he shook his head from side to side. Seriously, this could be amazing. First, he got work as a photographer. Second, he got to be around some of the most incredible technologies he had ever seen.

All around him, screens displayed different kinds of data, some based on color, others numbers, different graphs and charts spinning along as the machines hummed around him. The screens were just the beginning, of course. They monitored the information coming from the four cubes at the center of the room.

Just as importantly, there were the different technicians scurrying from section to section as they double checked the readings.

"Power levels are holding steady," someone might announce.

"I got a slight variation in Cube Three."

"I heard he checked on it. Everything is running within acceptable parameters," someone else said.

"Confirmed."

Before Quinn stepped into the laboratory, he had interviewed with the most important individual in the entire laboratory: Dr. Bart Clemens. At the interview, Quinn had waited patiently at one side of a conference room table. The assistant had been very nice, asking him if he wanted anything to eat or drink. He had politely said no. In all honesty, he had submitted his work thinking it was never going to happen. After he stumbled across the website, he had double checked the numbers. He could make that much as a photographer? It seemed impossible. Still, he had submitted his digital portfolio, and then he heard back a few days later. They wanted to interview him. Specifically, the head of the entire research project wanted to speak with him personally.

What was the project?

At the time, Quinn hadn’t known. In fact, he still didn't technically know exactly what all of these PhD's were busy doing here. They talked about energy fields, string vibrations, pulsar activity, and dynamic harmonics...all of which meant exactly nothing to Quinn. On most days, he would have found himself seated in a cubicle, reviewing incident sheets and double checking safety reports.

Dr. Bart Clemens had been exactly what Quinn would have expected from an elderly scientist. Yes, he was obviously vital and filled with energy, but his receding hairline, white hair, and trimmed beard made it clear that this man had a lot of knowledge and experience on his side. With a few more pounds, he would have made an excellent Santa.

Quinn had done his best to hide the nervous energy spinning at his center when he opened the folder and set out the glossy pictures he had chosen from his portfolio. These had been some of the hardest decisions. Over the last week, he had checked, questioned, reviewed, revised, and changed his choices five or six times, cycling back again and again. At the same time, he had tried hard to justify every decision.

It wasn't just the money, of course. He wanted to be a part of something big and significant. Quinn may not have been a scientist, but he enjoyed learning about the wider world, and he frequently found himself wandering between different science blogs and forums. Perhaps he didn't know the math, but he loved looking toward the future to see what might happen next. The world was so big, the universe so vast, and it all fit together. That simple truth always propelled him forward.

It was true; he had more of an artistic bent, especially when it came to wandering around outside and taking photos of gorgeous mountain ranges, beautifully symmetrical trees, vividly colored flowers, or some other natural phenomenon. Still, he couldn’t wait to see and learn as much as possible.

Dr. Bart Clemens offered that possibility.

"What you know about interdimensional physics?"

Quinn wasn't just a fan of science. He also spent a lot of time reading and reviewing various sci-fi and fantasy novels. Before he could stop himself, he asked, "You mean, like the multiverse?" Even as he spoke, he felt ridiculous. This was a real scientist. Chuckling nervously, Quinn still couldn't stop as he said, "I know those movies are overdone. There are probably way too many. I mean, they have a lot of potential, but the studios keep messing them up." At that moment, he managed to shut his mouth.

Dr. Clemens didn't say anything for a few seconds. "Why did you pick that one?" He glanced down at one of the glossy photos of a flower. Quinn couldn't name the exact specimen, but it was gorgeous, with the yellow blossom, the gentle green stem, and the contrast against the white snow in the background.

"I guess I like the contradiction?" Quinn said.

"Good. Emily will be in here shortly to tell you about the seizures. For you, the protocols are going to be pretty simple. Just stay out of everyone's way, and document as much as you can. We'll need you here every day for the next week, at least. Will that be a problem?"

"No. Definitely not," Quinn said even as he hoped his supervisor wouldn't give him any trouble about taking a week off all at once.

The universe seemed to smile down on the photographer this time. They were at a slow point back at the office, so his manager actually approved the time off. (Then again, Quinn honestly hadn't known, but he would've done it even if he had faced a denial. Quit? It was a realistic possibility, especially considering what he could make from just this week. Still, he was a pretty conservative and pragmatic guy, meaning he wouldn't necessarily sacrifice long-term stability for this one experience. Fortunately, he didn't have to.)

The doctor had clapped his hands together, smiled, and said, "Perfect. Then, welcome aboard. Take pictures. Document is much as you can. That's what we need from you. Got it?"

"Got it," Quinn said.

The next day, he showed up as instructed. When he drove up to the lab, he wasn't quite sure this would really work out. He had no idea what he would see inside of the laboratory. Of course, he watched so many movies and read so many books which featured laboratories and leading edge technologies. When he showed up for his interview, he hadn't known precisely what to expect, but it had been fairly underwhelming: a generic waiting room, a standard hallway with generic art, and the conference room. At least the doctor had been wearing a white coat.

As instructed, he came through the doors, and he walked into a decontamination room. Opaque gases flashed down, shooting across his scalp, down the sides of his face, along his shoulders, and all the way to his shoes.

Right as he walked into the laboratory, he looked around. He had his camera dangling from the strap around his neck. For a few seconds, he worried that it might have been damaged, but someone interrupted him even as he checked the lenses.

"It's fine," came a female voice.

He glanced up and saw one of the technicians. Like the others, she wore the requisite white lab coat, only she had on a black and green tartan skirt with charcoal grey tights underneath. "The decon procedure was designed to leave technology unaffected."

"Right," he said. That's when he remembered his manners and leaned forward, holding out his hand.

This young woman, a girl with black hair, a few freckles along her cheeks, and a sharp chin, glanced down at his hand like she wasn't sure what to do with it. She exhaled something close to a sigh and shook his hand.

"I'm Quinn," he said.

"Lillian," she replied.

"This is pretty amazing," he said.

"I suppose," she replied.

"You're not impressed? I mean, I started reading through Dr. Clemens' research, and this is wild. I mean, if he accomplishes even a tenth of what he has set out to do, this could change the world. Right?" Since Quinn didn't know what most of the equations meant, he couldn’t be entirely certain.

"There are some interesting possibilities," she conceded.

"Can I ask you a question?"

"You just did," she replied.

He blinked once, wondering if she was joking. When she didn't say anything else, Quinn took another breath, and wondered if all of the technicians would be this standoffish. Even as that thought crossed his mind, however, he realized that he couldn't quite get angry at this young woman. She looked like she was just barely out of college. This was probably her first job. More than that, she was incredibly beautiful.

Quinn worked hard not to stare, yet he could still feel his gaze tugged in her direction, like she had this gravimetric pull. She didn't need to try, yet he wanted to see the contours of her cheeks, the shine of her eyes, and that lovely, red hue along her lips. Swallowing back those unwanted instincts, he tried again, "If this really works, do you think Dr. Clemens will actually open a gateway to another reality? Another dimension?" Even as he spoke, those words felt and tasted so alien, especially because this was a serious conversation about what might actually happen.

He wondered if that was how the actors in the 50s and 60s felt when they pulled out their pretend-communicators. At some point, some actor probably held onto a prop, only to realize that he might go off and buy a cell phone a few days or weeks later.

"That's the goal," Lillian told him.

"It's amazing," he said, breathing out those words. He couldn't deny the awe in his voice, especially because this could change everything. Maybe he wasn't a scientist, but he had certainly considered those possibilities. Adventuring to other worlds would mean seeing entirely new realities. "This could change everything."

"That's the goal," she repeated.

"I mean, it could really change everything. Even if you assume that the basic laws of reality and physics are going to be static from one dimension to the next, wouldn't this basically create a supposed scarcity society?"

"Is that what you think?" Lillian asked him, only now her eyes narrowed slightly as she turned her head and studied him.

"I mean, I don't know what I'm talking about," he said.

"No. Go on. Continue, please," she said.

In that instance, he had to wonder if she was just teasing him now. Had he said something especially stupid, and now she wanted to see just how far he could go in the wrong direction? Or maybe she was interested in watching him drive right off a verbal cliff. Despite those possibilities, he glanced back at that black-haired girl and concentrated on gathering as much courage as he could. At the same time, he tried to pretend that she wasn't intimidating.

She probably had several degrees in fields he could barely name, let alone really understand. As such, Quinn tried to respect her authority. She knew what was going on. He didn't. It was as simple as that.

"Are you sure? I mean, I'm just a photographer," he said, and held out his hands, his fingers splayed as he tried to make a good faith show of his humility.

Her eyes narrowed again, almost like she was scanning him. "Sure," she said simply.

He took a slow breath. "Okay. So I mean, I know that everyone usually likes to think about the multiverse and how you could meet different versions of yourself, or whatever, and I think that is really important. Don't get me wrong. But…" His voice trailed off again. She was studying him with that same intensity from before, and something else occurred to him. While they talked, the other technicians were busy rushing from one console to another. Lillian, however, seemed to focus on him. "If there are really infinite worlds, that would mean there would be a bunch of different planets just like our own, only humans wouldn't have evolved to be the dominant species. And I'm not talking about other sentient races. There would be these huge, green spaces that would be completely untouched by sentient life. And if this really is infinite, that means there would be enough resources for everyone always. Without even going to other planets within our own universe, we could have enough room, enough water, enough air, enough food, enough of every kind of mineral. We would still have to go and get it and work on all of that, but no one would have to go hungry again. This would be a genuine, post-scarcity society."

"Interesting," she said. "You might be right about that."

Lillian turned away and walked off. She didn't say goodbye or tell him what she was about to do.

He watched her go. He saw her black sneakers, her tights, and he wondered what he would have seen if the lab coat hadn’t trailed behind her. He exhaled slowly and tried not to notice the way the light glinted off of her black hair.

Fighting hard to dismiss his worst urges, he lifted the camera, and he started to take some wide angle shots. Off at one console, he saw Dr. Clemens chatting with one of the technicians.

For his part, Quinn wandered around. He checked out the different components. Little by little, he made his way toward the center of the room, and that's where he saw the enormous power coils stretching out from beneath the floor up to the ceiling. They didn't spark or crackle, but there was still something so amazing about them.

Quinn had the urge to reach out and touch one. Obviously, he suppressed that desire as well. Instead, he took his pictures, catching one amazing shot after another.

He worked like this for a couple of hours, and it felt incredible, but then the work became somewhat monotonous. Right as that thought occurred to him, he couldn't help but laugh. He was working as a photographer; more importantly, he was being very generously compensated. And there he was, still complaining?

It had to be the stilted atmosphere. The air tasted fresh enough, only it had the chemical aftertaste of getting recycled and purified way too often. More and more, he could feel himself yearning for his favorite pastime: wandering through forests, across vivid pastures, vibrant fields, flower-covered hills, and along twisting streams or rivers.

Still, this was pretty amazing.

Over the next couple of days, he photographed everything. He took thousands of photos. Many of them would look very similar, but he submitted his work at the end of each day, and no one complained.

This seemed like the best he would be able to hope for, especially because Quinn started to notice something. The scientists and technicians were becoming more and more excited. They tried to hide it, of course; these were systematic people who had learned to think rationally and reason through every possible permutation of any given scenario. Despite this, they started speaking a little faster. Maybe their answers became breathless. They sped up as they walked from one station to another, checking and double checking the different equations and readouts as they tried to figure out exactly how all of this worked.

"Hello young, young man. What do you think of all of this?" Dr. Bart Clemens asked at one point. He had wandered over from another conversation to speak directly with Quinn.

"It's incredible. And I just wanted to thank you for the opportunity to be here. This is amazing. I feel like I'm witnessing history," Quinn said. Even as those words left his mouth, he knew how he sounded. Still, at that moment, he really didn't mind talking like some eager fan boy. Across the span of history, there were so many different discoveries, yet most people didn't get to witness them. He was there, and this really could change humans' understanding of the universe.

"Indeed. Indeed, I believe you are," he said, chuckling. He reached down and dropped his hands to his stomach. "Have you been down to the commissary? The food there is remarkable."

"What?"

"Make sure you are having a really nice lunch. The catering for this facility is amazing."

"Yeah. Right. I'll do that," Quinn said. But then he nibbled on the inside of his mouth, and he looked back at the doctor, "If this really works, what do you think you're going to find?" Over the last couple of days, Quinn had stayed out of the way as instructed, but he had also eavesdropped as much as he could, without getting in the way. "Do you think the Interdimensional net is really going to work."

"Well, we won't know until we turn it on," he said.

"And if we...or if you actually make it through, what do you think you're going to find?"

"I don't know," said the doctor. "It's a mystery. That's what makes it fun."

"But I was reading through one of your papers, and I didn't really understand a lot of it, but I was getting the impression you thought it would be possible to try to make some predictions about what the other universes might look like? And I mean, that's going to be a really important part, right? You don't want to jump into another reality, only to find that the Earth never formed there or something. Right?"

"Yes, that's definitely true," said the doctor.

Quinn blinked and waited for the researcher to say more.

Dr. Clemens, his hands against his stomach, said, "You know, I think it's time for lunch for me. Care to join me?"

"No. I think I'm good," Quinn said as the older man began to wander off. Was it just a question of secrecy, like the doctor didn't want his ideas to get stolen? Most of them were published, but that didn't mean anything. Researchers could routinely build up their academic credibility with certain ideas and concepts, while also holding back their most important revelations and suspicions. That would always be a problem for scientists and inventors. On the one hand, they had an obligation to share everything with the rest of humanity. On the other hand, they also wanted credit for their work, so they couldn't reveal everything right away, lest someone else rush along, go faster, and get to that eventual breakthrough.

Still, Quinn was surprised. When he pictured the different researchers and scientists, he assumed that they were always eager to talk about their discoveries and ideas. Then again, Dr. Clemens had been working in this laboratory for several weeks now. Maybe he was tired and just wanted to go contemplate a turkey sandwich for a while.

"We are redlining here!"

"What's going on?"

"The capacitors are overheating!"

"We are beyond acceptable tolerances!"

Quinn stepped back against one wall, and he lifted the camera, pointing it even as he saw those looks of panic spread from one researcher to the next. At first, he could hear those calm declarations, but the shouts started to mingle into one another, making it harder and harder for him to understand what was going on, and then he felt it: the explosion.

A rush of pressure slammed into him, knocking his camera out of his grip. At the same time, a shockwave threw him up against one wall. The next thing he knew, he was on his back, and there was that ringing in his ears. Another explosion burst across the laboratory. He could feel the heat wash over him, like something from some pyrotechnics show. But this wasn't planned or safe.

Quinn rolled onto his hands and knees. He looked up, and that's when he saw it.

Sparks of blue energy darted along the ground. He had taken pictures of the cubes, of course. They looked fairly bland and generic to him, each one connected by a silver wire. He hadn't been allowed to look inside to see the circuitry, nor could he imagine any of the complicated mathematics that went into their design or development. But now, that energy roared back and forth, like bolts of lightning trapped within a square on the floor.

Quinn had managed to get onto his knees and he raised his camera, aimed, and saw the flames running along one wall. They didn't seem right. Then he understood why; blue tendrils of fire shot out of machines and ran up along the walls, only to morph into purple fingers at their tips.

Before he could aim his camera or take a real picture, Quinn spotted someone unconscious on the ground. He didn't know the researcher's name; it was a guy, and he was face down, his body spread out.

Quinn started to rise to his feet, only then he heard Lillian's voice, "Everyone, grab onto something! Now!"

The portal exploded open and Quinn spun around. He saw that dark-haired girl holding onto one of the computer banks. She didn't have a good grip, however, but this was the best she could do.

Quinn froze, and he knew this was a bad idea, but he started to stumble forward. Maybe if he had stopped and thought about this rationally, he would have come to the conclusion that this was a very, very bad idea. Maybe with more time, stupid fear would have pulsed through his body, freezing him in place or convincing him to run back out into one of the presumably safe hallways.

Instead, he stumbled forward, right as he felt the suction.

It yanked on him, nearly pulling him off of his feet. He stumbled forward, and then it grew stronger and stronger.

The unconscious researcher was still on the ground, only now the force was starting to slide him across the floor.

Quinn dropped down, grabbed him, and pulled as hard as he could. Quinn braced his feet against the floor, and he yanked, pulling harder now.

With every step, Quinn bent forward and braced himself as best he could.

He got that researcher across the room. Another couple of guys were holding onto a ladder that led up to the second, undamaged coil. They grabbed onto him. They were reaching for Quinn next, when the portal opened completely.

His hand shot out, and he grabbed onto the ladder. He managed to get four fingers around the steel bar.

The others were busy holding onto the unconscious researcher. They couldn't reach out for him. Or maybe they had just tried to hide as the shift in air pressure dried out their eyes almost instantly.

At that moment, Quinn tried to shout something. The words got sucked back into the portal. He reached out and grabbed onto the ladder with his other hand. His muscles had strained, it felt like his biceps might tear.

That force grew stronger.

Across the way, he watched as Lillian tried so hard to hold onto the console. Her fingers were slipping.

Frantically looking to his left, his right, up and down, Quinn didn't see anything. He fumbled for some kind of solution, something he could do. There weren't any loose water hoses nearby, no torn cables, no bent pieces of rebar, nothing he could use to reach out for her. Her dark hair flipped around her wildly along with the edges of her coat.

She lost her grip. She slipped, and now the portal yanked her toward its electrified maw. Bolts of errant energy exploded out in a chaotic mess of directions.

He had to do something!

Quinn had managed to hold on, but he only had one chance at this. She flew past him, and he let go with one hand. He threw out his other arm, and he tried to grab her by her ankle, her leg, her lab coat, her sleeve or her wrist. He really didn't care.

Miraculously, her hand locked around his, and the momentum instantly ripped his grip off of the latter. His fingers, already slick with sweat, slid away from that mental refuge, and they were both yanked forward. She hit the ground first, banging her head before they were both pulled down into the cascading storm of lightning.

Quinn discovered a new taste. He didn't think static electricity could have a flavor, but there was that burnt bitterness at the back of his throat. He blinked quickly, opening and closing his eyes as he tried to understand what had happened. His first thought?

Maybe he had gotten profoundly drunk last night, somehow made it home, and now he was on his bed, but why was it so damp? More than that, he didn't remember his mattress being this squishy, and he flexed the fingers on his left hand, only to feel the course blades of grass.

Second thought: he got super drunk, and now he was in the middle of a football field. Maybe he had gotten nostalgic with some friends, and they decided to hang out in some high school football field?

No, he quickly decided. That couldn't be it.

Unfortunately, the touch of grass wasn't going to tell him enough, so he reluctantly opened his eyes, and he pushed himself up onto his hands and knees. He blinked, and he looked around. Golden streaks of sunlight cut through the trees and stretched along the grass around him. To his left and right, he saw some big trees, and then he strained, and he could hear the sounds of cars driving by off in the distance. He rubbed his eyes, and he stared out, only to see the cars by the road. There was the stoplight, only Quinn had to rub his eyes.

When he saw the lamp shift from green to red and watched the cars roll forward, he smirked, thinking that was a strange detail. But then he felt the burn along his shoulder, and he started to stand up, and he whispered to himself, "I'm not dreaming, and this isn't a movie."

Then it came back: the laboratory, the explosion, the incredible pressure, the noise, and losing his hold on the ladder.

That's when he turned, and he was about to call out for Lillian, only he found her, right there on the grassy field just a few feet away, her body, spread out and prone. She had rolled onto her side, and he quickly rushed over to her. He crouched down on his knees, and he didn't know if it would be okay to touch her. At the same time, he didn't know what the heck he was doing. He wasn't a doctor. In fact, he had taken a CPR certification course for work, but that had been three years ago, and it wasn't like he had ever practiced on a real person.

Right as he reached down to check her pulse (they did that in the movies and on TV, right?), he noticed the fluttering underneath her eyelids. At the same time, her bottom lip trembled just a tiny bit, and maybe he could see the movement of her chest as well.

"Lillian?" he said.

She didn't react.

Then he let himself examine the rest of her. He still didn't touch her, but he saw those burns down along the side of her neck, along her shoulder, and down along her thigh.

She might have been in shock. She might have been unconscious, but that didn't mean she was going to be okay. She could be alive for now, but then…

Still, he didn't know what he was doing, but he reached down, and he scooped her up as best he could. Her head lolled to one side, making him flinch. In that moment, he almost let go, like he should just drop her. Fighting that reflex, he instead pulled her close, and hoped he wouldn't hurt her.

She was heavier than he expected. Or maybe it was just the awkwardness of trying to move a person around. Whenever he saw someone else lift up another person, it was part of a performance. This wasn't a show, and so he stumbled forward, still disoriented. He made his way toward the gates, and then he saw the sidewalk, and he looked around. "Help?" Quinn called out, only to realize it wasn't loud enough. It wasn't even close to loud enough. The road was wide with three lanes going in one direction and another three in the other.

"Help? Someone? Please!" He didn't know where he was or what he was supposed to do.

A white sedan with a green stripe down the center pulled up. Right away, a pair of women got out, "Boy, are you okay? What happened?"

"I, I'm not sure," he said. "Please, can you call the police or an ambulance? We need an ambulance for her."

The women glanced back and forth at one another for just a second. One of them nodded, rushed over, and looked down at Lillian, "Miss, are you okay? Miss, can you hear me?" That's when the woman saw the burns. "You're right, son. We need to get her to a hospital right away."

That's when she leaned down and grabbed the radio attached to her shoulder strap. "Dispatch, this is Officer De'Leery. We need an ambulance at the corner of Richdottir and Bishop."

"Come on, son. Let's put her down. The physicians are going to be here in a moment," said the other officer. The car's lights blinked, flashing green and yellow.

"You're police officers," he said.

"That's what the badge says," one of the women nodded and pointed toward the triangular shield affixed to her uniform.

"Boy, it looks like you got some of that burn as well. You sure you don't know what happened?"

"I'm sure," he said.

"What about your collar?"

"What?"

The women watched him. They exchanged a look. He didn't say anything. He didn't know what he was supposed to say. A caller? Who'd be calling him?

Before he could come up with any good answers, another vehicle rolled up. It definitely looked like an ambulance, only it had been painted a bright shade of orange. Like the police sedan, its lights shined bright with green and yellow.

Quinn didn't really understand what was going on next, not when he answered the questions as best he could. The ambulance stopped, the women got out, and they wore white uniforms. They pulled Lillian up onto a stretcher and loaded her into the vehicle. "You should probably go with her," said one of the officers. "You obviously care about her. We will meet you at the hospital."

"Okay," he agreed as he climbed up into the ambulance.

"And son?"

Quinn stopped before the physicians could close the doors.

"Make sure you don't wander off or get into any trouble. Okay?"

He nodded quickly, and the impatient physicians slammed the doors.

The engine roared, the vehicle vibrated, and the doctors did their work. They poured some kind of blue solution onto white pads and began to clean her wounds. They gave her an injection, and Quinn opened his mouth to try to stop them. He flashed to the possibility of some kind of allergic reaction. If this really was another world, then he had no idea how their bodies would react to any of the medicines used here. For all he knew, those women were going to treat Lillian with arsenic.

And yet, he had to ask, "Is she going to be okay?"

"We're not sure," one of them said without glancing back at their passenger.

Quinn didn't know her well, of course. He couldn't even really think of Lillian as his coworker, yet the nervous energy pulsed through his body, first because he was worried about her anyway, and second because another detail just occurred to him. Lillian was probably the only one who had any chance of getting him back to his reality. He didn't know what had gone wrong, but unless people on this Earth understood interdimensional travel, he could be stuck…

It didn't matter, he reminded himself. Instead, he leaned forward against that small bench, kept his knees tight together, his elbows pressed down, and his knuckles shoved up under his chin. He stared back at Lillian, and he tried to send her good energy or vibes or anything else. Really, there was nothing else she could do.

Eventually, the vehicle came to a stop and they pulled her out. They carried her stretcher onto a gurney, and they took her behind a pair of closed doors. A woman stepped right in front of him and said, "Relationship?"

"I…"

"Sister? Wife? Cousin? Girlfriend?"

"Friend," he said.

"Has she been registered as one of your guardians?"

"My what?"

The woman rolled her eyes, "Has she been registered as one of your guardians?" She raised her voice and spoke more slowly, like that would somehow help. At the same time, he listened, and he realized that some of the sounds she made were just a little bit sharper. This didn't sound like the American English he was used to. It didn't sound British, Australian, Scottish, Irish, or like anything else he had ever heard either. Maybe if he had more training in linguistics, he wouldn have been able to name the exact differences.

Fresh irritation flashed across her face, "I don't have time for this. Take a seat in the waiting room."

"Understood," he said and stepped back as she pointed.

He found the waiting room and he sat down. Curiosity drove him to explore, only he didn't want to risk getting in trouble. It seemed like an odd thought. As a grown man, he thought he should be able to go wherever he wished. Besides, this was a new world. And yet, there had been something about the way the officers and that hospital employee spoke to him.

"You're the boy who came in with the burn victim," someone said.

Quinn glanced up. The two officers approached, and he wondered if he should offer to shake their hands. But if this was a different world, that gesture could've been incredibly rude. More and more, he could feel that uncertainty spread along every thought and idea, like any movement might trigger some terrible calamity.

"That's right," he said. "Her name is Lillian." That was the best he could offer.

The women were watching him, evaluating him, studying him…Really, he couldn't understand why. He tried to think through their quick conversations, but he kept thinking about the girl from the laboratory.

Drawing in a slow breath, he had to ask, "Have you heard anything about her? Do you know if she's going to be okay?"

Again, the women glanced back and forth at one another. Clearly, there was something they weren’t telling him, but what?

"Excuse me?" someone else interrupted. "You're the boy who came in with the burn victim? Lillian?"

Quinn jumped to his feet and the officers tensed, but he had already spun away to look back at the physician. She had a stethoscope dangling from her neck, and her red hair was pulled into a tight bun. He looked back at her, "Is she going to be okay?"

"At this point, we've done everything we can. Would you like to see her? She isn't awake, but I'm a personal believer that a woman should be near her boy when she's recovering."

He didn't quite understand the phrasing, but that was fine. Frankly, Quinn was incredibly grateful that the people here apparently spoke some variant of English at all.

"Yes, please," he said. Tentatively, he turned back and remembered the police officers. "Is that okay?"

"It won't be a problem," said one of the women. He still didn't know either of their names, and he wondered if he should ask, only then he swallowed and shook his head as he breathed out slowly and followed the physician. The police came behind him, and he could feel their footsteps. Why were they there? Did they think he had hurt Lillian? It seemed like a ridiculous idea, but maybe violence was more common on this world?

Quinn kept trying to imagine what it would be like to suddenly wake up in another country. If he went to sleep in his hometown, only to wake up in Paris, Tokyo, or Taipei, what would he do? He dropped his hand down to his pockets, and he could feel his car keys, his wallet, and his cell phone. He hadn't checked the device yet, but he couldn't think of anything useful it might be able to do. He was a very, very long way from his mobile network.

They headed down the hallway corridor. It was fairly quiet; he saw a couple of empty gurneys, and an unneeded wheelchair, and then they passed another hallway, and he glanced to the right. He spotted the gift shop first, and there was a young woman standing there. She held onto something, a black leash that led up to a collared young man's neck.

What?

Quinn was about to slow down and stop, only the women around him continued walking.

The other couple disappeared from his line of sight, and Quinn wanted to ask, only then he had to wonder how common something like that could be here. A guy on a leash? Really?

That's when he glanced up and noticed the set of signs. They were generic placards, the kinds of informational announcements that he might notice and disregard dozens of times on a daily basis.

No Smoking

Emergency Exit to Right

...And...

Collared and Escorted Males Only

Collared? He saw that word as he followed the doctor, but she was moving too quickly, and he couldn't comprehend exactly what that meant. Maybe the term had a different significance here? It made sense. Even if he got profoundly lucky and he could basically understand this version of English, that didn't mean the vocabularies would line up perfectly. Heck, he was aware that he could travel around the United States, and the terms might change. He'd drink "soda" in California and "pop" in Ohio. Maybe collared meant something else here?

Then again, it didn't really matter. He had to focus on Lillian. First, he was worried about her. It was something visceral, something he couldn't quite comprehend on an intellectual level. When he had picked her up, he hadn't known what to do. Just as importantly, she was the only one who might be able to get him back home.

As he walked along, he remembered another movie. That one didn't relate to interdimensional travel. Instead, a pair of people found themselves trapped in a time loop. In order to get out, one of the characters decided to "just" learn some astrophysics. For her, it made sense. In a delightful little montage, she went to the library, read through the books, talked to world-famous astrophysicists, and figured out how time worked. She could do this because she literally had infinite numbers of hours on her side before basic necessities were also covered.

Here, Quinn doubted that his credit card, forty-seven dollars in cash, or Samsung Galaxy would mean much. Just as importantly, he didn't know anyone. He had no social capital, no degree, no paperwork of any kind…

As those thoughts pounded into his head, the physician came to another door, pulled it open, and motioned for him to go inside.

He stopped for just a second. He wasn't sure exactly what he would find inside that hospital room.

He puffed out his cheeks, dipped his head down, and forced himself to head in, especially because he could feel the police officers right behind him, just barely invading his personal space.

At that moment, she had bandages across one side of her face. With her eyes closed, she seemed very peaceful. When he saw her, Quinn had that same thought from the first time they met: she was gorgeous. She was so beautiful, only now she also seemed somehow fragile in a way he hadn't expected.

He took a step forward, stopped, and he wasn't sure what to do.

"It's okay," said the physician with more sympathy than he expected. "You can go to her."

Prompted now, he strode ahead, and he wanted to reach down and take her hand, but he wasn't sure if that was appropriate.

"How do you know this girl again?"

"She, she's a friend," he told her.

"A friend," replied one of the officers.

"Nothing untoward was happening, right?" It sounded like a casual question, nothing terribly important, but the reality stepped into him. Did they think he had tried to hurt her? Did they think he had done this?

He was about to spin around and face the officers, only her compatriot asked, "Was this girl trying to traffic you out of the city? Was she trying to get you away from your family? Your rightful owner?"

"My owner…?" He repeated those words, and he looked back at the officers again. They were studying him intently. That's when something inside of him broke. Keeping his mouth shut would have been the smartest approach, he knew on some deep level, only a different kind of exhaustion made discretion so much harder, "Look, I don't know what you're talking about. I was with my friend, and she got hurt, so I had to get her to the hospital as fast as possible. Please? I just want to make sure she's okay."

"Who is your registered owner?"

"I…"

The women looked back and forth at one another. "Young man, I don't know who you're trying to protect or why you are playing this game, but we need to know. If you don't tell us, we're going to have to take you down to the station. That isn't what you want. I know what, she knows it, the doctor knows it, and I'm sure your friend knows it too. Just give us a name, we can contact her, and then we can figure out exactly how to proceed from there."

The other officer reached out and rested a hand on his shoulder. "It's okay. We will make sure nothing happens to you. Maybe you made a mistake. Maybe you decided to run off with this girl? Maybe she made some promises? Maybe she told you that she's in love with you and that you could run off together? Is that it?"

He didn't know how to read her tone. There was that note of condescension in her voice, but he still didn't understand how he was supposed to respond. Each time he opened his mouth, the urge to say something pulsed at the back of his throat, and he couldn't find the right words. He was freezing up, and he knew it, but that knowledge didn't help him at all. If anything, the fear punched into him, making it even harder to find some kind of answer.

"It's okay. This kind of thing happens all the time. We will make sure you end up exactly where you belong," said the officer. At the same time, she tightened her grip on his shoulder. "But this is serious, boy. Young men like you make bad decisions all the time. You run off, you don't get permission, and then you get in trouble, but we will make sure that you learned your lesson, and then you will end up right back home where you belong. Okay?"

He didn't have an owner. He didn't know anyone here. They wouldn't believe him. The simple realities felt like quick slaps across his face.

"Can I just stay with her?"

"No," said the other officer. "This is serious. You might not believe it, but you are a valuable piece of property, and we need to make sure that your rightful owner knows exactly where you are. Understand?"

No! He didn't! He wanted to laugh, to look right into that woman's eyes and tell her this all seemed ridiculous. At the same time, a different kind of fear seemed to drop down between his shoulder blades as he looked back at these women.

One officer reached for the small of her back, and she pulled out the handcuffs. He may not have been from this world, but he saw the slender chains, the silvery locks, and his chest started to tighten. At the same time, he tried to figure out what he could say. The other woman began to speak, "Come on. You saw her, and you can see that she's okay. She's going to rest, and we can get all of this sorted out back at the station."

They grabbed him by his arms and pulled his wrists behind his back. Quinn wasn't and didn't see how he could ever be a violent guy, yet the urge to spin back around, make a fist, and blindly punch out still flashed through his body. Somehow, that was even scarier than the idea of getting taken to prison. He froze, and it almost felt like these women were just maneuvering him now. He didn't know what to do or what to say or how to react, and there was just that glint of the handcuffs before they popped them open and got ready to slide them around his wrists.

"Wait," Lillian said in her groggy voice.

Annalise expected and almost wanted to be annoyed with her sister. She didn't know if it was some sense of a natural, sibling rivalry, or maybe it was that friendly animosity between the commanders and huntresses. But as she leaned back against the Parisian leather, she raised her arms, and she wanted to close her eyes. It was a strange instinct for a huntress; normally, she yearned for the opportunity to get back out into the wilds.

Leap through the portal, track, and run hard. Those were her instincts. And if anything, they had become even stronger, especially after what she had done with the last boy she had caught. She thought of his handsome face, his eager tongue, and the control she had wielded so very easily.

She had rarely indulged like that before, but Annalise wondered if she would do it again, especially while she waited for the next drill.

"What can you tell me about him?" Annalise asked. "Is he going to be anything new or interesting?"

"Like I said, his name is Quinn Drake, and the augers have their suspicions about him."

"What kind of suspicions?"

"We think he might be from a different kind of dimension."

"The dimensions are pretty scattered and random already, don't you think?" Annalise kept her eyes closed for those next couple of seconds. "I don't care if he has some specialized training. I've gone after racing boys, trained wrestlers, and even dedicated prey. It doesn't matter what kind of skills he might think he has. I will bring him back, and the trainers can do their thing." Annalise opened her eyes and looked back at her sister; actually, it was kind of sweet. Zaraya seemed to be genuinely worried.

As the commander of the huntresses, Zaraya needed to be cognizant of their safety. More often than not, however, it wasn't a question of tracking the prey. Most boys ended up getting sucked through a wormhole by accident. Granted, there were young men like Annalise's last target, Colin, who had stolen some interdimensional drilling equipment and managed to jump into another world all on his own. Considering the incredible variation from one universe to another, that was to be expected.

Technically, there were even critics who insisted that this entire venture was a waste of time. Protecting the entirety of the universe was, by definition, impossible. Something could theoretically go wrong. Then there were those other arguments. If every individual world decided to ignore its potential responsibilities, then there would be problems. Besides, the best scholars were still debating what infinite truly meant. It was theoretically possible for infinite and collapse to coincide...Just like it was theoretically possible for every coin to be flipped and end up on tails for the rest of time. There was no necessary or absolute reason why the fifty percent ratio everyone expected and had observed over the course of history had to be maintained. But again, these were questions for the philosophers, mathematicians, and interdimensional physicists to worry about.

For her part, Annalise Cazadora only wished to go on her next hunt.

"The augers aren’t sure, but they think there might be something different about this boy. They tracked his XY chromosome, and they are getting a different kind of reading."

"What? Does he have superpowers?"

"I wish it was that simple."

Now, Annalise sat up, her back straight. Her eyes narrowed, and she tilted her head slightly. Second by second, she almost expected. Zaraya to burst out laughing and to promise that this had all been a ridiculous joke. "What are you suggesting?"

"They’re not certain, but they think he might be from one of the theoretical variations. We think he might be from a patriarchy."

"That's not possible," Annalise answered automatically.

"Wait," Lillian said again as she forced herself to sit up. Quinn looked back at her, and her eyes were fluttering open. She clenched them shut for another second, reached up, and rubbed her face. Clearly, she was pushing her way through some kind of exhaustion, but she cleared her throat and forced herself to ask, "What's going on?"

"Your boy here hasn't been very helpful with telling us about his status."

"I see," Lillian replied. "But as you pointed out, he is my boy. Has he misbehaved? Has he done anything wrong?"

Has he misbehaved? Quinn understood the ridiculousness of the situation. They were on an alien planet; even if it was inhabited by humans, he didn't know anything about these people, so he should have been willing to tolerate any minor insult. And yet, he heard those three words, and they made him sound like a child. Irritation pulsed across his skin, but he relaxed as much as he could. More importantly, he focused on the nervous agitation right at his center. After all, these were real police officers; these women must have been trained. They would know how to bring him down hard, how to restrain him, how to drag him off.

In that moment, he didn't have any money, no way of connecting with anyone he knew…If he got sucked into their judicial system, what would happen next? If the courts were anything like those on his world, he didn't think he would like the answer.

"No," one of the officers said, almost reluctantly. She glanced back at Quinn, and maybe there was a hint of disappointment on her face? Why? As he started to wonder, another possibility occurred to him. That's when he noticed how the officers glanced up and down along the length of his body one more time. They were studying him. Only now, he seemed to have finally picked up on a different kind of intent. They weren't just evaluating him to see if he was a threat. This time, they seemed to have something else in mind.

Quinn remembered being in college and taking a class and having a student boldly declare, "And then you don't really like to admit this, but they don't know what it's like to be female. They don't want to think about how their privilege changes their perceptions of the world. They've never had someone follow them. They've never been cat-called. Worse, if they have, it's some random experience that only happens once or maybe twice. They don't really understand objectification. And they don't want to admit it." Unable to recall the rest of her mini-speech, Quinn didn't know what point that woman had been trying to make, yet those words still came bubbling right back up.

"Officers, I mean no disrespect, but I am very tired. If it's okay, I would just like to spend some time here with my boy."

"Are you his registered guardian?"

"I have authority over him," she said, only now her eyes drooped down, and she seemed especially exhausted...like just talking sapped the last of her reserves.

The physician had only observed up to this point. Perhaps the cops made her nervous, but this was still her hospital, and she was still a doctor, so she stepped forward, "Thank you so much for your concern, I'm going to have to ask you to leave."

"We're still going to have to talk to you about your wounds."

"I'm sure it can wait," said the doctor.

"You know where to find me," Lillian said, only her voice seemed to come from far away. Quinn tensed again. He didn't have the cuffs around his wrists, but he watched the technician, and he wished there was something he could do for her. Just because she had awoken at that moment didn't mean she couldn't pass out again.

Once the officers were gone, Quinn stepped back. He kept his hands at his sides, and he didn't say anything as the doctor started to ask a couple of questions. How are you feeling? What can you remember?

Lillian gave vague responses. She still sounded very tired, like remaining awake required all of her effort.

"You want your boy to stay with you? If not, I can have him brought down to the hospital kennel," said the doctor.

Hospital kennel? That couldn't have meant what he thought it meant. Again, he held onto the idea that a bunch of different words had to be mixed up or transposed over one another.

"He can stay," Lillian finally replied.

"If you need anything, you can hit this button. We have plenty of boys running around, and they are thrilled for the chance to help. If you're hungry or thirsty, you know what to do." The doctor began to leave, but she stopped and looked back at Quinn, "She's really lucky. It's good that you got her to the ambulance so fast. You’re a good boy." She reached out and casually pinched his neck, her fingers and thumb pressing down against the sides of his throat for only a second.

"Thanks?" Quinn finally forced himself to say.

Once the doors closed behind the doctor, Quinn turned back to the technician, and he still wanted to leap forward and ask a dozen different questions. Where were they? What happened? Was she okay? Could they get back?

Only then he stopped himself because he didn't want to disturb her. If Lillian needed to fall asleep, then he could shut his mouth, sit down, and wait. The prospect grated against his patience, especially after everything he had already gone through that day.

"We have to get out of here," Lillian announced, her eyes shooting open. She grabbed onto the blanket and pulled it away. At the same time, she sat up, and she looked down along the length of her bicep and down to her elbow. She exhaled slowly, reached for the bandage, and started to pull on it.

"Should you be doing that? Shouldn't you be resting?" Quinn asked, stepping forward, only to stop himself.

"This is an alternate reality," she told him emphatically. "Things work differently here, which means I don't know how long I'm going to be able to fake it. Clearly, this is some kind of matriarchal society, so you're not going to be much help either."

He bristled, opened his mouth, and felt like he should say something. As hard as he tried, he didn't know what he was supposed to be able to tell her. After all, he was supposed to be the photographer. It had been his job to document everything. At this point, he only had the camera on his phone, not that taking some pictures seemed all that important, especially when compared with the reality of getting back to...their reality.

"I get all of that," he said, flinching when he watched he watched her pull away the bandages. Some kind of glue residue still stuck to her skin, and he started to close his eyes, thinking he would see brutally burned flesh. Instead, he saw her newly healed, pale pink skin. He blinked, surprised.

"Apparently, they have better treatments for treating burns," she said. She rolled off of the bed, looked down at her torn clothing, and smirked. "I wonder how long it would've taken before they sent a boy in here to give me a sponge bath." Then she shook her head with that same wry smile curved along her lips, "Or maybe they'd make you do it."

Quinn's eyes widened, he sucked in a breath, and he stopped himself because he didn't know what to do. She was teasing him at that moment? Really?

She glanced around, stepped over toward one of the drawers opened it, and swiped a couple of small jars. She dropped them down into the pockets of her damaged lab coat. "We really need to get out of here. I think this is going to be easier for you."

"Why?"

"Because if this is a matriarchy, that means you need to simply be quiet. No one is going to expect much from you."

"I can help," he said.

"I'm sure you can, and am sure you will, but not here or now. You're going to have to be quiet. Can you manage that, Quinn?"

"Yeah," he said after another couple of seconds. She headed toward the door, and he couldn’t tell whether or not she was faking it. Despite his best efforts, he couldn't decide. He saw the determination etched across her features, but there was something else as well. Maybe it was a slight sluggishness? Or maybe he simply couldn't believe that a human body could go through that kind of trauma, only to recover this fast? No matter how amazing those gels may have been, she still had to be exhausted. Right? Even if he was right, he could already tell she wasn't going to listen to him. She straightened her back, ran her fingers through her hair, and stepped out into the hallway.

He followed after her, just a few steps behind. She seemed to soak in every detail. She did her best to seem casual and nonchalant, but it was pretty obvious that she was studying every door, every marking, every sign.

That's when they stopped at the station at one of the central intersections. Despite her burned clothing, Lillian leaned forward and said, "Excuse me, ma'am."

"Yes?" A woman wearing pale blue scrubs glanced up from her computer screen. "What can I do for you?" Her eyes narrowed slightly, and she seemed surprised by the patient's presence here. She was about to ask something else, only Lillian cut her off.

"My boy obviously doesn't have a collar or leash. This might sound a bit strange, but you have a loaner I could borrow?"

Quinn's eyes widened. What?

He sucked in a breath, only then he remembered his agreement from before. He wasn't supposed to talk. At the same time, he contemplated that other word: matriarchy. In college, all of the American history classes had been full, so he ended up in Women's History 16A instead. One of the key concepts his professor talked about at the start of the course was the notion of a matriarchy, or a society where women were at the center. Family lines would be traced by relationships between mothers and their children. Just as importantly, women would wield most political power. The concept had seemed alien to Quinn; maybe he could remember some evil city from a video game that had been ruled by evil, spider-worshipping priestesses, but that was about it. Still, he memorized the term, and now he looked around. That's when he saw a couple of doctors walking down one hallway. They were women, of course. Then there was a security officer (thankfully, not a member of the police), and she was a woman as well. He didn't see any guys. Then that other phrase popped into his head: hospital kennel.

The woman behind the desk smiled and said, "Actually, this happens pretty frequently. Here you go." She slid open a drawer, reached in, and pulled out a blue, nylon collar and a matching leash. She set them down on the desk and considered Lillian again.

"Thank you so much. This is going to be really helpful." Lillian turned back to the photographer, "Stand up straight, boy."

His brows crinkled. Boy? Seriously? But again, he forced himself to relax and play along. Doing his best, he straightened his back, he relaxed his shoulders, and he raised his chin slightly as he stared ahead. Then Lillian stepped forward, and she had the collar in her hands. He saw her delicate fingers, the curve of her nose, her lips, and those little freckles dotting her cheeks. Something inside of him tightened, and he could feel the tension play down along the length of his body.

She slipped the collar around his neck. She was close, so incredibly close.

Click. When the clasp popped into place, a quick shudder dropped down from the nape of his neck to the small of his back. At the same time, his fingers tensed. He did his best to keep his expression neutral, but it was about to get worse because she picked up the leash and attached it. He told himself that this didn't mean anything. After all, it wasn't like the collar or the leash had actually been locked on. This was some kind of cultural demonstration and nothing else.

If teenage girls could wear chokers back in his world, then he could wear this collar.

Of course, there was a big difference. Those girls liked the fashion statements they were making. They were completely voluntary.

I'm going to do whatever it takes to get back to my world. If Lillian has an idea, I need to listen to her. He tried to hold onto those very rational, very reasonable ideas, especially because he had to come back to one very basic fact: she was a technician on the project, so she had some idea of what might work.

"Come along, boy," she said, casually giving him a tug on his leash. He felt it, and he stepped forward. At the same time, he bristled when he heard the woman behind the desk chuckle. She probably thought that was sweet.

"Is this really necessary?" Quinn demanded.

"It's a matriarchy," she said. "And remember, be quiet."

His nostrils flared, but he followed her out of the hospital.

"You happen to remember which way we need to go?" she asked as the automatic doors slid open.

"Are we going back to the park?"

"Is that where we landed?"

"Yes," he said. "But…"

"What is it?"

Quinn tensed again. He hated this, especially as he looked down along the streets. Large trees with wide trunks and powerful branches sprouted up from open squares carved into the concrete. Cars made by brands he couldn't identify rolled by. At the same time, he saw lots of couples and groups and families. All of the men were collared. Most of them were leashed. He even spotted a pair of kids, probably a little brother and his big sister. Yes, the little boy was on a leash, although he technically wore a harness with a small backpack clinging to his shoulders. His sister tugged whenever he slowed down or got distracted, and he scurried to catch up.

Quinn absorbed every single one of those details, and he flexed his fingers as he tried to remember something, anything that could be useful.

"I got into the ambulance with you," he said. "You were hurt, and I, I was panicking. I didn't think to try to look out the windows." At the same time, he couldn't remember if there even had been windows.

"How long do you think we drove?"

"I don't know. Less than five minutes. Definitely less than ten?"

She dropped her hand down to her pocket and pulled out her phone, only to see the blackened screen. "That's not going to work. Do you have a phone on you?"

"Yes," he said. "But it's not going to do any good. Our phones can't connect to any kind of network." Quinn was surprised he had to explain something so simple. Then again, maybe she had been hoping that there was some kind of universal system for cellular communication? If gravity worked the same on every planet, then maybe the same would hold true for Samsung.

She held out her free hand, palm up, "Give it to me."

With surprising reluctance, he pulled out the device, and he was going to remind her again that it didn't work. Maybe it could function as a flashlight, but that wouldn't be a problem for a while, especially if they were in the middle of the city. She took the phone, held onto it, and started walking. She seemed to pick a random direction, but she moved more purposefully than he would have anticipated.

"Where are we going?" She was shorter than him by a couple of inches, yet she strode ahead, walking faster than he expected. At the same time, she occasionally tugged on his leash, pulling. He wanted to remind her that wasn't necessary.

"We need to get back to the portal," she said. "If we are very, very lucky, the net is going to be there. You didn't happen to see it, did you?"

"I, I was worried about you," he said.

She slowed down for just a second, and she seemed like she maybe wanted to glance over her shoulder. Instead, she told him, "Thank you for that. I do appreciate it." Just as quickly, she sped up again, and he felt like he might have to start jogging. He didn't know how a girl like her could go so fast, especially after everything she had been through.

They kept walking in that seemingly random direction. They passed a couple of people. The locals glanced at both Lillian and Quinn. They saw the blackened clothing, and they probably wondered what was happening, but they didn't say anything. For her part, Lillian ignored them.

"This should work," she said as they approached an open plaza. There were benches, more trees, and a couple of different shops. Just as they sat down, Lillian glanced back at him, "Actually, I don't think that's appropriate."

"What do you mean?" He understood cultural sensitivities, but he wasn't doing anything but sitting right there.

Without answering, she pointed across the plaza. There was a group of three girls. They looked like teenagers, and there was one boy with them, but he wasn't sitting on the bench. He wasn't craning his neck over to look at whatever one of those girls got up on her phone. Instead, the boy was collared and leashed just like Quinn, and he was currently down on his knees, waiting patiently as the girls enjoyed themselves.

"You're kidding," Quinn said.

Respecting the local customs seemed important. At the same time, he also knew that they didn't want to draw any kind of attention to themselves, but he could feel his frustrations flare again. He didn't know how to keep up with this, especially because he hadn't woken up that morning thinking he would deal with an explosion, bolts of lightning, weird healing gels, or an entire matriarchy.

"I'm not kidding," she said. "You don't want us to attract the wrong kind of attention, do you?"

"No…" Quinn finally admitted.

"Then get down on your knees. As far as the women here are concerned, that's exactly where you belong."

"But, but…"

"Quinn, get down on your knees," she said again. Her tone shifted slightly.

He glanced back at her, and he tried to decide whether or not Lillian was actually enjoying this. That rebellious thought seemed unfair, especially because she would want to get home just as much as he did. Between the two of them, she had obviously fared a lot worse. Then again, he still had those burns up and down along the length of his shoulder. They weren't anywhere near as severe as hers had been, but they still ached, especially when he allowed himself to relax. The adrenaline helped distract him, but that wasn't going to last forever. He tried to remember the last time he had eaten, and he couldn't come up with a good answer. What about some water? His coffee on the way to work didn't seem like such a good idea now.

He exhaled slowly and reminded himself to deal with this like a rational person. It didn't matter how he looked and it didn't matter what anyone else said to him either. They just had to be inconspicuous. They couldn't attract attention. After that, they could figure things out.

Right?

He sat down, wishing fervently that he knew what was going on. He glanced back at the technician, and this sense of pessimism swept over him as he put the different pieces together: she was just an assistant. If Dr. Clemens had been here, then maybe he would have been able to figure something out. This girl probably just cleaned the display boards or something.

No, Quinn told himself. That wasn't fair. This girl probably had a lot of education and experience. Still, that wouldn't have been enough. After all, Quinn thought back to the IT people at his regular job. Even if they understood the security protocols and had access to the passwords, they didn't really know how the computers worked. It wasn't like they could have gone out into the wilderness, mined the ores, built the chips, and assembled the boards together. Maybe there were some people out there who understood the entire supply chain and how different components all fit together, but that was going to be exceedingly rare.

So what were they going to do? He swallowed, he dropped his head down, and he just wanted to try to hide for a few seconds as the frustration burned away the last of his patience.

"Sit up," she said.

"What? Why?" He shot back, unable to hide the bitterness in his voice.

"Just sit up," she said again.

He pulled his head away from his knees, and he glanced back at that young woman, and now he saw that she was holding up one of the blue vials. She poured some of the gel onto her fingertips, and then she reached down for his shoulder and his exposed bicep. Right away, he tried to jerk back, only this cooling sensation raced along his skin. It contradicted the heat now flaring from his chest. She touched him gently, working it in.

"Maybe things go better when you do what I tell you," she told him.

This time, he wanted to argue with her, but he glanced up and saw that she was smiling down at him. Maybe it was a little bit patronizing, but he didn't care, especially because the throbbing ache from before had finally started to dissipate.

"Yeah. Maybe," he said.

When she finished, she wiped her fingertips off on the back of his shirt, and then she slid her attention down to his phone.

"It's not going to work," he said. The pessimism came back.

Lillian didn't answer. Instead, she had her eyes aimed down at his screen as she swiped and considered different options. "You know, you really should have a password on your device," she said. "Security is important."

"Yeah," he said. "I guess."

Nibbling on her bottom lip, she continued to stare down at the screen. For her, it seemed like the rest of the world disappeared. In fact, he wondered what would have happened if he started waving his hands near her face. Would she have even noticed?

Probably, he thought. But then he heard more laughter coming from across the plaza, and that's when he saw the other leashed boy. Only now, instead of sitting there quietly, he had his elbows pressed against his sides, and he pushed himself up onto his knees as he seemed to be begging.

One of the girls reached out, and she touched something to his nose. What was it?

Squinting, Quinn saw, but he didn't want to believe it. A cookie? Wait. No. Quinn understood that the boy was now doing tricks for that particular treat, but he didn't want to believe it.

For a second, Quinn wanted to jump up onto his feet and stride across the plaza. He wanted to intimidate those girls, to stand over them, but then Quinn swallowed again, and he could feel the collar around his neck. Maybe he wasn't doing tricks, but he was still a male on this world, and that meant he had to behave.

"I've got it," Lillian said.

"What?"

"I could be wrong, but it looks like the portal dropped us in Alexandria Park."

"How can you possibly know that?"

"I used a maps app," she said.

"No way," he said, jumping to his feet. He was going to reach for his phone, only then he realized that that might be rude or disrespectful, so he tentatively lowered himself back down onto his knees. This time, he didn't even think about sitting next to Lillian. Craning his neck now, he looked over at the screen. Sure enough, he saw the grid of a city.

Thinking that had to be something stored in the phone's memory cache, he assumed he would see some of the businesses or points of interest from their city back home. Instead, he spotted that little blue dot at the center of a diamond shaped plaza. Then he turned his head to the left, and he spotted Miss Hannah's Cookie Cookerie. Sure enough, the same spot appeared on the phone.

"How could you do something like that?"

"First, we got extremely lucky," Lillian told him. "The technology is basically compatible. Obviously, I had to make a couple of quick modifications to the software, but their cellular network isn't completely alien to our own."

"But you wouldn't have service."

"Like I said, we got very lucky. I know a couple of exploits, and one of them worked on their system. I'm guessing it hasn't been discovered here yet."

"So we can get back to the park," he said. Some of his exuberance from before started to fade. What were they going to find there? Then again, it was better than nothing.

"We can get back to the park," she agreed. She stood up, held onto his leash, and started walking. Her boy had no choice but to follow.

Still walking several steps behind her, Quinn allowed himself to enjoy some of the sights. The fact that they had a destination gave him some small modicum of hope. Or maybe it was the fact that he didn't feel like he was on his own this time. When he had picked Lillian up off of the ground in the park, he hadn't known exactly what he was supposed to do. So much of his life had felt prescribed. From school to work, he knew where he was supposed to go and what he was supposed to do. Obviously, there were challenges from time to time, different difficulties and frustrations, but it never felt truly alien. More than that, if he had messed up a test or even gotten fired, there were obvious steps to take right after: apply for unemployment, start looking for a new job, update his resume…

Nothing ever prepared him for the possibility of being a random dude thrown into another dimension. Even if he had read a couple of books or watched some movies about jumping between realities, those characters always had superpowers of one type or another. He didn't.

…He worked with a safety inspection team and doubled as a photographer.

As they strode down the street, he studied the different cars and realized that they all seemed to be electric. He didn't spot any exhaust pipes, and then he wondered how long it had taken them to switch. Or maybe they had never switched at all. Instead of relying on internal combustion engines, maybe they had developed superior battery technology.

"It's not a paradise," she told him when they came to a stop at one of the intersections. Several other people were waiting, and Quinn wondered if he should stay silent, if only because they didn't want to risk any of the locals figuring out who they were.

But then he smirked.

Seriously? No one would have believed it even if he had started jumping up and down, swinging his arms, and shouting, "We are interdimensional travelers!" Simple improbability protected them, so long as they didn't attract attention for other reasons. Quinn reached up and touched his collar. No one paid attention to him. So long as he had that band around his neck. It made it clear that he was following the rules; it declared that he understood his place.

How did it work here?

In this city, this country, on this continent, were men slaves? He didn't think so, at least, not based on what he saw along the streets or in the cars. They followed along, they were leashed, and they seemed willing to do as they were told. He tensed again as he thought of the other guy in the plaza as he did tricks for the girls who held his leash. If anything, men seemed more like pets? The idea sent another flash of irritation down his back, especially when he considered everything he had accomplished.

It was a familiar sensation.

He remembered taking a class and learning about male privilege for the first time. He had heard the phrase before, only he had mostly ignored it. He occasionally paid attention to politics, but he mostly saw it as a black hole of despair where most people could just start shouting at one another. Then he had been at work, and another woman was discussing the idea with her friend, and Quinn wasn't going to be rude enough to interject. As he listened, however, he had started to recognize that maybe she had been right. As a guy, there were so many small problems that he didn't have to deal with. Individually, maybe those issues weren't especially large, but they could coalesce into a very different kind of lived experience.

"What?" Quinn asked as the light turned. He wasn't sure they were actually supposed to walk, but the other cars had stopped, and there was another couple of people who started to cross the wide street.

"This place isn't a paradise," she said. "Some of their technologies are better, some worse."

"That makes sense," he agreed.

"Of course, it does raise some interesting questions about the nature of technological development."

He had been thinking about that a little bit before. Still, he politely asked, "What do you mean?"

"Scientists try to figure out the natural laws of the universe, but the actual act of science is still a social construction. As a society, we have to decide where we want to put our resources. Research and development funds are chosen for different kinds of technology. Geography plays into it, especially if certain resources are closer, but one society might focus on internal combustion engines, while another decides to concentrate on creating the most efficient solar panels. Some tasks might be harder or easier than others, but that's also going to depend on which people are chosen."

"Chosen?"

"Who gets a scholarship to a university? Who gets access to expensive laboratory equipment? Again, those are social issues. The laws of the universe might exist objectively out of human perception, but what we do with those laws and how we react to them still comes down to our personal decisions."

"You’ve thought about this a lot, haven't you?"

"I have," she said.

"Look. There it is."

Alexandria Park.

He saw the black, wrought iron gates, the big sign overhead, and the massive trees stretching up toward the sky.

He followed her, especially since he didn't have any choice while he remained leashed.

Lillian strode ahead and they stopped near the entrance. "Which way?"

He had been panicking, of course. With the adrenaline coursing hot through his veins, Quinn hadn't exactly paid attention to different landmarks. But now he pointed off to one side, and he hoped he was right. Without waiting for confirmation, she strode ahead and guided him toward the portal...they both hoped.

Lillian maintained that same purposeful stride from before, like she knew exactly what would happen next. For his part, he followed after her and wished he could match her certainty. Instead, he kept waiting for something to appear. And yet, he only saw trees, the footpath, a couple of squirrels rushing up one thick trunk. For this boy, time seemed to slow down, especially because it all seemed so plain, so generic, so average. If he hadn't known better, he could have assumed this was just a park a few blocks from his apartment.

"There," she said. She jogged ahead, dropped down, and grabbed one of the cubes. She studied the blackened exterior, and her eyes narrowed. "If we are very, very lucky, they're going to be the other three. Find them."

He started to walk, only to stop, and then clear his throat.

She glanced up, and then she realized he was still on the leash. She detached the clasp with one quick movement, only then Quinn stopped and licked his bottom lip as he turned away. One question occurred to him: why hadn't he done that himself?

Shaking his head, he didn't want to think about any implications, so he started to search through the park. He found another cube almost immediately! Yes! He dropped down, and he picked up the shiny, metal exterior. Then he saw the other side, and it was completely blackened. Worse, little flakes of steel rubbed off against his fingertips. Holding it carefully, he worried it might shatter or break at any moment. What would happen then?

Exhaling slowly, he scanned carefully among the different leaves, twigs, and sticks. Still, he didn't see anything for the next few seconds. Another minute went by. He kept scanning as the old frustration from word searches started to percolate at the bottom of his stomach. Refusing to get upset or angry, he continued to run his gaze along different patches of the ground. In his peripheral vision, a squirrel sprinted by as it darted from one tree to another. In the distance, a woman was playing fetch with her dog.

"Keep looking," Lillian called out to him as though she could understand exactly what he was thinking. He glanced over at her, and he saw her seated on the ground, her legs crossed. She had opened the cube, and now she was considering the different components.

He found the next one a few minutes later. He waited for some rush of excitement or victorious glee, but that was only three. What if they only had three and not the fourth? Could it still work? Instinctively, Quinn imagined himself telling her that a triangle should be as effective as a square, but he honestly had no idea how the interdimensional physics actually worked. He assumed Dr. Clemens had designed this system with very good reasons in mind. Quinn doubted one shape would have been arbitrarily picked over another.

Because he didn't know what else to do, Quinn brought the metallic cords and those two cubes over to Lillian. He placed them on the ground just a few inches from her. She didn't look up from that first device as she studied the interior. He stole a quick glimpse, and he had no idea how she could understand all of the different components. It looked like glass or crystal, yet she was still moving around different components with nothing more complicated than her fingernail.

Before he could stop himself, he asked, "Should you really be doing that here and now?"

"Would you like to try?"

"Sorry," he said quickly.

"Did you find the fourth cube?"

"No…"

"Keep looking," she instructed.

He inhaled, and that's when he turned away. At the same time, he brought his hand up to his neck. She had removed the leash, but he still wore the collar. Again, he peered off into the distance. That young woman was still playing fetch. She threw the ball, and her dog raced over to it, snatching it up in his jaws before spinning around and racing back to its owner.

Quinn watched for a couple of seconds, if only to distract himself. He needed to let some of the frustration fade away. At the same time, he thought of that dog and how he was wearing a collar. Quinn was wearing a collar. They were both wearing collars.

The photographer reached up for the base of his throat, and he found the clasp. If he just pressed down on the release, it would pop open and he could take it off and throw it to the ground.

Something stopped him. He dropped his hand back down to his side.

Right away, he tried to justify the decision. This is only a park; they weren't out in the wilderness, and it was easy enough to imagine a police officer wandering between these trees on her patrol route. But really, those were just rationalizations. Something else seemed to lurk underneath his choice.

There!

He spotted the last cube, and he quickly picked it up. As he grabbed it, one chunk fell away, and he looked down at the broken shards of glass that had been housed inside the case.

"Lillian? I think you're going to want to see this."

"Hello, Nate," Annalise said to her pack boy. He was handsome enough, of course. He also had the collar around his neck, and he wore his backpack like an obedient male. More importantly, she knew he could be relied upon to travel across worlds and hide. That was all she required of him, of course. He would carry the homing beacon.

Other huntresses sometimes disparaged their pack boys. It was easy, especially because these young men had been thoroughly trained and evaluated. Their services were rented out by their owners: these were the sisters, wives, and mothers who enjoyed the extra income. Often, however, the pack boys were eager for a new experience.

At some point, Annalise had to wonder whether or not the pack boys would be replaced by drones. The concept was interesting, of course. It could also be far more cost effective. Technically, a machine would also have been able to carry the heavy homing beacons for longer distances.

But they still lacked the creativity and insight of a young man. Obviously, these boys were still extremely limited, but they received extensive training in stealth, hiding, and evasion.

A huntress without her pack boy wouldn't have been able to get back to the home dimension. Suddenly, the notion of catching her prey would become a lot less important if she couldn't return.

"Hello, ma’am," he said, bowing his head down.

"Are you ready to go on the hunt?"

"I'm ready to help you to the best of my ability," he said.

She chuckled and reached out, running her fingers through his hair and down along his neck. She patted his shoulder before turning back to the commander. Zaraya, her older sister, stood there in the middle of the large chamber, her arms tight over her chest. "Are you sure you don't want me to see about pulling some strings? I'm sure I could get the Council to offer up the funds for a full team."

"According to the augurs, he's not a threat, right?"

"You know what makes them different," Zaraya said.

"It's just a theory."

"Have the augurs ever been wrong?" Zaraya retorted.

"We talked about this," Annalise reminded her superior officer, "I can handle him. Even if he made it out, there's no guarantee he's going to be some amazing fighter or something. He still a boy, and I'm sure you're overestimating him."

Zaraya's nostrils flared as she stared back toward the engines. At that moment, there was the low hum as the capacitors charged. The portal would open, folding reality and finding the proper path from one universe to their intended destination.

"Just be careful, okay?" On most days, Zaraya could relax in her privilege and authority. Well compensated and in command of this entire facility, she enjoyed quite a few benefits of her position. From the boys who pleasured her to her incredible office, she loved her position. And yet, she still had to deal with the numbers, the bureaucrats, the accountants, and the worry about her little sister.

Zaraya opened her mouth, like she intended to say more, but Annalise shook her head from side to side, "Just remember. You promised." The promise. In an instant, Zaraya probably regretted making that choice when she first got promoted. For a long time, both of these young women had been huntresses; even though she was younger, Annalise had always been more skilled. Still, there had never been any question of her receiving a promotion, mostly because she refused to deal with the politics of running the base. Nominally, she had a command rank, not that she ever needed to use it. She was the Prime Huntress, and she loved being out there. She chased after those wild males, catching them, collaring and leashing them and bringing them to the home dimension where they could be properly trained.

Zaraya's promise had been simple: she wouldn't get in Annalise's way. Obviously, Zaraya was still the commanding officer. She'd make the required command decisions, but she wouldn't try to "protect" her little sister.

"Are we ready?" Annalise finally asked.

Zaraya glanced over at one of the technicians. The woman nodded, "Good luck," Zaraya said. Maybe this was a breach of decorum, yet she couldn't bring herself to care. She reached over and grabbed her little sister. She squeezed hard. "Be careful. Be safe."

"No matter where he's from, he still just a boy. With my luck, he's probably going to be on his own, scared and unable to figure out what's going on. That would be boring, don't you think?" She chuckled and shook her head from side to side.

"Here's hoping," Zaraya said. Only a few minutes later, the portal burst open, and Annalise reached out. She took Nate by his leash and headed into the gap between realities.

They landed in an alley; this was going to be difficult. Her boots hit the ground, and she dropped her hand to the stun pistol on her hip. She wanted to draw it, but she knew that could be a mistake. Instead, she looked back at Nate. "I'm going to be scanning for exotic XY particles. Stay here. Stay out of sight. Don't get in any trouble."

"Understood," he told her. If the situation proved especially dangerous, maybe she would have commanded him to come with her. As a pack boy, he knew how to run and evade detection; he didn't actually know how to fight.

At this point, they seemed to be behind a couple of businesses. She could still hear the sounds of the cars driving down the main avenue.

Bracing herself, she stepped down onto the sidewalk, and she strode ahead. She pulled out her goggles, pulled them over her eyes, and she began to scan. In that moment, she had to hope no one would pay much attention to her. Sure enough, she saw a couple of young women on their phones as they chatted and headed toward her.

Annalise made a point of getting out of the way; they never noticed her. They didn't pay any attention to her at all.

Perfect.

Better yet, Annalise spotted the flickers of green energy.

She had her trail.

She glanced around, and wondered if she should try to commandeer a vehicle. Pretty soon, however, she figured out that this boy was probably walking. She followed the trail from one block to the next. Off in the distance, she saw a wide-open, green space. There were fences, huge trees poking upward, and a path. Sure enough, he had decided to go into Alexandria Park.

"Zaraya, you were worried about nothing," Annalise whispered.

But even as she crossed the street and dropped her hand back down to her weapon, she prepared herself. She attempted to envision what might go wrong. Would this boy be a trained fighter? Would he be a soldier from his world? The idea seemed strange. A boy soldier? Reminding herself that it was theoretically possible, she made her way forward. At this point, she was torn between slowing down or speeding up. She didn't want to risk losing this male, especially if he actually had some capability of interdimensional travel.

After Zaraya told Annalise about this prey, she had given her sister the report. Studying it closely, Annalise saw that this boy had either intentionally or accidentally used an especially dangerous form of interdimensional tunneling. It couldn't be permitted. A few jumps wouldn't cause irreparable harm, but continuously leaping from one reality to the next could cause tears in the fabric of existence.

Annalise may not have understood all of the math, but the concept was simple enough, so she had to bring him back. Fast.

"How bad is it? Is it bad? Is it really bad?" He hated how inarticulate he sounded. Worse, he probably came off like some immature kid who couldn't understand why his game system couldn't work after getting run over by a car. At the same time, he understood what this might mean: what if they could never get back?

Quinn thought of his friends, members of his family, plans he had made. It seemed ridiculous, but he was halfway through a novel. The paperback was sitting on the coffee table in his living room. Technically, he didn't need to know how the pulp fantasy was going to end. He probably could have guessed. But was he ever actually going to find out? Would that be the last book he read by someone from his world?

And what was he going to do here?

He doubted they needed any safety inspectors. He swallowed, and he felt that collar around his neck. Was he going to have to wear that forever now?

"It's bad," she said. "But that doesn't mean we are completely messed up."

"Is there anything I can do to help?" Even as he asked, he knew what the answer would be. Sure enough, she glanced up at him, and he had zero trouble reading the incredulity written across her face.

Stepping back, he decided to sit down. He closed his eyes, leaned against a tree, and wondered exactly what was going to happen next. It was strange feeling this helpless, knowing how something so incredibly pivotal was happening just a few feet away, and there was nothing he could do to influence the outcome.

Again and again, he came back to one frustrating truth: she was just a technician. She didn't know what she was doing, not really. At least, he hoped he was wrong about that point. Maybe she was responsible for repairing these cubes? Maybe, if they both got incredibly lucky, Dr. Clemens had trained her to diagnose and repair these devices?

For a while, he kept his eyes shut. Then he wondered if he should ask her if he should try to go get something. Tweezers? Toothpicks? It seriously looked like Lillian was trying to do this with her bare hands. Again, he forced himself to close his eyes. Little by little, he came to the conclusion that she couldn't do it. Still, she was trying.

If they were trapped here, what would his next course of action be? Was he supposed to find a job? They didn't have Social Security numbers, employment histories, degrees, or anything else. If they went to a police station and just told the women there everything, how would they have responded? Where were their scientists they could try to talk to?

They're not going to listen to me. They might listen to her. Maybe we can go to a university. Maybe there is some way for us to prove where we are from? Maybe there are teams here who investigate these details? Those possibilities granted him some thin thread of hope, but he really had no idea if any of that had any kind of chance of success. It seemed unlikely. Very unlikely.

Hunger and fatigue nipped at him, but he decided to get up anyway. Without saying anything, he walked down the path and back toward the trees. The woman and her dog had left. But then he turned toward the entrance, and that's when he saw someone.

There was a woman with dark brown hair accented by a blue streak. Not only that, she was wearing strange goggles, and she looked like she had a weapon at her side.

She turned and locked her eyes on Quinn.

Several hundred feet still separated them, but she drew her weapon, aimed, and shouted, "Stop right there!"

Another cop?

He didn't think so. Besides, if they had decided he had done something wrong, they would have kept him back at the hospital. They'd been so close to cuffing him and dragging him down to the police station.

Quinn stared. He didn't know what to do.

She rushed toward him, her weapon still aimed right at him. She didn't fire. That seemed like a good sign, but then something inside of him snapped, so he quickly turned around and started running. She chased after him. Immediately, he could tell that she was faster, way faster. He liked think he knew how to run. He went for jogs from time to time to stay in shape, but this woman cut across the distance between them, leaping forward like some determined lioness.

He sped up. The panic shot extra strength down into his legs as he slammed his feet against the rocks, clods of dirt, and random stones. He ran hard, only to watch as a bolt of lightning shot past his shoulder and slammed into one of those trees. "Stop!"

This time, there was something about that woman's voice.

He froze.

"Hands up. Hands in the air. Now!"

He lifted his hands. His fingertips pointed up toward the sky, and his heart hammered wildly in his chest as he turned back to her. She had pale skin, a small nose, and there was something about the blue of her mane. He hadn't thought about it before, but maybe that was another detail that made it very clear she didn't belong here. If she have been a police officer, she would have had a partner or a team. Instead, this woman was alone.

Somehow, he managed to find his voice, "Who are you? What do you want? What are you doing here?"

The woman smirked. At this point, she reached up and pulled the goggles away from her face and dropped them down into one of the many pockets along her snug trousers. She didn't put the weapon away; the barrel never wavered. With one click of her finger, she could unleash another bolt of energy.

"You speak Anglish," she said with a different accent. He couldn't identify the specific differences, but she didn't sound like any of the locals. "Convenient. Are you armed?"

"Armed?" The thought seemed bizarre. He was a photographer; he didn't need a gun or a blade. Even if he had anything like that, Quinn wouldn't have known how to use it. "No," he said.

"Where did you get that collar?"

"I got it from a hospital," he said truthfully.

"What're you doing here?"

He opened his mouth, only Quinn couldn't decide exactly what he was supposed to say. Verbally, he could go into deception: lie or tell the truth. He didn't have any good deceptions planned, especially since he had failed so spectacularly to trick the police officer from before. A couple of hours ago, he had one advantage on his side: Lillian had been hurt, it was obvious he was only interested in bringing her to a hospital. That meant he wasn't a threat.

This woman, whoever she was, obviously wanted to bring him in. At once, he had to wonder where that would be?

"It was an accident," he said. "I didn't want to come here."

"Interesting," she said. "I wonder if the trainers are going to believe you."

"Wait," he said as she started to come closer. She froze. Her eyes narrowed. At the same time, he knew he had all of her attention. "Who are you? What's going on here? Please, can you just tell me that?"

Her brows creased for a second, but she relaxed even as she kept her weapon aimed directly at him. If she decided to pull that trigger, she wouldn't miss. That much was obvious.

"My name is Annalise, and I’m the Prime Huntress from my dimension. We work to protect the barriers between universes."

"Protect it?"

"If you come with me, you're going to be debriefed," she said. "Thoroughly." She smirked, even as her eyes slid up and down along the length of his body. There was something about the way her gaze shifted. He couldn't help but think of the way the officers had looked at him as well. His chest felt like it was contracting, his heart started beating faster, and he tried to envision some plan. He didn't know what he could do. Part of him wanted to drop down, grab some dirt, and throw it in her face. Another part of him liked to think he would be convincing enough if he just pointed past her shoulder and shouted, "Look up behind you!" Neither of those obvious tricks were going to work with a woman like this.

Not only did she move with a predatory ease, there was something about the way she kept her eyes locked on him, but she wouldn't allow herself to be distracted by anything else.

If he had been alone, he never, ever would have been able to escape the Prime Huntress.

"Look, I just want to go home," he said.

"That's not going to happen," she replied right as something smacked into the back of her head. It was a rock. It probably hurt a little. It wouldn’t cause any real damage. It didn't even break the skin, but Annalise still spun around, and that's when she saw the lab technician crash into her. Lillian jumped forward, knocked the Prime Huntress down, and quickly scrambled back up onto her feet.

Lillian ran for him, grabbed Quinn by his hand, and yanked hard, practically dragging him back toward the spot where she had been working on the cubes.

He ran hard, uncertain of what he was going to find. Were they just going to leave the park? Would they leave the tech behind? Maybe Lillian had been smart enough to hold onto it?

Only then he saw the blue spark of lightning shoot up from the ground. Then he saw it: a square carved into the ground. He didn't get to think about this. He didn't get to contemplate just how dangerous it might be, but she pulled him down, and he fell forward.

Annalise scrambled back up onto her feet, chased after them, and watched as a woman with black hair pulled her target right down into a portal. In a flash of movement, the cubes were pulled down as well, disappearing through the gateway.

"You bitch," Annalise said with a shake of her head. At first, she laughed as she lifted her head and looked up towards the sky. But then she walked back toward one of those trees, and she tightened her fingers into a fist before punching hard. Hot frustration sizzled through her body.

He had gotten away.

How? How had he gotten away? Something like that should have been utterly impossible. And there was a woman with him? He wasn't alone?

On very rare occasions, a couple of boys might work together to steal some technology and jump from one universe to another. Whenever that happened, the protocol was simple: go back and get some extra huntresses. Annalise had only ever been in that situation twice. The first time, there was a pair of boys. Rather than get reinforcements, she had brought them both in on her own. The next time, it had been a trio.

But now, she tried to understand what just happened.

Seething, Annalise went back to her pack boy. At first, she tried to sit down next to him and relax. More and more, however, the confusion evolved into frustration, so she found herself, pacing back and forth. He glanced up at her, and it was obvious he wanted to say something, only he didn't know how to help her relax. He must have figured out the truth; her target had gotten away. He was wise enough not to ask how something like that could happen.

"Ma'am?" he asked.

"What?"

"The portal is about to open," he said.

"I understand," she replied. At this point, she stopped. She exhaled slowly, and she wondered exactly how she was going to phrase her report. It was time to speak with her commanding officer again.

He rolled out of the portal, found himself on his back, and looked up towards the sky. He saw a couple of buildings a few hundred feet to his right, but he was breathing hard. Lillian stumbled forward and she quickly started shaking her head from side to side. Strangely enough, the sun was setting, only it was coming from the wrong direction. Was that physically possible?

It was another universe. Given enough time and a background in astronomy, he probably could have figured it out, but he didn't really care. He could breathe, and he ran his hands along his chest and down along the length of his thighs. This time, there weren't any burns. He didn't feel any sharp jags or throbbing snaps of pain.

For that, he could be grateful.

"What, what happened?" Quinn asked.

"I was about to ask you," she said. "When I heard you talking to someone, I figured we had a problem."

"That woman, the Prime Huntress, she had a gun aimed at me."

"I don't think she wanted to hurt you," Lillian said. At the same time, she collected the cubes and studied them. "They're going to work again, but I'm not sure how long it's going to take to recharge them."

"Does that mean we can get home?" Quinn asked.

One glance back at the technician told him everything he needed to know. Still, she said, "No. Not yet. I was able to get them working. I'm not going to be able to program anything more specific, not without some very advanced hardware."

"But you fixed them with your bare hands?"

"They weren't that badly damaged," she said. "All appearances to the contrary, they were still in fairly decent condition."

"But, but that's amazing. That's incredible. You really did that?"

"I did," she said.

Before he even realized what he was doing, he lunged forward and grabbed her, pulling her into a hug and squeezing her. They might be able to do it! They might actually be able to get home!

Normally, he didn't experience those kinds of emotional outbursts. At parties and even major events like graduations and birthdays, Quinn wasn't the kind of person to jump up and down or grab onto other people. Usually, he would shake hands with his friends. But at that moment, he realized he might be able to get back to his job, his apartment, his life.

And if they could do that, they would have so much to say.

He blinked a couple of times and realized that this could be incredible. "We could tell everyone," he whispered.

"What?"

"You realize that we are the first people to travel across realities, right? I mean, this is bigger than making it into orbit or visiting the moon. Hell, this is more important than the billionaires who think they're going to build utopias over on Mars." Quinn snorted, rubbed his eyes, and looked up towards the sky again.

"No. That's not going to happen."

"What?"

Lillian grabbed him by his shirt, and she pulled him close. She looked up into his eyes. "That is not going to happen."

Unable to turn away from her, he didn't understand, especially because she didn't release his shirt.

That's when they both realized they weren’t going to be alone out here for long. A couple of different people were jogging in their direction. They were girls, he first assumed. But as they got closer, he realized that they were probably in their late teens or early twenties. Now Quinn realized he was standing up on asphalt. The blacktop stretched out in every direction, leading off to a huge grassy field, some chain-link fences, a few scattered trees, and different buildings. "Is this a school?"

"Hello?" asked one of the girls as she approached.

"Hello," Lillian said, letting go of Quinn and stepping in front of him. "I'm really sorry, but we appear to be lost. We were going for a walk, and I think we got a little bit distracted. Can you help us out?"

"Your boy isn't on a leash," said one of the girls.

"And do you have his registration papers?"

"I was just taking him out for a walk, and I decided to let him off the leash for a little while." That's when she dropped her hand down to her pocket and she realized she didn't have it. She had set it aside since she didn't think she was going to need it.

"And what about the other part?" asked one of the girls.

"What other part?" Lillian asked. She did a more remarkable job of seeming genuinely confused.

"The part where you and your boy just rolled out of a portal."

Annalise hated this part. She hated it with every fiber of her being. She went down the hallway to the double doors, and she found herself standing in front of Zaraya's desk.

Her sister didn't make her wait. Instead, Zaraya bolted out of her chair back, rushed out from behind her desk, and threw herself forward. She grabbed Annalise, pulling her close. "Are you okay? I just got the preliminary report from the portal officer, and she said you came back without the target."

Exhaling, Annalise bit down. "Yes, ma'am. I messed up. I messed up badly." Even as she uttered those words, she knew they were true. She had been so fixated on that boy. At the same time, she had worried about what he might be able to do. Even now, she didn't actually know anything about his capabilities except for one detail: he and his accomplice were able to tear openings in the fabric of reality. Before, that had been reported by the augers, but they didn't have any hard evidence or proof. Now, Annalise had seen it for herself, and she understood just how dangerous those two could be.

Those two?

Even now, the thought made her stomach twist with a different kind of aggravation.

"Just take a breath, and tell me what happened," Zaraya instructed as she let go of her sister.

"He had help."

"A local?"

"No. I don't think so. I'm guessing she was another traveler."

"Another traveler?" Zaraya repeated the words like they didn't make sense. In actuality, they didn't. This kind of thing wasn't supposed to happen. It should have been completely and utterly impossible. Granted, there was no reason for that. It simply didn't occur. When a boy wanted to jump between realities, he defied some common sociological principle that seemed to stretch across all of humanity.

Drifting back toward her couches, Zaraya lowered herself down. She leaned back and crossed her legs. She didn't sit there with her usual certainty and confidence. Instead, she stared off at some random corner and contemplated what this might mean.

"I'm going to put together a team," she said.

"No," Annalise said almost immediately.

"No?"

Realizing she had overstepped, Annalise paused, swallowed, and forced herself to say, "Ma'am, I think that would be a mistake.

"And why is that?"

"Because this boy should be my target," Annalise said. "He only got away because he had help. I understand the resources he has at his disposal now, and I won't make that mistake again."

"A woman really helped him?" The idea seemed treacherous somehow.

"Yes," Annalise said. "I'm not sure what could cause something like that, but I intend to find out." This was the question she didn't like, but she still had to ask, "Have the augers found either of them?"

They just started looking," Zaraya pointed out.

Biting down, Annalise had expected this answer. At the same time, a grinding pulse of irritation ran hot through her body. She could feel it right at the center of her torso as it spread out into her flanks, up along her shoulders, down to her thighs and biceps. Her muscles tightened, and she wished she could chase something. She wanted to go after that boy, to drag him back by his collar, to push him down onto his knees, and see the look on his face when he would be surrounded by a dozen different trainers, all of whom were eager to punish this boy.

"I assume you've been thinking about it. How long did you have before the portal opened again?"

"About four hours," Annalise said.

"You know, they have an advantage."

"I know," Annalise leaned her head back. She bit down again. Because she and the other huntresses were determined to do things the right way, their portal technology was technically less efficient. Rather than just leap straight into a hole through the fabric of reality, they waited for the right time and place, even if the augers could try to track her prey. More precisely, it wouldn't matter. Once he and his associate jumped, Annalise was still going to have to wait. And, of course, that was all still assuming everything went according to plan, that there wasn't any trouble with the homing beacon, and that everything worked on the other side as well. "This boy and the woman who's helping him might have an advantage, but I don't care. I'm going to bring him in. And I'm going to figure out exactly why she would be helping him."

"He wasn't her slave, was he?"

Annalise snorted. "No. Definitely not."

"How can you be so sure?"

"I saw it on his face. That was a boy who looked at me as an equal. Even though I had training, a gun, and armor, he still saw me as just another person."

"You have good instincts," Zaraya pointed out. "And right now, we don't have a lot of solid information."

"What do we have?" Annalise snarled. That's when she paused. Her fingers had tightened into fists, and the urge to leap up onto her feet and maybe throw some furniture across the room stretched throughout her body. Realizing what kind of tone she had just used with her commanding officer, Annalise forced herself to exhale through her nostrils. She breathed out, and she tried to let go of that wild exasperation.

Another woman had sabotaged her efforts. Another woman had tackled her, knocking her to the ground. Granted, the woman in the charred lab coat had moved quietly, but Annalise still silently fumed and raged about her own mistakes. She had concentrated on that boy. Did I get arrogant? Did I get careless? Was I sloppy with him? She didn't want to believe it, but her feelings had become irrelevant because she had failed. Her interpretations didn't matter. Her excuses or justifications have become irrelevant. That boy was still out there, and apparently he was still tearing his way across one universe or another.

It was now her fault.

"Ma'am, I'm sorry."

"You don't need to address me like that, not right now," Zaraya said. She looked back at her sister. "I know what it's like. I know how frustrating it can be."

"What? You've been in this position before?"

"No. Obviously not this exact set of circumstances," Zaraya said diplomatically, "But I work with a lot of politicians and a lot of accountants, and I know how difficult it can be to work through these kinds of problems. Right now, you're frustrated, you have way too much energy, and there's nothing you can do with it."

Sometimes having an older sister for a boss could be infuriating, especially since Annalise couldn't hide most of her feelings from the girl she had grown up with. "So what? What should I do about it? Go exercise? Target range?"

"Would any of that help you?" Zaraya asked, although her voice hinted at the very real probability that she already knew the answer.

"No…Probably not."

"What about your last target?"

"What about him?"

"He’s still in one of the holding pens. The trainers haven't gotten to him yet. You could have some fun. Do something productive."

"No. That's not my style," Annalise said.

"I figured you would say that," Zaraya replied. She leaned forward a little and kept her gaze locked on her sister. "If you're not going to do this for your mental health, consider a different angle. Colin Coldottir is an extremist, is he not? He's a political dissident? For him, it's not just a question of greed orientation. He actually believes in something different. The patriarchy?" When she said that last set of syllables, she made it sound like a joke. It was a novel concept, something created from different parts of words and mashed together into something kind of funny, but mostly incoherent.

"That's right," Annalise said.

"Your target is from a patriarchy. If you want to understand your prey, maybe should spend more time with Colin. Work on him. Break him. Have some fun with him."

"I studied the psychology before," Annalise pointed out. But even as she answered, she could feel something tingle deep within her. Frankly, it was a welcome distraction from the exasperation, especially if she now had to wait for the augers. She and her compatriots were lucky that they had access to this kind of resource. As far as anyone could tell, the universes were genuinely infinite, meaning that jumping from one reality to another should have, by definition, meant becoming impossibly lost. The augers, however, enabled the huntresses to find their prey. Better yet, they got the huntresses close. Jumping into a new reality, only to find oneself in the United Provinces of North America wouldn't have been terribly useful if her target was hanging out in the Empire of Malaysia or Soviet Europe. The chase mattered, and being able to bring a boy down safely was just as important. But more than that, she needed to know where to go.

She thought about going to the augers; she didn't think it would be useful.

She needed to let them do their jobs. She needed to let them focus. Exhaling slowly, Annalise shook her head again, "I don't think talking to Colin would be especially useful."

"When was the last time you confronted someone like him? And now, you have a woman helping one of these patriarchs? I'm just saying you don't have anything else to do, you're frustrated, and this would be useful. Maybe you should think about it?"

"I hate it when you're right," Annalise said.

"I know," agreed her sister.

They weren't rude or hostile, but the young women arrayed before them had been emphatically clear. Unless Lillian and Quinn wanted these girls to call the authorities, then they would cooperate. That meant following them back into one of the buildings. Pretty soon, both Lillian and Quinn were separated. A couple of girls asked Lillian to come with them.

She glanced back at Quinn, and maybe she was waiting for him to do or say something. He felt like that would be an excellent moment for some of her relics, only...he had no idea what he was supposed to do. These girls had been polite and respectful. More importantly, they knew about the portals. Did that mean they have this kind of technology? They didn't seem to be surprised, so maybe?

He could only hope.

When Quinn didn't do or say anything especially noteworthy, Lillian nodded to him. He wasn't sure how to interpret that signal, but she turned and walked away with the others.

Once Lillian was gone, the girls grabbed him by his arms and they pulled him forward. They took him down a hallway to the right, then the left. Pretty soon, he felt lost, especially because he glanced to the sides, and he saw the victors. There were photos. They looked realistic, and yet…

Those pictures couldn't be real, he told himself.

There were images of women floating in the air, high above the clouds. Another photo showed a woman actually holding up a train. It looked so realistic. It had to be a manipulated picture, right?

As a photographer, he wanted to stop and examine the images, but these girls pushed him forward. They brought him into a small room, and that's when he saw the shelves. He spotted paddles, whips, canes, and crops. He had to search hard to find some of those words, but he turned back to the girls, and that's when all but two of them left. The door closed, and he thought he heard a lock, but maybe that was just his imagination?

"What is this? What's going on?"

He looked back at the two young women. Bright lights shined overhead. One of these girls had red hair. She stepped forward and smiled at him. "I know you must be nervous right now. You just came from another reality, and you don't know how things work here, do you? You don't have any augers or seers, and that must be very frustrating for you. If I had to guess, from the way you landed and that look on your face, this was kind of an accident, wasn't it?"

"It was," he said.

"That makes sense," said her compatriot. She had her blonde hair pulled back into a bun, and she let her gaze run up and down along his frame. Then she nodded to herself, "But just because that makes sense, that doesn't mean it's the truth, and we need to work on our interrogation skills anyway."

"What?" Quinn breathed out that single syllable. He didn't want to accept the idea. Maybe he had misheard her? Maybe she was just joking? Yeah, that could've been a nice taste of sarcasm.

"Welcome to Victoria Academy." Both of these young women stepped forward, and he tried to retreat back, but he bumped up against the wall behind him. He was trapped, and both of these girls were watching him now, eager and ready to get started.

Annalise knew she had a destination. As she made her way across the base, she stepped out of the command building and along one of the concrete walkways. She passed some of the potted plants, and she glanced up toward the sky. There were a couple of clouds here or there, but she marveled at the orange, red, and pink that streaked across the sky.

For a few seconds Annalise paused as she tried to let go of that excess energy. The enthusiasm was right there. She lifted her hands, she ran her fingers through her dark brown and blue hair as she contemplated exactly what she could do. She didn't want her sister to be right, not this time. It was petulant and silly, but she needed to get back out there as soon as possible.

There was nothing she could do.

Every huntress had to contend with impatience, especially when it came to waiting for the return portals. Normally, she would sit down and wait, basking in her triumph. But during that last time, she had just paced back and forth.

This excess energy could be a problem, she knew. If she allowed the frustration to burn even hotter, it could prompt a mistake. She needed to be focused; she needed to ignore the worst of her feelings and do better.

She had messed up once. There was no way to go back and fix that.

As a huntress, she tried not to keep score because this wasn't a game. When she jumped through the portal with her pack boy behind her, she understood the kinds of dangers she might face. Wild beasts, chaotic weather conditions, and other natural disasters could confront her at any moment. Survival was always her first goal. Capturing her target had to be her second. At the same time, she wasn't supposed to think of her track record. She wasn't supposed to contemplate having a "perfect" catch-rate.

And yet, she had still messed up, and that mistake would linger.

Breathing out slowly again, she forced herself to start walking. She didn't think about her destination. That's why she soon found herself amongst the holding pens. She walked down a metal corridor, and her boots clinked against the plates as she passed the empty cells. Soon enough, however, she found herself standing in front of a boy.

His restraints forced him to crouch down. Leather shackles encircled his ankles and knees. She couldn't see them, but another set of restraints tracked his wrists behind his back. There was a leather collar around his neck and it connected to the leash attached to a slender hook right in front of him. He could lift his head, of course, but that required some extra effort.

"What do you want?" Colin asked.

"To be honest, I'm not sure."

"Then you should leave."

"Because you were so busy? Because you were working on something important?" At this point, Annalise couldn't even help herself as she casually lifted one hand to the side of her face and placed her finger against her cheek. "Oh, you're a boy, so it doesn't matter what you want. Isn't that right?"

He stared right back at her, his lips hard. He was naked, of course. There was no reason for this boy to wear actual clothing, especially once he had been captured. For a woman, clothing was a right. For a boy? No. Why bother? Besides, it was better when men were naked. This way, their chastity cages could be put on display. Plus, there was always something so enticing about the male form.

If someone else had been there with them, perhaps Annalise would have denied the interests she felt as she studied this young man. Her eyes slid from his stubbled cheeks down to his neck, his clavicles, shoulders and biceps. He sneered, his nostrils flaring. More importantly, his stomach tensed, and she noted the musculature. He wasn't perfect, of course. They seldom were. And yet, she still enjoyed that look of defiance on his face.

"This can't last forever," he said, his voice turning quiet.

"Oh? And why's that?"

"Your matriarchy." Right after he said those words, he stared back at her. His eyes narrowed, and his lips hardened. Still, he didn't look away.

"Go on. Spout your nonsense." She smiled at him.

"Why? You know you won’t listen to me."

"The first reason is simple: I'm a woman, and I gave you a command. If I instruct you to tell me about your political ideology, such as it is, then you don't have a choice. Second, you want to tell me. I'm a woman, and I'm actually listening to you. So go on. Tell me what you believe." Teasing him felt incredible. Her expression remained neutral, yet that excitement flashed through her body. At the same time, she was thinking of the male who had escaped her.

Normally, she would have been on another hunt by now. And yet, she needed to find him: Quinn Drake. The others had supplied her with a name, not that it meant much when compared to the infinite realities spread before the huntress. Still, she could appreciate that designation. Quinn Drake. She was going to find him.

But first, she had to wait. No matter how infuriating that might be, she had to let go of her exasperation. And now, she knew this boy might be able to help. And perhaps Zaraya was right. Maybe he could offer some insight as well as some stress relief…

"No, thank you," he said. That's when he pressed his lips together, and he stared straight ahead. At this point, he refused to make eye contact. His body remained rigid in his restraints, but he still didn't do anything.

"You think you're so defiant, don't you? You're so proud of yourself, aren't you?"

Annalise dropped her hand down to her wrist slate, and she typed in the orders. At once, the gate off to the side opened with an audible click. He still didn't react.

Cute. He thought he could play the stoic martyr. She strode forward, walked into his cage, and circled him like a hungry predator. He still didn't react, but she noticed some of those details. "You're trying to hide your feelings from me," she said. "I get it. If you want to see yourself as some kind of political dissident, then you need to be brave, don't you? But right now, I make you nervous."

For just a second, she thought maybe he would open his mouth and offer up some tepid defiance. Instead, his eyes narrowed for just an instant, but then he relaxed as much as he could.

"I can see it, you know. Your bottom lip is trembling just a tiny, tiny bit." She walked around him again and again. He flinched when she crouched down and dropped her hand to the small of his back. She traced her fingers up along the curve of his body until she made it to his shoulders, then the nape of his neck, and then the collar. "Should I treat you like a puppet again? You enjoyed that last time, didn't you?"

Again, he wanted to answer.

Back in his reality, some woman had probably been generous and allowed him access to their version of the data grid. Perhaps he visited websites, watched videos, and read articles. Maybe, if he is especially ambitious, he went back and found archive files. She hadn't studied his history, so she didn't know how the matriarchy came to power. For him, it had always been presented as an inevitability, something that simply was? Annalise had visited so many worlds where women had always been in charge. Nothing else was possible. Nothing else was comprehensible. But then, there were those other worlds and societies. Amongst those landscapes, women and men had been relatively equal for some span of time. Maybe it was a few thousand years in a lost prehistory, this was the enormous span of time that most people didn't think about. Then there were the stranger cases…

On some versions of Earth, men and women were equal up until just a few years ago. Maybe there was a war. Maybe there was a political revolution. Maybe something new transpired.

Annalise had once visited a world where women developed superpowers, and the men simply hadn't. The women became exponentially stronger and immune to most forms of physical harm. In so many different ways, they were superheroes. They had these nearly supernatural abilities. For a long time, the boys had been in charge of law enforcement and military action, but their tanks and guns had become irrelevant. Consequently, the women stepped forward.

Some of the men didn't like it.

Too bad.

On other worlds, it came down to politics. Women and men stuck with the general baseline that seemed to dominate so many different visions of Earth, only the women decided to change something. They were tired of being nominally equal. Granted, from one society to another, that could have been different, but something shifted across community after community. Maybe it would start out as a generational issue, yet it would quickly spread across the entirety of the female population. When women decided to work together, the boys didn't stand a chance. Unity could be one of the greatest factors. While the boys would argue and squabble and try to figure out what they should do, the women would simply agree: they deserved power. Men should be relegated to a subordinate position. On some worlds, that meant they were still allowed to work, so long as they remained subservient. Males might be allowed to serve as receptionists or domestic staff. At restaurants, maybe they would scurry about, cleaning off tables and occasionally taking orders if things were especially busy. In those cases, a boy might be allowed to keep his earnings. But then there were other realities where men could not be allowed to own any kind of property. They might still work, and they might nominally be considered individuals, but they would have to be protected. They needed a woman to oversee their behaviors.

Except now, they had discovered the exception. Across all these different realities, female supremacy was the uniform norm. While human capacities and abilities might shift from one existence to another, women were destined to be in charge. At least, that was what the huntresses and explorers had always found.

Some of the interdimensional physicists and mathematicians had debated these points. Megan O'Neill had written an impassioned treatise on the subject of infinity and what it might mean. Philosophers had contemplated that concept for so long, but now it became a reality in a very practical sense. If infinity existed, did that mean every theoretically possible permutation had to happen? Was it a logical necessity? On the one hand, it seemed intuitive, like this needed to be the answer. At the same time, women always ruled, so could there be an exception? Maybe this was the natural structure of how humanity had always been meant to evolve? Online, people loved to argue about those exact places and what all of this might have meant.

But in that moment, she looked down into Colin's eyes, and she waited for him to break. She circled him again, and her fingers moved right over that slate.

He knew what could happen; he understood how it could feel.

And yet, there was nothing he could do about it.

He remained silent. He thought he could defy her.

She stepped behind him again, only this time, she stopped. Now she hit the 2 button, and the signal jumped from the device on her forearm to the micro receiver built into his collar. The electrodes activated; electricity brushed along those wires, into the electrodes, and straight into his flesh. The flash of pain danced along his skin. He twitched.

Maybe he had envisioned some scenario where he could pretend this didn't affect him, but she heard that gasp of pain. "You know that only happens because you are misbehaving," she pointed out. "I mean, I understand who you are and what you want to be. You think you are this incredible rebel." She walked around him, now circling him. Casually, she reached down and touched his elbow, his bicep, his shoulder, then his neck and cheek. She just barely touched him.

He probably hated it. Or maybe he didn't. She was going to find out soon enough.

"You think you're making some point? No one is watching you. No one knows what you are doing."

"You know what I'm doing," he said. "You can see me defy you. You know that I'm not going to break."

"Do you remember when I first caught you? I already broke you," she said.

"You can make me do whatever you want, but that's a short-term victory. In the end, I'm always going to come back stronger."

"Really? Is that what you think?" Her eyes sparkled with delight as she stared at him.

He opened his mouth, only then he realized he had done exactly what she wanted. She asked for his ideology, and he just supplied one. "Tell me why you think men should be allowed to make their own decisions? Tell me why you mistakenly believe men should be given any kind of real freedom?"

"No." Again, he tried to stare straight ahead. Perhaps he was consoling himself, thinking that he had made a mistake once, but he didn't have to repeat it.

She stepped behind him, entered the command, and delivered one jolt, then another, and another after that! A fierce grin stretched across her face as he twitched there against his restraints. It wouldn't cause any kind of permanent harm, but it could be very, very unpleasant.

She finally stopped, he was gasping in one breath after another. His cheeks had turned a soft shade of pink, and she crouched in front of him again. "Go on."

"No."

"Is that because I haven't fucked you?" Her tone may have remained casual and light, but his eyes widened, and he pursed his lips. He didn't want to think about that. "You remember what that felt like, don't you? Or do you need a reminder, Colin? Is that it? Does the stubborn boy need to be reminded of what it was like to be in that forest, naked and down on his hands and knees?" As she spoke, she ran her hand up along his knee to his spine, over his stomach, and then she traced little circles around his nipples. It was soft and easy and teasing and simple, yet he tugged against his restraints without thinking.

"I can do that again," she said. "Should I go get my dildo? Should I go get the harness? I had a lot of fun. You remember how excited that made me, don't you?"

She leaned forward. "When I caught you, I held you down and sat on your face. I straddled that handsome mouth of yours, and I got to feel just how good your tongue can be for me."

"Go to hell," he snarled.

She jumped to her feet, touched the button, and let the electricity sizzle through his body. He twitched, squirming and jerking against his restraints now. He didn't try to do it, but one blast of energy after another ran across his nerves, lighting up those pain receptors. Pretty soon, he gasped again. He cried out. The sound was torn from his throat.

Then he dropped forward as much as the restraints allowed.

"What was that?"

"Fine," he snarled back at her. "I, I will do what you want. Just ask."

"Good boy," she said, casually running her fingers through his dark hair.

Standing in front of him now, she towered above this boy. "Look at me." Clearly, he didn't wish to obey, but he didn't have any other choice, especially if he intended to maintain his strength. That was probably the rationalization he used. So many men like to hold onto that adorably naïve belief: if they just cooperated, they could maintain their strength and pick some moment when she would mess up and make a mistake. Neither Annalise nor the trainers here would mess up, not like that. He wouldn't get out of here, not unless he left on a leash for the waiting arms of his new owner, whoever she might be.

"What would a world look like if men were able to have a real say?"

"It would be better," he said. "It would be a utopia. Women and men could work together., We could be a team. We could make sure that every problem was solved."

She threw her head back and laughed.

He bristled. The electrical shocks had turned his cheeks a pale shade of pink, but now he started to blush. "And why is that?" Annalise finally asked.

"Because women can't be trusted on their own. Look at what you do with us. You make us wear collars, you put us on leashes and you make is wear chastity cages!"

"Oh? Are you telling me you want out of your chastity cage? Is that it?"

Colin opened his mouth like he wanted to answer, but he also understood how this could be a trap.

"It's okay. If you want, you can beg. Maybe, if you really convinced me, I will let you out of that chastity cage? You've only been locked up for a couple of days, but it must be very, very frustrating, especially considering what happened when I first put it on you."

He bit down, locking his jaw as he dipped his head down. Seething, he probably fantasized about what it would be like. Perhaps he concentrated on the more realistic scenarios. Or maybe he envisioned some wildly fantastic idea where he would be able to break out of his restraints and take control.

"I'm not going to beg."

"Are you sure about that?"

He jerked his head up and glared at her, "Yes!" He probably intended to look fierce and ferocious. To her, there would always be something adorable about a frantic boy. And yes, he could be threatening under the worst sets of circumstances, but he was on base. Now, trapped in his cell, and he couldn't possibly break free. More importantly, he wore the control collar around his neck, plus there was that cage between his legs. Even if he couldn't accept the truth, she had him. She and the other huntresses had him, and they didn't have to let him go, not until he had been thoroughly trained. Perhaps he didn't understand what that meant, but he would. In time, he'd figure it out. They wouldn't offer him any other choice.

"Try again," she said.

When he didn't answer, she delivered another jolt. The snap of electricity flared from the electrodes built into his collar, and ripped down along his neck to his shoulders, his chest, deep within his core, along his legs, all the way to his toes…The instant it finished, no one would have been able to tell what he had endured, yet he still twitched just a tiny bit as that excess energy simmered in his muscles.

"Beg."

Then, because she was feeling playful, she grabbed him by the back of his head, her fingers tight against his hair, and she yanked his head back before the Huntress leaned down and kissed him. She pressed her mouth to his, and he must've understood what was happening, but the instinct to obey this woman became too powerful. She had control over his body, and now she began to train him all over again. If she had been a stranger, then maybe he could have held out longer.

Her lips were soft with this irresistibly moist heat. She let go, and then she looked right down into his eyes.

Because of the treatises she had read and written, he didn't want to think he could yield to her. She could guess just what kind of defiance blossomed inside of his chest, yet that same resistance soon wilted, "Please. Please, let me out of the chastity cage? Please?" He must've hated himself for giving in so quickly, yet the words were now out, and that's when she pulled the key from her necklace. She let it dangle right there, an inch away from his eyes. It swayed back and forth as a promise, as a reminder, as a possibility…

"You're so handsome when you beg," she told him.

She pulled the key back into her grip, and maybe he thought she had only teased him, like now, the arousal pounded to his body so she could simply walk away. It would have been so easy for the Prime Huntress. But instead, she lowered the tip of that key to the lock, and she popped it open. Next, she removed the different components of the chastity device, the tube, the band, the small fasteners. She set them aside easily, and then she reached down between his legs. She stroked his cock, and he lifted his head, his eyes closed as the bliss of anticipation ran across his flesh.

"This must be so frustrating for you," she said.

He tried to answer, but she reached up with her free hand and touched her finger to his mouth, silencing him. "No. You don't need to talk. Just relax. Relax because you know I'm in charge. Relax because you know that I’m your superior. You might not want to believe it, but we both know it is true." If he had insisted on defiance, then she could have pulled her hand away. But at that moment, he had that fierce erection, and he couldn't let go of the pleasure now coursing through his body. She squeezed his hardened shaft. Her fingers moved up and down along his member. She teased him; she taunted him. She made him squirm against his restraints, only this time it had nothing to do with escape.

"Tell me you belong on your knees."

"I can't," he panted out.

"Yes, you can and you will."

"No. Please. Please, don't make me!"

"You're a boy. You belong in your knees, so you should be begging." Maybe she wasn't as eloquent as one of the trainers would be, but Annalise didn't care, not while she could continue to touch and tease this boy. He thought he could be so defiant? He thought he could hold onto his notions of male equality? He couldn't, and she intended to show him the truth. She wanted this boy to understand the natural order that persisted across so many different realities.

"Tell me you belong on your knees."

His eyes opened, and he stared back at her again. Perhaps he was searching in vain for some sign of mercy or sympathy, like her resolve might crack. His had certainly begun to break, so now she forced open that breach, "You're going to do it. Because if you don't, this happens. When you misbehave, you don't get what you want." She splayed her fingers and pulled her hand away from his cock. Less than an inch separated her touch from his sensitive manhood, but he still jerked against his restraints. He thrashed to the left, to the right, making his cock jerk from side to side. She laughed, watching his genitals even as he demonstrated his helplessness.

When she brought him in, the trainers had done an excellent job of keeping him trapped. With those bonds tight around his wrists and legs, he couldn't go anywhere. Even if she had freed him, the control collar would have ensured his compliance one way or another…

"Tell you belong on your knees," Annalise said for the third time. She didn't mind the repetition, especially because she understood how stubborn a boy could be.

"I, I belong on my knees," he said.

"Tell me you belong wherever I want you," she instructed next.

She loved how his eyes flashed wide; perhaps he should have been smart enough to figure out what was going on, but now that exasperation raced through his body, and he couldn't take it back. He had already yielded once. Did he think he was going to start fighting again? It may have technically been possible, only he understood how she had depleted his reservoirs of strength.

"I belong wherever you want me," he growled back.

"Good boy."

"Now, you are going to tell me that men deserve subjugation. They need it. They want it. They crave it."

He sucked in another fast breath, and he got ready to defy her. Fortunately, her fingers hovered above the slate on her wrist. More importantly, her palms itched with a different kind of desire.

With his back to the wall, Quinn's eyes darted over their shoulders; as hard as he tried, he couldn’t look back at either of those women. The redhead stepped forward, and she smiled. "My name is Ashleigh."

"And I'm Edith," said the other girl.

"What, what do you want with me?"

"You know what they teach us here at Victoria Academy?" asked the redhead. Ashleigh stepped to his left, and then she turned around, and strolled over to his right. At the same time, she moved her gaze up and down along the length of his body. She seemed to be assessing him.

Granted, he couldn't be certain, but he suspected he was at least a couple of years older than these girls. Consequently, he searched for some taste of gravitas, some sense of maturity or superiority that he could use against them. Still, they outnumbered him. More importantly, they knew about the portals. They knew he wasn't from this world. They had every advantage, and there was nothing he could do about that.

Maybe he could try another strategy?

"No," he said, doing his best to come off as polite, respectful, and diplomatic. He wouldn't be able to fight his way out of here. More importantly, Lillian wasn't about to leap through the door and tackle these girls. "I don't know what you study here. Please, I don't want to cause any trouble. I just want to get home."

"Unless…" Edith said. The blonde tilted her head to the side. Her lips hardened, and she narrowed her gaze as she watched him, almost like she expected to discern some sign of deception within the next few seconds. If she just waited and watched for long enough, he would reveal something nefarious.

"Unless?" Ashleigh asked.

"Unless you are lying. Unless you are a threat."

"I'm not a threat. I'm just a photographer."

The two girls glanced back and forth at one another. They raised their eyebrows. Then it was Edith, who burst out laughing. "What? A photographer? That is seriously the best you could do?"

"I don't know," Ashleigh teased then reached out and rested her hand on his chest. She pushed her palm against his sternum, "His heart is breathing pretty fast. That might mean he's scared. You're scaring the poor boy."

He was older, yet that didn't matter. Maturity didn't help him, not when these girls could tease him and do whatever they wished. Worse, he suspected they were about to prove it.

"Maybe he's a manipulative brat who thinks he can get away with whatever he wants, just because he's cute," Edith replied. "Is that what you're doing? Are you trying to trick us right now?"

"Look, I don't really know what's going on. Please, can I just go talk to Lillian again?"

"Is she your handler?" Edith asked.

"Is she your guardian?" Ashleigh wanted to know.

"Does she own you?"

"Has she enslaved you?"

The questions slapped against him, one after another, and he wanted to respond, only he wasn't sure exactly what he was supposed to say. Worse, he imagined Lillian in the other room, arguing or negotiating with their compatriots. Lillian might have been able to devise some kind of story. For his part, Quinn understood his limitations, and he wasn't great at bluffing or deception.

"We work together," he said.

"I guess we are about to find out," Edith said. She stepped to his left, held her hands behind her back, leaned forward, and whispered to him, "Strip."

"What?"

"If you have nothing to hide, then you won't mind stripping for us," Ashleigh said. She made this sound very reasonable, all while he attempted to come up with some counterpoint. A jolt of embarrassment ran down along the length of his body. These girls would remain fully dressed; he would be naked. They would be wearing those loose pants and their blouses. He'd be bare in front of these women...The realities of what they had just demanded beat down against his psyche.

Both Edith and Ashleigh stepped back. They crossed their arms, and they watched him. They were waiting.

As the energized dread pulsed up from the depths of his gut, he kept searching for something else he might be able to do, say, or offer. Despite those panicked efforts, he couldn't think of anything! His thoughts turned to jagged static as half-formed words and ideas rang out in his skull.

"You don't want us to call the police, do you?" Ashleigh asked him. With her big, green eyes, she watched him, and she almost looked genuinely sympathetic.

Edith reminded him of some vicious queen bee from middle school or high school. She'd be the girl who could wreck a guy’s confidence with just a look, just a smirk, just a snide chortle. Whether she wore loose jeans, tight shorts, or a short skirt, she would always be gorgeous, and she knew it. She understood exactly how to use those attributes to break the boys around her.

But it was worse, he realized. On this world, she had been raised with the expectation of her own superiority. On his Earth, so many men succeeded on the basis of their confidence alone. They could ask for what they wanted; they could apply for jobs that they weren't even qualified to do, all because they had the self-assurance to "figure it out later". This girl was smart and beautiful and utterly ruthless. He could see that in just a glance.

He turned back to Ashleigh. "Go on. Strip, boy." Perhaps her tone was softer, but she issued that same command, and now she expected him to cooperate.

"Why? What, what are you going to do?"

"That's the last question you get to ask while clothed, but I'm feeling generous because you are obviously confused and disoriented." She made this sound like an incredible favor, one he would have to pay her back for. "We are going to talk to you. We're going to make sure you are telling us the truth. And if we suspect you are lying, we are going to punish you." With those last three words, her voice had sharpened. He tried to tell himself that she didn't intimidate him. He was lying.

Both young women stepped back, right as he lifted his hand and began to work the button on his shirt. Then he pulled it up and over his shoulders. Next, he loosened the buckle on his pants, and he pushed his trousers down so they bunched up around his ankles. Awkwardly, he remembered to pull off his shoes and socks. Within moments, he was standing there in just his boxers.

The girls weren't shy about how they evaluated him. Although they didn't say anything, he could feel their eyes moving up and down along the length of his frame. They studied his toes, ankles, shins, knees, thighs, flanks, abs, chest and neck. Ashleigh leaned over and whispered something to her partner. Edith giggled.

"You're not done," the blonde told him.

"Do you need help?" Ashleigh asked.

His chest tightened. Was he really going to do this? Was he going to strip in front of a pair of girls who he didn't even know?

Yes.

Even if he hated that question, his stifled rage couldn't change the answer. Reluctantly, he pulled down his underwear, freeing his cock. They watched him. They studied him. "I bet he's responsive," Edith said.

"Let's find out," Ashleigh said.

"What do you think of the control collar?" Annalise asked. She had freed her boy from the restraints, and then she typed in the command, forcing him down onto his elbows and knees. He had been in that position before, of course, only now she ran her nails along the side of his thigh, up to the curve of his ass, then along the small of his back. She gently scratched him, scraping different symbols along his skin. She didn't press down hard. In fact, the pink angles would probably disappear within a few minutes. Still, there was something so desirable about watching him squirm. Occasionally, his muscles tensed, only for those reactions to be stifled by the control collar around his neck.

"It's cruel and barbaric," he shot back.

"Is it? Is that what you really think? Or have you simply failed to consider the broader implications?" Annalise asked.

Then she brought her hand down against his right butt cheek. She struck fast, her fingertips flashing down across the air before that loud smack reverberated through his body. He clenched his eyes shut. At that moment, he could control everything from his neck up. The rest of his body? His limbs and torso belonged to her.

He didn't have the straps around his wrists, knees, ankles, or neck, but the control collar made all of that irrelevant. She had read papers about the effects of physical restraints, of course. Strictly speaking, there were so many different ways for a boy to be controlled: sedatives and narcotics, chains, straps, enhanced gravity plates, or simple bars. And yet, the psychologists had always come away with the same conclusion. The control collar would be the most efficient option while actual restraints helped boys understand their limitations, whether those might be physical, emotional, or political. Boundaries were important for boys. They needed to understand how the women around them established the borders to assert themselves and keep these boys safely trained and objectified, just as they required.

"Yes," he told her. "Just because you can control me, that doesn't make you right."

"That's true," she allowed. "We are right because of what we do. You are wrong, because of what you believe. But if I train you, I can teach you. I can make sure you learn all of the important lessons."

"Female supremacy?" He let every sound drip with acidic sarcasm.

"Exactly," she said. "And the control collar is an important part of that. You want to hear something of a cosmic joke?"

"What?" He spat out the word, probably because he knew that if he tried to stay silent, she would simply spank him, shock him, or find some other way to humiliate him until he played along.

"Control collars don't work on women. Apparently, a couple of our scientists have been working on the question of why not. It's not a popular topic for obvious reasons, but some of us think it must come down to some kind of cosmic will. I mean, why would a control collar only work on the XY chromosome? Is it possible that the physical laws of reality are actually taking our side?"

"I'm sure the technological glitch could be fixed," he told her.

"But that's never going to happen. Boys belong on their knees. That's what you told me before."

He had. She had forced him.

"And right now, I think you should show me exactly where you belong again. But this time, I'm not going to punish you, unless you disobey. In fact, this could be very pleasurable for you."

"As long as I cooperate?"

"As long as you cooperate," Annalise confirmed for him.

His nostrils twitched. Obviously, he hated that prospect. "What, what do you want me to do?"

"Bow your head down and kiss my boots," she said.

He was about to respond with the obvious counterpoint: he couldn't do it, not while she maintained control over his body. But by now, she had already entered in the next set of commands. All at once, he could stand, jump, even ball his fingers into fists or try to throw a punch. In those first instants, he must have been tempted to attack her, only he understood what would happen. She was faster and stronger and better trained than he could ever be. Perhaps he had been smart enough to steal a device and get off of his world, but that was probably dependent on subterfuge. If he tried to fight, he would lose.

He pushed himself up onto his knees. He faced her again.

That's when she crouched down right beside him and she reached out, grabbing him by the back of his head again. Her fingers tightened against his hair as she leaned forward and kissed him hard. Then she used her free hand, and she glided her knuckles down his stomach. His muscles tightened. He understood what was about to happen. Perhaps even wanted to reach for her wrist and nudge her back, only he couldn’t make himself do it.

She wrapped her fingers around his cock. Those implanted reflexes seized control; it didn't matter what he tried to think about. He couldn't distract himself from her warm, soft, powerful, firm grip. She squeezed his shaft, and he hardened immediately. Then she brushed her middle two fingers up and down along his cock. She was toying with him while barely touching him, yet it still made him groan, all while she kissed him hard.

"I only did that because your lips are about to go somewhere pretty undignified, don't you think?"

"What if I don't do it?"

"You will," she said.

"Because you're going to force me?" he shot back.

"Because you know what you want." To emphasize her point, she squeezed his member again. More than anything, he wanted to shove her back. At the very least, he could have tried to leap up to his feet and retreat back. Just a few feet would have been enough distance between her touch and his most sensitive body parts…

He breathed fast through his nostrils, but he couldn't withdraw. In fact, he lost himself to those quick caresses. Her hand moved up and down along his cock, and then his eyes widened as he realized she could force him to climax right then and there.

"Do it, boy," she said next. She pulled her hand away.

His fingers twitched, and he could sense that other edge. Part of him wanted to grab onto his manhood and pleasure himself right there. It would have been aggressive, this wild act of defiance. It would have showed Annalise that she could not control him. She could think of herself as a huntress, but he would always remain wild, no matter what cage she tried to put him in. Of course, that assumed he would be able to finish before she entered in another set of orders and seized control of his body.

He wouldn't have succeeded.

She was watching him, waiting, ready to predict his movements.

Maybe that was why he broke.

He pushed himself down onto his knuckles and knees. His muscles tensed, but she stood there, powerful and unyielding as he lowered his head down inch by inch.

He touched the tip of his nose to her right boot.

"That wasn't a kiss," she said.

He bristled. Hot frustration surged through his body, but then he lowered his head down, and he touched his mouth to her boot. He breathed in the scent of her polished leather.

"There. You see, you don't have to fight. It's going to be so much better when you give in. Now, lift your head, and tell me you want to be a good boy. Tell me you crave female supremacy."

He lifted his head, and he didn't want to do it. In fact, he prepared another diatribe about how men would eventually break free. Maybe most of the males across the different worlds had surrendered or succumbed, but that would stop. Somehow, someday, a rebellion would form, men would rise up, and they would take control! They would demand their freedoms, and they would never, ever back down.

Those promises sounded so amazing, only there was a problem with each and every one of them. First, she would have laughed. Second, she had already typed in the command, so his mouth moved, and he spoke like a puppet, "Mistress, I am a slave. As a boy, I was born to be a slave, and so I yearn for total subjugation. Female supremacy is the only way forward for people from every world. Men deserve to be owned. Women deserve to rule."

Suddenly, he blinked, and he realized he could speak for himself again. "You forced me to say those words," he said, turning those words into an accusation.

"I did," she said, clapping her hands together. "And now, you're going to get on your back. You're going to get on your back, and you're going to service me. Then, if you are a very, very good boy, I'm going to ride you. That's what you want, isn't it? If it means you get an orgasm, you will give up your freedom."

"You've already taken my freedom from me...at least for now," he said. Colin must've wanted her to flinch or get angry. Instead, Annalise watched him, and this sly smile stretched across her lips.

"Then you don't have anything to lose, do you?"

He sucked in a breath through his teeth. Cool air ran up along the roof of his mouth and down his throat. Finally, he let something inside of him break. Maybe he tried to justify it. Perhaps he tried to think of why this didn't really count. Annalise couldn't be sure. Either way at that moment, she was just looking for a distraction, and he provided it.

Just as she expected and would have required, he lowered himself down onto his back. Naked, his erection pointing upward, he closed his eyes. He wasn't surprised as she stripped off her uniform. She removed one layer after another. Soon enough, she was naked except for the wrist slate. And now, she kneeled between his legs, and she smiled at him again. He opened his eyes and looked up at her, just in time to watch as she cupped his balls in one hand, and she started to massage his cock with the other.

"I, I thought you wanted me to service you," he protested.

Perhaps this was about keeping him off balance and making it impossible for the supposed rebel to predict what might happen next. Or maybe she really meant. She chuckled and said, "I want to watch you squirm. I want you to be nice and hard and desperate even as you start licking me."

She was naked, and he didn't want to enjoy that simple fact, but the sight of her bare shoulders and revealed breasts, her stomach, her sides and her hips, even the beautifully trimmed patch of pubic hair all emphasized her femininity. She was gorgeous, he thought. There was something about Annalise. Maybe it was her powerful build, her toned muscles, or something else altogether. She laughed, and the light glinted along the blue streak in her mane.

Annalise continued to touch him, watching as he squirmed and wiggled beneath her. He stayed there on his back, exactly as she desired. Eyes bright, she watched the way his muscles twitched and tensed. With her right hand, she squeezed his shaft, bringing him to the edge of an orgasm. Then she relaxed her grip.

"This is what you need to understand," she told him. "This is what you need to remember. I know. I know. I can always use the control collar to get you to do whatever I want. Any woman can."

"I can get it off," he told her.

"No, you can't. You have to wait for a woman to take it off of you. And we aren't going to do it until we decide that you have been thoroughly tamed. You need to be properly shaped and worked so that you understand how to behave yourself. Don't worry. We have lots and lots of time. And even if I have to go back to my hunt, you can get lots of attention from the other trainers here. They love working with boys like you, the political ones. You're always the most fun."

At first, he seethed, only then she brushed her fingers up and down along his cock again. With her other hand, she maneuvered her middle fingers up underneath his scrotum. She just gently touched him before gliding her digits back along with the curves of his balls. She played with his scrotum, she toyed with his cock, and she watched his reactions.

"The control collar can turn you into little more than a puppet. Isn't that right?"

He didn't answer.

She pulled her hands back.

"Yes!" Colin spat out. Hot frustration flared through his body. It must have been so frustrating, especially since he had enjoyed that timeout on his own. Perhaps he had really believed he would be able to venture forth into the infinite realities and eventually find some way to start a rebellion. Perhaps he wanted to envision some empire run by men; they would be the leaders, taking control of business and government, family and home. Women would become the subordinate element of humanity, the second sex…Only Annalise had him, and she wasn't going to let him go. She continued to enjoy the show.

"What are you right now? With the right caress, I can make you flex or tense. With a little squeeze, I know I can get you to do whatever I want. Kept down, you boys have to follow this, don't you? Everything else comes back to this weakness right here."

The words washed over him and wore down his defenses. Under other circumstances, he probably could have been articulate as he sat at a keyboard and typed out one of his manifestoes. But at that moment, if he tried to say something, she squeezed his cock again only for a longing growl to vibrate deep within his throat.

"What was that? You looked like you wanted to say something," Annalise said.

His eyes fluttered open, he lifted his head, and he stared back at her. Maybe his confession before had broken something loose inside of him because he opened his mouth, and she was going to speak again, only Annalise reached it down and tightened her fingers gently around his circumference. A spasm of desire wracked his frame. He could hate it, only he couldn't ignore it!

"What was that?" Annalise teased him.

"You can't do this to me!" He tried to say more; she squeezed him again. With one hand, she continued to tease him, gliding her fingers along his balls. With her other hand, she either rubbed him or stroked him or caressed him or squeezed, making sure he kept gasping. Each time he tried to talk, the words got swallowed by that rush of eager anticipation.

"What was that? I can't do this to you? I can't work on you? I can't train you? Is that what you're trying to tell me?" Annalise taunted him.

"I, I don't know," he finally said.

"That might be the smartest thing I've ever heard you say," she said. She smiled down at him. She flashed her teeth. Her eyes shined with the light, and he must have tried to hate this with every fiber of his being all over again. And yet, he couldn't help but see the contours of her breasts, the slender curves of her neck, and her playful smile. "It's okay. I know you're frustrated. I know you want to try to fight this, but you can't, can you? No. You are right here, and you're trapped, and you're getting retrained. I know it's difficult. But remember, you are the one who makes this difficult. You could be ready to yield to me right now."

He arched his back, shoved his shoulder blades down, and pushed his elbows to the floor. "What do you want?"

"I want you to ask for the privilege of servicing me."

"I won't do that again," he snarled.

When she caught him, she had played with him. And now, she intended to do that again. He understood this, but he still couldn't recognize the truth. It was going to happen. She was a woman, and he was a boy, he couldn't break free.

"Does it ever feel strange?" Annalise asked him. He tried to answer with a question of his own, yet she brought both for hands up to his cock now. She stroked him, her fingers lightly dancing along his member. Then, right when it seemed like he had found his voice again, she used her left hand, and she squeezed. The pad of her thumb pressed down against his cock, and he wanted this so badly. His eyes widened, and he stared up toward the ceiling. Maybe glanced back toward the bars, and yet he still couldn't draw in the air or shape it into meaningful sounds.

"Does it feel strange knowing that I can do whatever I want with you, and that I can program you? Does it feel strange knowing that just a few caresses is all it takes to break you?"

This time, he bit down. He hardened his lips into a solid line and glared up at the ceiling.

"I bet it feels really strange. I mean, you are one of the few boys out in the universe who thinks he should be independent. So many young men already understand the truth. They realize that they should serve. There are so many different ways to do it, and they are happy because they know how to behave themselves. But you keep fighting. You don't want to fight. You want to obey. You want to be a good boy. You want to ask for the privilege to service me."

"I don't, and I won't!"

That's when she grabbed him, and she pulled him onto his side. It was a quick and easy motion, one she had studied before she became a huntress. He remained on his side for another couple of seconds. With one hand, she held him in place. With the other, she dropped her fingers down to his exposed backside. Then she spanked him. Her hand flashed down once, twice, three times. The sound rippled across the air. The sensations shot along his skin and drilled down into his nerves.

Then he dropped right back in the position, and the pain hadn't even faded, but she still started to stroke and caress his cock. She played with him, moving her hands up and down.

"I can see it in your eyes. This is your chance to be out of your chastity cage. You wouldn't want me to lock you up again, especially without giving you the chance to climax, would you?"

"No…" He stretched that single answer out as he tried to fight. But in that moment, he couldn't do it. In that moment, he understood his place. Maybe he could try to flee. With his eyes closed, he could attempt to throw himself into some logical proof, some argument, some clever phrasing from one of his essays. None of it helped, however.

"And what do you have to do?" Annalise asked.

"May, may I service you?"

"You may," she said.

By now, she had stripped off her pants and her panties. She savored the look of desperation on his face as she spread her legs and moved toward his face. Casually, she reached back and slid her middle fingers along the center of his cock all over again. Then she squeezed the tip, and it was almost enough to get him off. Almost. Even if he had clenched down and tried to embrace that rush of satisfaction, Colin couldn't do it. He couldn't get what he wanted.

She rode his face. She pressed her pussy down against his mouth, and then she commanded, "Lick. She had done this to him before. Maybe he had promised himself it would never, ever happen again. Or maybe he had simply tried to keep those memories out of his thoughts, like it was something that happened, but he didn't have to contemplate what it "meant".

Either way, he found himself on his back, spread out and helpless before her as this huntress slid her opening along his mouth.

Annalise had issued the command, so now he had to decide how he'd behave. As his tongue touched her slit, Annalise raised her head, closed her eyes, and drank in that first sensation.

He moved his tongue along her opening, and she savored his reluctance. Deep down, he wanted to believe that he was some freedom fighter. Along those same lines, he yearned for the opportunity to fight back against the tyranny of womankind. Deeper than that, she suspected, he understood his place. And when he tasted her, he could feel it. He knew that he was a boy, so he was born for service. He was born to obey.

Bracing herself on her knuckles, she relaxed into the sensations as he continued to lick. Gliding his tongue up and down along her crevice, he worshiped her. He gave her exactly what she craved. Pleasure cascaded along her senses, overwhelming everything else.

When she spoke, she didn't think about it. The words were easy and automatic, "That's right, boy. Show me where you belong. Show me what you can do. There. That's right. Keep licking. Good. Good boy. You belong on your back, don't you? And if you are a very, very good boy, I'm going to ride you before I put you back in your chastity cage. Good. Yes. Service me. Service your superior."

Service your superior.

With every moment, his tongue slid along her opening. She commanded, "Faster."

At once, he obeyed. His tongue darted along her crevice. He tasted her excitement, and he knew his place. Even if he tried to deny it, he couldn't hide it. He couldn't escape the reality of how he serviced that the woman who had captured him and brought him back here. One woman had single-handedly stomped out his miniature rebellion, and now he gave her the pleasure she demanded.

"Good. That's right. Lick. Lick the woman who caught you!" She loved that idea! She loved that notion and everything it represented.

She rubbed herself against him, and now his tongue was in deep between the walls of her crevice. Her fingers tightened, the tension splashed along her body, and now she savored that orgasm. Yes!

Ecstasy washed over her, leaving her drained even as she pulled back. Annalise didn't really think about it when the boy was still on his back, panting. He had hardly moved, but now he didn't know what to do. He had yielded again. Despite whatever promises or vows he had made to himself, he had pleasured the woman who caught him and brought him back here.

If he broke, it would be his fault.

And now, she looked down at him. Her eyes ran up and down along his torso to the contours of his chin and jaw. She was studying him, just like before. Only now, a different kind of hunger glinted in her eyes.

She leaned forward, and she braced her elbows against his shoulders as she whispered into his ear, "I can take you. I can use you. I can turn you into a sweet toy. Is that what I should do? You want me to ride you right now?"

"I, I don't know," he said, clenching his eyes shut. Dragged behind disparate urges, he ached to fight back and to show this woman who he could be. Simultaneously, the other urges pulsed through his body. His cock was hard, and a different kind of desperation pulsed along his veins.

"Say, please," she commanded.

Summoning the last of his defiance, he kept his mouth shut. Maybe he recognized the possibility that she could simply let his member soften, and she could slide him back into that chastity cage. If she felt especially cruel, she could tell his trainers not to release him for a few hours, a few days, a few weeks, even longer…? Or maybe he refused to think about that at all. Perhaps he couldn't face the possibility at all.

Still, he held out.

"Say please," she ordered again. She whispered those sounds into his ear, and she didn't sound aggressive, hostile, or irritated. She wasn't becoming impatient. If anything, she enjoyed this game. Moment by moment, she recovered from her orgasm, and now she was considering exactly what she might decide to do with him.

It would be her decision, her prerogative. He could talk, and beg and plead and try to convince her to change her mind or aim for a particular choice, but she would still be the one who had control here.

He pulled away, and she gently kissed the side of his neck. Her teeth slid along his skin, sending shivers of desire racing along his body. His cock twitched all over again even though she wasn't touching him now.

"Say please," she commanded.

This time, something in him broke. It wasn't even a battle. He didn't try to fight the instinct. Instead, he simply yielded to those whispered words. It felt like slipping or falling. A different type of gravity yanked him down, and he breathed out, "Please."

"Good boy," she said.

When she touched him again, he didn't know what was going to happen. He still had no control over this. He couldn't even predict what she might want to do with him.

Annalise couldn't help herself; then again, she had no reason to resist her impulses. As a woman, she was entitled to take what she wanted, especially when it came to the captive spread out below her. She ran her fingers along his body, making him shiver. She watched each shudder and took just a few more seconds to marvel at her power over him. For this boy, it must have felt like a very, very long time. Even so, she maintained her patience. She stroked his cheeks, his neck, his chest, his inner thighs, and then she stroked his balls all over again. "Good. Good boy. That's right. You like saying please, don't you? You know, that's the best way for you to get what you want. Right now, there is something you want, so, so very badly. When you behave yourself, you could get it. When you behave yourself, you can be rewarded."

"I'm not in control here," he grunted back.

Grinning, she leaned down and whispered into his ear, "Isn't it frustrating to wonder about the relationship between individual success and responsibility." This was just another kind of play, another kind of torment, a different flavor of torture for this boy.

Her tone shifted, he must have been able to pick up on it. At the same time, he remained right there, utterly powerless. She stroked his cock and his balls. She caressed his skin. Her hand started around different parts of his body, all while he squirmed with that primal need. Fresh waves of desperation crashed down on him. Impulses of uncontrollable desire wracked his frame.

"A friend of mine is an economist, and she thinks about that issue a lot," Annalise said as she toyed with the tip of his cock again. Little droplets of need had appeared right there at his opening, but she stayed away from them. Instead, she stroked his flesh, triggering those urges. "I'm sure philosophers wonder about the same thing. If someone is successful, they might have to work hard, but are they entitled to credit for their victories? Effort is rewarded, but only sometimes. Just look at the itinerant farmers who do their best. What about the medial retail workers? And those who toil away in restaurants? They work so hard, yet they don't make as much as the people who manage those enterprises."

"Why are you telling me this?" he managed to growl back at her.

"Because I'm having fun teasing you. And because I want an answer," she said. "It's easy for me to think clearly. I've already had my orgasm. And if you're a lucky boy, I might enjoy another one."

"This isn’t fair," he said.

"But we aren't talking about this," she pointed out. "We're talking about economic outcomes and who deserves credit for any given success. Another friend of mine is a programmer. She likes to think that the individual deserves credit, but I'm not so sure. I mean, she has worked hard. I don't deny that. She has also made some good choices. But what is a good choice? Obviously, it's going to be one that leads to a good outcome, but you can't tell whether or not it is good before you actually make that decision. Then there are all of those people out in the wider world who do their best, contemplate their decisions, proceed forward, and still fail. It's easy to imagine another reality, one where those exact same decisions could have led to better outcomes. So that would imply it's all a question of luck." She chuckled, "That's the problem, isn't it? It's probably some mix of luck and effort. It doesn't seem very fair, now does it?"

"No!"

Annalise giggled as she looked down at him. She loved reading that desperation as it stretched across his face. Still, she wasn't done with him. As she continued to use this mockingly professorial tone, she waited for him to answer. "So what do you think?"

She loved this torture! She couldn't help it.

In her male psychology courses, she had learned about this point in particular. Men, when aroused, often had a difficult time thinking. They want to focus on those other urges. They need to come; they yearn for that climax. Nothing else could make sense to them. And there she was, waiting for his response.

"I don't know," he breathed out.

"Is that because you're a boy and boys can't think clearly?"

"I, I don't know," he said.

"That is an adorable answer," she said. She squeezed his cock. She rubbed the heel of her palm up and down along his length, yet she still didn't allow him release. Like all huntresses, she had learned how to torment and tease captive boys. Perhaps she didn't have their practice or expertise, yet she could still enjoy this. More importantly, boys could still be broken and tamed. It was just a matter of work, effort, and patience.

"Then who should you listen to?" She made this sound like idle curiosity; it wasn't important even as she worked to tilt his worldview.

"You?"

"Good," she whispered, her breath hot against his skin, "Say it again."

"I, I should listen to you." In that moment, he had clearly forgotten all about his manifestoes. He wasn't able to argue for equality, freedom, independence, or anything else. Like so many males before him, he now contemplated his own captivity. Nothing else could feel right or real.

"Again," she ordered.

"I have to listen to you!"

She replied with one more question, "Why?"

His fingers tensed. His toes curled. In that instant, he was probably ready to go off and fight a tiger with his bare hands. He bit down, locking his jaw in an animalistic frenzy. But then, she reached down and stroked his cheek with the back of her hand. She just barely touched him. Tingles of desperate desire mingled with those bolts of eager need. "Go on. You can do it."

"Don't make me. Please, don't make me," he pleaded with her.

"Go on," she said again. "You can do it. I know you can."

His eyes widened, and he tried to fight it so hard. He searched for all of those different ideas and arguments he had crafted over the span of his surreptitious rebellion. But at this point, he couldn't think of that. He couldn't think of any of it. The words failed to materialize. Instead, he looked up at that beautiful woman. He saw her smile, the edges of her teeth, the shining in her eyes, and the glint of the light along her dark tresses. More importantly, she radiated power.

"Because you're a woman. Because you're a Huntress. Because you are stronger and smarter than me…" He uttered those words like a revelation. His voice trailed off, and that's when she grinned down at him. She grabbed his cock, she spread her legs, and she claimed him. She lowered herself down, inch by inch. The walls of her opening pressed down against of the curves of his manhood. His shaft disappeared between her inner thighs as she claimed him.

"Good boy," she said. "Very, very good boy."

Once she was on top of him, she looked down into his eyes. At that moment, he probably wanted to turn his gaze up or down, to the left or right, in any direction, so long as he didn't have to match her hungry stare. "Don't speak," she said. She leaned forward just a tiny bit, and she braced her palm against his mouth. "You don't want to talk. You just want to think about what you're learning."

At some other place or time, he would have snarled back about how she couldn't tell him who he was supposed to be or what he was supposed to do. She wasn’t supposed to dictate the terms of his own desires. And yet, this Huntress had him, and he couldn't break away.

More importantly, he had already said those words. Inside of his head, he probably heard the echo of subjugation from those desperate admissions…

Because you're a woman. Because you're a huntress. Because you are stronger and smarter than me…

Perhaps he didn't want to admit it. Maybe he tried to shove those words aside. But even as Colin fought so hard not to think of those words, he summoned them again and again. They washed over him. They beat into him. They pounded down against his psyche, reminding him over and over of how this woman had him. And now she was on top of him, and he had to face a different kind of truth.

Even if he couldn't think of the words on his own, Annalise helped him. "I gave you a choice right now, you wouldn't tell me to pull away. You wouldn’t tell me to get off of you. You like having me on top of you. You know that this is where you belong, spread out and helpless, my capture, my prey."

She still had her hand pressed down against his mouth. He couldn't speak. He couldn't argue. He couldn't fight back.

Then she grinned, "Don't worry. You can relax. You can enjoy this. You can accept your place. You can be a good boy. You can understand that you are a male, and so you are inferior, and so you will always do as you're told. Deep down, that is who you want to be. This is what you were born for. You know it's true. Look into my eyes."

He obeyed.

"You know it's true," she told him again.

And now, she slid up. The friction of her body against his sent fresh waves of desperation pulsing through his skin. His nerves lit up; those electric needs burned hot through his body, growing stronger and stronger with every second. His fingertips pushed down against his palms, and he shoved his knuckles to the floor as he invented that energy. Still, he didn't and couldn't move. He couldn't try to squirm out from underneath her. She had caught him. He probably felt like some hogtied livestock. This woman could do whatever she wanted with him. And so she rode him; she moved up and down, gliding her body against his. She savored the way he rubbed against her; more importantly, she loved that eager, resistant, frustrated, hungry, desperate expression on his face. So many different urges and desires mixed together along his features, all while she smirked down at him.

Within a few more seconds, a few more minutes, her own desires raged into an inferno. As she had teased him, those sparks of playful condescension had swirled together, gathering into something uncontrollable. But now, she had him, and she savored every jolt of sensation as she slid up and down, all while he remained spread out and trapped beneath her. That kind of control, that kind of influence, was completely and undeniably irresistible!

"Say it again," she ordered.

"You're in control...because you're a woman..." he breathed out, panting hard as he maintained control.

"Good boy," she told him. "Smart boy." She wasn't only referring to his answers.

She threw her head forward, and her hair fell along her cheek, down to her shoulders. She lifted her chin, and she breathed. Then again. Her heart pounded, and she relaxed into those incredible sensations.

"It's time," she told him.

Eyes wide, Colin looked up at his beautiful interrogator, yet he still couldn't answer.

"It's time," she told him. "Now. I want you to lose control right now. Give it to me."

He understood what that meant. Simultaneously, he must have realized that that if he could hold on for just a few more seconds, he could offer up one act of rebellion. Perhaps he could show this Huntress that she wasn't actually in control. And he could use that in his future work. He could use it to fire her or any other woman. He would always be able to think of how he had resisted the control of a huntress like Annalise. Just as importantly, he would be able to cling to the fantasy that she had been able to take him in the first place because she had better equipment. It wasn't a matter of skill, training, strength, or wit. All of these ideas could have formed.

Instead, he yielded to her.

He gave up, sacrificing his control. He looked up at her again, fully aware that she owned him completely. She could pass him off to another woman. She could keep him for herself. It didn't matter because she was in control. He felt it. Like so many other males before him, he experienced a surge of subjugation. It was a new emotion, a new flavor, a new scent, a new way of seeing the world.

His cock throbbed. He lost control as he jerked up into her. Desperation flared along every vein in his body. From the marrow in his bones out to his clenched muscles to his tingling flesh, he gave up on the patriarchy.

The matriarchy had conquered him.

And it felt incredible! Hot pleasure rammed into him as her slit tightened around his circumference. She rode him harder, and he lost control as she drained him. Once he was spent, she looked down into his eyes.

"Good boy," she said.

In spite of everything he had once been, he smiled, grateful for that demeaning complement.

"Have you ever worn a control collar before?"

Naked now, Quinn stood before the young women. There were only two of them, he tried to tell himself. Just as importantly, he saw that they were smaller than him by a couple of inches. Even so, there was something about the way they moved. It was an easy confidence and as they stood there, relaxed, like they knew he couldn't do anything. It wasn't just their numbers, of course. If he tried to fight, these girls would be able to wrestle him down to the ground.

Quinn didn't have any good or logical reason to draw those conclusions. This was some detail that came from deep within his brain. His evolved instincts told him that these girls were dangerous. When they turned to him, he felt like prey.

"Let's get this off of you," Edith said it. She reached up for his collar. She hit the buttons, releasing it. It popped off, and she grabbed it, holding it up and letting it dangle in front of his face. "How does that feel? You’re completely naked now."

"I think he doesn't like it," Ashleigh teased. "I'm guessing he wants something else to wear."

Edith reached into her pocket, and she pulled out something else, another band. He saw it. He recognized it as another collar. And yet, that question from before echoed inside of his head: a control collar?

"What is that?"

"You don't have these on your world?"

"We have collars for dogs and other pets."

"What's a dog?" Ashleigh asked.

For a second, he opened his mouth, and he was going to start to explain. He wanted to sound calm and diplomatic despite his nudity. Still, these girls didn't stop boggling him. They kept checking out his feet, legs, cock and balls, his torso, his shoulders and biceps. They studied him like he was some intriguing new specimen that had just wandered into their laboratory.

Right as he started to speak, Edith reached up and touched her hand to his mouth. He breathed in, and he caught the aroma of her hand soap.

"I think he might like it," Ashleigh said. "His cock twitched."

Quinn wanted to protest. He hated how these women could just see him like that. If yet been fully dressed, then he could have maintained some veneer of self-control. But then it was Edith who chuckled and dropped her hand down between his legs. First, she caressed the side of his ass. Then her fingers brushed down his thigh. She came up again, and now she touched his cock!

Part of him desperately wanted to shove her back, but he already knew that would be a very, very bad idea.

He didn't understand what the chances were going to be. For a second, he almost wanted to laugh. It could've been fifty-fifty; either women or men ruled...right? Then again, maybe they would come to some reality were aliens had taken over? Unlike so many other men, Quinn could admit what he didn't know. He was willing to acknowledge that the universes could be so much bigger than him. He didn't have to try to guess or figure it out on his own. Still, they had jumped from one reality to another, and women seemed completely different, as though they expected to be in control. He didn't want to think this could be another society where men were treated as little more than pets. And yet, this girl was just carrying around a control collar? (He still didn't know what that meant, and he didn't want to find out, either!).

"On your knees, boy. It's time for your interrogation."

"Is that really necessary?" Quinn tried to ask. The girls stepped to his left and right, however. They seemed to listen to him as he tried to speak. "I mean, I can just tell you whatever you want to know. We don't have to make this difficult."

"Who's making this difficult?" Edith asked.

"Yeah, I just want to make this fun," Ashleigh added.

They had their hands on his shoulders now, and they pushed him down to his knees. His legs bent, and he fell forward. They stood over him now. He wasn't just naked. He was naked and down before them, ultimately powerless. Again and again, he tried to remind himself that this was their world, so they had every advantage. They could call the police or some other law enforcement organization. They could do whatever they wanted, and he wouldn't be able to stop them. In that moment, he couldn't even run outside, not unless he wanted to do so naked.

A shiver ran down his back. He wondered what would happen to some straight male out on the street.

"This is going to be special," Edith said. She pulled the collar up in front of his face. "You see these electrodes? They can actually tap into your nervous system and influence how you behave."

"It's really good, especially when it comes to autonomic function," Ashleigh said. "Oh, autonomic function refers to the parts of your body that you can't control."

He didn't need that definition. He bristled.

But then, the other girl slipped the collar around his neck. He could feel the cool, metal pieces press into his skin. Then he heard the click as the clamp engaged. "Would you like to try to take it off?"

"Is this a trick?" Quinn asked. He was getting annoyed. The exhaustion and frustration was getting close to overcoming his caution. Part of him wanted to acknowledge the bizarreness of everything he had gone through, but as he faced these women, part of him couldn't understand what kind of games they might want to play with him.

"Take it off," said one of the girls. At this point, he had his head bowed down, so he didn't bother paying attention to whether it was Edith were Ashleigh who issued the command. "Don't worry. We won't punish you if you succeed."

"Actually, we would be very, very impressed," said the other girl. Quinn still didn't glance up. Instead, he reached up, and he decided if they wanted him to do this, he would. He didn't really see the point; it was going to be easy. He just had to pop this collar open, just as they had done with the first.

He bit down and reached up. As he felt for the clasp, he decided there was going to be some kind of puzzle involved. Maybe there was a specific sequence or some kind of rhythm he had to adopt in order to get this thing off. He ignored what they had said before about the control collar. Instead, he pushed down, only then he realized something.

He didn't feel the pressure against his fingertips. His hand was right there, but his fingers refused to press. His muscles wouldn't apply that pressure or tension.

"Would you like to see what else we can make you do, naked boy?"

He lifted his head, and that's when the next command surged through his body. Before, it had been a passive order in the form of a specific inability to remove the collar. But now, it seized control of his muscles, and he spread his legs and lifted his hands toward the ceiling. He hadn't noticed it before, but there was this handhold a foot and a half above his head. He grabbed on, his fingers tightening.

"Look at that. You appear to be kind of helpless," Ashleigh said. "I mean, you aren't chained to the hook or anything, but you can't get away, can you?" She came to a stop in front of him, pursed her lips, and gently shook her head from side to side. With mocking concern, she cocked her head to one side, "How does that feel?"

"What, what is this?"

Quinn had never really lost control of his body, not like this. Maybe there had been those occasional moments when fatigue had dragged him down into unconscious sleep, or maybe he had been in a doctor's office, and the physician had tapped his knee to make him kick. But those had been momentary lapses. This was different. Wide-awake now, he tried to pull his hands away from the blunt hook over his head. He attempted to bring his knees together; summoning the best of his efforts, he fought again and again. Yes, he could flex toes or tighten his calves, yet the simple act of letting go and moving his leg to the left or right, forward or back had somehow been taken away from him.

"This is the control collar," Edith told him. She stepped behind him. Technically, he still had the freedom to turn his head to the side, so maybe he could have tracked her at the edge of his vision, but he could already imagine that smirk on her face.

That's when she reached up, grabbed him by his hair, and pulled. Suddenly, he found his gaze aimed up towards the ceiling. A quick jolt of pain shot down into his scalp as she asked, "Who are you?"

"My name, my name is Quinn Drake," he said.

"Anywhere are you from, Quinn Drake?"

"Not here," he said.

"You're from another world," Ashleigh supplied for him. "This must be very disorienting. Does that mean Lillian is your owner?"

"She's a coworker," he said.

"A coworker…" Edith repeated that word, only she made it sound strange and unusual, like she could barely comprehend the concept. She may as well have been repeating the different digits from some long and difficult algorithmic equation.

"And what do you do?" Ashleigh stood in front of him. Edith let go of his scalp, so he found himself glaring down at the floor. Simultaneously, he tried to resist the control collar. And yet, he remained spread out, trapped by those invisible bonds.

"A photographer," he said. "I specialize in nature photography, but I can take pictures of pretty much anything."

"A photographer?" Edith mocked him. "That sounds so challenging, especially for a boy."

Strangely enough, the notion of being naked in front of these girls had made him tighten up or straighten his back as he did now. "Just because anyone can pick up a camera and point it, that doesn't mean they know what they're doing," he said. "Getting the angle and composition right is difficult. After the fact, you have to figure out how you want to modify the picture. And of course, there's the choice of which image to use in the first place. You need the right effect. Most people might just glance at a picture for a second, but that doesn't mean it isn't significant."

"You're different," Edith said. She didn't make this sound like a good thing.

Ashleigh stepped to his left, and she reached down. "I don't know. I kind of like it. I think it's cute when a boy is passionate about his hobbies."

"Why are you here?" Edith asked.

"It was an accident," he said.

"Should we believe him?" Ashleigh asked.

Edith considered him. She narrowed her eyes and stepped forward. He studied the curve of her cheeks, the line of her nose, and the set shape of her lips. In that moment, it was obvious she didn't know precisely what she wanted to do, yet she still radiated distrust. "No…" Edith said. "He came in with a woman. She may have trained him. I'm sure he doesn't really know what's going on, but I'm also sure he has seen something. Let's make sure we can use him as a source."

Ashleigh stepped behind him, and now her hand dropped to the curve of his ass. "This is going to sting," she promised.

He didn't understand what was about to happen. She pulled her hand back, and maybe he assumed she would just step aside. Perhaps they were done with him? He had answered their questions to the best of his ability, and he still didn't understand what was going on, but now Ashleigh spanked him! Her hand cut down through the air, her fingertips slashing in that tight arc before her hand crashed against the tight curve of his ass.

His eyes widened. His body was thrown forward, yet he still couldn't move his feet or his hands from the ring above his head. If anything, his fingers tightened, as if his body instinctively knew it had to stay right there. That was the control collar.

His teeth locked together, and Edith asked him, "Why are you really here?"

"It was an accident," he said again, breathing harder now. Part of him couldn't believe it, yet the pain throbbed along his skin. He exhaled through his nostrils, but he still couldn't quite comprehend how that could sting. He couldn't remember the last time someone had actually tried to spank him. The idea seemed ridiculous.

Only now, Edith pressed her body up against his back. She was close, so incredibly close. At the same time, Ashleigh touched the underside of his chin with one finger and she forced him to meet her gaze. "Go on. Tell me. Why are you here?"

"Look, I don't know what's going on. I want to get home. I don't understand how any of this works. We were in a laboratory, and there was some kind of mistake or explosion, I don't know. I just want to get back to my world."

"You might be telling the truth," Edith said. That's when she spanked him once, twice, three times.

Pain flashed along his nerves, and he managed not to react for those first two smacks against his posterior. But then, Ashleigh was right there in front of him, and she looked into his eyes. She had invaded his personal space, and he wished he could just sidestep in one direction or the other. But no, the control collar kept him bound.

He tried to pull against its influence; he fought to shove his body to one side or the other. Despite those efforts, his limbs refused to cooperate. They had trapped him, and they had no intention of letting him go, not until they were satisfied.

Only now, Ashleigh shocked him.

Maybe he expected her to slap him across the face. Perhaps he even anticipated some other kind of devious torture. Instead, she cupped his balls with her left hand. With her right, she stroked the base of his cock. Her fingers pressed down as she started to tease him. At the same time, she said, "I can see the truth about you, you know you want to be a good boy and you want to tell me everything."

"I already have," he protested. He was growling now as this alluring mixture of hope and desire began to spread through his body. He couldn't help it. They were both gorgeous; he tried to resist those animalistic urges, yet it was so easy to imagine what it might have been like to kiss Ashleigh or to run his hands along Edith's body. Even if he had tried, he wouldn’t be able to push aside those fantasy images of running his hands along her breasts, down her waist, or along her muscled legs. He tried not to envision what it might have been like to kiss Ashleigh, yet those phantom sensations still coursed along his lips.

"Who is Lillian?" Edith asked.

"She's just a technician I work with," he insisted again. "She's just a coworker."

"Is she smarter than you?"

"Yes. Maybe. I don't know!" If he had been allowed to think clearly, then maybe he would have come up with a more coherent answer, but Ashleigh brought him to the edge of an orgasm. He could feel it right then and there, and the drive was so powerful.

"What is something you don't want to tell us?"

"I don't even know you," he said.

"I think you might need another dose," Ashleigh said. "Is that it, boy? You need another dose?" She was so close to him now; only a few inches separated them.

Another dose? Another dose of what?

Ashleigh released his cock and balls. She stepped back, and she crossed her arms over her chest as she watched him.

"This is my favorite part," Edith said from behind him. The blonde dragged her fingers along his skin. She grabbed his ass again, but only for one or two seconds. Then she drew her arm back, and time seemed to slow down.

Quinn told himself it wouldn't matter. It was just a spanking. Even if she struck, she wouldn't be able to trigger any kind of serious pain or agony. He was wrong. She struck hard and fast, going for the same spot. Then her palm jumped over to the other side, and his eyes widened. His vision dampened. He tried to say something, something useful, something coherent. He needed to defend himself, only these girls were having fun with him. He jerked his head up, and he stared back at Ashleigh.

With her red hair pulled back, she smiled at him, and her eyes glinted with amusement.

"You're enjoying this," he accused her.

"And why wouldn't I?" Precociously, she shrugged. At this point, Edith had stopped. He could start to think clearly again, at least until Ashleigh invaded his personal space again. She came right up to him, and she started to reach for his manhood. Then, at the last second, she stopped. She pulled her hand back again. She hadn't even touched him, yet the anticipation had still flooded through his body. "Oh, did you want me back? Did you want me to start touching you? Did you want me to run my hands along this piece of equipment?" Even if the euphemism seemed silly to him, her power didn't.

She grabbed his cock again. She didn't hurt him, yet, but there was still that sense of power right there. He could feel the strength in her fingers as she touched his most sensitive body part. Her hand moved up and down again and again. She was stroking him, caressing him, strengthening or weakening her grip as she toyed with him.

"What do you think of these worlds? What have you discovered?"

He answered with a question of his own, "Why are women in charge?" He panted out that question.

The girls stopped. They must've glanced back and forth at one another. For his part, he drooped as much as the hook allowed. His fingers remained tight against that warm and rounded metal.

"What's that?" Ashleigh asked him.

He was breathing hard now.

He didn't want to answer. It was petulant of him, he knew, but his heart beat faster than he expected. He couldn't help it, not as his backside throbbed from the spanking while his cock and balls tingled with arousal. They had intended to provoke him, and it worked. The frustration pulsed through his body. He could feel it down along the sides of his neck, and shoulders, his pectorals, down to his stomach, all the way to his scrotum and the tip of his shaft. He was hard. In fact, he couldn't remember ever being this hard before.

When he closed his eyes, he didn't fantasize about Edith or Ashleigh. The blonde and that redhead didn't materialize behind his eyelids. Instead, he started thinking of someone else…

Lillian.

He didn't understand why, and he couldn't comprehend it, but then Edith forced his thoughts back to reality. She came up behind him, and she pressed her breasts to his back. Next, she stroked his thigh. She just barely touched him, grazing her nails along his skin before she stepped back again, and spanked him.

"What did you just ask?" Edith demanded.

"Why are women in charge?" he asked.

His interrogators glanced back and forth at one another. Clearly, something remained unspoken between them. And yet, he enjoyed that respite. He lifted his head, and he looked up at his hands, as though staring intently at his wrists, knuckles, joints, and fingertips would have been enough to regain control over his nerves and muscles.

"What is your world like?" Edith asked. Something low and dangerous had slipped into her voice.

"It's a world..." he told them, mostly because he couldn't think of any other way to describe it. At some other place or time, Quinn could've done better. He could've been articulate and poised as he spoke. Expressing himself had never been difficult for this boy, only now he found himself bound by an exotic piece of technology with his naked body on display for these beautiful women, so he couldn't think through some carefully crafted answer.

"Not good enough," Edith told him. Her hand flew down again. He did try to brace himself this time; that made it worse. He experienced one flash of pain after another. The sharp sounds cut across his nerves, making every inch of his skin tingle even as he tried to contemplate what was happening.

Ashleigh made it worse. Still standing right there in front of him, she teased him, "This must be so difficult for you. You want to be obedient, but you don't know how to do it, do you?"

He lifted his head, blinked quickly, and stared right back at her. At the same time, he tried to tell himself that he wasn't intimidated. In that instant, he tried so hard to focus on those other details: he was taller and stronger. He was older and more mature. He should have been able to frighten this girl off. Back on his world, he didn't think of himself as a jerk, and he certainly believed in equality for the sexes, but now his chest tightened, and she made it worse.

Maybe it was his nudity, maybe it was the ease with which Ashleigh could reach up and glide her fingers along his cock. She touched him, just barely coming into contact this time. Even so, the soft, grazing caresses were enough to make his body stiffen.

Her fingers wrapped around his shaft again and she gently touched him, working her hand up and down again and again.

Then she pulled away.

Immediately, he understood what that meant. He tried to brace himself, to prepare some kind of psychological defense or barrier. Despite his best efforts, it didn't work. Quinn flinched; his chest tightened, and the spasm of sensation blasted down along the length of his body.

"Try again," Ashleigh commanded.

"Make it good," Edith agreed. As she grabbed him by his collar and pulled his head back.

"What do you want me to say?"

"The truth," Edith whispered to him, her voice little more than a low growl.

"I'm sure you can do it," Ashleigh said. "Look at me. Look at me and just think about your world. Tell us all about it. What makes it great? What makes it beautiful? What makes it terrible?"

If he had been allowed to consider all of this rationally, then he would have been able to see the wisdom in her demand. She was looking for some simple generalization. She wanted a bigger, grander, more accurate sense of what his universe might look like.

Edith stepped back, and Ashleigh stood there, just a few inches away from him. He tried to meet her gaze again. This girl was beautiful. If he had walked by her on some random street or in a hallway back at work or even at the lab, he would have experienced that instinctive pull. It was like a different kind of leash, something drawing him toward her. That raw, physical attraction made it so hard to tear his gaze away, and yet he understood that these girls could have switched positions so easily.

Either woman could have stood in front of him, touching and teasing his cock and balls. The other interrogator could just as easily stepped behind him, stroking or spanking his ass as he squirmed and tried to keep up with everything that was happening.

"I don't know what you want me to tell you," he answered. "We've beautiful mountains. Gorgeous skies. There, there are these lakes up in one of our northern continents, and they are so incredibly beautiful. You can go out and see the light shimmering along the water in the summer or you can see them freeze up in the winter. I love the waterfalls. All of the trees. I love the lochs, the rocks, all of it," he said, breathing out.

"A naturalist," Edith said with a sneer.

"There's nothing wrong with nature," Ashleigh chided her friend. "Besides, I think it's kind of sweet. I mean, there are lots of young men who love prancing out in the wilderness."

"I'd rather have a boy on my lap. Or better yet, he belongs between my legs," Edith said.

"What about your leadership? What are they like? Who is your president? What are her positions?"

Still disoriented by that mix of arousal and the tingling pain darting along the curves of his butt, Quinn couldn't understand what he was about to say. He shook his head, "Not a woman. At least, in my country, the president is a man."

"What?" Edith hissed.

"So to ceremonial position? He's a figurehead?" Ashleigh suggested

Quinn still couldn't hear the tension in her voice. Drawing in a slow breath, he shook his head again. Only now, there was that inkling of uncertainty, like maybe he was about to make a mistake. He closed his mouth, and he wanted to consider this for the next few seconds before he said something. A different kind of intuition roared at him, but Edith wouldn't let him be cautious. She struck his posterior one, two, three, four, five, six times. Every blow came hard and fast. Her slender hand struck like lightning, delivering one blast of thunderous pain after another. His fingers tightened, and he tried to pull away from the hook. Overhead those invisible, psychological shackles kept him in place, exactly as these women wanted.

"Stop," Ashleigh finally said. She leaned forward again, and she touched her forehead to his. "Say that again. Tell us the truth." As she spoke, she started to play with his cock and balls again. His eyes widened for a second. He didn't know what to do. He didn't know how to answer. He didn't know how to think through any of this. He kept straining for some kind of strategy, some kind of coherent approach to these young women. They had complete control over him. While the collar remained around his neck, he had to do whatever they wished. They had stripped away his clothing along with every other defense.

He managed to look up in the next couple of seconds, and he saw Ashleigh watching him again. She evaluated him. More importantly, she seemed to enjoy exactly what she saw. From his shins up to his knees, along his thighs, his tensed stomach, the curved lines of his chest up to his shoulders, the collar around his neck, his jaw and cheeks...all of it made her eyes shine with a different kind of hunger.

And now she leaned back, and she said one word, "Explain."

"In my country, the President is elected, and he is probably the most important politician we have. There are other parts of the government, but he wields a lot of influence. He, he is in charge. If something goes wrong, he's the one who is usually blamed."

"He," Edith repeated that word like it had become a letter.

"And the rest of your society? Do men rule?"

"Not everywhere," he said. "We, we have made a lot of progress. Women can vote now."

"Now?"

As hard as Quinn tried to organize his thoughts or shape his answers and do something acceptable for these women, he couldn't do it. His heart kept pounding, and the arousal continued to sizzle at the base of his gut. The desire was right there, swirling and spinning. It was almost impossible to ignore. Maybe if he had been able to rest for just a few minutes, clarity would have come back, but he nodded anyway, "For a long time, women didn't really have very many rights."

"They didn't have very many rights…" Ashleigh repeated those words.

"How is something like that even possible?" Edith growled out.

"It's just the way it has always been," he said. "There are women, feminists, who try to make things better, but they don't have very much support."

"Why not?"

"Sexism is still rampant," he said. "Lots of men think they're better."

"Men think they’re better?" Edith sounded like she wanted to laugh, only he picked up on that edge of aggressive disappointment, like this was simply wrong. She couldn't understand it. She certainly couldn't tolerate it. Maybe that was why she reached out, and she grabbed his ass again, pinching harder. Her nails dug down into his skin.

"Please, I don't know what you want me to say," he told them.

"Tell us that you're sorry," Edith instructed.

He glanced back at Ashleigh, and maybe he hoped that girl with the lustrous red hair would contradict her friend. Maybe she would say that it wasn't his fault. After all, it wasn't! He couldn't help where he was born. Just as importantly, it wasn't like he could alter the basic fabric of society. Besides, they wanted him to tell the truth, and he had!

Ashleigh didn't say anything.

Tensing up, he found himself talking again. His mouth moved, seemingly on its own. As his heart thundered, he tried to pull away from the ring overhead all over again. The unyielding metal didn't bend or break as his muscles strained. At the same time, Edith continued to squeeze his ass. Finally, she let go, and he braced himself.

"I'm sorry. I'm sorry for everything they've done! I'm sorry men have been awful. We, we have messed up so much. We have war and pollution and I don't know what to do about it. I don't know how to fix it!"

"Not good enough," Ashleigh said.

Edith spanked him hard. Her hand crashed down again and again. The pain glanced through his body, cutting through every thought and idea. For those next few seconds, he disappeared into the rhythm of her palm slapping down against his skin.

"That was just a taste, boy," Edith promised.

"She's right," Ashleigh said. "We want to know what's going on. We want to know exactly what's going on."

"Unfortunately, there isn't time for that," said someone else.

Quinn looked up. The door had opened, and the woman stood there. She was a little bit taller, a little bit older. She also had Lillian standing right next to her. The laboratory technician saw him, but she didn't react.

Still, he blushed. Hot shame burned down along the length of his body, especially because he was utterly naked while all of these women were fully clothed. They had the dignity and respect of individuals while he was trapped there, his arms over his head, his legs spread, his erection, prominent and on display for anyone who happened to glance in his direction.

"Ma'am, I don't mean to be insulting or disrespectful, but we need to talk. This boy has some disturbing information."

"I know," said the woman. She strode forward, and she narrowed her eyes slightly. She was squinting at Quinn, like she thought she might be able to comprehend him better if she got a good look at him.

As he had done with Ashleigh, he tried to meet her gaze. When he couldn't do it, he glanced back down at the floor. From there, he turned back toward Lillian. He wanted her to say something to him. He wanted her to explain what was going on. For this boy, it seemed like too much was happening. He couldn't process it all, especially when the arousal continued to pulse between his legs, and the tingling from his spanking still simmered along the curve of his naked ass.

"Lillian here has been very helpful. In fact, I appreciate all of her ideas and plans, so we’re going to take this boy, and we are going to discuss exactly what might happen next."

"We're taking him?"

"Tonight is the Boy Chase. Let's have some fun," said the woman. Quinn still didn't know who she was or how she could wield this kind of authority. Both Edith and Ashleigh also seemed befuddled by everything they had heard. The woman and Lillian seemed to be the only ones who were really comfortable with what was about to happen. For his part, Quinn could only focus on two words: Boy Chase?

Lillian was the one who walked forward and lifted up the leash and attached it to his collar. Then she held out her hand, and she asked, "May I have the controller please?" Each word seemed especially polite, yet something in her stance or tone made it clear that this wasn't really a request.

"Ma'am?" Edith turned back toward the older woman.

"Give it to her," she said.

Reluctantly, Edith glanced down at the controller now in her hand. Next, she tossed another inquisitive look over at Quinn, like she thought he might be able to explain what was happening. Obviously, he couldn't.

Lillian took the device, and she typed in a command. Immediately, his arms relaxed, and he realized he could pull away from of the ring overhead. He glanced down at his discarded clothing, "Can I get dressed?" As he asked, he felt foolish. He needed to put on his clothing. Quinn wasn't supposed to have to ask for pants.

"No," Lillian said. "Come along, boy."

What?

She tugged on his leash, and he found himself following along. But this wasn't like the hospital. She didn't seem to be faking it.

It just meant she was a good actress, he told himself. Obviously, she had talked to this other woman, and she had come up with some brilliant lie. That seemed to be the only possible explanation. As Quinn had floundered, Lillian had figured out exactly what they wanted or needed to hear.

"Are we really going to take him out without a chastity cage?" Edith asked. "I mean, were taking a boy out in public." She made all of this seem utterly self-evident.

"What do you think, Lillian?"

Quinn's eyes widened to the size of quarters, and he stared back at his coworker. In that moment, he tried to convey something desperate and primal: no, they could not make him wear a chastity cage. He needed to get dressed. He needed to retake some small sliver of his self-respect.


"That sounds like an excellent idea. Of course, it's going to be a little bit difficult right now." She glanced down at his erection like it wasn't a big deal.

Another jolt of shame washed across his body. He wasn't necessarily embarrassed about his reaction, especially considering how Ashleigh had touched him.

"That leaves two options," Ashleigh replied. "We make him climax or we shut down the erection with the control collar. Ma'am, what do you recommend?"

"Lillian, he is your boy," said the woman. "What do you want to do?"

Quinn had to wonder how Lillian had earned that woman's trust so quickly. As Quinn had been strung up and spanked, teased, struck and humiliated, Lillian had made friends? The idea seemed ridiculous, but he glanced back at that black haired girl, and he tried to see past all of his other expectations. Perhaps she had gotten lucky? Maybe she had stumbled across something special? Or maybe she just had a talent for negotiation?

Lillian glanced back at him again. She considered this boy on the leash, and he tried to convey something. In that moment, he hoped she might be able to argue with these women. Obviously, there was a third option: no chastity cage at all. He couldn't imagine what it would be like to have some piece of plastic or metal between his legs. He didn't want to think about his shaft getting locked up...This was his body, and he had already been through enough.

Right?

"I think you want to climax," she said to him.

He opened his mouth, he tried to say something, only she shook her head. Just like that, Lillian silenced him. "Arms behind your back, boy."

He had gotten used to the control collar on him, yet he found himself obeying. With his left hand, he tightened his fingers around his right wrist. He squeezed, and now she came up to him. With each languid step, she made it clear that he would wait for her. Finally, she turned on the controller, and that's when he realized he couldn't move. With his arms behind him, Quinn was trapped all over again, his body still on display. Second by second, he fought to break through that induced paralysis from the control collar. As hard as he tried, he couldn't break free!

"You want me to make this quick?" Lillian asked him, surprising him. Her voice was low, barely a whisper, and he had to wonder if he had imagined those words altogether.

"Please," he growled back, grateful that he could at least speak.

Her fingers tightened around his shaft. Hot pleasure coursed through his body. She moved her hand up and down. She squeezed, gently working him.

Part of him wondered how she could manipulate him so easily. Maybe she had a boyfriend, and she had learned how to get them off as quickly as possible. In any case, those desires coalesced, spinning and flaring out into another storm of desperation. His breathing quickened, heat gathered along the surface of his skin, and he bit down. He didn't want to groan or growl, especially because Edith, Ashleigh, and the other stranger were all watching him.

He couldn't believe this was happening. He was on display. He tried to think of something else. He tried to lose himself, to forget what was happening.

More than anything, he wanted to think of some other girl, some other fantasy. Maybe he could have pictured a celebrity, someone like Amy Adams or Christina Hendricks. If that didn't work, he could think of some beautiful sci-fi character: Wonder Woman or Poison Ivy. Those names popped into his head. The concept existed, but he couldn't pull himself from her physical presence. Lillian was right there, standing in front of him. From the curves of her lips to those little freckles along her cheeks, he couldn't deny her touch. He couldn't ignore the ease with which she stroked and toyed with him.

Then she did something he hadn't expected. She stopped. For just a moment, she relaxed, and the desires pulsed through his body. Every instinct he possessed yearned for that release. He craved it with wild desperation, and he realized something. She could have continued to tease him. In that moment, he looked at her eyes, and he saw that power, that authority.. It had to be his imagination. She was just a laboratory tech, and she probably just wanted to get home as much as he did. Maybe she was someone who threw herself into the sciences, so she knew how to mask her feelings. And yet, he still thought he saw a different kind of hunger in her gaze.

It was his imagination. It had to be his imagination.

She worked her hand up and down along his shaft. With the pad of her thumb, she teased his tip. Then she pulled back down, and her hand was tight against the base of his cock. She squeezed again, and this time he lost control. As hard as he tried, he couldn't distract himself. He saw that girl. He didn't see anyone else. The other women, and the rest of the room disappeared. Lillian became the center of his existence. He couldn't even close his eyes or turn away.

She squeezed and followed the rhythm of his pulsating shaft. Moment by moment, he lost himself to that blaze of pleasure. Maybe he grunted or growled or even cried out. If so, he couldn't hear the sounds vibrating from deep within his throat. And then it was over, he felt like he wanted to collapse, yet the control collar still maintained its hold.

"Come along," she said.

"Any word?" Annalise asked as she stepped into her sister's office.

Zaraya was behind her desk, her fingertips touching, her elbows set against the surface as she stared at her screen.

"I have this memo I need to review for General Stone. If you're asking about the augurs again, no, we haven't heard anything yet."

"Is it possible he's masking? Are we dealing with some genius here?" Annalise demanded. At the same time, she paced back and forth. "I didn't get that impression, but maybe he was trying to trick me. Maybe that entire thing was some kind of façade or an elaborate charade?"

"The augurs are going to find him," Zaraya promised her sister.

At first, he kept his head bowed down, probably because Quinn just wanted to hide from the rest of the world.

Getting stripped had been bad enough, but after she had drained him, Lillian held out her hand, and one of the other women produced a chastity cage. The metal device didn't look like much; it basically sat on the palm of her hand. He saw the curved tube, the rounded band, and the lock. His eyes had lingered on the lock for several long seconds. Then he looked back up at Lillian, and he wanted to talk to her. He wanted to ask if they could just speak alone for a few minutes. She looked like she had a plan. Did she have a plan? He couldn't tell. At the same time, he couldn't even find his own voice. From his nudity to his collar, he knew these women were in control. Everything his senses told him made that abundantly clear. And yet, he still yearned to scramble for some hint of power or influence.

Maybe it was because he was a guy. Perhaps it was because of human nature. Either way, he didn't know how to cope with this kind of helplessness. But then Lillian had leaned forward, he could feel her dark strands brush along his cheek as she whispered, "It's going to be okay."

Those words had surprised him.

She reached down with casual ease and slid his softened cock into the chastity cage. She slipped the band underneath his balls, and then he felt the cool metal against his skin. His cock twitched again. Only this time, he felt the contours of his new prison.

He worked to remind himself that this didn't matter. It was a chastity cage so he wouldn't be able to get hard. So what? Really, he needed to focus on getting back to his world. One way or another, there had to be some way for him to help Lillian.

Despite that obvious priority, he began to walk forward as he followed these women.

It was Edith who glanced back at the older woman, "Ma'am, I really think we should restrain him. I know he's in a control collar, but I think it would be better for everyone."

"Lillian, what do you think?"

"Do it," she agreed.

They pulled out a set of black, leather shackles. At first, he hoped they wouldn't actually restrict his movements. They did. He felt the soft material around his wrists. He tried to pull, to slip free. It didn't work. Now he was naked, collared, leashed, and locked in chastity as he followed these women.

With every step, he tried to think of some way he could communicate with Lillian. He needed to know if she had some kind of plan. Was she just faking it? Maybe she had walked off with the others, gone through interrogation, and simply told them exactly what they wanted to hear. But if Edith and Ashleigh reported his confessions, would that wreck Lillian's plans?

What were they?

The helpless frustration ate through his calm.

Then again, he couldn't do anything.

That's why he kept focusing on the chastity cage. His gaze dropped down, and he saw the metal between his legs. More importantly, he understood what it represented. An important part of his body had been locked away. It now belonged to these women. They could decide if or when he might be allowed an orgasm.

He glanced up, he saw Lillian's black hair, and there was that spark of attraction all over again. She had touched him, taking control of his shaft, forcing him to climax, and there had been nothing he could do about it. If he had tried to fight, she would have been able to punish him. That would have been her right on this world.

Normally, he liked to think of himself as a fairly progressive and tolerant individual, only he had no idea how to contend with a reality like this.

A few steps later, he told himself that it wasn't going to matter one way or the other. If the interdimensional device still worked, they could jump to another reality. That next one might not have any people at all. Or, more likely, it would be a world more akin to what he had grown up with. As a man, he would warrant respect. They had already found two realities where women ruled. It felt like flipping a coin, so the odds were on his side.

Without actually knowing anything about interdimensional physics, he had to hope he was right.

They walked through the building, back outside, and that's when he saw something coming to a stop. It was drifting lazily down from the sky.

A zeppelin?

It was smaller than he expected, but he still saw the enormous, oblong balloon with the small carriage underneath. Right away, he glanced back and forth at the others. None of them seemed impressed. Even Lillian didn't react.

Then she tugged on his leash, and they walked through the small door. There were several seats, and a pilot sat up at the front.

Instinctively, he tried to sit next to Lillian, but she snapped her fingers and pointed to a spot at her feet.

His brows creased. But then he realized what she was doing. Obviously, she wanted to inculcate herself with these other women, which meant she had to follow their norms and expectations.

Fine. He could do it. Telling himself that it was all part of a game, he lowered himself down onto his knees.

Although Ashleigh, Edith, and the other woman whispered back and forth, Quinn couldn't pick up on anything they said. Maybe they had switched to another language altogether. He could only pick up on stray syllables, not that it made any sense to him.

Then he glanced back up at Lillian, and he realized that the other women were distracted, so he tried to get her attention. Instead, she was staring off through the windows.

The zeppelin lifted up, and they began to drift over the landscape. They moved forward, and he could feel that little knowledge of momentum deep at his center, not that he could look out the windows. A different kind of frustration started to pulse through his head.

"You want to look out the window?" Lillian asked him.

He nodded quickly.

Even if this was humiliating, maybe he could focus on something else?

"Beg," she said. She leaned forward. “Beg like a dog."

He was about to snap back with some angry answer, only she winked at him. She was leaning down, and he spotted that quick gesture.

Biting down, he had to believe this was for the benefit of the other women in the carriage. Still, something tightened inside of his chest, almost like he had to wonder whether or not Lillian was actually enjoying herself. No, she couldn't, he told himself.

He didn't know this girl, but he wanted to believe she worked in the sciences, so she had experienced some taste of sexism. Consequently, she would want equality. She would probably label herself as a feminist, the kind of woman who believed everyone should have an equal opportunity. If she acted like anything else, it was because she knew the others were watching.

Holding onto that fact, he knew he had to play along. She grabbed him and reached down for his hands; they were still locked behind his back. She released them so now he could move his arms. That felt like a small victory, only the other question continued to beat inside of his head.

Beg like a dog?

At first, he didn't even know what that was supposed to mean. Then he bit down, he sensed the tension at the back of his throat, and then he started to act. First, he straightened his back and sat up. He had his weight pushed against his knees, and he shoved his elbows down against his sides. He held up his forearms, and he made a pair of fists, only to touch his knuckles together.

"You can do a little better than that," Lillian said.

Sure enough, the other women had stopped whispering. They were watching.

He was on display all over again.

Quinn whimpered.

He made these adorable, desperate little sounds. They vibrated from the base of his throat, and he must've looked completely different. At work, he had the respect of his colleagues. As a photographer, he generally focused on other people, yet people always noticed the presence of a camera, especially when he had his Nikon 27. Maybe everyone had a camera on their phones, but he was a photographer. He could catch real images. That always garnered him an extra dose of respect...until now. Right then and there, he didn't have his camera or even his phone. He didn't have his wallet or his keys. He didn't have anything else.

"Good boy," she said as he made those sounds for her. The other women were definitely laughing now. He tried to ignore those sounds. Instead, he concentrated on Lillian. She smiled at him, and then she him forward up onto the empty spot beside her.

Grateful, he climbed up onto the seat, and that's when he looked out the window.

He saw the buildings. Instinctively, he tried to think of this as New York, Chicago, San Francisco, San Diego, or some other major American city. He knew that was ridiculous, of course. This was an entirely different reality. Even so, his eyes still darted from one structure to another as he tried to find something familiar.

He blinked as he studied the silvery cityscape beneath him. They had pulled away from the school, the suburbs, and now he saw these giant spheres based against the ground, huge, rectangular skyscrapers, and then his eyes were drawn upward when he spotted the other zeppelins. They seemed to drift, but he had to assume their pilots knew what they were doing. When he scanned the streets, he spotted small vehicles. What would those cars look like?

"It's beautiful, don't you think?" Lillian asked.

He hadn't realized that he had pressed his fingertips up against the glass as he stared down.

"It's amazing," he said.

"It makes me wonder if this world is actually a utopia. Has it solved all of our problems?"

"I doubt it," he said automatically.

"I didn't think you were a pessimist," Lillian said.

"I'm not," he replied. "It's just that it's easy for outsiders to look at another culture and to see a couple of small details and assume that everything is better. Every society is messed up in one way or another."

"That's true in our world," she said. "But what if it isn't true on theirs?"

He turned back to her, and he had so much he intended to say. He wanted to point out that he had a control collar around his neck and a chastity cage between his legs. He was still naked. Worse, sitting there next to her had somehow become a privilege, like he was supposed to be grateful for this moment of equality. At the same time, he knew she could snap her fingers and point back to the deck, and he would have to drop to his knees all over again. If he didn't do it willingly, she could force him.

But because they weren't alone, he couldn't say any of that. Instead, he simply nodded. Since she was a woman, he couldn't really argue.

Turning his attention back to the city, he realized there were links between some of the structures. They stretched out, and there were a couple of boats here or there. Tourist attractions? Maybe it was something else entirely, but he wished he had his camera. Instead, he tried to memorize every detail. At the same time, he wondered what kinds of decisions and dramas played out amongst those different structures.

"Boys really are easily impressed," said the woman.

"Yes, Ma'am," he just agreed.

"There lots of boys who haven't been up in a zeppelin before," Ashleigh pointed out.

Doing his best to block out the sounds of their voices, he instead continued to study those details. He marveled at the different vehicles as they cut across the sky or rolled along the avenues and boulevards. He could see clusters of people gathered in plazas or strolling along the wide sidewalks.

Throughout his life, he had enjoyed traveling, but he had no idea what it would have been like to be a tourist in that city.

The zeppelin set down in an open, concrete space. He felt the vehicle land, and that's when he snapped back awake. He had fallen asleep at some point, his head pressed up against the glass.

As he stretched his arms, he tried to remember where he was or what had happened. At first, he wanted to believe he had been on a flight, and now he had just landed, and reality would start to make sense again. Only then, the door opened, and cool air rushed in. That's when he felt it along his neck and down his chest, his stomach, his flanks and thighs. That should have been impossible.

Except he was naked.

Still bare, he blinked quickly as he watched Lillian grab his leash. She tugged on it, guiding him out of that seat. He followed, grateful that he wasn't wearing the shackles this time.

That's when he saw the car up ahead. The older woman climbed inside. The young women did the same.

In the next moment, only he and Edith were outside, but she pointed toward the trunk.

His eyes widened, and he wanted to complain, "You have to be kidding." It sounded like some ridiculous joke. There was no way she really meant it. She couldn't be serious.

And yet, she popped the trunk open, and he looked down at the expanse of space.

His eyes narrowed, and he glared at her. "Do I need to get the controller from your owner?"

"She's not my owner, and I’m not getting in the trunk," he still itched to say. Instead, he forced himself to shake his head from side to side. Then, like cargo, he got into the trunk.

She slammed it shut. A few seconds later. He was alone in the dark. Worse, he could hear the women talking and laughing from the back seat. He couldn't pick out any specific words. Somehow, that was the most infuriating part of all.

Lillian was up there, talking with these women. That's when he recognized a different kind of fear. It reached at the back of his brain, but he wished he could be up there to protect her. This was still an unknown reality. Even if she, as a woman, had a huge advantage, things could still go wrong.

They drove for a little while. He soon lost track of time. They came to a stop, and then Edith opened up the trunk again. She grabbed his leash. Lillian stepped up and took it. That's when he turned and saw the huge house. It had a massive porch, white pillars, and rows upon rows of different windows presumably leading into a variety of different rooms. She pulled, not looking impressed. He followed after her. To his left and right, he saw other parked cars. He didn't recognize any of the designs for brands, of course. But he did see the women. Some of them were dressed casually. Others had on sparkling gowns or dresses. He spotted different colors, and he turned back to Lillian.

"What's going on? What are we doing here?" He asked her.

"Just cooperate and I'm sure everything will be fine," she said.

Quinn tried hard to read her tone. Was she nervous? Was she scared? Did she have some kind of plan?

He wanted to believe that she had something going on, like there was some cunning design she was following. And yet, he had to remind himself that she was just a young woman who had gotten sucked through a portal. At any moment, she might turn to him, desperate and hopeful.

What would he do?

It wasn't fair. He had a collar around his neck. He couldn’t misbehave. After all, they had demonstrated that they could force him into any position, steal away his will to fight, and make him completely and utterly vulnerable. All it took was a couple of keystrokes along the controller's small screen.

They went up the white, stone steps and into the main hall. It was bigger and far more expansive than he expected. He still followed along. He saw the sculptures: beautiful spheres, abstract spikes, a small obelisk, and several animals. A wolf made of marble. A fox carved from malachite. Back on his world, each of these pieces would have been ridiculously expensive.

Apparently, the party had started some time before this. He saw women holding onto wineglasses, chatting and whispering amongst themselves. Others were laughing. Then they passed by, their eyes locked on him, and he seemed mildly interested at first. But then a different kind of whisper started to jump from one group to another.

What was this? What was going on?

Lillian strode ahead, so he had no choice but to follow. He glanced to his left and right, and wondered if he would see any men. Among the partygoers, he didn't. That much was obvious. Then he saw a few males standing off to the sides. They wore black dress coats, white shirts, and matching pants. They stood there, their backs straight. Quinn also noticed their silvery gloves, and wondered if they were waiting for something. Within a few seconds, he realized he was right. A woman snapped her fingers and pointed down to her drink. Immediately, a man rushed forward with a bottle. He poured some more of that Amber liquid into her glass. She didn't say thank you; she simply turned around, and the boy returned to his spot by the wall.

They were servants, he realized.

Then another possibility occurred to them. They could have been slaves.

A nervous shiver ran down his back.

For the next few minutes, Lillian started talking to the women around them. Quinn tried to listen intently, but he had a hard time focusing, especially because different people came up to them. They were female, of course. One looked down at him, and she asked, "Is it true?"

Realizing he was being directly addressed, he had to say something. "Is what true?"

"I bet it is," said another woman.

"It can't be," said the first visitor.

"Don't say anything to them," Lillian finally deigned to pay some attention to the boy, whose leash she held. "This is going to be a surprise." Her eyes glimmered with amusement. She made it sound like some fun game, but he still didn't know what was going on!

He glanced back up at Lillian, and he wanted to interrupt, only she addressed several other partygoers who had started to approach, "Ladies. Ladies, please. This is going to be a lot more fun when I make the announcement, all at once."

Announcement?

Again, he looked back at her and tried to snag her attention. Despite his best efforts, she seemed far more interested in talking with the other women. At this point, at least he could hear what they were saying. They were talking about different kinds of research, equations, astronomy, constitutional, algorithms, and gravitational impulses. He snatched a few words out of the air, not that they meant anything to him.

Once again, he flashed back to the laboratory and working with Dr. Clemens. Back then, he rarely knew what people were saying. The same held true right then and there.

Following after her, Quinn did his best not to say anything foolish. At the same time, he kept hoping she had a plan.

Eventually, however, there was a lull in the conversation, and he stepped over to her. He looked down at her, and he demanded, "What is going on? You have to tell me!"

She glanced back at him. A hint of irritation tugged at the corners of her mouth, but Lillian just shook her head, "It's going to be better if you don't know."

"Lillian, we're in this together."

"You're right about that," she said. "But only one of us understands how any of the technology works, so you're going to do what I say. Understand?"

His eyes widened. He blinked. It felt as though he'd been struck. He didn't know how to respond. Again and again, he thought of how she had always remained off to the side, lost in the background back at the laboratory. As Dr. Clemens and his associates did all of the difficult work, she occasionally double checked something, but she had never been important.

What had changed?

Reluctantly, he let his eyes fall down to the leash. His fingers tightened into fists, and he had to wonder if maybe she had decided she actually liked this. Maybe here, her limited expertise made her special. Just as importantly, this was a world ruled by women. Did that tempt her?

Quinn grimaced. His mouth tightened, and he stared off into the distance. Another group of partygoers had approached Lillian, and they started to chat all over again. They were asking Lillian about what she had seen and what interdimensional travel was actually like. Apparently, several of the women had gone on their own sojourns, but this was different, especially because Lillian had told the truth; they were a pair of travelers, and they were lost.

Still, he didn't pick up on anything new, which meant he kept going back to that other question.

How does she feel about this new world? For him, the thought of staying reeked of impossibility. He wouldn't remain here. After all, he glanced over at the men and he saw how they worked utterly obedient, trained by protocol, and determined to please the women around them. These boys understood their place; they had been tamed. Worse, they didn't even understand the concept of freedom.

Perhaps he was reading too much into their neutral expressions, but Quinn glanced over at Lillian again as she started to smile. She burst out laughing at something one of the other women had said. His shoulders tightened, and he tried to think of what he would have done if their positions had been reversed.

What if they had fallen into a reality where men held absolute power, a reality where women were treated as little more than chattel? At the same time, he bristled with a different kind of embarrassment as he thought back to one of his friends in college. "You know, man, if I had the chance, I would absolutely go back to the 1950s. I mean, back then, everything was so much better. Just think about what you could do with a girl. You marry her, and you know she's yours!" He had laughed like this was just a joke, but Quinn had glanced around at some of the other guys, and he had seen the eager hunger in their faces. They would have denied it, of course. And yet, sometimes they must have actually yearned for that kind of power and authority.

Quinn never would have been tempted, he told himself. If he was actually confronted by that possibility, he knew he would still want to get out of there. And yet, he looked back at Lillian, and his cock twitched inside of the chastity cage. At that moment, he dropped his gaze a tiny bit toward her chest. He could see the outline of her breasts, and he wished he could touch her.

Shaking his head to dislodge those thoughts, he instead tried to figure out what he might be able to do.

He couldn't remove the leash; he couldn't get out of the collar. Even the chastity cage came with a lock.

Biting down, he hated the reality of his situation, but there was still nothing he could do, and then Lillian turned away from her new associates. She walked toward the center of the room and up onto a raised dais. She didn't let go of his leash, so he followed after her, confusion, written across his face.

She held out her hand, and a boy rushed over to give her a glass and a spoon. She took both, and then she tapped the glass. The clinking sound cut across the air, and soon everyone turned to face the young woman placed in front of them.

Lillian didn't wear any of the same finery as so many of the other women here. In fact, her clothing was still torn and dirty from everything she had been through. Even so, she held their attention and focus. "Good evening, ladies. For those of you who don't know, my name is Lillian, and I'm an interdimensional traveler."

A few of the women glanced back and forth at one another. Others nodded. No one seemed to be especially impressed, Quinn noted. At the same time, he realized something else: none of them were looking at him. They were fixated entirely on Lillian because she was the woman, she was speaking, and she obviously had something important to say. For the time being, he had been relegated to the status of a decoration. Maybe that was why they asked what he thought he was, just a pet she brought with her to demonstrate her status.

No. He wasn't a pet, an object, or property. He didn't care how any of the men in this reality worked, trained or tamed.

Despite that instant, and instinctive resistance, Quinn couldn't help but feel the weight of his chastity cage. The lock held it down, constantly reminding him of how little access he had. Worse, he kept thinking back to Lillian and how she had touched him. With casual expertise, she had stroked him, forcing him to climax. He hadn't been able to resist or fight it. He had been helpless. And yes, both Ashleigh and Edith had played with him, but this was completely different.

He had lost control to Lillian.

"From what I understand, this is somewhat unusual for your people, so I would like to take a moment to thank you all for your hospitality." Lillian raised her glass, but she didn't take a sip. "But that is why I am here. I'm here because this boy is a unique specimen."

A ripple of curious whispers ran through the room.

The dark-haired technician continued, "You see, our worlds are very different. Here, boys know their place. Here, men are trained from birth to understand the superiority of the female sex. They know that they can be servants, slaves, and husbands. They understand that pleasing the women around them must be their top priority." She smiled and looked back down at Quinn. He stood a few steps down along the length of the dais. His heart hammered a little faster. Her eyes only lingered on him for one or two seconds, yet there was something special and powerful about having her focus locked on him like that.

He hated it. He loved it.

Once she turned her attention back to the audience, he shook his head and tried to understand how she could inspire those kinds of feelings within just a few seconds. Her proximity was enough to speed his pulse. "That is untrue on my world," she said. "On my world, we live in something called the patriarchy. It is a world where men are considered to be superior. They hold most of the wealth, most of the positions of power. And while we have made some progress over the last few years, it has been far, far too slow. Men, on my world, you see, are little more than spoiled brats. Whenever there is any hint of equality, they throw their tantrums, get angry, complain bitterly, and fight hard to maintain the status quo."

"Is this for real?" someone asked.

"It can't be," replied another partygoer.

"She's not joking," someone else added.

Lillian let be murmured confusion play out for the next five or six seconds. Then she tapped her glass again, and that sharp clink spread across the air. She straightened her back a little more and said, "Tonight, I present you with a very interesting challenge for your Boy Chase. Instead of hunting down a variety of men, we're going to wait and see who can catch this boy."

"Do we get to keep him?" someone called out.

No, he instantly thought.

But then Lillian tilted her head to the side, and she looked down at him. "What do you think of that, boy? Should I let them keep you if they catch you?"

His eyes widened, and he was about to say something, only she lifted the controller. His mouth moved, and he attempted to shape the sounds, only he couldn't exhale through his teeth. He couldn't force the sound out of his mouth and out onto the air. He couldn't talk!

Lillian reached down and ran her fingers along the top of his head and down to his neck even as she said, "That's going to be a surprise for this boy."

Again and again, he tried to say something. He tried to speak. Lillian held onto his leash, and she brought him back through the ballroom, down a wide open hallway, and out toward the back doors. Behind them, dozens of women followed. Some of them peeled off, disappearing into the side rooms. Where were they going? What were they doing? Up ahead, he saw another woman come out, and she now wore black, leather pants and a fitted vest. She saw him, and she grinned as she lifted up a rifle.

Lillian dipped her head down and said, "Don't worry. They only shoot data pulses."

Data pulses? What was that supposed to mean?

This time, she actually told him, "These women are going to chase you down. You're going to run hard. These girls are going to shoot you. If they hit you with one of the pulses, it will activate your collar."

"And do what?" Quinn wanted to ask. He tried to speak, but his voice still stubbornly refused to work.

He didn't understand how something like that could be possible. Even though he had experienced the effects of the collar before, he hated how effectively it could silence him. As the frustration bubbled inside of his chest, he headed out into the dark. Huge floodlights mounted to the house shined down, but he didn't care about those. If he had to run, that illumination wouldn’t last for long.

Instead, he raised his head, and he looked up to the vivid stars and full moon. It wasn't great, but it would be better than nothing.

"Do your best. You don't want these women to catch you," Lillian said.

What did that mean? Was it a reference to what she said before? If one of these women actually caught him, would they genuinely get to keep him?

Of course not, he tried to reason. That was an impossibility. At first, he told himself that he had rights. Only then, he dismissed that idea because it was absurd. Maybe back in his reality, in his country, the laws meant something. But here? Men could be owned. They were property. They belonged to the women around them.

He tried to concentrate on those details. Despite his best efforts, they couldn't feel real.

And then it didn't matter because Lillian brought him forward, came to a stop, then turned back to face the women.

That's when he saw them lined up. They were holding onto their rifles, and his heart started beating faster. "Ladies, you know the rules. If you hit him, he gets the simulated pain. If you can bring him down, get a leash on him and drag him back, then you win. Make your bets, enjoy the beautiful night, and have fun."

Quinn glanced back up at Lillian again, and he marveled at how easily she could run an event like this. It seemed ridiculous, especially when he had gone through that interrogation just a few hours before. Again, he tried to speak with her. He tried to get her attention. He wanted her to turn off the stupid control collar! And yet, she didn't do it. And because she didn't do it, he couldn't say anything. It was infuriatingly circular. It was so basic, but impossible to ignore.

With hot frustration seething at the base of his chest, he had to wait.

Finally, Lillian raised her voice again. "It sounds like we are ready." She flashed a feline smile, lifted her hand into the air, and looked down at her boy. She still hadn't told him anything useful. She didn't make any suggestions, she didn't give him any ideas, and she didn't even look at him. "Huntresses, get ready. Get set. Boy, you're free to run as hard as you can." That's when she finally detached his leash. "Go. Make this interesting for them." She whispered those last words, and he still glanced back at her, only then she reached down and casually slapped his ass. Her hand flew down, and he could hardly comprehend what just happened. The smack reverberated through his body. He registered the quick flash of pain, and now he ran. He jumped forward, and his feet pressed down against the short, beautifully maintained grass. Up ahead, he saw heavy trees. He ran for them. This whole area felt like a park. He didn't see any wild bushes, no frocks or fallen sticks.

Then he stopped thinking as he pushed himself harder, swinging his arms. He pushed his strength down into his legs, and he wondered what he was supposed to do.

Run. Flee. Evade the hunters.

Those ideas became the totality of his existence even as he heard someone shout. There was laughter on the air, and he glanced over his shoulder. That's when he saw the women running for him. He threw glances to his left and right. He couldn't see much, but the silvery moonlight still gave him some information.

At that moment, he couldn't figure out why one direction might be better than another.

Fresh waves of laughter cut across the air. That's when he saw the first flash of light. It was sharp and blue, almost neon indigo. It blasted across to shoulder, and then he realized something would've happened if he got hit.

A moment later, one of the women must've stopped, taken aim, reached out, and pulled her trigger. Another pulse of light hit his shoulder, the collar registered the flash of information, and now it sent a spasm of electric pain darting through his body. It seemed to center on his shoulder. He didn't understand how that was possible, and he tried to shout out.

In the next instant, he used the pain. He channeled it, concentrating hard.

Even as it felt like his heart galloped in his chest, he swung his arms faster, slammed the balls of his feet down against to the grass, and ran with as much speed as he could muster.

Faster.

He had to go faster.

Run. Flee. Evade the hunters. At first, that sounded like abstractions. But now, he rushed ahead, and he nearly slipped when his right foot hit a damp patch of grass. His leg nearly flew out from underneath him. He stumbled, he got lucky as several more data bolts shot past his head and shoulders.

Then he thought back to a common complaint. Online, he loved dissecting books and movies with other members of the audiences. Lots of them loved to complain about how someone might be running from a villain, and they always seemed to start forward in a straight line.

He didn't see any reason to go left or right, but he needed to put as much distance between him and the hunters as possible.

"When I take you home, I'm going to make sure you know exactly where you belong!" one of the women shouted. She sounded tipsy, but she was more interested in the activity. And yet, he ran to his left, pushing down as hard as he could. He threw himself forward, sprinting hard. In high school, he had thought about joining the track team. He had gone to a couple of practices and listened as the coach demonstrated the different techniques for sprinting hard.

All at once, Quinn regretted not paying more attention.

Three more bolts of light flashed to his left and right. He didn't know if they were coming from the same rifle. Probably not. They may have been the same color, but the angle seemed different.

How long had he been running? His lungs burned and felt somewhat smaller than he remembered. He gasped in one desperately panted breath after another, only he still couldn't tell if it was enough.

This wasn't just exercise, he reminded himself again and again. Normally, he could go for a jog and he could settle into the easy rhythm of breathing in and out. At the same time, he could slow down whenever he wished. He could settle into an easy walk, but now he heard that laughter again.

He ducked behind a tree, and he stopped for just a second or two. He dropped down, his hands pushed against his knees, and he didn't know what was going to happen.

Move! He had to move!

Quinn didn't get any other choice. He didn't have any other options. He tried to cling to that understanding. It was the only thing that could keep him safe; speed and distance were his only allies. Despite the chill clinging to the air, his skin was hot. Droplets of sweat ran down his forehead, along his cheeks, toward his neck and shoulders.

Then he heard the footsteps. A woman in black boots, purple tights, and a snug T-shirt raced up toward the tree where he had taken cover.

At first, he started to run to the left. Then he pivoted, shifting to the right. He ran as hard as he could. He was running off to one side. The women lined up their shots, crouched down, aimed their rifles, and fired at him.

Again and again, they missed!

Someone finally hit him in the shin. A jolt of electricity raced through his body.

He wanted to cry out, but he couldn't spare the oxygen.

Another bolt of data surged past him. Several hit the ground just a few feet in front of him. He tried to slow down, to speed up, to make it impossible for them to understand where he might be next.

"He's mine," someone called out. Her voice carried across the air, and then she fired. It struck his flank. Hot pain coursed through his body, and he fell into a roll. The next thing he knew, he was on his back, and a woman jogged up to him. "Are you going to give me any trouble?"

She had dark brown hair, she wore black rimmed glasses, and she had her eyes aimed down at him with that vibrant smile on her face. Her features were flushed. He could see that hint of pink along her cheeks despite the dark.

Then she placed her boot right against his chest, and he wanted to get up. He tried to shout out something, to snarl with defiance. Despite his best efforts, the control collar still rendered him helpless.

Even if he had run brilliantly, sprinting out of that forest like an Olympic athlete, they still would have caught him. They could've activated his collar, forced him to stop, turn around, and walk right back toward them. He had never had a chance, he quickly realized.

What was going to happen now?

He closed his eyes, and he didn't want to say anything, but Lillian approached. She had a cadre of women with her, including Edith and Ashleigh. There was that older individual as well, the woman who seemed to be in charge back at his interrogation. When he saw her, he tried not to shiver with a jolt of fear, but he still couldn't help it.

What was going to happen now?

That question booming inside of his head, he opened his mouth, and Lillian smiled. "Ironically enough, he is a photographer," Lillian said to the women.

"You mean he has a job?"

Lillian shrugged like she couldn't understand that madness either, but she still said, "Remember, it's a patriarchy."

"That's such a ridiculous word," someone said.

"Yeah," agreed another woman. "And you know what? Someone should really do something about that! I mean, men shouldn't be allowed to have jobs! I mean, they should be servants at best, not have real work. You know what I mean?" Yes, she had definitely enjoyed a few glasses of wine. Around her, others laughed.

For them, it was a party. It was a game. They were having fun. Not so for Quinn as he gasped to catch his breath. He wondered if the woman placed above him could feel his heart kicking wildly in its cage as she kept her boot pressed down against his sternum. He squirmed, wishing he could just get up. He had earned some hint of dignity.

And yet, there was a very, very real possibility that he had just been enslaved…

If that happened, he was going to fight back. He was going to win his freedom!

Did he stand chance? No. He arrived at that conclusion immediately. Worse, he wondered how elaborate the control collar could get, especially when it came to preprogrammed orders and commands. Perhaps they could just leave it on, meaning they could set up his behaviors on any given day. Wake up, cook, stand off to the side, obey one command after another. He silently raged against that idea, but Lillian was standing over him now, and he wanted to grab her, take her by the hand, and just run all over again.

During the Boy Chase, he had been the prize. And yet, these women knew he didn't actually stand any chance of genuine escape. For them, it was exercise. It was a game.

For him, it had taken everything he had, but now his pulse finally started to settle. More importantly, a young woman came forward. She had a camera out, and that's when Lillian pulled out the controller.

She didn't issue any commands. When the huntress who shot him pulled her leg away, he found himself climbing up onto his hands and knees. No one even bothered giving him an order, not when he was obviously going to obey the collar anyway.

The woman braced her boot against the small of his back. She leaned forward and placed the edge of the rifle against his shoulder. At the same time, he raised his chin, and he kept his expression neutral even as his body was locked in place by electrical impulses he couldn't possibly understand. He had no idea how this technology worked, yet his ignorance didn't provide any kind of defense against the device's influence.

She posed with him. First, she had her boot on his back. Next, she straddled him. She didn't even put her weight on him, but now it looked like she was riding him. She lifted her hand into the air, as though she was about to spank him again. She didn't. Instead, she just laughed as she enjoyed one picture after another.

"These are definitely going online," she announced, and the women clapped.

Little by little, they started to trickle off. Even the woman who had caught him headed back toward the house. Soon, Lillian was the only one standing there. She reattached his leash, and she crouched down in front of him. "At this point, I bet you would like some sleep, wouldn't you?"

She was right about that. Exhaustion swam through his body.

Sleep? Simply mentioning that word seemed to remind every nerve he possessed of how little rest he had actually gotten. He tried to think of how much time had passed since he had been in his bed. He wished for the soft give of his pillow, the gentle embrace of his sheets, and then he wondered if he would ever get back to his apartment.

His landlord was kind of a jerk. Not seeing that guy ever again would be kind of nice…

Quinn smirked, and he kept waiting for Lillian to remove his control collar. She didn't. Instead, she brought him back into the house, and he worried that they would go straight into the ballroom again. Instead, she escorted him to another small room. He saw the single bed, and he glanced back at her. Were they going to sleep together?

"Before you sleep, you eat," she said.

At first, his eyes went over to the desk. A tray waited there; he saw the mug, the cup, bowl, and plate. Steam radiated upward.

He started to walk toward it, thinking that would be his dinner, especially because she just told him he had to eat. In that moment, he really couldn't decide if food or sleep would have been better, but Lillian had apparently taken the choice out of his hands. He didn't mind. At this point, every thought felt impossibly difficult. If she wanted to tell him what to do, then he could easily comply.

"No," she said, reaching out and grabbing him by his wrist this time. "That one."

He blinked, confused. Then he followed the line of her finger to the second tray. There were two bowls. One had water. The other had something that was also steaming.

He wanted to pick up the tray, carry it over to the bed, and eat like an actual person. One glance back at Lillian made it abundantly clear that wasn't going to happen.

So instead, he crouched down. He looked around for a spoon or fork. He didn't see anything. "It's okay. Just put your whole head down."

What was she doing? Seriously, they were alone. Or at least, he thought they were alone. Maybe she had to treat him this way because it was possible people were watching. He couldn't tell if that idea was born of his own exhaustion or if it was a genuine threat. Either way, Quinn decided to cooperate. He bent forward, and he had no idea what he was about to eat. He pulled up a mouthful between his teeth, it was soft and mushy, but at least it was warm. Maybe it reminded him of oatmeal? He didn't care. He swallowed it down.

Some small spark of strength came back right away. He started to eat more.

In the meantime, she cut through her steak, enjoyed some of the steamed carrots and broccoli, scooped rice onto her fork, and enjoyed the fine wine.

She watched him eat. For Lillian, it seemed to be some kind of game.

He didn't care. He couldn't worry about it.

Once he ate, the exhaustion seemed to double in strength. His body ticked off those needs one by one, so now his eyelids grew heavy. Without another surge of adrenaline, he wasn't going to be able to stay awake.

"You're sleepy boy, aren't you?" Lillian asked. He didn't notice the way she phrased that question, but she pointed to a spot right in front of the bed. It was a small set of pillows and pads. It looked like a doggie bed. He didn't care. He crawled over, dropped down, closed his eyes, and fell asleep within the next few seconds.

Annalise took it.

Normally, she focused on one prey at a time. As the Prime Huntress, however, she marched into the command center, looked through the files, and picked her next target. The augurs weren't even sure that man had actually jumped realities, but she didn't care. She was going to do this. She needed to vent some of her frustrations. Toying with Colin had become a daily occurrence, yet now she needed to hunt.

If Quinn Drake wouldn't reveal himself, then she would go after someone else.

"Ma'am, this is technically against protocol," protested one of the field officers.

The Prime Huntress looked right at her. She stared intently, and then the woman cleared her throat, "But, but I'm sure we can make an exception considering your illustrious status."

"Do it," she said.

She jumped realities, brought her pack boy, hunted down her target, and dragged him back. She thought about playing with him, especially once he was naked, locked in a chastity cage, and down on his knees. Huffing, she exhaled slowly, but she made up her mind.

She would rather go toy with Colin.

The former patriarch was far more entertaining, especially considering his previous political leanings.

A boy with politics…Despite her frustration, she could still laugh at that idea.

Soon, she would go after Quinn Drake. Soon, the augurs would find him again, and the Prime Huntress would bring him back. Better yet, she'd break him hard.

It felt like floating in blackness as he opened his eyes. He didn't know what had woken him, but now she touched his shoulder again. "Quinn. Quinn, wake up."

"What, what is it?" he attempted to ask, only the control collar still rendered him speechless.

"I want you in bed with me," she said.

What?

He tried to understand what was happening. Somehow, this felt like a dream.

Unsure of himself, he started to move. With each languid second, he expected the control collar to seize control of his body. But it didn't. Instead, he pushed himself up onto his feet, and he climbed forward, up onto the bed. She pulled him close, and she slid her arms around him.

Then she touched him, her lips pressing against his mouth. It was dark. Black. He couldn't tell the difference between opening or shutting his eyes. And yet, his skin tingled as she ran her fingers along his ass and over his thighs. Excitement flared through his body, especially down between his legs. He could feel his cock strain.

She kept kissing him, her lips soft and yielding, warm and welcoming. He didn't stop this. It felt incredible despite the stress and all of those unspoken fears. Ever since the accident, they had been running. Ever since the accident, they had been focused on getting back, but now they could sleep, only that wasn't what they needed.

She broke off that kiss, and he wondered if he should say something, only Lillian spoke first. In the dark, she whispered, "Quinn, I'm not sure if I can do this."

"You can," he reassured her. He thought back to those cubes, to their cords, the glass interior and how she had made modifications with her bare hands. He smiled, thinking he would never be able to do something like that. "You can do it. I know you can."

She didn't say anything. She didn't respond.

And yet, she reached down, she slid her fingers from his cheek to the curve of his jaw, down his neck, along his clavicle, past his rib cage, and down toward his side. Her touch left these soft, lingering tingles running over his skin. At one moment, he had to wonder if it was the collar. Maybe there was some kind of glitch. But no, this girl didn't need technology to awaken those instincts.

She kissed him again, and he could almost feel the stress radiating off of her. They hadn't talked as much as he would have liked, not after she got hurt, not after they reappeared, only to be encircled again.

He leaned forward, and he kissed her, and he tried to focus on that stress. He tried to concentrate on her touch, on helping her to relax. "You can do it," he said as they pulled away in the next moment. "I don't even know what has to happen, but you fixed it once. Whatever you need to do, you can make it happen."

"I want you to be right," she said.

If he had been looking into her eyes, then he probably wouldn't have been able to do this. He would have gotten shy, but there was just that velvety black all around them, and he timidly ran his hand up along her side, and then he felt the soft give of her breasts. At some point, she had stripped in the night. She was naked!

Even though she had seen him without any clothes, it still felt like some kind of incredible treat. His heart pounded faster, and he pulled his hand away. "No," she said, touching his wrist. "I liked it."

"May I?"

"I like it when you ask for permission," she said. He could hear the smile in her voice as she guided his hand back toward her chest. A moment later, the pad of his thumb grazed along her nipple. That tip stiffened, and he savored the moment. A new kind of excitement ran hot through his body, yet he grimaced as he sensed the boundaries of his chastity cage. He struggled to harden, and the desires flared, only there was no way for his body to break free from that prison.

Moment by moment, he wanted to ask her if she had the key.

Quinn couldn't do it. He worried that might break the moment.

She rolled onto her back, and he straddled her. He moved carefully, making sure he didn't bump into her accidentally, but now he had his knees pressed against her flanks. His legs were spread, and he basked in that simple proximity. The room was warm, especially with the heat radiating off of their skin. Even so, a chill ran down his back as he worried about messing this up. He stroked her neck, her collarbone, and in her breasts. His fingers slid down along those curves, and something surprised him.

It was the gratitude.

Again and again, he wondered if he was supposed to ask her for the key. Just as often and as quickly, he rejected those ideas. He knew he needed to be careful. This was a gift, and he couldn't mess it up. He had to be grateful for the chance to touch this beautiful woman.

Besides, he smirked, thinking he owed her something.

She must've been able to sense the tension flash down along his back and into his legs. "What is it, Quinn?" Her voice was soft, relaxed.

"I was thinking that I owe you an orgasm," he said. At the time, he had fought it. He had resented how she could just walk up to him, touch him, squeeze him, and force him to climax. She had stripped away the last iota of the control he had possessed after the interrogation.

"I agree," she said.

What?

Instantly, he thought of sex. His cock strained again, and the hope blossomed, but she said, "I'd love to feel your mouth right down here." Maybe she was touching herself. Her knuckles brushed along his side as she moved her arm.

"Are you sure?" Again, he didn't want to do anything without a word from her.

Maybe it was the dark. Maybe it was everything he had experienced. Then he smirked and had to wonder if maybe there was something in the air. Perhaps that was why the men in this reality yielded so easily and completely. It was easy to imagine some virus, some plant, or maybe some other foreign substance that altered male psychology. What if that plant made men allergic to making their own decisions?

That wasn't possible.

Was it?

"I'm very sure," Lillian purred with a tone he had never heard from this girl before. Not only that, she reached out, and she stroked his cheek again before sliding her fingers up to the top of his head, and nudging him down. His eyes widened for a second. He actually couldn’t see anything. At that moment, he yearned for the light. He had checked her out before, of course. He couldn't help but think of how his eyes would wander around the laboratory. Of course, he would try to focus on Dr. Clements or the other scientists, but then he might see her, and there would be just that flash of her black hair, or maybe he would check out some of her curves, especially when she removed her lab coat. He might study her chest, her posterior, her legs, and he even had those moments when he would be walking in and wondering what she would wear that day…

But now, she was naked as he slid down along the length of her body. He braced his knees between her legs, and he bowed his head down underneath the sheets.

He moved, the tip of his nose brushed along her pubic hair. He breathed in and he caught the scent of her arousal. That warm aroma filled his nostrils, and he kept waiting for her to change her mind.

She didn't.

He dipped his head down even lower now, and he felt her crevice. He kissed her, parted his lips, and licked.

"Just like that," she encouraged him.

Just like that.

Her words vibrated through his body. Pleasing her suddenly became his one and only priority. He couldn't think about anything else. Even the idea of escape became some distant abstraction, like a quadratic equation or something else he had memorized and never really used like details from the company's employee handbook.

His lips parted again, that flavor of her excitement played along his tongue, and then he dipped down again. He licked her, a little harder, a little faster. Her body tensed, and she let out that satisfied gasp. Now he set a basic rhythm. He started out slowly, gliding his tongue up and then down again. He went in a little deeper. He worshiped her. He concentrated on her.

"Good," she said. "Yes. Just like that."

His tongue sped up. He was darting now, going up and down, and then he got creative. He slipped to the left and right. He went for a circular motion. He tried to think of different patterns, different ways he might be able to satisfy her. At the same time, he braced his weight on his stomach, and he tried not to think about the chastity cage.

He couldn't get hard. He couldn't have an orgasm. He needed a key for that.

He thought of asking her again. If he made her climax, maybe she would want sex?

Fantasies filled his head. He thought of this beautiful girl, only he’d be able to see her. He wanted to run his fingers through her hair and tuck a few strands behind her ear. He wanted to lean down and to kiss her neck. He wanted to lick at her delicate skin, and to send those flurries of excitement racing along her flesh. Then there were those other images…

On some level, he knew he wasn't supposed to think about those urges. He was in that cage. Even if he could crawl around on the bed, he still had the collar locked in place. A woman may have been able to remove it with a quick gesture, but he couldn't. The synapses in his brain might have been able to send out those electrical impulses, only the collar blocked them. At least, that was how he assumed it worked.

Thinking about sex was a bad idea.

Those desires continued to pulse through his skin. He could feel it, that primal need, a different kind of hunger, a new kind of thirst. And yet, he licked her. He kept moving his tongue up and down as those other images permeated his unarticulated thoughts. He wanted to touch her, to glide his hands all over her body, to make her moan. He wanted to take control, to indulge in those traditional expectations. He wanted to be on top of her. He wanted his hands on her wrists as he pushed down, thrusting into her. He wanted to make her come so hard! His cock would throb, and he'd savor the deluge of primal need. He'd come so hard, his cock pulsating as he savored the bliss of an orgasm.

Instead, he kept licking her slit as he focused on her pleasure, her satisfaction, the bliss that now coalesced and spun right at her center. As he serviced her, another thought materialized behind his eyes. Or maybe it was an instant of a different kind of drive or desire. He almost hoped that if he pleasured her, then maybe it would be enough to inspire her. He didn't know anything about the technology, of course. He had taken so many pictures, and he asked a few questions here or there, but he had done his best to stay out of the way. He didn't want to distract any of the scientists or technicians. Then again, even if he had spent hours studying the different schematics, he didn't have any of the background to comprehend exactly how those cubes could tear a hole in reality.

But she did.

Even if she was just a technician, she still worked on the project. Besides, she had repaired the devices once. Maybe she could get lucky. Maybe, as he licked her, she would have some brilliant idea.

It seemed like his only hope, so he did his best to support her. He concentrated on her pleasure, while helping her to relax.

"Yes," she breathed out. "Yes." She hissed those sounds, letting the air cut past her teeth as she closed her eyes. At several points, she lifted her knees or squeezed her inner thighs against his cheeks. Moment by moment, he tried to study her body, to learn as much as he could.

Lost in the anonymity of dark, he didn't think about what this meant. It was just about her. Nothing else. Even then, he could feel the excitement race through his body, flashing down between his legs, prompting his shaft to harden as much as it could with its cage. The chastity locked him, however. No matter how much he wanted it, he couldn't enjoy the simple freedom of an erection. That had been taken away. Only a woman could give it back to him.

So he tried to concentrate on her instead. He did his best. He worshiped her, slowing up, speeding down, tracing different patterns. He tried to be unpredictable. Simultaneously, he worked so hard to figure out exactly what she seemed to enjoy the most. A little higher? A little lower? What about that spot right there? His tongue flicked, gliding in tight circles, playful lines, and passionate angles.

"Yes!" Lillian cried out. She reached down, and her hands were on the sides of his head now. She squeezed, and it felt possessive. It felt incredible.

She came hard, and he pulled away. Suddenly uncomfortable, he didn't know what he was supposed to do or where he was supposed to go. Should he crawl back down onto the pads at the foot of her bed? Was he supposed to offer to do that again?

Instead, she tugged on his collar, and she pulled him up. Soon, he found himself on his back.

Right as he started to say something, she seemed to protect his uncertainty. She touched a finger to his mouth, and she silenced him just like that.

"Sleep," she told him.

For her, it was easy. She rested her head on his shoulder, and she pressed her body up against his.

For this boy, however, he didn't think he would be able to lose himself to the exhaustion, not again. He had probably slept for several hours. Granted, that wasn't enough, yet a different kind of heat and energy seemed to suffuse his body now.

At first, he swallowed back the arousal. Quinn tried to imagine it as some angry storm inside of his head, and he tried to shrink it down and put it into a transparent box. He could imagine golden flames and red burst of energy flaring out. Those bursts of heat could flash against the glass without breaking free. The mental exercise distracted him for a couple of seconds, yet he still couldn't push those desires away or find any kind of real fatigue.

He had licked her. Even at that moment, her breathing settled into the easy rhythm of relaxed sleep while he remained still. It'll be enough, he couldn't bring himself to move. He didn't want to disturb her.

And yet, another set of fantasies flashed through his head again and again. At first, he pictured some scenario where maybe he could roll her onto her back, climb on top of her, lean down, and gently kiss her until she woke up. In the dark of the night, he imagined gliding his hands along her body. Maybe she would look up at him, not that she'd be able to see anything through the black. He could kiss her again, just barely touching his lips to hers. There would be those sparks of desire between them, and then she would volunteer the inevitable, "You want me to get the key?"

He could be polite. He could tell her, "Yes, please." Quinn wouldn't need to sound especially eager or desperate. It would just be the natural culmination of what she wanted anyway. Then he could lean down, and he could glide his hands along her breasts. He would feel the soft, deliciously firm give of her curves. From there, he could stroke her stomach, her thighs, and finally touch her again right between her legs. A few caresses would be all it would take to kindle those urges into another blaze.

In reality, his skin heated, and he nibbled down on the inside of his mouth.

No. He had to let her sleep.

She had wanted an orgasm, and he had given it to her, but they weren't close, and they didn't really know each other, and he had to rely on her to get them back to their reality anyway. He didn't know exactly what just happened or what it meant, but he wasn't going to worry about labeling it.

Even as those very mature and very rational thoughts streamed through his head, Quinn found his muscles tensing. He could feel it deep within his gut, up his torso, all the way to his lungs. Seconds later, he realized he was holding his breath, and he didn't even know why. Slowly, he exhaled. He inhaled. He tried to relax, only another set of words formed behind his eyes and between his ears.

He didn't try to push them aside. Instead, they seemed to flow through his head, like some bad idea that he simply couldn't ignore or resist.

It was another fantasy.

He knew that.

And yet, it felt real. Somehow, it felt right too. This felt like a different kind of reflex, something he was just supposed to do.

Without trying, Quinn saw himself on his knees. He could imagine his eyes gliding up from Lillian's high heels to her bare legs, the hem of her dress, the sparkling gown, the curves of her waist, the contours of her breasts, that hint of cleavage, the straps along her shoulders, and maybe the key dangling just above the swell of her breasts. His chest tightened, especially because he could feel those words at the back of his throat. "Please. Please, use the key? Please, I'm on my knees, and begging. I’m naked before you. I, I will do whatever you want. I will do anything you want. Please, allow me to serve you. Allow me to pleasure you. I swear, I will do whatever you want."

He tried to push those words away. And yet, they kept flowing. They came one after another, like water flooding through an empty riverbank.

"I like it when you beg," he imagined her saying. This wasn't the quiet, timid girl from the laboratory. In his head, she had morphed into something else. She reflected the basic ideology of so many of the women all around them: women ruled, and the boys served. "Do it some more."

Inside of his head, that sounded like such a basic command. "Please. Please, just look at the chastity cage? Please? Please, I have done everything you wanted. I swear, I can keep it up. I can be obedient."

Obedient.

He didn't know why he chose that word. Then again, he seemed to be lost somewhere between conscious thought and a new set of unconscious urges. At that moment, he didn't know how to pull himself away from those instincts. The words continued to flow, one after another, and he couldn't guess where they were headed or where they might take him.

"Of course, you can be obedient," he imagined her saying. In reality, he could hear her easy, relaxed breathing. And yet, a voice still came right back to him. Not only that, he could imagine that smirk, the shining in her eyes, and the way she could look right down on him. Bowed before her, he would be a supplicant, powerless and dependent on her whims. At the same time, he knew what he wanted; he understood exactly what he needed. Those cravings pumped through his body, pounding against every nerve he possessed. He didn't know how to deal with this kind of desire.

In high school, he remembered some of the girls teasing the boys, talking about how the male half of the student body simply couldn't control themselves. Girls would say, "Boys are so dumb. They just follow their dicks!" Another girl would call out, "When a boy gets horny, he gets dumb. Luckily for us, they’re always horny!" He had heard the jibes from some of the most popular girls, and he had never really been able to understand it. Of course, he had been attracted to some of the young women around him. He remembered Alicia Steele, Alyssa Ross, Erica Pan, and Karen Wise. Those girls had been alluring for one reason or another, yet he had never been truly desperate, not like this.

Then again, he had never worn a chastity cage before either…

At this point, Quinn fought hard to break away from those thoughts. In fact, he told himself he should try to think about Alicia, Alyssa, Erica, Karen, or some other woman from his past.

It was impossible. Even if he could summon up some vague recollection of one of those other girls, he couldn't coax out any real feeling. He couldn't remember the taste of that first attraction or the flickers of hope that had sparked each time he saw one of those girls or had the chance to talk to them. This other sensation took over. It roared through his body. Of course, a candle couldn't compete with a firestorm.

"You can be completely obedient. You can do everything I want. You can serve me and follow each and every one of my commands. Think about how freeing that would be."

That didn't sound like freedom!

And yet, the imagined words continued to stream through his head, "You know you belong on your knees, don't you?"

"Yes…"

"What does that make me?"

"I, I don't know," he lied inside of his own head.

"I have your key," she reminded him, pulling it away from her chest and letting it swing just a few inches away from his eyes. If he had been able to think clearly, he would have seized control of this dream (fantasy?) and grabbed the slender chain. He could have tried to snatch it from her grip, only he imagined that key swaying back and forth, again and again, languid and hypnotic. "I have your key, and that means I tell you what to do. You're locked in chastity, boy. You belong to me."

"I belong to you…"

Quinn didn't know when he fell asleep. He hadn't been able to roll around or shift to stretch. He hadn't dared lift his arms over his head to strain his muscles. He hadn't even worked the tension out of his toes or ankles. Instead, he stayed there, right on his back, because that girl was using him as a pillow.

Despite all of this, he had drifted off eventually. Uncontrolled fantasies had morphed into dreams, then the black of the night had finally swallowed up everything altogether.

And now, he woke up, and he reached out for her. He didn't know why. Instinctively, he realized he was on her bed, and he wanted to pull her close all over again. Then he woke up completely, and he understood that would have been inappropriate. He didn't know exactly what had happened in the night, but she wasn't there.

He sat up, and he tentatively reached down between his legs.

Quinn already knew exactly what he would find; this wouldn't be a discovery, yet he needed the reminder.

As expected, his fingers moved along the smooth metal of his chastity cage. He was alone in that small room, and light streamed through the window. He had no idea what time it was. Early. Aching exhaustion remained lodged in his chest, but he pushed aside. He had slept, and he felt far better than he had last night.

Since she wasn't here, he had to know. He had to try.

On some level, Quinn could already guess precisely what would happen. He sat up on his knees, he pushed away the sheets, and he looked down at the chastity cage. He studied the device, the lock, the different, curving pieces of metal. Some of the moisture dissipated from his mouth, but he had to try.

Breathing out slowly, he closed his eyes, and he reached for the cage. He didn't know exactly how this would work. Maybe take the band around his balls and pull the entire thing off? He tugged on the left side, then the right. He could feel the rounded contours push down against his sensitive flesh. At the same time, he kept thinking of how good it would feel to show these women that he couldn't actually be locked in a chastity cage. He might still have the control collar around his neck, but that was another problem. He could worry about it later.

Then again, what if none of these women had given him any orders? No one, as far as he knew, had programmed him to remain in that bedroom. As such, he could sneak out, disappear, and…

...What did he think he was going to do? What could this photographer possibly accomplish?

Quinn didn't know much about this reality. Aside from riding around on a zeppelin, he only knew that women were in charge. At the same time, he thought of last night and how the idea that he was from this apparently feral reality had entertained the women here. Shaking his head, he didn't know what to do about the control collar, and he wouldn't try to run off without Lillian, but he could remove the chastity cage.

Or at least, he could make the attempt.

He wasn't going to tolerate this indignity.

That's why he kept tugging, pulling to the left, to the right. He tried to slide off. Each time he thought he was making some kind of progress, there was that painful squeeze. Inevitably, he relaxed his grip, stared down at the problem, and tried to think of this like an engineer.

Despite his best efforts, he couldn't come up with any brilliant insight. It was a chastity cage. It had been designed to keep the wearer from taking it off. As much as he hated to admit it, it seemed to work pretty well.

"You look frustrated," Lillian said.

His head shot up, and guilt flashed along his features. He tried to stifle those feelings, especially because they were from the same world, and she obviously knew how things were really supposed to work. They were supposed to be equals. Even if she knew a lot more about the technology that got them there in the first place, they had to see one another as de facto partners.

Right?

And yet, he lifted his head, and he saw her again. She had changed. She now wore black, denim pants and a silk blouse that clung to her curves. Without trying, he flashed back to his dreams. At the same time, his mouth tensed, and he remembered what had happened in the night.

He pulled his hands away from the chastity cage, almost as though he had his hand caught in the proverbial cookie jar. "I wasn't doing anything," he said.

"Really?" Lillian walked forward. Her hair was damp, her eyes bright. She came up to the foot of the bed, and she watched him.

He tried to meet her gaze. He couldn't do it.

Was it his nudity?

Probably. That was why he grabbed one of the blankets, and he pulled it up to his waist. Raising one eyebrow, she kept studying him, and then she laughed. It was a quick little chortle, nothing especially cruel or vicious, but it was enough.

"Because from what I could see, you were trying to take off your chastity cage without permission."

"Give me the key," he said, holding out his hand.

"Excuse me?" She didn't sound affronted, just confused. Or rather, he suspected she wanted him to say more, like he was going to get himself in trouble, and she knew it, yet she was still curious about how far he might try to push this.

This time, he locked his eyes on her, and he tried to ignore that flicker of attraction. When he aimed his gaze at this woman, he told himself that he needed to do this. First, the collar was bad enough. Second, no one needed to know that he had taken off the cage. He just needed some relief, just for a little while.

"Give me the key," he said again, pumping as much authority and gravitas as he could into his voice.

"Do you see what I have here?" Lillian asked. Instead, as she slipped the controller from her pocket. She held it up, and he could see the light glowing off of the small rectangle, not that he discern any of the specific symbols. And yet, he knew what it was. It was a controller Quinn was the controller for his collar…

"You're not going to use that," he bluffed.

"Oh?"

All at once, his uncertainty cracked. Nervous energy flared along his limbs, but he ignored it. He tried to pretend he didn't notice the adrenaline sprinting through his veins, especially because they were alone in this bedroom, and there was just this one girl in front of him.

"You're not going to use that again," he said with as much conviction as he could muster. It wasn't much, and he knew it, he had to hope she would have a harder time reading him. She was a technician, after all. She was supposed to be bookish and focused on equations and theoretical physics. "Instead, you're going to give me the key."

At this point, she put her hands on her hips, she leaned forward slightly, and she seemed to wait for a few more seconds. Then she asked, "Are you done?"

"Give me the key," he insisted for a third time.

"Yeah, I think you're done," she said.

That's when she brought up the controller and she typed in a command. Her fingers started across the surface. He only had a few seconds, maybe less than that. "What are you doing?" Quinn demanded.

This time, she didn't answer. And yet, she didn't need to either because he slipped off of the bed, and he found his muscles moving, seemingly on their own. His legs carried him across the room, right next to her, and he concentrated his eyes on that beautiful girl as he tried to get his mouth to work, only he couldn't find the words. It had nothing to do with the electrical impulses coming from the technology looped around his neck. Rather, he didn't know what to say.

She was manipulating him like he was nothing but a toy…a puppet! Fury flashed across his skin, but then he spread his legs and pushed his palms up against the wall.

He understood what this position meant. Even so, he refused to acknowledge it.

"Quinn, Quinn, Quinn," she said, shaking her head from side to side as she stepped from his left to his right. Then she reached down, and she tugged on his collar, "What do you think you were doing just now?"

"I was asking for the key to the chastity cage," he said.

"Actually, you were demanding it," she corrected him. "But we don't really need to quibble." She paused for a moment, like she intended to let him think about what this meant. Then Lillian continued, "You're a boy on this world. You understand what that means?"

"I do," he shot back. "Last night, I got hunted in their stupid Boy Chase."

"Oh, I don't think it's stupid," Lillian told him.

He tried to recognize the notes in her voice. He attempted to understand exactly what she was trying to tell him. His chest clenched, and he wanted to shake his head from side to side, only now he bowed his forehead against the wall, he couldn't pull away. He experienced those invisible shackles all over again. He could flex his muscles, yet he couldn't actually lift his feet or break contact with the surface immediately in front of him.

"First, you shouldn't be rude. This is a different culture. You might not like how they do things here, but you can't just insult them."

"None of them are here," he protested. At the same time, he still tried to yank away from the wall. Once, just once, he needed to demonstrate his superiority over this technology. And yet, he couldn't help but think about the mechanical nature of the human body. There were very specific components that worked together in order to allow an individual to function properly. If this collar really could tap into his nervous system, something like "human willpower" might simply be irrelevant. Even so, he refused to accept that idea. He wouldn't succumb. He wouldn't allow himself to lose control.

"I know," she agreed. "But we need to work on your attitude. While we are here, you have to obey. If you mess up, it could be a problem for us."

"What are you talking about?"

This time, she didn't offer to answer his question. Instead, she came up behind him, and she grabbed his ass. "You know, this is really unfortunate, especially considering how you were so obedient last night."

Last night. In some sense, it had felt like a bizarre dream. He had been close to her, touching her, even sliding his head between her legs. The memory and that underlying reality was enough to make his cock strain against the chastity cage, but she still didn't give him any kind of relief. Instead, she only made it worse because she was close to his opening, and now her hands slid up along the small of his back to his shoulder blades. She touched him, her fingers roaming along his flesh.

In those first couple of seconds, he couldn't understand why she was doing this.

"Please, this isn't you."

She grabbed his ass. She pinched. At first, he hoped she wouldn't do anything else. "You have no idea who I am," she growled before she jerked her hand up into the air, swung down, and spanked him hard. She struck once, twice, three times in that same spot. The pain flashed along his nervous system. Red heat gathered along his flesh. His heart pounded. Worst of all, his shaft strained inside of his chastity cage. He didn't understand how something like that could be possible, yet it didn't matter.

She pressed her left hand down against his other butt cheek. At first, she massaged him, pushing down and rubbing the heel of her palm along his unprotected skin. At any moment, she could start spanking him again.

"What do you think of this world?"

He blinked, confused.

"Just let me move. Let me step away. You've made your point," he said.

She answered by spanking him again. Her hand flashed it down, and she smacked his unprotected posterior, five or six times. Quickly, he lost track. The pain flashed along his skin, and he tried so hard to pretend it couldn’t affect him, only he knew the truth. He could feel it deep down into his core. He couldn't move. She had imprisoned him. She trapped him right there, and she could do whatever she wanted because she was a woman. On this world, boys wore collars, and women issued the commands.

"Have I? Have I made my point?"

"Yes?" He tried to say more, but she spanked him again.

"Have I made my point?" Lillian demanded.

This time, he couldn't answer. He opened his mouth, and he yearned to speak. On so many occasions throughout his life, he had been this articulate young man who could influence those around him. He liked to think of himself as articulate; he had several female friends who called him clever.

But right then and there, he couldn't do it.

"Is that a decision you get to make?" Lillian asked next.

"No…"

"Exactly," she said. "You are a boy on this world, so you're going to cooperate. You're going to play along until we figure out what to do next. I have already made arrangements. I'm going to have access to a lab later today. I might be able to get us back. Maybe. That's only a possibility. But you are going to cooperate either way."

This wasn't right! It wasn't fair!

When he held her last night, maybe he had started to fantasize about being the hero, like he would rescue her. She could be this soft, helpless girl, and she would need him to protect her. Instead, she craved something else: his service, his obedience.

"Tell me you're going to behave," she said.

"I'm going to behave," he said, his tone rough and devoid of any genuine subservience.

"Somehow, I don't believe you," she said. "Right now, I'm getting the impression that you are going to defy me or do something really dumb at some point in the near future. Maybe you won't even try to make a conscious decision, but I'm going to be the one who has to figure out what to do next, so I need to make sure you understand. I need to make sure you are nice for the women here."

Quinn wasn't sure if he should say anything, yet it still felt like he had to talk. "What, what are you saying?"

Instead of answering, she stepped away. "I didn't think we were going to need this. Obviously, Ashleigh and Edith were right."

"Those girls interrogated me," he growled.

"Of course, they did. We are visitors from another dimension. Did you think they were just going to trust us?" Lillian said.

"Did they interrogate you? Did they spank you?"

"No," Lillian replied. "I convinced them in fairly short order that they should listen to me."

How did she do that? How could she have done something so brazen? Then again, she was a woman, and he was a boy, and the females of this nation respected her. She showed up, and they listened to her. When they saw him, they probably wanted to know about his chastity cage, his collar, and why he was wearing clothing in the first place…

They expected to see him on his knees. They weren't going to talk to him. They weren't going to try to understand him. To them, he was just a servant.

"You know what this is?" That's when she got something up into his line of sight. Even if his head was aimed at the wall, he darted his gaze in her direction, and then he saw a pair of panties, only they had another appendage. He saw the dildo, and the moisture drained away from his mouth.

In that first instant, Quinn tried to convince himself that she was just teasing him. She didn't need something like that. She wouldn't use something like that on him.

He tried to speak, only he couldn’t make his mouth work, not this time.

"It's a dildo," she whispered into his ear, "And this is the harness. I'm going to wear it, and I’m going to use it on you."

"What? Why?" Quinn demanded, with as much fury as he could manage. He tried to make her sound insane for even suggesting the idea. Again, he tried to shove himself away from the wall, yet the control collar kept him bound and powerless before her. Naked, he couldn't fight back.

"Because I think this is going to be good for you," she said. When he heard those words, he needed to scoff, only there was something genuinely sincere in her voice, like she really meant it. She wasn't just messing with him, and she didn't want to tease or torment him either.

"No way," he finally told her. "You can't. Please. Come on. This is ridiculous."

"Is it?" Lillian asked as she stepped beyond his field of vision. It was easy to imagine her stripping out of her jeans, kicking away her shoes, and pulling off her panties. He wanted to turn back toward her. If nothing else, he yearned to see the contours of her legs. Even at that moment, he understood how foolish and reckless that idea had to be, yet he couldn't resist that desire either.

"Just stop and think about it, Quinn. We need these people to help us. We need them to work with us. If they decide to fight us, then we are completely screwed. Is that what you want?"

"No, of course not," he said.

"Like I said, this is going to be good for you," she promised.

She walked forward again, and then she placed her hands on the small of his back. She moved her fingers down to the sides of his ass; a shudder sprinted down his back. He tried to understand how this could happen, only then she pushed forward, and he felt the soft contours of the tip, plus the chilled lubricant. It was sleek and slick. It was ready for him.

No, he told himself. No, this couldn't happen. She was just trying to scare him. "Look, I'm going to behave. Okay? Do whatever you want. I will follow your lead. You're right, right about everything. These women are willing to listen to you, so I will just do whatever you say. Okay?" The words tumbled out of his mouth in a frantic avalanche, only she didn't answer him. Instead, the tip was right there, poised to slide forward. He clenched down, locking his muscles, only he suspected it wouldn't stop her.

She's ruthless.

"You know, when the girls talked about this, I didn't think I was going to do it." She paused, apparently in thought. "I didn't think I would have to do it. But then, you are just like so many of the other boys, aren't you?"

He didn't understand what that meant, and then he couldn't think as she shoved forward, sliding the rounded tip between his butt cheeks and deep into his body. His cock tensed inside of the chastity cage. His eyes widened, and he stared straight ahead. Still trapped, he couldn't move. He struggled and fought, battling hard to jerk his body to the left or right, yet nothing seemed to help.

She slid forward, whispering along the way, "That feels incredible. I love the pressure right between my legs. How does it feel for you, boy?"

Boy?

"You're not like them," he protested. "Please, Lillian, just listen to me. Please, you have to know that this is wrong. I get it. We have to be like them. We have to tell them that they're right, but they aren't. This isn't how the world is supposed to work."

"And how would you know how the world is supposed to work?" Lillian teased him. She continued to slide forward. He fought hard to keep her out. His muscles locked again, yet the slick, rounded tip continued to slide forward. "What do you know about the nature of reality? You’re a sweet boy, and you obviously have a lot of potential, but maybe you need to be trained. Maybe you need to be tamed just like all the others."

What was she talking about?

"You don't mean that," he said.

She shoved forward, harder this time. She buried her artificial cock to the hilt, and then she dropped her hand down to the side of his ass. She squeezed him. She spanked him. Her hand flashed down, once, twice. Pain and pleasure, desire and frustration mixed together at his center. He wanted to hate this with every iota of his being, only this woman was beautiful, and there was something so intoxicating about the sound of her voice, her closeness.

Even if he was getting taken hard, he couldn't rage against her. He couldn't hate her, no matter how hard he tried.

"You don't know what I mean," she said. "You don't know anything about me."

"Lillian!" Quinn gasped out.

"No," she said. "This is going to be good for you. You need to learn. So you're going to take it. You're going to take it again and again like an obedient boy. And when I'm done, if I'm still very, very excited. Just like this, I'm going to drag you over to the bed and tie you down. I'll take the collar off of you, and then I'm going to ride your face."

Unadulterated lust played along every one of her syllables as she made those promises. For just a few seconds, he froze.

Part of him almost wanted her as she jerked back, only to thrust into him again. Right as she shoved her hips up against the curves of his buttocks, he tried again. "Please. Please, I don't know what they told you, but we need to get back to our world."

"You're right about that," she told him.

What?

He hadn't expected her answer. If anything, he had braced himself for the possibility that she would laugh at him. Or worse, maybe she would tell him that he should stay there with her…Like they could begin a new life, and she could be a powerfully independent woman while he became her property…

He froze again, yet those thoughts scattered as she pumped into him. She took him hard for seconds, then minutes. His heart galloped wildly in his rib cage; desperation clawed at every inch of skin. He could feel the sway of his balls and the smooth impenetrability of his cage.

"Then you know this is wrong. You know they're wrong!" Quinn called out.

"Such arrogance," she purred as she jerked back. He clenched his eyes shut as she started to pull the dildo away. Before she could free the tip, she spanked him again. Her hand flashed down five or six or sixteen times. The photographer lost track, within seconds. The pain raced along his skin, lighting up his nerves and making him fight twice as hard.

It still didn't help.

It still didn't work.

When she finally stopped and the staccato rhythm dissipated from the air, he heard her chuckling. "This is amazing," she said. "This is incredible. You have no idea."

He sucked in another breath, filling his lungs as he got ready to tell her, "You don't mean that. Look, I get it. This must feel incredible, it must be intoxicating. You want to take over. But just because guys have been bad in our world, that doesn't mean women should be even worse in theirs!" As hard as he tried, he couldn't push out any of those words. He didn't say anything at all. Instead, he remained there, trapped, fully aware that she could touch him, and tease him and penetrate him however she liked.

She jerked the dildo back, and then she typed in something else on her data pad. The device transmitted those signals, and now he moved again. He had that same frustrating sense of being little more than a puppet. Like any other programmed machine, he moved automatically. His thoughts have become irrelevant. His own impulses and drives had been stripped of relevance as he turned around, dropped to his knees, and crawled across the floor.

He managed to turn his head, and he saw Lillian there, standing above him, bright and powerful. She was pulling off her harness. Soon, she was naked from the waist down. She still had on her blouse, and the light continued to shimmer along her top. At the same time, he tried so hard to make eye contact with her, to communicate something ineffable.

If she understood his meaning, she didn't react. Still wearing a triumphant grin, she watched as he pulled himself up onto the bed. He lowered himself down, spread his arms and legs, and stared up at the ceiling.

He didn't feel the shackles, not right away. Even so, the control collar kept him trapped there, pinned by his own biology. He could flex his fingers, curve his wrists, and squirm from side to side, yet he still remained spread out and powerless before her.

That's when she climbed up onto the bed with him, and she reached for one corner. While she began to strap him down, Quinn tried to think of something he could say. In so many of his favorite books and movies, some beautifully articulated monologue could be enough to get someone to change their mind.

He yearned to tell her, "Look. I get it. I really do. I swear, it sucks. There is so much work to be done on our world, but we can't just embrace what these women are saying. There is another option. There's a third way. The better way. Women and men can work together. We can be equals. It doesn't have to be a contest. People are better than this. We have so much potential. Please, I can see it in your eyes. You don't really think this is how things are supposed to work." Even as the promise of his pleas echoed inside of his head, he still couldn't bring himself to speak a single one of those words. His backside tingled from the spanking, the desire still throbbed between his legs, and he couldn't ignore that arousal because it permeated every inch of his body. Those primal needs radiated along his hairline, down the ridge of his nose, the lines of his neck to his shoulders, chest, flanks, hips, thighs, knees, shins, and toes.

She finished restraining him, and then she looked into his eyes. "What do you have to say for yourself?"

Despite the silent rehearsals, he didn't know what to do. She had her eyes locked on him, only she didn't look like some mousy technician, not there, not then.

He wanted to say something, to speak. If he could just get out the right words, then he was sure he could convince her to let him go.

Before he got the chance, she slid forward, grabbed onto the headboard, straddled his face, and pressed her pussy down against his mouth.

His eyes widened. Last night, he had been half-asleep. After everything he had gone through, he hadn't been able to think clearly. But now, his senses came into sharp focus, and he wanted to resist. Part of him raged against the indignity, especially because she was true to her word. She had turned off the collar.

Quinn yanked his arms, and there was this fraction of a second, where his limbs started to move based on his direction. Then they stopped as the slack in those slender chains disappeared. He jerked again, twisting to the right, the left. He tried to kick out, to thrash or punch his way free. The bed rattled beneath both of them, yet he still couldn't break away. "Lick," she ordered.

Something in her tone had shifted. There was this new sense of command, this new tone of authority.

His chest squeezed, and Quinn tried to tell himself he wasn't going to do it. He searched for his best reserves of bravery. Right away, he flashed to some of his hikes. He could wander out into the wilderness, and there were those threats: bears, mountain lions, other predators…While most people spent their vacations at resorts, on cruise ships, or in theme parks, he went out on his own, and he explored. At the same time, he understood how dangerous that could be. He remembered that primal, mammalian fear that might run down the back of his neck when he heard a roar in the distance, or if he thought he saw something from the corner of his vision. Even if he had never been in any immediate danger, he knew that feeling of panic.

Lick.

That one word seemed to glow inside of his head.

When Quinn obeyed, it didn't feel like he made a decision. He didn't choose to comply, to open his mouth, to slide out his tongue or to taste her all over again. But when he did, this frustrating jolt of gratitude washed over him. Somehow, he was grateful for the chance to be down on his back and beneath this girl.

Within seconds, he started licking. Those weren't the frustrated, angry, or reluctant movements of a guy who hated this. Instead, he lapped at her slit, his tongue gliding up and down, lapping rapidly, one quick movement after another as he worked hard to pleasure her.

"Good," she purred. "That's right. That is so good. Good. Keep going. Yes." She slid forward, less than an inch. She slipped back the same distance. She enjoyed those quick movements, and then she laughed. "Should I tell you the truth? Should I tell you the truth about all of this? It goes against my plan, but maybe you deserve to know?" She laughed. "Do you deserve to know?"

He didn't understand. Even as he absorbed each word, Quinn still didn't stop.

"I think you do," she said.

She didn't say anything else. Instead, she rode his face. With her knees, pressing down against the mattress, she slid her sex along his lips. At the same time, he continued to pleasure her. Quinn understood that there were other guys who resented this kind of oral sex. As far as they were concerned, men were supposed to be the ones who enjoyed this kind of satisfaction, and they didn't have to reciprocate. He always thought that was nonsense, only now a different possibility occurred to him.

What if men were the ones who were supposed to serve? What if males were the ones who belonged on their backs or on their knees? What if a woman was supposed to snap her fingers, point to the floor, and spread her legs?

No. Instantly, he rebelled against that idea. He was better than that. And yet, he still couldn't stop.

More importantly, there was this sense that he really did belong right there. It wasn't a conscious thought; it wasn't logical or rational, only it didn't need to be either. He pleasured her, and he was grateful for the opportunity. It felt right.

In college, one of his teachers had brought up this problematic question. It had been a general education course, probably psychology or philosophy or some other esoteric discipline that most people wouldn't appreciate. The teacher had asked a simple question, "How can free will exist if you can't decide what actually makes you happy? If you don't get to pick what makes you feel good, and most of your decisions are driven by the pursuit of pleasure, are you actually in control? To some degree, you obviously choose how to pursue your desires, but if you don't get to pick those urges in the first place, what does free will really mean?" All at once, Quinn flashed back to those ideas, only then he heard her voice again, and that was enough to scatter every other idea inside of his head.

"You are so good at this. That's right. Lick me, boy. Lick me. Pleasure me. Serve me. I'm in control, aren't I? That's why you are tied down and on your back. This is where you belong!"

She didn't really mean it, Quinn tried to convince himself. She was experimenting. It was a concept, a novel idea. Maybe she had watched a show or seen a movie here or there were women seized control, but throughout their world's history, the majority of every population had been controlled by the male half of humanity. Deep down, she knew that was what she wanted. At least, that was what he struggled to believe.

She cried out. Her muscles tensed, and she grabbed onto the headboard, her knuckles turning white as she squeezed with all of the power she possessed. Then she pulled away.

"Should I use this?"

That’s when she reached down to her neck and pulled up the chain. At first, he didn't believe it could be true. How long had she had the key to his chastity cage? He didn't know the answer, as frustration flared through his body as he stared back at her. She straddled his waist and let the key swing from side to side. "Go on. Answer me."

"Yes," he said. Normally, he could be loquacious. In that instant, he almost forgot how to use his voice.

"Beg."

"Please. Please, use it. Please, let me out of the chastity cage. Please? Please, I can't take it."

"Oh? Is it having an effect on you?"

The urge to lie shot through his body. It seemed to echo along his veins with every frantic kick of his heart. And yet, he stared up at that beautiful girl, and he tried to think of what she had been like back at the laboratory. While working for Dr. Clemens, she had stayed out of the way. She always seemed so nervous, like she knew she could never excel. It wasn't even a question of talent or ability. Instead, she worked around those other scientists, and they seemed to suppress any kind of ambition she might have wielded. It made sense to some degree. At one point, he remembered skimming an article about the Ophelia Effect; when girls found themselves surrounded by a lot of boys, they often got quiet. They stopped participating, and their grades could fail. He had assumed something similar must've happened with Lillian.

Only now, he couldn't find any hint of timidity on her face.

"Yes," he told her the truth.

"And what is that?" Lillian asked. With one hand, she held the key up just a few inches away from his face. It was so close! Wild desperation thrummed through his body, yet he didn't know if he should watch the key or stare back at her beautiful visage.

"It, it feels like you are supposed to be in control. I, I don't know why."

"It's because this is what happens when you take a boy and lock him up. Take away easy access to this, and you can make do whatever you want," she said as she lowered her hand down to his balls. Her fingers slid along his scrotum, and he struggled so hard to push up some kind of defense. He tried to block out the electric desires sprinting along his skin.

"Yes," he agreed.

"You're smart for a boy," she said. The corners of her eyes crinkled, and now she retreated back between his legs. "I decide when you get out of the chastity cage, and I decide when to put it back on you."

"I, I understand," he said.

"Say it," she ordered.

All at once, it felt like a stone had formed deep within his throat. Even so, he coughed, and he forced himself to tell her exactly what she wanted to hear. She was right; as a woman, she could make whatever demand she wished, and he would obey. The fact that he could still taste her arousal on his lips and along the flat of his tongue proved her power over him. "You decide when to take off the chastity cage. You can decide when to put it back on me."

"Good boy," she replied. She slid the key into place, turned it, and the lock popped open. Next, she removed the different components, starting with the tube. She pulled the band away from the underside of his balls.

Fresh arousal washed over him as his cock hardened.

That instant erection made his desires even stronger. He hadn't known something like that could be possible. A storm of crackling need seemed to flare inside of his chest. He couldn't ignore it. If anything, those desires subsumed everything else. There was just that girl, the bed beneath him, her beauty, her power, her rightful authority. Behind the bars of his rib cage, the desperation spread all the way down to his cock and balls. Then his eyes widened again as she stroked his cock.

He couldn't take it!

"Poor boy. It looks like you can't think at all when I'm touching you just like this. But what if I do this again?" She wrapped her fingers around his circumference with that gently tantalizing pressure. She encircled his most sensitive body part as he shoved his weight down against his elbows and tried to jerk his cock up into her grip. She easily adjusted, pulling her hand back.

"You want me to ride you?"

"Yes. Please!"

"That was good, but I think you could do better. Try again. This time, address me as Mistress."

He stared at her. He heard those words, only he couldn't comprehend what they meant. They seemed distant, like there was an idea, and he was supposed to remember why it mattered, only he couldn't pull the pieces together.

"Go on," she said, casually moving her hand up and down along his shaft. She teased his manhood, just barely touching him. She stroked and petted his shaft, making him squirm from side to side as those longings only grew stronger. He hadn't known he could experience any kind of arousal like this. "But first, tell me what that means."

"Mistress..." Quinn began. He pressed his lips together, swallowed back his trepidation, and tried again, "Mistress is the feminine form of Master. If I call you that, it means…"

"Does it mean I own you? Does it mean I can do whatever I want with you?" With one hand, she continued to stimulate his cock and balls. With the other, she reached down, grazing her nails from his sternum down to his side. The sensations threatened to overwhelm him. At the same time, he had to accept the underlying reality. He couldn't stop her. He couldn't speed this up. All he could do was cooperate.

On some level, he didn't believe it was possible. And yet, that was an instinctive reaction, something purely psychological. Within seconds, he told her, "Yes. Yes, it means you own me." He paused again. "…Mistress."

"Good," she said, her eyes shining bright as she grabbed him. "And since I own you, I should tell you the truth." She climbed on top of him, and now she held his cock. She lowered herself down, and she savored the heat and firmness of his body. She lowered herself down less than an inch. She closed her eyes. She moved forward and back, teasing herself against the tip of his manhood as though he had become nothing more than her personal toy.

The truth?

But what did she mean by that?

He attempted to figure it out, only he couldn't manage basic math, let alone some hidden agenda. Even if he had been allowed to think clearly, Quinn probably would have assumed that she would start talking about her grand revelation. By spending time with women who owned men, she could say that she finally saw the truth. She had been enlightened, so now she realized that all men deserved enslavement.

She lowered herself down inch by inch. Soon, she had taken him entirely. Her body enveloped his cock. Breathing fast, he tried to maintain some kind of control over himself as she leaned forward. She pushed her palms down against his shoulders, and some of her hair fell forward. He stared up at her and saw the truth. For the first time.

"Quinn, I'm more than your Mistress." She grinned.

"You, you're a technician," he said. "You're helping Dr. Clemens with his experiments..." Quinn didn't know why he gasped out those words. Perhaps, on some level, he reflexively tried to cling to everything he had once known about the world. If he couldn't think about his job, then maybe he could think about the laboratory. Maybe he could think about the visionary scientist to had developed the interdimensional technology in the first place.

"No..." she said with a slow shake of her head. She still didn't slide up or back down. Instead, she kept his cock imprisoned. Her expression remained neutral, but then she made her decision, she leaned down, and she kissed to the tip of her nose before revealing that wicked grin, "The laboratory belongs to me. I own the partnership that owns the shell company that owns the offshore corporation that owns the shadow entity that owns the laboratory. It's mine." In that next moment, he almost expected her to say, "And you're mine."

"That, that can't be right," he protested. He didn't know why he uttered those words. Disbelief flooded through him as he stared back up at her. "Maybe, maybe there is something in the air? Maybe that's why you are thinking this way? I was there. I saw it."

"Regulations can be tricky, especially when it comes to vapid politicians who are busy with their culture wars. Most of them aren't interested in science. Most of them aren't interested in actually understanding how the universe works. And that's why it's so much easier for me to be a technician." She smirked again. "Plus, getting the authorities off my back is so much easier when they can just look at someone like Dr. Clemens. But I'm tired of it. I'm tired of the nonsense. I'm tired of the patriarchy."

"What are you saying?"

She didn't answer him right away. Instead, she slid up and lowered herself back down. She moved, undulating her hips as she savored the friction of his body against hers.

Quinn may have been strapped to that bed, but he grabbed onto the sheets. His fingertips shoved down against the fabric as his knuckles hardened. Desperation pulsed through him, yet he couldn't lose himself to the arousal. Even if she had freed him, even if he had been so excited, he couldn't allow those emotions to overwhelm him.

Then she stopped.

Quinn couldn't explain what had prompted her decision, but she chose that moment to consider him again. "I could have gone into so many different fields. Genetic engineering, biomechanics, astrophysics, electrical engineering, cyber security, artificial intelligence…The world is so big, but it wasn't big enough for me. Do you know why?"

"Why?"

"Because women are smarter. Because women are smarter, yet we are still somehow relegated to the status of second-class citizens. It might not be official, but I'm ready to see a change. I'm ready to see our universe aligned with the rest of reality, the rest of every reality."

"What, what are you saying?"

"Haven't you figured it out yet?"

"What?" Quinn asked. "What is it? What am I supposed to figure out?" Despite the uncertain eagerness in his voice, she didn't answer. Instead, she slid up again. She closed her eyes, and he had to wonder if she was going to lose herself to the raw, animal attraction of sex. She could have been one of the smartest people in existence, yet that wouldn't matter if she yielded to those temptations. She could allow the raw pleasure to burn away every other idea and goal.

Only then, Lillian stopped. She drew in one long breath as her chest expanded. Then she exhaled slowly, and she smiled down at him again. She was taking her time, he realized. This was the pace she wanted and demanded. Maybe later, she would speed up. She had already enjoyed one orgasm. She could be patient.

"I did the math," she said. "I ran the calculations. I came up with new algorithms and predictive models that most experts would barely be able to understand. And guess what?" Another wicked smile curved along her lips, "They would never, ever be able to duplicate them. But that's fine. I get it. I understand what I'm supposed to do." Then she stopped, and she straightened her back. She ran the tip of her tongue along the edges of her teeth, "Or rather, I know what I intend to do. I'm going to fix it."

"What?"

"I'm going to fix the patriarchy. I'm going to shatter it. I'm going to bring our universe into alignment with every other reality."

"We've only been to a couple of worlds," he protested. "We've only seen a few. I'm sure, there are other places where society is completely different," he said. Getting those words out required so much more focus and concentration than he thought he actually possessed. But now, he was panting, and she ignored him. Like some feline determined to enjoy herself, she slid up, came back down, and started to ride him. There was that gentle, languid rhythm. She savored every second, and he wanted to yield, to give up, to climax hard, only he couldn't make himself do it.

Inside his head, something slid into place. Finally, Quinn understood why he couldn't rebel, why he couldn't just bite down, embrace that orgasm, thrust up into her, and to fight this girl with his initiative.

He was waiting…He was waiting for her permission.

"What? You think interdimensional travel was my first project? Quinn, I have laboratories all over the world."

Her first project? Other laboratories?

"I explored," she said. "I scanned other worlds. I learned as much as I could. I scanned. I watched. I observed. I built interdimensional telescopes to see what could be out there. And guess what? We are the freaks. We are the aberration. There is one world, just one where men have asserted control. And guess what? I'm going to fix it."

"What? Fix it? What are you talking about?" Quinn demanded.

That's when she dropped one hand from the headboard, and now she pressed her palm to his mouth. "That's enough out of you," she said. Then she pulled her hand away, and she laughed. "You can feel it, can't you?"

Her boy didn't know exactly what she meant, yet it didn't matter because she started to move again. She slid up and down, riding him. She sped up. The tips of her hair bounced against his shoulders as she savored every spark of friction between them. He danced between her legs. But then, she closed her eyes again, and she envisioned what it would be like. "The universe has a rhythm. There are laws, realities that guide every type of existence. We say infinite, but it's not what you think. It never is." She burst out laughing, and then she closed her mouth. She bit down, sucked in a breath, and continued to slide up and down.

Quinn longed to argue with her. The urge was right there, vibrating deep within his center, only he couldn’t worry about anything she said. Maybe there was some tiny voice in the corner of his head, telling him that there was a logical explanation for all of this. And yet, the pieces fit together. She had repaired the device with her fingernails. If she had been a lowly technician, would something like that have been anywhere near possible? Yes, he tried to tell himself. She got lucky. Or the damage had only been superficial. Each time she moved up and down along the length of his cock, he tried so hard to come up with some justification. Maybe there was some mineral in the ground or some type of spore in the air that altered her perceptions and made her feel this way. They were traveling between realities. There could be some kind of atmospheric contamination…

He tried to hold onto those ideas, yet she narrowed his vision of the universe. From one second to the next, he couldn't understand why he cared about those details. He just wanted to be close to her. There was that incredible flame dancing along his skin. He wanted and needed to throw himself into this moment with this girl. She had him collared and bound, but he didn't care, not when it felt different…not when it felt right.

Quinn jerked up, thrusting his cock deep between her legs. He tried to pull down. She rode him. There was point and counterpoint, the rhythm, the melody of their bodies together as she took exactly what she wanted.

The concept of time vanished, but now she arched her back, cried out, and the sounds echoed against the walls and pounded against him. "Come for me, boy!" With those four words, something shifted inside of him. Something broke. Something evolved. He jerked up again, and he savored that throbbing, pulsating pleasure right between his legs. She finally unlocked that delirious satisfaction.

Worlds. Realities. Nothing outside of that bed mattered as she claimed him.

Pleasure rolled across his body in this wild avalanche.

Then it was done, and she pulled away, and he closed his eyes.

At first, there was just the drumming of his heart, one deep breath after another, and then there was the exhaustion.

"Go to sleep," she whispered.

Maybe she used the control collar. Maybe not. Either way, his eyelids dropped down, and the exhaustion finally consumed him.

Annalise double checked her armor. She stood in front of the wall where the portal would appear. Beside her, her pack boy kneeled down. With every second, she wanted to order him back up onto his feet, if only to avoid any additional delays. Her skin itched with the drive to get back out there.

It had been far, far too long.

In fact, the augurs had never needed so much time to calculate the interdimensional trajectory. The last few seconds proved to be even more aggravating. Of course, she maintained discipline. She kept her expression neutral as she stared forward. Still, her pack boy squirmed on his knees. She held onto his leash with one hand, yet her fingers still danced across the different smooth and light weight plates of her armor. She found her stun blaster and resisted the temptation to lift it up and check the charge. There were also blades, nutritional packs, emergency flares, and other items secreted away along her armor.

"What's taking so long?" Annalise whispered.

Zaraya, the base commander, stood off to the side. Those words hadn't been meant for anyone in particular, but Annalise's older sister still said, "The augurs had some trouble with tracking both a male and female. Plus, this technology is…different."

"Right," Annalise said. Maybe she had intended to snap back with something like, "I don't care. I just need to make this happen."

It was true.

As far as she knew, a boy had never been allowed to jump so many times on his own. Usually, when a male stole some technology and managed to get from one realm of existence to another, the huntresses went after him immediately.

The gateway opened, the blue energy rippled across the open space, and Annalise rushed forward. She was going to get him. She didn't care what it would take; she'd drag her target back here.

Quinn opened his eyes, and he was vaguely aware of what had happened in the night.

Falling asleep had been deliciously easy. He had yielded to the temptation, letting the drive and exhaustion pull him down into the warm blanket of unconsciousness. If he had dreamed, he couldn't recall any of the images. At some point, he had opened his eyes in the dark again, and he had been able to hear Lillian's soft breathing.

For a few seconds, he had wondered if he should try to talk to her. And yet, that fatigue still swamped his head and it was easier to enjoy the press of her body against his torso. She had curled up against him. She was using him like a body pillow. He hadn't been able to worry about that. If anything, he was simply grateful for her closeness.

He had tried to reach out, to run his fingers along her dark hair. He had wanted to caress her cheek or pet her neck. Then he felt the restraints. She still had him strapped down.

Why?

While he wore the control collar, he was still helpless.

Yes, she had turned it off, but she could reactivate it just as quickly.

He understood all of this, but he hadn't been able to worry about it. That's why he closed his eyes again, and he soon lost himself.

When he woke up again, it was bright, and he lifted his head, but she wasn't there. "Lillian?" Quinn called out, but the door didn't open.

That's when he tugged against his restraints. He rolled his body to the left, then the right. He tensed his muscles, and he tried to pull away, although it didn't work. He knew it wouldn't, of course. Still, he had to make some token effort, he told himself.

Settling back, he closed his eyes, but he couldn't fall asleep, not again. Instead, he thought of her.

Lillian.

Without drifting, he started thinking about her touch. After that, he started to replay those words from last night. When they were having sex, she told him that the original laboratory belonged to her. She said that she had developed the technology…all of the technology. And yet, part of him still didn't believe it.

Another part did.

He didn't know what he was supposed to believe, especially because when he swallowed, and he could feel the collar still there at the base of his neck. It reminded him of his status.

So what? I stop seeing myself as her equal, and now I just let her do whatever she wants? Is that it? Right away, he reminded himself that he was older, more experienced, taller, and stronger. He could probably run harder with his longer strides and do more push-ups.

Push-ups? Was that really what he was thinking about it. That moment? Was that really where his brain went when it came to debating their strengths and weaknesses?

More than that, it was a comparison.

It was a dumb comparison, he thought right away.

Maybe a couple thousand years ago, upper body strength meant something. And yet, the modern world was based primarily on the ability to interpret and apply information. Data and strategic choices mattered so much more than throwing a punch, chucking a spear, or planting a shovel into the ground. As technology developed, this would become more and more apparent.

All at once, he realized his muscles tensed. He forced them to relax, he lowered his head back down against the mattress, and he exhaled slowly.

Lillian.

He thought of her again, and he remembered what it was like when she tugged on his leash. His cock twitched, and then he lifted his head to look down along the length of his body. He already knew what he was going to see, yet the frustrating disappointment still flared through his body. There, braced around the base of his scrotum and up along the curve of his cock, the chastity cage had been reassembled. He was bound. His shaft was imprisoned.

She had done that.

While he was asleep, she had locked him up all over again…

More importantly, she had his key…

As he let out a puff of hot breath, Quinn expected some jolt of anger. And yet, there was a different sensation that pulsed through his head. She had locked him in the chastity cage, yet it felt right. It felt like the right thing to do. And then he felt it again, that gratitude.

Or maybe it wasn't gratitude, not specifically. Maybe it was a different kind of feeling. It was the urge or the drive or the desire to do what she wanted. He longed to obey her commands, to follow her lead, to help her, to do whatever she desired.

"What's wrong with me?" Quinn asked.

He thought he kept his voice low enough that no one else would have been able to hear, but that was the instant when she opened the door and stepped back into the small room. "There's nothing wrong with you," she said.

He bristled, pressing his lips together as the embarrassment snapped across his body.

When he didn't say anything, she sauntered forward, and then she climbed up on the bed. "So, I got a little bit of work done, but now I'm debating what I should do with you. Do I leave you here?"

"What's the other option?"

"I can take you back to the laboratory with me," she said. A playful smile curved along her mouth as she leaned down and looked into his eyes, "If I take you with me, can you promise that you'll be a good and obedient boy?"

"Lillian, I think we need to talk," he said.

"And what would we talk about?" Yes, he could pick up on the condescension in her voice. She was teasing him. Her eyes sparkled with mischievous delight. She was having fun with him as she waited for his answer.

He had to get her to take him seriously. And yet, he didn't know how to do that.

Then another thought occurred to him: over the course of human history on their world, how many times had women been in this exact same position? They had something important to say, but the powerful individuals around them (men) simply saw those girls as pretty baubles? They might listen politely, but they wouldn't pay much attention.

"Last night, you said…"

"The truth," she told him.

"But that can't be right," he said.

At this point, she still remained there, poised above him. Naked, spread out, collared, and locked in his chastity cage, Quinn was at every kind of disadvantage. But at least she was allowing him to speak. That's when he closed his eyes for a moment and huffed. Speaking wasn't supposed to be a "privilege". And yet, he knew how easily she could silence him. It wasn't just a question of the control collar. If she had touched her finger to his lips or placed her palm over his mouth, that would have been enough to silence him.

"Which part?" Lillian asked. Her eyes narrowed slightly, and he heard that simmer of irritation in her voice. "Are you about to tell me that I can't be one of the smartest people in the world?"

"I believe you're brilliant," he told her, confessing the truth.

She relaxed slightly.

"Then go on," she ordered.

"It's that other part. You said that women rule in every reality?"

"Every reality but our own," Lillian confirmed for him.

Licking his lips, he tried to understand this. He glanced up at the ceiling. Then he looked back to this girl, and he tried so hard to summon some element of dignity. It was pretty much impossible while he remained spread out like her own personal, sexual buffet. She could take him again whenever she wished. Despite his best efforts, he almost wished they didn't have to have this conversation. Instead, she could climb up on top of him, straddled his face, press her sex to his mouth, he could lick her all over again. Better yet, she could release him from the chastity cage and…No. Without shaking his head, Quinn refused to indulge in those thoughts. He had to focus. He had to concentrate!

"But that doesn't make sense," he told her. Somehow, uttering those words seemed harder than he had expected. First, the idea of contradicting her had become harder. He didn't know if this was based on what he wore, what she had done, or the reality that getting back to their world depended on her skills. Still, he managed to focus, "If there really are infinite realities, then that means every conceivable dynamic has to play out, right? Every possibility becomes a reality. That's what it means. So there should be infinite realities where women are in charge and infinite realities were men are in charge."

"I appreciate your reasoning, Quinn," she told him. "But you're missing something. You're missing a very key assumption."

"What?"

"You can have infinite realities, but that doesn't mean every possible outcome will actually occur," she told him. "You might have infinite boys randomly typing away at an infinite number of typewriters, but that doesn't mean one of them will actually spit out a Shakespearean comedy. It's not a necessary occurrence that this is going to happen."

"But…" As hard as he tried, he couldn't talk over her.

She continued, "You're assuming that they are going to hit every key on their keyboards. You can have infinite scenarios where each and every one of those boys will skip a letter. If you want, you can assume they'll all type and hit every key. But that's not a guarantee. It's an assumption. And guess what?

Something had shifted in her gaze. There was a different kind of hunger, a different type of thirst as she watched him.

"What?" Quinn asked as he worked to keep that quiver out of his voice.

"Across every reality, where humans exist, women are in charge. That is simply the fact of the matter. I have gone over the equations again and again. There was one aberration, and we are it, and I'm going to fix our world."

"What are you saying?"

This time, she didn't answer him directly. "Would you like to come with me?" That's when she reached into her pocket, and she pulled out the leash.

"Should I use the control collar?" Lillian asked about half an hour later. Outside the house, a car had been waiting for them. She opened the door and he almost expected her to push him back into the trunk. Instead, she had chuckled, assuring him there was plenty of room. But if he really wanted to ride around in the trunk like a piece of luggage, that could also be arranged.

He had quickly shaken his head, gotten into the car with her and sat there.

Casually, she had watched him.

The driver upfront didn't seem to pay attention to them one way or the other. But then she leaned over, and she whispered, "You really want to know, don't you?"

He turned back to her. "I do."

"Beg," she said.

"You could just force me," he told her before he bit down. Yes, the urge to obey her and to work to please her lingered, only he managed to resist it. It felt like an itch, like this little buzz of need lodged somewhere along the length of his body. If he concentrated, he could resist it pretty easily. But if he relaxed, he was sure he would succumb without even realizing what he was doing.

"Think of this as an experiment," she said.

"An experiment to determine what?" He tried so hard to sound capable and confident, only he glanced back out the window, and he saw men on leashes. At least they were dressed. Jealousy spiked into the back of his neck, not that he was about to start complaining.

"I told you, that would ruin the results," she said.

"I’m not a guinea pig," he shot back.

"You're a boy."

He opened his mouth, and he wanted to ask her what that was supposed to mean, only the truth slammed into him. As a boy, he was her property. He was her plaything. Then another word bubbled up to the surface of his thoughts: Mistress. He had addressed her as his Mistress.

"I know what you're thinking," she said.

"No, you don't."

Lillian relaxed in her seat, "You're thinking about what happened last night. If I do guess, I would say that you're wondering about that term you used with me. What was it again?" She pretended to think about this hard before she pulled her fingers away from the curve of her jaw, snapped her fingers, and pointed at him, "Mistress."

"I'm not going to call you that again," he said.

Only then she surprised him as she leaned toward him, reached down, and ran her fingers along his leg, up past his hip, all the way up his chest. She placed her thumb right at the center of his torso, and she smirked, "I can feel your heart pounding. I'm sure I can get you to address me correctly?"

He tried to say something, then stuttered and an incoherent answer vibrated against the air instead.

Then she issued the command, "Say it."

He didn't want to breathe out the syllables. At the same time, there were those rationalizations and justifications. If he did it, it wouldn't really matter. Besides, she was close, and she made it impossible for him to think or strategize as the adrenaline streaked through his body.

"I, I can't…"

"You can," she told him. Then she kissed him. She pressed her mouth to his. In that instant, he lost himself. Concepts like dignity, gravitas, and independence all fluttered away into nothing. Then she broke off that kiss, and she ordered, "Say it."

With those two syllables, she broke him. She tamed him. At least in that instant, he knew he would do whatever she wanted, "Mistress." He barely breathed out the word.

"Again," she ordered.

"Mistress," he said.

This was one of those words he had never really considered or thought about. He hadn't examined the powerful implications. If anything, he had heard the term and he thought it referred to an illicit lover. But in that moment, he saw Lillian, and he knew she owned him. Then she pulled away but she left her hand there on his thigh. Her fingers started along his bare skin, making him shiver with a different kind of need. His cock twitched. She had already ridden him once, yet those urges still roared back to life, stronger than he could have ever expected.

He squirmed in his seat, but he didn't say anything. Obviously, she would decide when or if he should be released from the chastity cage.

The car rolled to a stop, she took him by his leash, and she guided him through the double doors. He kept waiting to see a receptionist or someone, but they went down an unadorned, white hallway, and then he found himself inside of the laboratory.

"There's no one here," he said.

"Nope," she said. "I get this facility all to myself. And it looks like the center has already set everything up for us."

That's when he saw the cubes. They were still scorched, but Quinn approached tentatively. A few seconds later, he tugged at the end of his collar. Lillian didn't respond, not at first. Eventually, she stepped up beside him, and she looked down at the exotic pieces of technology.

Again, he wanted to turn to her and to tell her that she couldn't have invented those. It seemed impossible. And yet, he understood a different point as well: on his world, there were more than eight billion people. She might have been the one exception, the truly brilliant human who could actually figure out how all of this worked.

She wasn't what he had expected, but maybe that said more about who Quinn was than anything else.

In any case, he had to hope she would be able to fix them.

"I want you in the corner," she said. "Get on your knees and wait like a good boy. I will call you over if I need anything from you."

"You want me to help?"

Her eyes sparkled as she said, "Stress relief."

His nostrils flared, and he wanted to protest, but he could already tell it would be futile. So instead, he nodded, and she went to work. She turned on the different computers, began to check the screens, and pulled out various instruments. Some of them looked like tweezers or miniature blowtorches.

This couldn't really be happening, he told himself. Quinn kept wondering if maybe there was something in the atmosphere that had affected her. Maybe she didn't really know what she was doing. And yet, he still had to trust her. He couldn't go up to some random woman and say, "I'm from another world, and I think some substance on your planet is driving the woman I'm with delusional. Do you think you could help?"

He kneeled on the floor, he watched, and he waited.

She worked for a couple of hours. She seemed completely focused, but then she stepped back, and she nibbled on the inside of her mouth.

He wanted to call out to her. He wanted to say her name. Instead, a different set of sounds left his lips, "Mistress?"

"What is it, Quinn?"

"I saw we passed a little kitchen when we came here. Would you like me to see if there's anything for you to eat? Or I could get you something to drink?"

"Something to drink sounds good," she said.

"Yes, Mistress." He jumped onto his feet, and he realized what he had just said. He stopped, tensing up. And yet, those words still all felt right. He hated that sensation, but he couldn't take the words back, so he dipped his head down. She had detached his leash, but he already knew what would happen if he tried to escape. At the same time, he came back to that other point: where would he go and what would he do? Did he really trust the women of this world rather than Lillian?

Like a good boy, he headed back into the small kitchen. He picked out a cup from the cupboard, found some juice in the fridge, imported for her. A few seconds later, he held it out for her.

"Thank you, boy," she said.

"Do you have to call me that," he grumbled.

Holding the cup with both hands, she took a slow sip. She dipped her head down, and she watched him. "You don't like it?"

"I…"

"It's okay," she said. "It's a new kind of title. I can understand why it would be frustrating for you."

"So you're not going to call me that anymore?"

"Oh, I’m definitely going to call you that," she said. "You're a boy, and that's how I should address you. There's nothing wrong with telling the truth."

"I could," he protested.

"You will," she said.

His eyes widened. He didn't know how he was supposed to answer her. But then she smiled and said, "Go back to the corner."

Quinn started to obey. As he turned around, she said over his shoulder, "What should you say?"

He froze. He bristled. Immediately, he understood what she expected, only he wasn't sure he could do it. Before he had to make a conscious decision, however, he found himself answering, "Yes, Mistress."

"Smart boy," she told him.

Back in the corner now, he lowered himself down onto his knees. He watched as she worked. At the same time, he wondered if he was supposed to do something differently. At several points, he bowed his head down, and he contemplated arguing with her. Then again, he didn't see what good it would do. Besides, how would he have argued with her? Was he going to insist that she give him more respect? Was he supposed to argue about the finer points of infinity and interdimensional physics? He already knew he would lose, so he stayed quiet.

At the same time, he kept poking at that other sensation.

He thought of how he had spoken to her. He thought of how he addressed her as his Mistress. She was in charge. She owned him. Those details seemed to needle him, but he couldn't do anything about them.

Eventually, she called out to him, "Here, boy."

Annoyance flashed across his skin, but he didn't see any choice, so he jumped to his feet and rushed over. She smiled at him and walked over to one of the empty chairs. She sat down, leaned back, and extended her feet. "Remove my shoes," she said. "I want a foot massage."

"You're kidding," he protested.

"Does it look like I'm kidding?"

It didn't. He glanced up at her face, and he saw the sincere expectations right there written across her lovely features. Tension splashed along the back of his neck and down to his shoulders. At the same time, he searched for the strength to resist her.

Instead, he dropped down in front of her. As he bowed down in front of this girl, he tried to get angry all over again. He tried to think about why this was wrong. When that didn't work, he attempted to think of this as some kind of game, like he was bluffing or deceiving her.

He wasn't.

When he untied her sneakers, he gave up something. He pulled off her shoes and peeled down her socks and saw her toes and he understood what he was about to do. Hot reluctance burned at his core, yet he still reached down. He picked up her right foot, and he saw her toes, her ankle, the arch of her foot…Again and again, he told himself that he had to protest. He had argue. He had to get her to change her mind. Even if she could force him to do whatever she wanted, he didn't have to cooperate! Quinn could resist.

And yet, he didn't.

Just as she expected, he massaged her foot. He pressed down against her toes, and he worked his fingers along her heel, up the arch of her foot, then back down toward the front again. He worked her, and she closed her eyes and relaxed. "You know, I think this is going to make solving these problems so much easier."

"Are you facing something difficult?"

"Try again," she said.

His brows tightened. He didn't understand. Then he realized what he had done wrong, and he knew what he had to say. Part of him wanted to swallow back those words and to simply answer her with the silent treatment. Perhaps this would have been juvenile, but he didn't care. At least, that was what he thought. Then he found himself speaking all over again, "Are you facing something difficult, Mistress?"

There. He had done it. He had used her title.

Wait, that wasn't supposed to be her "title". At the same time, he wanted to stumble back, but he focused on her feet instead. At this point, he was massaging her ankles, and that well of gratitude expanded in his chest. He was close to this woman, naked, on display, and utterly subjugated. Even so, he couldn't summon any jolt of anger. As hard as he tried, he still couldn't conjure the drive to jump to his feet, to jab his finger up in her personal space, and to tell her that he wasn't going to tolerate this.

Those ideas may have sounded brilliant inside of his head, but he couldn't do it. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn't do it.

"Actually, I am," she said. "There's something very specific I want to find."

"Our way home," he said.

"No."

"What do you mean?"

"I developed the technology to travel between realities for one very specific reason, boy."

"And what reason is that?" He asked as diplomatically as he could.

"Don't worry, your handsome head about that," she said. "Focus on helping me relax." She closed her eyes and leaned her head back against the wall.

Again, he tried to jump up onto his feet. He couldn't do it. Instead, he continued to massage her feet.

"I wonder if that would be better if you used your mouth," she said casually. She still hadn't opened her eyes.

"What?"

"Let's try it," she said. She raised her right foot. She still hadn't opened her eyes, yet her toes were now poised just a few inches in front of his mouth. "You're very good at making me climax. Let's see if you can help me relax when you suck on my toes."

"You're joking," he told her.

"Nope," she said with a quick pop of her lips. "This is really complicated, and I want to see if I get some brilliant insight while you help me relax."

"I’m not going to do that," he said.

"Are you sure about that?" Now she opened her eyes, leaned forward, and rested her elbows on her knees as she stared down at him.

Struggling hard, Quinn managed to hold out for one, two, three, four full seconds. "No, Mistress," he said.

"And what are you going to do?"

"I'm going to use my mouth, Mistress," he told her.

"Yes, you are," she agreed, her eyes sparkling. She flexed her toes, wiggling them right in front of his face.

He bowed his head down, he opened his mouth, and he wrapped his lips around one digit. He hollowed his cheeks, gently sucking. His tongue flicked out, and he savored the heat of her body. With every second, he tried to hate this all over again, but he couldn't. The embarrassment flared through his body. Shame ran down his back. He understood how humiliating this was, yet he still couldn't stop.

He worshipped each of her toes, licking and sucking.

Finally, she pulled back. "Very good. Back to your corner, boy."

"Yes, Mistress," he agreed automatically.

A while later, he asked her if she wanted anything else to eat or drink. She nodded and told him to go fetch her a snack from the kitchen. At the same time, she lifted her arms into the air and stretched. "I think I'm almost done." Excitement and wariness placed those words. She glanced back at another screen, and she nodded to herself. She looked at those digits as well, not that the shifting numbers meant anything to him.

"Yes, Mistress," he said.

As her obedient helper, he headed back to the kitchen. By now, he could see the sun had set. It was late, and he found another cup, filled it with some juice, grabbed a couple of snack bars from one of the cupboards, and brought them back to her. He wished he could have done better, but he didn't see any other choice.

"Mistress?" He extended the tray, and she took it. She set it down on one of the counters and leaned back. "What is it, Quinn?"

"Are you going to tell me what we're doing here?"

"Not yet," she said.

"Why not?"

"Because it's a secret," she told him as she took a bite. At the same time, he could sense the satisfaction radiating off of her.

"I understand."

"No, you don't, but that's okay," she replied. She reached out, and she stroked his chest with the back of her hand. It was a light, gentle touch. He was grateful for it. At the same time, he shivered with disappointment when she pulled her hand back. "You don't have to understand how things work. You simply have to obey. Can you do that for me?"

"It feels like I don't have a choice," he said.

"You might not have a choice when I turn on your collar, but is it on right now?"

"No…"

"But there's something else, isn't there?"

Quinn wasn't sure whether or not he should tell her this part, but she was watching him. Expectations pressed down on him, and he couldn't resist. "Yes."

"And what is it?"

"Even if the collar isn't on right now, I know you can turn it on whenever you want. The fact that you can take control means you are always in control." The words spilled out of his mouth. Once he finished, he had his eyes aimed down at the floor. He was breathing faster. He hated admitting it, but now he waited for some kind word of her reassurance.

Quinn didn't get one, "You're right," Lillian told him. He blanched. "That's part of control, isn't it? It's not just a matter of dictating your behaviors at any given moment. It is the knowledge that I can do whatever I want with you. Because of that, you will almost always obey. And when you don't, you know that they're going to be consequences."

He had to understand what she meant, yet he still breathed out, "Consequences?"

"Absolutely," she said. "And you know what they are, don't you? Go on. Tell me."

He didn't want to do it.

"Either you tell me or I show you," she said. Those words were obviously a threat, yet she still smiled back at him.

"If I don't cooperate, you can punish me."

"How?" No, she wasn't going to make this easy on him. Perhaps she was almost done with her work, but she still could relax and enjoy herself right then and there with this boy. For her, it had to be special. She could be honest like never before. This time, she didn't have to lie or pretend to protect his fragile, male ego. Instead, she could taste the future, and she loved it.

"You can spank me, shock me, strip me, or humiliate me. You can..."

"What?" she purred.

"You can fuck me," he said, his voice low and husky.

Lillian watched him for the next few seconds. Finally, she asked, "Strip you? Wouldn't that imply that you have a right to clothing? That being naked like this is a punishment?" As she talked to him, Lillian swept her gaze up and down the length of his body.

He tried to meet her stare. He tried to so hard! He pumped as much self-control and discipline as he possessed into meeting her gaze. He simply had to match her; he just had to look right back into her eyes.

Something inside of him crashed, and he dropped his head down.

"I don't know," he said. A second later, he had to correct himself, "I don't know, Mistress."

"I love it when you do that," she said.

"What?"

"I love it when you address me as your Mistress. I own you now, don't I?"

He sucked in a breath as she casually reached for him. She slid her fingers down his forehead, along the angle of his nose, and then to his cheek. She stroked the contours of his collar, almost like she simply wanted to take a tactile tour of his body. When she pulled her hand back, he almost wished that her gentle touch could have continued despite everything it meant.

"Yes, Mistress," he said. As he spoke, he didn't know whether or not he really believed those words. Then again, he had cooperated. So long as he complied, his actual beliefs became irrelevant.

"Good boy." She ran her fingers through his hair next, and then she pointed back toward the hallway. "It looks like my cup is empty."

"Yes, Mistress," he said. He picked up the cup, and she rose to her feet before she headed back to her machines.

In the doorway, he stopped, turning back to watch as she typed in new numbers. She nodded to herself. A few seconds ago she had been completely fixated on him. Now she aimed her remarkable focus at these other problems.

He had no idea how it worked, of course. Like so many other people, he understood how to use technology, but he couldn't explain the basic principles. With the computer, he had some vague notions about processors, transistors, logic gates, and computational power. But when it came to this, he had no idea…

Quinn was completely dependent on her.

And that was another reason why he turned back toward the break room.

He refilled her cup, and then he heard something explode.

As he was filling her cup with another round of juice, he heard that pop, and something clattered to the floor. He froze, uncertain of himself.

But then he stepped forward, and he looked down along the length of the hallway, and then he saw her again.

"Quinn Drake!"

It was the woman from before, the one who had tried to grab him at the park. His eyes widened, and he stared, freezing in place because he didn't understand how she could be there.

He dropped the cup, turned, and ran.

An instant later, he heard her footsteps. Just as importantly, some kind of blue bolt of lightning shot past his right shoulder. He ducked down, raised his hands, and braced them against the back of his skull. He had no idea if that could actually offer any kind of protection, but he couldn't stop to think about it.

She ran hard, sprinting. He turned back for just a second, which had to be a dumb mistake. She destroyed the distance between them, her boots kicking down against the ground as her fingertips sliced through the air. Incredible momentum carried her forward, and he couldn't help but think of some Olympic athlete.

The next moment, he tried to turn again and run, but she flew forward, and she tackled him, knocking him down onto his stomach. The air jumped from his lungs. His vision blurred, and he scrambled to get up.

"Mine," she growled at him. "Do you know how long I have been waiting? I'm the Prime Huntress, and I will not let you get away a second time," she snarled. Genuine anger flashed across her face. Her dark blue hair fell free from her clasp, and she reached for his arm. Her hand moved fast. He scurried out from underneath her. He got lucky. He slipped away.

She reached for his collar. Again, she missed him by less than an inch.

He scrambled back up onto his feet, and he started to run.

She grabbed his ankle, yanked hard, and his feet kicked out from underneath him. He collapsed again. Another gasp rushed across his lips as the pain swamped his system. He tried to think, to comprehend what was happening. He couldn't do it.

"Why are you chasing me? I didn't do anything to you!" He didn't even know whether or not he managed to speak those words at first.

But she answered, so apparently he had been clear enough despite the wheezing gasp of every breath he took.

"You don't know what you're doing, do you? Your technology is illegal. You are breaking holes in the nature of the universe." She tightened her grip on his ankle, and he tried to yank back. He fought so hard to break free, but this woman wouldn't let him go.

Another bolt of energy slammed down, only it wasn't coming from the Huntress. Quinn glanced up, and that's when he saw his Mistress, only now she held a small pistol about the size of her fist in her hand, her finger placed on the trigger. She aimed again and let loose another blast.

Dropping down to the floor again, he brought his hands up over his head. He heard a hiss of pain.

He glanced back and saw the Huntress. She rolled onto her back, and she snarled, "Why are you helping that filthy patriarch?"

"Quinn, get over here!" Lillian called out.

In a sliver of a second, he wanted to laugh. She expected him to run, only that was impossible. He could barely catch his breath.

Even so, he scrambled back up onto his feet. He didn't think this was possible, yet his Mistress had given him in order, so he obeyed. He did it without thinking. If she expected something from him, then he had to comply.

Soon enough, he pushed himself up from the crawling position and onto his feet. He stumbled forward, one bicep braced against his chest, his forearm tight along the curve of his stomach.

When he saw that Lillian still held up her weapon, he ducked the left. She unleashed another barrage, and he heard those curses coming from behind him.

He turned back, immediately thinking that the huntress would be unconscious or maybe even worse. Instead, she was on her feet again. Another blast of energy struck her torso, yet she only stumbled back for a second. She had retrieved her blaster, and now she started firing. She wasn't shooting at Quinn this time, but it was easy to imagine stumbling into the line of attack and getting hit anyway.

He rushed toward his owner, and she grabbed him by his neck. Her fingers tightened just below his hairline as she shoved him forward. A second later, they stepped into the laboratory.

"What are we going to do?" Quinn gasped out.

"Leave," she said. She hooked her fingers into his collar and practically dragged him across the room. Part of him wanted to call out that this wasn't necessary, but he wasn't going to argue with her or complain. She went to one of the consoles, she grabbed the cubes, and she tossed them onto the ground. Immediately, he flinched, unable to believe that she did that with such delicate equipment.

In the next moment, however, the square portal opened, and she dragged him through it.

Reality shifted. They dropped out of one existence and reappeared in another.

Annalise made it to the laboratory, and she aimed her weapon. She saw the portal, but she knew better than to race toward it. What if they had turned it on, only to set up an ambush.

Adrenaline burned through her veins as she stepped forward, weapon held high. She aimed, scanning every angle, making sure that she knew what was going on.

And then, finally, she grabbed her knife, flashed it across her palm, hissed, and threw it forward. The blade spun over and over, it's bright tip blurred into a circle before it disappeared into the portal. "It's not going to take as long this time," she promised.

They crashed down, landing in a roll. Right away, it felt like he might get sick. Shaking his head, he forced himself to breathe in the cool, night air.

Right away, he could feel that scraping burn along his forearm. He glanced down, saw a few red marks, and shook his head. He didn't care about that, especially as he jerked his head up, "Lillian? Lillian, where are you?"

"Right here," she said, down on her back. She clenched her eyes shut for a moment before pushing herself up again. "That was a little rougher than I expected," she announced.

"Where are we?"

"I'm not exactly sure," she said as she gathered up the small cubes. She picked them up, glanced down, and realized she had a boy for this kind of menial labor. She handed them off to him, and so he cradled them against his chest, desperate to make sure he didn't break them. "But that is very helpful," she said, nodding toward a large sign. To the right, there was a road. A dozen feet ahead, a sign proudly proclaimed, Welcome to Nova City! Population: 802,413

In the distance, they could see the lights of the city.

"Better yet, it's perfect," she said.

"It's perfect? Why?"

"Because there's someone here who can help us."

This time, she felt incredible despite the bruises beneath her armor. She had been hurt, but not seriously. If anything, facing off against a woman offered a different kind of challenge. Across of the span of universes, her prey was always the same. These were the boys who had stolen technology and now they could leap from one existence to the next, always in search of some bizarre notion of independence or freedom.

She found her pack boy, and he immediately jumped to his feet when she approached.

"How long?"

"Two hours," he said obediently.

"Good boy." She thought about taking him, and using him, only to shake her head from side to side. She would wait for her other slave. In fact, she was contemplating a different choice when it came to Colin.

In the meantime, she waited. She leaned back against a wall, examined her nails, and let her thoughts wander. They had gotten away, but that didn't bother her. Not this time. They wouldn't escape, not again.

Of course, there were those other questions that still intrigued her.

The two hours went by, the portal opened, and the augurs were able to hone in on the pack boy's beacon. She took him by his leash and guided him into that folded gap in reality. They reappeared, and she went straight to her sister's office.

"Bad news?" Zaraya asked from behind her desk.

"Yes and no," Annalise said. She wasn't embarrassed about what had happened, not when she had been ambushed. "I had the boy, but he's with that woman, and she opened fire on me. I didn't think she was going to be armed, and I definitely didn't think she would ambush me like that."

"Is he her property?"

"I'm not sure what the relationship is, but he was naked and collared. I also saw a chastity cage."

"Definitely, he's owned," Zaraya replied.

"She shot first and didn't bother asking questions," Annalise pointed out.

"Are you okay?"

"I'm fine."

"Are you sure about that? You seem agitated."

This time, Annalise lifted her hand, and she revealed that gash across her palm. "The augurs have been having a hard time finding him, right? He's traveling with a woman, and that muddles up their signal. Correct? Well, this time, you can track something else. Have them look for my DNA and my blade's existential signal. "I know it's going to be a little bit more challenging. A homing beacon probably would have been better, but I followed procedures and left my pack boy behind where he would be safe."

"I'll get them on it right away," Zaraya promised. And yet, she didn't move.

Annalise was about to get up onto her feet. She didn't know where she wanted to go, probably the gym or maybe to Colin's cell...Either way, she needed to expend some of that excess energy.

"Wait," Zaraya instructed.

"What? What is it?"

"Are you sure I shouldn't put someone else on this hunt?"

Annalise stared at her sister. "Are you joking?"

"No, I'm not joking, Prime Huntress." Her tone shifted, and Annalise realized the mistake she had made.

"Yes, Commander. My apologies."

"I'm worried about you, Annalise."

"Why?"

"Because you have dedicated so much of yourself to the hunt. I'm glad you have had fun with Colin, but have you decided what you're going to do with him?"

"That's not my decision. He's with the trainers."

"You could claim him."

"Why would I want to do that?"

"Because you have fun with him, and because you can't pour all of yourself into this vocation."

Annalise yanked in a breath between her teeth. She still kept her back straight as she addressed this woman, only now something shifted in her eyes, "I'm the Prime Huntress for a reason."

"Just think about it. Think about what kind of life you want."

Neither Quinn nor Lillian noticed the knife. They didn't spot the shine of blood. It had fallen out of the portal, and it seemed like just another piece of debris, especially considering it was a few inches away from a broken bottle.

Lillian held onto his leash, and now she walked out into the middle of the road.

Quinn stared, uncomprehending.

In less than three minutes a car rolled forward, and it pulled off to the side. She walked over to the driver, and she said something to that woman. Quinn strained to listen in, but he couldn't actually eavesdrop. They were too quiet. Lillian pointed in his direction, and he bristled, suddenly very nervous. He didn't know what these women were saying, but he understood that he wouldn't be able to influence the outcome.

Lillian motioned him over. "We have a ride."

"Where? Where're we going?"

"To meet someone," Lillian replied, making it sound completely average.

"What? You've been here before?"

"I don't need to come here to send messages," she said. "But it still could be dangerous, so I want you to be careful."

They were seated in the back of the sedan, whispering back and forth. He stared at her, and he had so many different questions.

Eventually, they rolled up in front of a warehouse, and the driver said, "Thank you again for your help. I really appreciate it."

"No problem," Lillian said. "I was happy to help."

She got out, and he followed automatically.

"Where are we? What is this?"

"Just be a good boy. Be a quiet boy."

She pushed through the doors, out of the moonlight, and into the dark. Once again, he followed his owner.

Annalise waited there. She knew the information would come back quickly. An hour? Two or three at max? One way or another, the portal would open, and she would rush through with her pack boy. Then she would find that boy, push him to his knees, and bring him back. In that moment, she didn't care what the protocols said. He was her prey, and she'd see him in a cell. Like an angry predator, she paced back and forth now. She had double checked her armor, cleaned her weapons, and she waited.

And then the word came down. The augurs had found the blade. It glowed bright along one layer of reality, and now the technicians went to work. The projectors charged with a steady hum before the lances of light flashed forward to open the passage, and it was time to jump.

"Good evening," Lillian said into the dark. "You know why I'm here, Weaver."

Weaver? Was that a name? Or a title?

"Lillian," came a voice from the black. If the lack of illumination bothered Lillian, she didn't allow any trepidation to creep into her voice.

Quinn waited for his eyes to adjust. Maybe he could make out the outlines of large crates and boxes.

Just as importantly, he wanted to lean over and ask Lillian so many different questions, but he knew better than to speak without permission. The women were talking, and he was just a boy, and he had no idea what was going on anyway.

"I have what you want. Do you have what I want?"

"I do," came the feminine voice. "But how do I know I can trust you?"

"Scan the data," Lillian said as she pulled something from her pocket. It looked like a flash drive. She strode forward, further into the darkness. Quinn followed her, and then he made himself a promise. If anything happened, he would protect her. He didn't know exactly what he could do, but he didn't know why they were there, and there was something about this entire meeting that sent nervous shivers running down along the length of his body.

"And what if it is booby-trapped?"

"We both know you're too smart for that. If there's an explosive in here, I'm willing to wager you are wearing better armor than I am. And if there's a virus on it, it probably won't matter, since you're going to keep the information in an isolated drive anyway. One of us has to trust the other. I'm taking that first step because you know exactly how much I want it."

It? What was it?

A flash of red light shot down against the small drive now lying there on the floor.

Quinn didn't hear anything for several long seconds. Maybe entire minutes went by. "This looks good."

"It is. I have no interest in the betraying you. As far as I'm concerned, we are on the same side."

"And what side is that?"

"Female supremacy," Lillian said. "Before I reached out to you, I learned as much about your society as I could. You have abilities which are amazing. But there are also men in this world who have their own capacities. Am I right?"

"You are," said the voice.

"As far as I'm concerned, it's only a matter of time before you take each and every one of them. The men of this world will be collared and leashed. They’re already enslaved, but maybe they don't know it."

Was something like that even possible?

Quinn hated hearing the words and only understanding maybe a quarter of their conversation.

"You are more insightful than I would have guessed."

"And by now, your scans would reveal that information is good."

"Put out your hand."

Quinn braced himself, thinking that if something was about to go wrong, it would happen now. There was a flash of light and a sphere. It landed right in her palm.

"A pleasure doing business with you," Lillian said before she turned around and walked away. Again, he followed her.

Once they emerged back into the night air, he looked back at her, "what was that? What is going on?"

"It's almost time to go home. Come on."

She walked him down the street and into a hotel. They went into the lobby, and Quinn didn't know what they were doing here, especially because she didn't have any money. Even so, she pulled out her phone, she scanned it, and the woman behind the desk glanced over at the leashed boy.

"Don't worry. I'm going to get him some clothing as soon as I can," Lillian said. She lowered her voice and whispered to the receptionist, "Tonight, we're going to have some fun."

"That's what we're here for," came the answer.

As the women talked, he blushed. The heat cascaded along his skin, but he couldn't say anything. On the other worlds, he knew men were routinely leashed. But now, he was naked, and that receptionist checked him out. She studied him. Maybe it was the contours of his body. Maybe it was the chastity cage. Or maybe she simply enjoyed knowing that he was bare and defenseless before her.

Quinn said nothing until they made it into the room.

"Mistress?" Quinn asked right as the door closed behind him.

"Yes, Quinn?" Lillian asked, almost sweetly.

"What just happened?"

"Come here," she said, not that she had actually given him the choice. She sat down on the edge of the bed, and she tugged against his leash. He was still holding onto the interdimensional cubes. She, however, held onto the glass orb. As he came closer, she pointed down to the spot right in front of the bed.

"How do you feel about me?"

His brows tightened. His lips hardened.

Like so many other guys across history, he was confronted by this simple question, but he didn't know how to answer. Immediately, his feelings bubbled up to the surface, but he couldn't admit them. Maybe it was fear. Maybe it was some question of ego or even embarrassment, yet he pressed his lips together.

"It's okay," she said, smiling down at him. "Remember, I'm smarter than you."

Only a few seconds before, he had asked her about what had just happened. What had they done in that darkened warehouse? And yet, he now found himself faced with this difficult question. "How do you feel about me?" Lillian repeated.

"Amazed," he said. "I've seen what you can do. And it is amazing. It is incredible. It was beyond incredible."

"That's not what I'm talking about," she said.

All at once, he understood. Her boy's eyes widened, and he started to open his mouth, but then he closed it again because he didn't know how to articulate those feelings. He couldn't shape the reactions and instincts into something coherent and meaningful.

"What, what are you talking about?"

She touched a single finger to the underside of his chin. "You know exactly what I'm talking about," she told him.

He did. He understood, yet he still couldn't bring himself to answer.

"It's funny," she said. "In some ways, you have made so much progress. In other ways, you still have so far to go."

"I don't understand," he told her truthfully.

"I know," she said. "And that's why I want you to start with something simple. How do you feel about me?"

He flashed back to the first time he saw her. He remembered the way the light slid along her black hair. He remembered seeing her face, studying the outlines of her body, and yearning for the chance to get closer to her. Of course, he had stifled those urges. He'd been in a professional environment, and he wasn't going to mess up his gig by hitting on another employee. But then he remembered her unconscious body, getting her to the hospital, and that night when she used him. Then there was the morning when she trained him, and now there was that other drive pushing him forward.

This woman, his Mistress, had asked him a question.

He had to answer.

He had to obey.

"When I'm with you, I feel like I have to do whatever you say. I feel like you own me. I feel like I have to please you. Nothing else matters. Nothing else is as important." He bit down, locking his jaw. Then he glanced up at her again. Their eyes met, and he had to ask, "What's happening to me? Is it the collar?"

"No," she said. "It's not the collar, Quinn. Then again, I'm sure that kind of technology could be programmed for this kind of subjugation."

"Then what is it?" Quinn asked.

"This is who you are supposed to be. You're just a little bit more advanced than all of the other boys from our world." She cupped his cheeks between her palms, and she leaned down. "And now, you get to help."

"What, what are you talking about?"

"You see that orb? It contains a very special chemical. When you open it and breathe in, it's going to mix with your system. It's going to take your instincts, and it's going to turn them into something new."

"Something new?"

"You don't need to understand the exact biology. Think of it as a pathogen, something in between a bacterium and a virus."

"You want to create a plague? Inside of me?"

Her college boy anticipated an instant denial. Instead, she smiled and said, "Yes and no. It won't make anyone sick, but it will affect the male half of our population. It's going to help them see the truth."

"No," he said, jumping up onto his feet.

"Yes," she said. "You are going to willingly breathe it in, and then I'm going to take you home. And wherever you go, the boys will be infected. You'll be patient zero, only this is an improvement. The men around, you will start to feel it. And once they catch it, they will transmit it to their friends and their family."

"You can't do that," he said.

"Actually, I can."

"No…" He shook his head from side to side. "I won't be a part of this. I won't!"

"Is that what you honestly believe?"

"You're going to have to force me by using the collar," he said. At that instant, he glared at her. Maybe he considered jumping up onto his feet, spinning around, and running for the door. And yet, he already understood precisely what would happen if he tried. Her fingers could dance across the screen, inputting those details. Within seconds, she could program him and force him to his knees. "But if you do that, I'm never going to forgive you."

"What makes you think I care?" Lillian watched him.

"You could have just used the collar," he pointed out again. "But that's not what you want, is it?"

"You might be right about that," she said. That's when she reached out and took the orb. She pinched her fingers down against the top and bottom. She rotated it. It popped open, and then she looked down at the white gas. It looked like fog, only she leaned down, and she breathed in. She inhaled it, closing her eyes as she relaxed.

"What did you do?"

"The pathogen is inside of me now," she said. "But that doesn't make me patient zero. That’s still going to be you, boy. This way, we can try something else. It's going to be more fun, and you get to know that you broke."

"What, what're you talking about?"

"Come here," she said.

He didn't respond. He didn't jump up and try to run off, but he didn't crawl forward either. That's when she wrapped his leash around her wrist once, twice. She annihilated the slack between them, and soon he found himself braced up in front of her. He straightened his back as much as he could, only now she ran her fingers through his hair, and then she looped her fingers at the back of his collar. She pulled him back, leaned down, and kissed him.

She pressed her mouth to his.

Those desires swarmed through his body. He tried to deny the excitement that raced along his skin, especially considering what she had just proposed.

"I know who you are and what you want. You already told me," she reminded him as she broke off that kiss. "And right now, I want to take you back. I want to use you to fix our world."

He was about to yank in a breath and call out, "There's nothing wrong with our world!" Obviously, that wasn't true. War, pollution, and poverty seemed to expand in every direction from one year to the next. Some said it was just a question of social media, like nothing had really changed. He denied knowing yet couldn't be sure, he couldn't worry about that, not as she watched him with that, predatory, gleeful hunger.

She shoved him down onto his back. She straddled him.

"You want me to use this?"

She held up the key. She let it dangle and swing right in front of his face.

"Yes, Mistress," he said.

"Then I want you to understand. If I free you and ride you, you'll catch the pathogen. Everything I promise will come true."

He heard those words, and he understood what she meant, but then she kissed him again. His tongue darted against hers. He could feel the edges of her teeth, the soft give of her lips. Fresh waves of heat cascaded through his body. It was one tsunami after another, avalanches of passion crashing down on him.

The flames of primal desire pulsed along his body, consuming his senses along with every thought.

All she did was kiss him, yet it was enough, and so much more.

Then she stopped and she grabbed the bottom of her shirt, and she pulled it off. He saw her bra, the contours of her breasts, the dip of her cleavage, and his heart hammered twice as hard. His blood thundered through his body, and that's when she reached down and ran her fingers along his thighs. Then she cupped his balls, and she just barely touched him. That little hint of contact was enough to send fresh spears of need from one nerve to the next.

She pulled her hands away now, and she pinned him, pressing her hands to his shoulders.

"What, what are you doing?"

"Isn't it obvious? I'm playing with you. I'm seducing you."

"You can't…"

"Are you sure about that?"

He wasn't!

In that instant, he felt like the world was spinning away from him, and he didn't know how to catch up. Then she kissed him again as he tried to speak. She silenced him. Those words morphed into moans of desperation.

Then she pulled back and she unhooked her bra. She tossed it aside, letting him drink in the sight of her breasts. In that moment, he told himself he never wanted to blink again.

Only then she leaned forward, and her nipple was right there in front of his mouth. "We both know what you want to do. We both of you can't help yourself."

He couldn't!

He licked. He swiped his tongue along that delicious point, and he savored the heat radiating off of her body. In those next moments, he tightened his lips around her nipple as he sucked. He savored the proximity and intimacy.

Most importantly, that other urge grew stronger. The arousal pumped through his body, yet it was mirrored by the even more intense drive and desire to obey her. She had given him a command. He knew what she wanted from him. But if he cooperated, this feeling could spread.

Why was that a bad thing?

The question popped into his head, and he tried to shove it back, especially because he understood what that kind of reasoning could feel like. It wasn't right. It was a rationalization. If the pathogen mutated inside of him and spread to the male half of humanity, it would only be a matter of days or weeks or months before everyone else figured out what was going on. Then when they hear orders from women, maybe those guys would still be able to make a decision one way or another, yet there would be that psychological pressure, buried deep within them. They would discover within that short span of time, just how good it could feel to yield to the women around them. They would see their girlfriends and wives as superior...They'd experience a new kind of drive. Ambition would suddenly be tempered by the desire to help the women around them.

For so long, men had been driven by raw aggression. They needed to succeed. They needed to achieve in triumph. Sometimes, that was in the pursuit of women. Sometimes, it was naked ambition that made the males of their world push hard. And yet, that could be taken away. It could be dampened by this other instinct.

She pulled back, and he closed his eyes.

"Am I smarter than you?"

Objectively, she was. At least at that moment, he could admit the truth without feeling like he lost anything, "Yes, Mistress. You, you’re so much smarter than I am."

"Then you know I have run the calculations. We are the aberration. We are the deviation. We need to be fixed. There's something wrong with our world, and now I have come here, and we can make it better. We can make all of the boys better."

"This isn't fair!"

"This isn't about fairness," she explained with this cooing condescension. Then her voice hardened with a different kind of truth, "It's about what's right. It's about what the universe is supposed to be and how it is supposed to look. Women deserve to rule. It's what the universe wants. That is the natural order. We have broken away from that, and it's time to fix everything. We can do that. You can do that. Are you ready?"

She must've been able to read his expression. He started to shake his head, but then she kissed him again. Not only that, she loosened the button on her jeans. Then she pulled away. Quinn was breathing hard. At the same time, he could barely deny the instinct that seemed to shake at his core. He needed to obey. He had to comply. The idea of resisting his owner seemed ridiculous. On some conscious, intellectual level, he knew he was supposed to fight. He tried to think of the billions of men back on his world. If she was successful, they could all be enslaved.

Was it better or worse, that they would be grateful for the opportunity?

He had no idea, yet he still chose to fight.

Only then, he saw that beautiful woman in just her panties. They were white, and they contrasted beautifully against the color of her skin. Then she pulled them down, and she was naked and right there in front of him. She grabbed her key, and she used it to unlock his chastity cage.

Despite everything, another dose of gratitude pulsed through his chest. She pulled away, and his cock hardened. The different pieces fell to the floor, but he hardly noticed, especially because she took that opportunity to reach back and let her fingers roam along his cock. She was straddling him now, her legs pressed against the sides of his chest. She stroked him again and again, petting his shaft and making him squirm with incandescent desire. Even as he shut his eyes, he thought he could feel that heat glowing deep within his body, like he might ignite at any moment.

"Do you want me to ride you?"

Sex. If she took him, she would give him that pathogen. It would fly from her body into his. It wouldn't hurt him. It wouldn't make him sick. He would just be the carrier, and they could go home…

He had to fight it!

"Do you want me to ride you?"

"I...I..." He conjured every ounce of effort he possessed, yet it wasn't enough to finish that sentence, especially because he knew exactly what he wanted. The craving was right there, bright and irresistible just beneath the surface of the skin.

"Tell me what you want, Quinn."

"Take me. Own me. Please, we need to be owned!"

"Good boy," she said, grabbing his cock and positioning herself right above him. He needed to move. He couldn't. That woman didn't have him chained down this time, yet she owned him so completely that she didn't need the restraints. A word from Lillian was enough to trap him in place, and they both knew it.

He savored the heat of her body as she enveloped him, the sides of her pussy tightening against his manhood. Soon enough, he was completely trapped, and she started riding him again.

"Good," she said. "That's right. You know where you belong, don't you? You know who you are. And now, you're going to help me. You’re going to be my sweet, obedient pet boy, and someone to show you off as a beacon of what every boy can be. Are you ready?"

He tried to answer, only she sped up.

She moved faster now, riding him, her hips undulating forward and back, sliding along his length until she squeezed down, and he lost control right as she issued the command, "Now. Come for me right now, boy!"

He lost control. He yielded to his owner; he arched his back, and he scrambled to grab onto the bed. His muscles tightened and clenched. His cock throbbed. He could hear her moaning. Maybe she screamed out through the rush of pleasure and impossibly vivid passion. Maybe he made one promise after another. He couldn't tell, not as he endured the truth. He belonged to her; he would always belong to her. There wasn't any other choice, not a chance or possibility. And he was grateful! He loved his spot right there, and he would wear her collar for as long as she let him. He would follow his owner. He would obey, ready to drop to his knees, to massage her feet or lick her toes or slide his head between her legs. Anything and everything for his owner! That beautiful girl had him!

She drained him, and once it was done, she pulled away, and she kissed him again.

"Wait here," she said.

She got dressed, and then she headed for the door. Exhausted, he knew he had to obey those two simple words.

Annalise emerged from the portal between a pair of buildings. She turned to her pack boy as he emerged, "You know the protocols," she said. "Stay out of sight."

"Understood," replied the boy.

She let go of his leash, stretched her arms, and pulled on her goggles.

Breathing out, Annalise started to scan. At first, she didn't see anything. Then he spotted the green hints of interdimensional energy. She followed those traces out from between the large, glass buildings and down the main thoroughfare. She stuck to the sidewalk, and a couple of people passed her. They glanced at her uniform, but they didn't know what it meant, so they didn't pay much attention to her.

Annalise stalked forward, moving from one block to the next. She came to a warehouse, only to realize that they were already gone. Rather than go inside, she kept tracking them.

Then she saw it up ahead: a hotel.

More importantly, Annalise recognized the woman.

She was leaning there against the building. At this range, Annalise could probably take her out with one shot.

Taking her place behind a vehicle in the parking lot, Annalise glanced around. There weren't any witnesses. Perfect. She drew her weapon, braced herself against the top of the sedan, exhaled slowly, and zoomed in with her goggles. In that same moment, the target glanced up and waved.

Annalise tensed, thinking this had to be some kind of trap. She reached out with her senses, listening intently. She never expected someone to point a gun at the back of her head.

But something like that happened.

Annalise glanced to her left and right. She studied her surroundings for any hint of a trap.

Nothing.

Then she glanced back at her target again, and the dark-haired woman was heading her way. She had her hands in her pockets, but she seemed completely at ease.

"Good evening," the woman called out to Annalise. "I take it you are the woman who is trying to hunt my boy."

"He's using illegal technology," Annalise said. She still had her hands tight on the handle of her stun blaster. The woman in front of her had pulled her hands from her pockets, but they were empty. What was this? What kind of game was she playing?

"Really? There is such a thing as illegal technology?

"Yes," Annalise said. "Those cubes are tearing holes in the universe."

"Permanent damage?"

"It's temporary," Annalise conceded, "But if it happens too often, the damage can be catastrophic."

"I see. Well, I have a proposal for you."

"A proposal?" Annalise tightened her grip again. She kept thinking this had to be some kind of trick. At the same time, she was well aware of her surroundings. More importantly, the parking lot was mostly empty, meaning someone wasn't going to be able to sneak up on her. A sniper might have been able to take her down, but the angles were wrong, and this would be a difficult shot.

"That's right," said the woman. "My name is Lillian, and I'm traveling between these realities for one reason. I needed a specific pathogen. I've been trying to get here for some time. My first attempt was only partially successful. Obviously, I didn't want the explosion, but I got here, and I was able to make my purchase. Now I just want to go home."

"Where's your boy?"

"He's waiting for me. He has a control collar around his neck, and he is eager to serve me."

Annalise narrowed her eyes. "Why should I believe you?"

"Because I think you and I are the same," she said. Lillian exhaled, stepped forward, and raised her hands. "We are ambitious and determined. We are dedicated to a very specific way of life."

"And what's that?" Annalise hesitated.

"Female supremacy," Lillian said, making it sound like the only possible answer. "We both know how foolish they can be. We both know how dangerous they can be. We both know that they are only truly happy when they are on their knees before us." Lillian shook her head and dropped her gaze to the ground. At this point, her hands had drifted back down toward her waist.

"You know how much time I have spent on your boy?"

"A lot, I'm sure. And for that, I'm sorry. But my plan is almost complete, and our next jump is going to be back home. You're a huntress. I'm sure you have a lot of discretion. And right now, I'm looking at you, and asking for your help. Let us go. Let me take him home."

"You really think it could be that easy?"

"You're not a man. You're smarter than that. You are able to think through the different possibilities. You're not going to let raw aggression blind you." She lowered her head again, "Please? He's my slave, my boy, and I want to spend a lot of time training him. I want to play with him every morning and every night. I want to use him. I want to hold him up in front of my world and show the women around us what a good relationship can look like."

Annalise studied this woman. At the same time, she thought of the boy who had escaped her on two separate occasions. And yet, Annalise considered herself to be an excellent judge of character as she watched the woman in front of her. If Quinn Drake had been out there, then the choice would have been obvious. But now, these women were talking, and Annalise believed her.

It was as simple as that.

"Our augers are going to be watching," Annalise said. "Make sure you get home. Make sure you don't use that technology again. If you do, we're going to have problems."

"I understand," Lillian promised.

Back at the base, Annalise expected some burst of anger or frustration. And yet, she emerged from the portal, and she did her safety checks with the technicians. After that, she knew she was supposed to file her report, not that this needed to be her top priority. That's why she decided to go see her boy. Colin was waiting for her, and she had made her decision. She was going to take him home. She was going to play with him and train him and make sure that patriarch learned his place. A different kind of excitement ran through her body as she made her decision. More importantly, she knew it was the right one.

Quinn remained there on his knees in the hotel room.

The door opened again, and he jerked his head up. He stared, desperately hoping it would be her. He didn't know who else might have a key, but there was something about the way she had left him there. Nervous energy crawled along his skin as he waited.

It was her. Lillian. His owner. His Mistress.

"Are you ready to go home?"

"I…"

He didn't know how to answer. But then, she came up to him, she grabbed him by his leash, and she pulled him onto his feet. She kissed him hard, and then she looked back into his eyes. "Are you ready to go home? Are you ready to change the world?"

"Yes, Mistress," he breathed out. As long as he was close to her, he knew he would trust her. He knew she was smarter than him. He knew he would follow as an obedient boy always.

The End
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My favorite games:

Female supremacy is my favorite fantasy. I love stories and novels about entire societies where women have seized control. Men are reduced to the status of chattel, slaves, and toys for their female superiors. In these storylines, men can fight, but they’re destined to lose. Sometimes women have taken control based on magic or technology. In other stories, women are just smarter and work to outmaneuver the boys who foolishly thought they were in charge.

Dominant women make up many of the characters in my stories. These tales focus on wives, girlfriends, and other female rivals who take power in specific microcosms. Here, the women are still very much in charge, but their control is limited to a single man. He’ll still be enslaved, but the rest of the world remains largely the same.

Chastity training is intense. Boys are obsessed with their libidos, so there’s something magically enticing about locking a man up and reducing him to a pathetic, kneeling slave ready to obey every command. Sometimes these males need to be tricked. Maybe they need to be blackmailed or even kidnapped and forced into a chastity cage. One way or another, they’ll give in. Holding his key is one of the most delectable pleasures I can imagine.

Cuckolding is another incredible fetish. Since I am interested in how men can lose control, I’m fascinated by the idea of a wife or girlfriend who’s decided that her man just isn’t good enough. Yes, she still cares about him and wants to keep him around, but he will be a slave, forced to watch his girl with another man—if he’s lucky. This kind of the trail is one of those ultimate expressions of power and control.

Bondage can be psychological, but I tend to prefer the literal restraints. The notion of having a man strapped down, his arms and legs spread, his naked body on display is powerfully erotic. I love knowing his girlfriend or wife can touch him and tease him, forcing him to beg and plead. His dignity drains away as he succumbs to that overwhelming desperation.

Spanking is an amazingly simple punishment. Take a man, put him across your lap, and spank him. Make him cry out. Pain might be one of the oldest incentives, but it works beautifully. When a man whimpers, he understands what he’s lost.

Humiliation is one of those tools men seldom acknowledge. They want to believe they’re capable of dealing with any slight or insult, only this isn’t true. So many men are incredibly fragile. They tell themselves that they’re powerful, but they still worry about what the women nearby might think. Getting collared, leashed, and crawling before a woman is an incredibly humiliating experience. It strips him of his identity now that the world can see who he really is.

These are just a few of my favorite fetishes. If a game involves taking or losing control, I’ll probably love it. So please, if you have any fantasies or ideas you would like to share, feel free to email me: ARitter664@gmail.com.
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