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Chapter One

The dawn’s first sunbeams reminded Eric to fill the coffee baskets and get the convenience store ready for the morning rush. He covered a yawn as he wiped his counter; his eight hours of graveyard would be over in a few minutes. He would sleep in his van. 

A clump of customers came in. This being his third night shift, he recognized one, a regular. The others were doubtless passing through. St. George, Utah was a halfway point between Denver and L.A., and was a popular overnight stop for travelers. 

He rang up three people for coffee, donuts, and recharges for their electric cars. 

Then a fourth just slid a coffee on his counter. He saw a figure of indeterminate gender in baggy gray sweats, a baseball cap and sunglasses. “Will that be all, mmsrr?” he mumbled as he straddled ma’am and sir. 

“Just the coffee and a word with you, Eric,” said a familiar voice, turning his legs to jelly and his throat to a dry gully, “whenever you are done with your shift.” She pushed up her sunglasses and speared him with sea green eyes and a sensuous smile. 

“S-Sa-Samantha,” he managed to say. “How did you find me?” He had fled Las Vegas ten days ago, in a blind panic after he came to face the consequences of living with this beautiful, seductive woman. They had been sitting in the city clerk’s office going over the form that would record a civil union under the new law, when the implications of being the submissive partner to her suddenly burst into full focus and filled him with horror. 

“Your online bank transactions are on the computer at home, dear,” Sam said, smiling. 

He had recharged the van battery on his debit card the day before yesterday. Two cents worth of electricity and a dollar of state highway tax, and he had to put it on his card. Now, the outlet on the vehicle had to be a special design that only accepted the plugs from tax-collecting stations. 

“I took the late night bus after work last night and there was your van, right where you recharged it.” 

He whistled softly at her determination. Sam worked as a showgirl at one of the

nostalgia shows on the Strip, dancing on a chorus line in one of those costumes with a heavy headdress. She was usually tired when she got home around midnight. Last night, she took the two hour bus ride to St. George in the middle of the night and then figured out where his van was. For a moment, concern for how weary she must be battled in his mind with his fear of what a future with her would entail. Then she took off her cap, ran a hand through her short black hair, took a sip of the coffee, and gave him a fresh clear-eyed look. “When’s your shift end, babe?” she asked as she sat down at one of the tiny tables in the front. 

“’Bout ten minutes,” he said, “but, Sam, I don’t want to….” Another customer came in and he never finished his sentence. He was conscious of her steady gaze as he rang up transactions, and fear of the future became his primary emotion again. 

Just before his day shift relief arrived, the manager, Esther, entered the store. 

Esther Hawkins, a petite, square-shouldered blonde in her mid-thirties, was a firm but fair manager who kept track of her employees’ welfare, among many other details. Right now, she showed concern about her new graveyard guy. 

“Eric, what’s the matter? You look pale and you’re shaking.” She touched his forehead and wiped some cold sweat off. Then she followed his darting eyes, which kept looking at, then away from, Samantha. Esther followed his glance and met Sam’s stare. “Till out, Eric; Larry is here. Then come into my office.” 

With a jerk of her head toward her office door, she indicated that Samantha should step in, too. 

A minute later, Esther was in the small office space, looking up at the two of them. “All right, lady, state your business with my employee,” Esther snapped. 

“Eric and I are roommates, of a sort,” Samantha replied calmly. “That is, he has this house in Las Vegas and I’ve been living with him the past couple of months. 

He suddenly up and left a few days ago, as we were talking about a civil union. 

Some legal-looking notice came addressed to him as the homeowner and I didn’t know where to send it.” 

“Well, now you do.” Esther asked. “Is that all?” 

“No, that’s not all. I want him to come back home. If we could have a few minutes to talk about things, in private, perhaps I could understand and deal with

the things that are worrying him.” 

Esther held up a hand to shush Eric. “This is Utah, a sanctuary state, lady. You know you can’t just drag him back to Nevada by force. Were you to take him a mile down the road against his will, I would have the USP all over your case. It wouldn’t matter if you had him in marriage or a civil union. The Spousal Retrieval bill crashed, big-time, remember?” 

Samantha inclined her head to concede the point. The three enclave states, Utah, Arkansas, and New Hampshire, had become sanctuaries for men to escape femdom marriages. Several Congresswomen had introduced a bill to require these states to assist in the retrieval of men still in marital relationships. A blogger posted that the operative language was almost identical to a similar clause in the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850. The ensuing uproar was enough to move the always-sensitive political antennae of Pres. Elizabeth Castle and her veto threat killed the bill. 

“If I can’t persuade him to come back home with logic, I won’t persuade him with muscle,” Sam said, evenly. 

“Eric, your sidelong glances at this woman are telling me that she may own a piece of your heart, if not your head. If I safeguard your safety, will you go off and talk with her?” 

He nodded, his tongue still too dry for articulate speech. 

“OK,” Esther said, “put the keys to your van here on my desk, and you, you put your purse and all your e-stuff here, too. Then you two, go out for a walk and talk.” 

The couple put the necessary hardware on Esther’s desk and walked out into the brilliant sunshine. Before the road bridged the Virgin River, a block or two down the way, a paved path followed the desert stream. Sam took Eric’s hand and led him to a bench. “OK, babe,” she said as she peeled her sweatshirt and tied the sleeves around her waist, “it’s already warm here by 8 a.m. Have you had time to figure out what made you panic back there in Vegas?” 

As Eric watched the smooth ripple of muscle across her upper body, his traitorous penis hardened. What free will do men have around beautiful women, he thought, and then wondered why women still cultivated beauty when so many

of them had achieved physical superiority as well. Sam still shaved her legs and armpits and put on makeup, which could be part of her job, but most strong women still did so, too. While he tried to prioritize his possible answers to her question, he thought back to the day they first met, back in May. 

It could get over 100 in mid-May, in Vegas, and on the roof of a ten-story apartment building, it had. Eric, the sole proprietor of Larkin Carpentry, had been putting in new supports for the solar collector panels and he was dripping. 

When he finished, he handed his bill to the building superintendent, apologizing for the sweat stain on the paper. 

“Want to cool off in the pool?” The super told him the building was hosting a party and some tenants were splashing around already. She offered him a pair of men’s swim trunks from the lost and found box and pointed out a changing room near the pool. 

Eric accepted the offer and changed into the swim trunks. He swam the length of the pool underwater and popped up at the far end, shaking the water off his face. 

“Got all the sawdust out, Mr. Carpenter-man?” from a woman treading water nearby. She had spoken to him in the elevator earlier, commenting on his Carhartt tool belt. He answered with a shy nod, but she reached out and ran her fingers through his brown hair anyway. “Yep, no sawdust,” she said, laughing with twinkling green eyes. “Mr. Carpenter, I would love a taste of nice cold beer, but I don’t want a whole can. Would you be so kind as to split one with me?” 

The woman was pulling herself up a pool ladder with one hand while tugging him along. 

Standing beside the woman, Eric gave her an admiring gaze. She was his exact height, an inch short of six feet, and had a sexy, albeit solid, figure. Like a lot of women these days, she had put in her time in the gym. Cropped black hair topped a face of exotic beauty; her eyes slanted up a bit in a vaguely Eurasian look. 

The woman popped a can of Pabst and took a long pull. Then she handed it to him, saying “here you are, Mr….I’m sorry, I’m Samantha Evans, and I don’t imagine your surname is really Carpenter.” Eric held the beer in his left hand to accept her firm handshake. 

“No, it’s Larkin, Eric Larkin,” he said softly as his hand remained in hers. He

was 23 and good looking and was used to women hitting on him. His strongest wish in life was to remain single and not in a relationship; he worked on this by remaining shy, not looking women in the eye, avoiding bars and other scenes where modern women went to pick up men. 

A lively rock tune started several couples dancing. “C’mon, Eric, I love this song,” she said, taking the beer out of his hand and setting it on a table. They jived a bit, she moving with feline grace in her bikini and he rather less graceful. 

Then a Latin tune came up and he protested that he did not know how to dance this step. She demonstrated it to him and he tried to copy what she was doing. 

He bumped into her legs and stepped on her bare feet, making her giggle. 

A slow tune came on next, and she moved closer to him. “Let’s work on your following while I lead. I’m a professional at this.” She put his left hand on her shoulder, pressing her right hand into the small of his back. Then she took his right hand in her left and pressed close against him. 

“Professional…dance instructor?” Eric panted, noticing her ear an inch from his lips. 

She ordered him to just concentrate on where she was about to move and go there, too, then added that she was a showgirl dancer at one of the older hotels on the Strip. She pulled his body in tight, telling him to concentrate on the moves her hips and thighs would telegraph. As Samantha rubbed her groin against the throbbing boner in his trunks, the amused gleam in her eye told Eric he was in the nets of an experienced sexual huntress. Then he felt her tense up as she looked over his shoulder. When they turned, he saw another woman leading a guy into the building. 

“Damn it—I was going to ask you upstairs to teach you that salsa step, but it looks like my roommate has commandeered the apartment. What’s your place like?” She leaned back in the dance to pull him upright. 

“I live in a little house, about ten minutes drive from here,” he told her. She suggested continuing the dance lessons there. Yeah, right, he thought, lap dancing maybe. Samantha had set his blood racing and Eric elected to forget his usual cautions about women. She pulled an oversized t-shirt and sandals from her bag while he changed back into his work clothes. Then he led her to the old Ford panel truck with Larkin Carpentry painted on the side. 

“Roommates,” she sighed as she buckled in, “a tedious necessity, forced upon us by economics.” She explained that the rent on the one bedroom apartment was $1500, which three of them split evenly. “And how many people are in your house, Eric?” 

“It’s just me,” he told her. He could sense her disbelief. One person in a whole house, with a modest income at best from his work—that was unheard of. 

Nobody made much money these days; even a car was a luxury. Wages were low but there were jobs; why, a Chinese firm had just opened a shoe-making plant over by Henderson last month. A spot-work home repairs guy with a house all to himself, it just didn’t compute for most folks. Eric launched his explanation. 

“No mortgage; that was all paid off seven years ago. My folks bought it before I was born—before the values went crazy—and my mom insisted that they always pay a bit extra on the principal every month, even during the Great Recession. 

And very little for utilities, you’ll see all the green stuff they put in. So I just have to cover property tax and insurance.” 

“And your parents now, Eric?” she said softly. 

“Both passed on, mom seven years ago; I think she hung on to see the mortgage burned. Dad a couple of years after that.” She patted his hand on the steering wheel. He steered the van into a driveway and she saw a small stucco bungalow with desert landscaping and a roof full of solar panels. “Covered veggie garden in the back running off recycled gray water,” he said, “rainwater goes into a cistern.” A quick tour of the inside: small neat kitchen, living room, second bedroom, bath, and then the place that was on both their minds: the main bedroom. 

Samantha pushed Eric against a wall while her tongue explored his mouth and her fingers opened his shirt and pants. He was trying to lift the baggy t-shirt off her; she giggled and yanked it over her head with one hand while sliding his pants down with the other. She positioned him with his back to the bed, then took a handful of his pants with a quick upward hoist and flipped him onto the sheets. She finished undressing him, slowly, teasingly, and sat on his stomach as she undid the top of her bikini. She pulled his fingers off the bikini bottom. “Let me lead, baby; I’m a professional.” 

“Old profession?” he gasped, writhing beneath her, desire crisping him. 

“The oldest, but no longer working. When I first moved to Vegas, nine years ago, I worked at Rancho Mon Plaisir in Pahrump.” That was out in one of the rural counties where prostitution had been legal since forever. “No life for me. 

You have to separate your awareness of your own body from your emotions, and I love sex way too much to be able to do that.” 

She wriggled out of her bikini bottom and stretched out alongside Eric, demonstrating a professional expertise in the foreplay department. Then moving on top, she mounted him and took him in her. She brought him to the knife edge of release and kept him there for long, agonizing minutes. Each time he thought he could come inside her, she clamped her love muscle or pinched him somewhere and kept him twisting on a rack of desire while she came once and then again. When she finally allowed him to climax, his ejaculation seemed to keep gushing for ages. 

Holding his spent member inside her for another minute, Sam twined her toes inside his and tasted his lips as he sighed beneath her. “Hetero, girl-on-top, still rocks my world best,” she murmured, rolling them on their sides. 

“That particular trip was the greatest in my young life,” Eric whispered weakly. 

He tried to push himself up with flaccid arms, failing until she lent a hand. 

“Why, I’ve picked up dishcloths that weren’t this limp,” Sam laughed. “Boy, I think I’ve drained all the fluids out of you. Let’s go raid your refrigerator and see what we can put back in.” She dragged him to the kitchen and dropped him in a chair while rustling up two tumblers and a quart of orange juice. Eric felt a bit stronger as she watched him closely. She got up to draw a glass of water for him, giving her hips that turn-on wriggle. Setting the glass in front of him, she leaned over and kissed him softly, brushing her breasts on his shoulders. Fishing the phone out of her bag, she called for pizza. She tossed him his bathrobe and pulled her t-shirt back on while they waited. 

“When do you have to go to work?” Eric asked, feeling her toes stroke his ankle. 

“Oh, this is my weekend, Wednesdays and Thursdays,” Sam said. “I don’t have to work today or tomorrow. I could clean the apartment, since my lazy roommates don’t bother to, but housework or hot sex, easy call…if it’s all right with you.” 

Eric nodded with enthusiasm. He wondered, aloud, whether her dancing job paid

enough for her to have her own place, since her roommate situation was less than ideal. 

“I make about $2500 a month before taxes,” she said, “and $500 of that goes for rent. But a lot of what’s left goes for tuition, books, etc. at the university.” She was working toward a degree in hotel management at UNLV, she explained, and had been taking one course a quarter for eight years now. With what she planned to take summer quarter, she would be within a couple of credits of her senior year. 

“Say,” Sam said brightly, as if an idea had just occurred, “how would you like to have me for a roommate this summer?” In lieu of rent, I could teach you how to dance all the steps, brighten up your bachelor-drab house décor, and…take you through my Nevada edition of the Kama Sutra.” He was about to state some reasons why this would not work but just then the doorbell rang, announcing pizza. 

While Eric uncorked a bottle of wine, Sam put pizza on plates. She let her proposal repose for a while, like an angler who spooks a trout with one cast and waits quietly before trying again. “So, do you have work lined up tomorrow?” 

she asked between pizza nibbles. 

“I have to stain some cabinets for a kitchen remodel, about two hours. “

“While I just have a class at the U and my Thursday at the gym.” Sam told him her gym was the S & S next to Grace of Goddess Church, a megachurch out on Tropicana. 

Eric was curious about her routine at the gym. 

“It’s the standard maintenance program now, as I’ve been on since high school,” 

she said. “An hour of strength, an hour of wrestling or boxing, three times a week.” The ubiquitous S & S gyms—everyone called them Strong and Sexy now, although the original name had been something else—had led to the huge gender role reversal now underway worldwide. An additive in the water sold in the gyms induced estrogen to mimic certain properties of testosterone, mainly muscle development and libido. Women became as strong as their men and more skilled in using that muscle. Patriarchy was in free fall worldwide. 

Sam changed the topic to the second chapter of her Nevada Kama Sutra and got

Eric’s blood tingling with a detailed description of the position, while she ran her bare toes up and down his leg. When her foot worked up to his stiffening penis, she said he was ready for another round. Leading him back to the bedroom and laying him on the rumpled sheets, this time she focused on his pleasure, while again taking her own. 

In the post-coital lassitude, Eric posed a question that had been worrying him. 

“Sam, if you moved in, would I have to follow your orders? Would you beat me up, if I didn’t?” 

“Compound question! Objection as to form!” she fired out in mock-legalese. 

“But as to the first part, what’s this if? Of course I could, but would I? When? 

Not as foreplay, not for me, I can think of a dozen other ways that turn me on more. Of course, sometimes it turns on the guy to be beaten. I didn’t think you were that type, but am I wrong? Would you be excited if I put some hurt on you before we had sex?” 

“No! No! Not a turn on, it’s a bad childhood memory. See that house next door?” 

as he pointed out the bedroom window. “Now, a young couple live there quietly, but when I was growing up, it was the home of Betty the Bruiser and her family.” He told her about Betty Holst, an R.N. at the hospital, standing a strapping 6’3”, who regularly beat up her 6’ husband. 

The Holsts had one daughter, Bettina, a year older than Eric. When they were youngsters, Tina would play “house” with Eric and put him in submission holds one after another, in the depths of the recession, every other house on the block was empty; Tina and Eric were the only kids around. They rode the school bus together all through high school. Tina grew into most of her mother’s height, starring on the volleyball team and socializing more with the athletes, yet she always found time for a pinch or a hard hug for the boy next door. 

The sufferings of Tina’s father at the hands of Big Nurse Betty were the vivid memories, though. She was nice to everyone else and to her husband most of the time. But after the lights went out and everyone was in bed, his moans and sobs and her growls and slaps floated out their bedroom window and across the yard. 

Eric would pull a pillow over his head and try to fall asleep, often to dreams of rough giantesses chasing him. 

As Eric recalled, when his mother started working as a checker at the Safeway, 

Betty urged her to start going to the S & S gym to be safe walking home at night. 

But his mother, Susan, would have none of it. Susan and Tom were a traditional couple; while she was smarter, he was stronger and she did not want to shift the balance of power in her marriage. 

“It sounds to me,” Samantha said in a serious tone, “like what you had next door was an S & M relationship. You have to remember that while the female-led relationship is the new norm, most do not involve sadism on the woman’s part or masochism on the man’s.” 

“Is that what we’d have if you move in here, a female led relationship?” 

“Who knows? We’re talking about a summer fling here, some great sex, dancing, maybe a few parties, and at the end of the summer, we see where we’re at. As we get to know each other better, we fall into a pattern for how to make decisions. 

The first thing is, you sleep on your decision and tell me in the morning.” 

~~~~~

Chapter Two

Sitting on a bench in Utah, in the late summer sunshine, Eric remembered everything Samantha had said to him on that first day three months ago. Of course, he had asked her to stay, the next morning, and their intimacy grew day by day. June and July passed in a stream of erotic pleasures, whirling dances, and parties. If he usually went along with her suggestions, well, it was because they made sense. When she brought up the idea of staying after September came, and filing a civil union, he went along with the idea in its preliminary stages. 

The old civil union, forgotten after same-sex marriage became lawful, had been revived as a sort of trial marriage. They downloaded a bureaucratic explanation couched in gender-neutral terms. When they went downtown and a clerk started going over the form in plain English, that was when he panicked and bolted. 

“Have you figured out yet what came over you that day?” she asked him softly, holding his hand. “Surely, we were together long enough for you to know I was no reincarnation of Betty the Bruiser.” 

He shook his head. Some of the exotic sexual positions left him sore, but there had been no beating. 

“Nor was I going to take your house. I still have the prenup we were going to file with the civil union, that says the house is not community property but yours alone.” 

He wrung his hands and dropped his chin into them. “Sam, I just don’t know. 

When she started talking about the obligations of the secondary spouse in terms of that being the guy, it was like a door opened into a scary dark closet in my mind. I just knew something horrible was in that closet and I had to run away as fast as I could.” 

“Eric, I came across some old bills and reports you had put in a drawer, and I have an idea what your monster might be. I can at least ask some questions that maybe you haven’t asked yourself. Are you willing to try?” 

Staring out at the desert, he murmured his assent. 

“OK, let’s go back to when your mother died. What did she die of?” 

“Cancer, I told you before, it was cancer.” 

“Yes, but what kind of cancer, Eric?” 

“Breast cancer,” he whispered huskily. 

“And then, how did your dad take it? How did he bear up through the grieving process?” 

“Hard. He cried a lot, went out to the cemetery at least once a week, and was always sad. But he kept on working. I still had a year to go in high school and she had asked him to stay on through my graduation and then take me into the business.” 

“And what happened to him a couple of years later?” 

“Heart attack, sudden massive heart attack.” 

“In October of 2024,” she continued. “Now, can you recall any bad news or event that may have shaken him just before he died?” 

Eric clamped his trembling mouth closed and just stared straight ahead, his breathing quick and shallow. 

“It was in all the news that month,” she continued in a flat tone, “about a way of preventing breast cancer. It came out in the political campaign that fall. 

Remember, Eric?” 

“Those gyms you go to, something in the water,” he ground out hoarsely. 

“Yes, the water we drink there, together with the exercise programs, means no breast cancer. The news helped President Castle get elected. But the news broke just a few days before your father died, Eric. How did it affect him?” 

Eric bit off his words like shards of ice as he shivered on the bench. “Hit him like a sledgehammer…broke his heart.” 

“Yes, Eric, the guilt he felt over not wanting his wife to go to an S & S gym doomed him. Had he encouraged her, and let her rule their bedroom, she might be alive today, and he as well. How did you feel about that at the time, and how do you feel about it now?” 

He crumpled and slid off the bench, curling up in a fetal position on the paved path as he wailed. “I …should’ve…told her…to go, encouraged—somehow. My fault…silence.” He beat his head on the pavement. 

Samantha knelt beside him and put a hand on his forehead. “Eric, listen to me! 

Kids always think they have more responsibility for how their parents relate to each other than they actually do. The truth is, you could not have done anything to change the dynamics of your parents’ marriage.” She gathered him up in her arms and held him as he wept. They remained sitting on the path for several minutes as his racking sobs gradually subsided. 

“There’s the monster in your closet, babe,” she murmured, “the thought of being the submissive man in a female-led relationship triggers all that guilt and horror about losing your parents. Eric, could you let me be your woman, the woman your mom could have been, should have been to your dad? Can you try to accept my firm but loving control and find out if we can be happy?” 

Eric looked up into the emerald warmth of her eyes and felt a kind of peace. 

Being with Samantha felt right, made him whole. On the other hand, being her thrall or servant was not what he wanted in life. Could he have the good without the bad? He hesitated while she just waited in silence. 

“How much control are we talking about?” 

“Just enough so that we wouldn’t waste time arguing—but let’s not worry about that now. Are you ready to come home with me?” Sam asked as she stood and pulled him up in her hug. “We won’t talk about the civil union for a while; just hang out together like we had been doing.” She licked his tears and kissed his trembling lips. “Let’s go back to your store, then; you tell your manager while I wait outside. We don’t want her calling the patriarchy police on us!” 

A few minutes later, Esther was listening to Eric finish his story. Sighing, she pulled out the Help Wanted sign to put in the window. “It sounds like you want to go back with her of your own free will. Leave your Vegas address with me,” 

she told him, “so the company can send you your paycheck.” She opened the door and beckoned Samantha to come in. “Here are your phones, Eric’s keys, and everything else I had you leave in here,” she said. 

“Thanks,” Samantha said, jingling his van keys, “now I’ll just buy one of your five-hour energy drinks and we’ll be on our way.” 

“Take it with my compliments,” Esther replied, “I hope you take good care of him, and remember he isn’t one of your natural submissives.” 

“Oh, I will,” Sam said, reaching out for a handshake. She took a firm grip, testing the strength of the shorter blonde, who gave back as good as she got for a few seconds. “So,” she said, “how is it using the S & S gyms here? Your pats allow them, clearly.” 

“Allow them they must,” Esther answered, “since the…uh, health benefits are common knowledge now. They would have a severe shortage of women were they to outlaw the gyms. But they can and do drag their feet on approvals for new ones. The existing gyms are very crowded. Mine has to run 24 hours a day, and I get up at five a.m. to get my time in before I come here. It’s safer for the politicians to duck social change. As long as Clean House doesn’t organize as a party here and we keep with Democrats and Republicans, change will come slow in Utah.” She walked them to the door, refusing Sam’s renewed offer of payment for the canned energy drink, and waved as they drove off to the I-15 ramp. 

Sam drove the van across a few miles of desert before they reached Nevada and stopped in Mesquite for a bottle of water. “Did you notice which of the old political parties was doing better back there?” she asked Eric as she drove on. 

He shook his head. “You know me, Sam, political talk just goes in one ear and out the other; I don’t pay any attention to it.” 

“I know,” she said. “How did you vote last election, or did you vote at all?” 

“No, I’m not even registered to vote,” he told her. “What’s the point? You women are going to run the country from now on.” 

“Well, you should register to vote now, so I can cast two ballots.” Voting by mail had made it easier for the dominant partner in a household to send in both ballots per her preferences. The Clean House party’s hefty majorities in Congress and most of the states resulted from a lot more than dominant women double-voting though. It was their common-sense solutions to problems that the two old parties had been unable to reach. 

A few miles down the road, Eric brought up the subject of female-led relationships. “If the woman ends up calling all the shots, doesn’t she sooner or later lose all respect and then all interest in the man?” 

“When she made the money and he had the muscle, you would see that sometimes. But now that muscle is pretty much even, she finds a sweetness in his submission that makes her love grow. My married friends tell me that’s how it is with them and their husbands and I know I’d feel the same.” 

“I’m sure it’s sweet for the woman,” Eric said in a brittle tone, “and for her guy if he’s one of those—what was Esther’s phrase—natural submissives. But I’m not one of them, Sam, I like my independence and I’m not turned on by the idea of submission.” 

“I know, baby,” she said tenderly as she took her right hand off the wheel and caressed his thigh. “Here are the numbers: more than half the adult males in this country are machos, patriarchal, or traditional in their attitudes toward women. 

Between a quarter and a third are submissives, either acknowledged or subconscious. The rest are either gay or straight but on the fence. You are kind of traditional, kind of on the fence.” 

“Well, wouldn’t you rather have a submissive guy?” 

“Do you know how many millions of women are going to S&S gyms now? The subs are all taken, dear. Picked off like the low-hanging fruit. Now, guys like you are prime targets, even if you are reluctant about it. ‘She who courts Reluctant Male, must grind with patience on his walls,’ as the poem goes.” 

So men with traditional or patriarchal attitudes are destined to be dragged kicking and screaming into the new matriarchy? Eric wondered as he stared at the desert scenery. He remembered the guy with the dusty old pickup who came into the store a couple of nights ago, around 4 a.m. The man put coffee, flour, and canned beans on the counter, and asked for a plastic charge card for a recharge for his truck. “Gotta fly under the radar, no credit cards the broads can trace me with,” he rumbled, digging a wad of bills out of his pocket. 

As he counted out the right amount, Eric stared at the initials, CNB tattooed across his knuckles. 

“Chuck Norris Brigade,” the man said, reading Eric’s curiosity. “Heard of us, bro’?” 

Eric shook his head. 

“You will, by and by,” the man said. “Me and a couple other survivalists got a little spot down a ways.” He jerked his head southward toward Arizona. “We take in guys running from muscle dames and give ‘em some training. How’re you set—hooked up with one of them or staying away?” 

“Running from one,” Eric said. Why he was being so confessional with this stranger in the middle of the night? “So what’s your brigade going to do?” 

“Send a message for all the oppressed and pussy-whipped guys out there. Maybe blow up a couple of the gyms they go to, scare the girls away from their muscle sessions. The world needs to go back to the way it was since forever, us in charge and them giving us their cunts when we want.” 

Eric walked out to the recharge station with the guy. He needed to pull the garbage bag anyway. 

The man plugged his dusty red F-150 into the charging outlet and leaned against a fender, rolling and lighting a joint. He squinted through the smoke at the name badge on the apron. “I tell ya, Eric,” he said, “I know those women running the government straightened out a bunch of shit, but something still don’t feel right about this change. Besides us men getting the shaft, I mean. I have a hunch there’s something else coming, and we need to be ready for when it comes.” He handed the joint to Eric for a toke and watched the moths fluttering around the canopy lights. 

“I’m Dave,” the man said, accepting his joint back with his left hand and pumping the right out for a crushing handshake. “Eric, if you need us, just head down the graded road runs by the Hurricane Cliffs straight south of town here, look for the track about six and a half miles over the state line, heading east into the cliffs.” He unplugged his truck from the charger, hopped in, and drove off with a wave. 

It was not quite noon when they reached Las Vegas and pulled into the driveway. 

“Let’s just take a quick trip to Delaware,” she told him, “then I’ll grab a few hours sleep before work tonight.” Samantha had in fact compiled a list of fifty positions for intercourse and named each one for a state. Some were similar with small variations—the Carolinas, the Dakotas, the Virginias. Some, like Texas and Alaska, took hours to do. The quickies were the small states: Rhode Island, Delaware, and Vermont. 

As Sam lay atop Eric after their short stop in Wilmington, she caressed his still-quivering chest. “You left your vitamins here in the bathroom when you left so suddenly,” she said. Men’s vitamins often included the active ingredient for male sexual arousal since patents had expired on the original E.D. brands like Viagra. 

“Take one now,” she told him as she set the alarm for late afternoon, “then come back and cuddle as we sleep. We will visit a bigger state after I get home tonight.” 

The following morning, Eric woke before Sam and lay under the sheets, reliving their midnight ride through the mountains of Montana: tough trip from Yellowstone to Glacier. He had missed her passionate embraces and inventive sex. He made coffee and scrambled eggs and the smell awakened her a few minutes later. She came into the dining nook wearing just a t-shirt and pressed him against the wall with a lusty kiss. “Hey, big boy, I like the way you fill me up!” she giggled as she sat down in front of her breakfast. 

Over coffee, she told him that she had been busy around the house in his absence. “Besides tweaking your business website,” she began, “I planted a rose bush and some annuals in that corner of the garden we weren’t using; they’ll need water. And the curtains on the window on the west side, they must have been put up by your mother.” He nodded. “They are all faded by the afternoon sun and wearing out. I got rods and fabric for some café curtains. Have you used her old sewing machine? No matter, you can pick up the knack quick enough; it’s probably a lot like your router. Do you mind doing that?” 

She was asking, not ordering, at least not yet, he thought. He hesitated a moment, pondering the path that lay ahead. Then he nodded, slowly. 

Sam went on to say she was off to the gym and then the university and expected to be back by mid-afternoon. “Hemming the curtains shouldn’t take you that long and you may be out doing estimates. Be back by 3:30 and we can practice that salsa step before I go to work.” Strapping her gym and book bags to her bicycle, she set out, blowing him a kiss from the corner. 

Before domestic chores, Eric went through a pile of requests for inquiries about remodel work on his website. Sam had reworked his site into something jazzy and attention-getting and the potential jobs were rolling in. More than a decade after the Great Recession, Las Vegas was finally recovering. New hotels were being planned for the Strip and the thousands of empty homes were selling and

being fixed up again. The building trades were back. 

Running the sewing machine was rather like using the router. Samantha may be calling the shots, he mused while hemming curtains, but they were good shots. 

She had already brightened the house in several small ways, and new curtains and flowers would enhance it more. He sensed that she really wanted the civil union, although she had kept her word to give the topic a rest. Would she move on at the end of the summer if he did not agree to it? He really wanted her to stay; she was weaving herself into the fabric of his life. Could he give up his freedom to stay with her? Freedom’s just another word for nothin’ left to lose, the lyrics of an old song popped unbidden into his mind. The obedience part of the civil union didn’t sound so good, but maybe he could get around her with sweet talk. 

That afternoon, Eric asked her to pause the music after an energetic salsa song wound down. He looked up into her eyes—Sam danced in her heels while he danced barefoot—and told her he was ready to talk about filing the civil union papers. He saw the joy flash across her face, and then she was hauling his mouth up to her lips for a serious kiss. 

“Well, talk, then,” she said, as they sat at the kitchen table. 

“Tell me one more time what’s wrong with equality of power in a marriage,” 

Eric dragged out his words. “What’s wrong with decisions made on a fifty-fifty basis?” 

“In a word, it’s unstable,” Sam replied. “Like a see-saw in a playground when you get it to balance on the level: a leaf falls on one end and it goes down, the other goes up.” 

~~~~~

Chapter Three

The next morning was sunny and bright; August thunderstorms had not begun brewing. Sam and Eric drove down to an old art deco Clark County building and entered an office in the Marriage and Civil Unions section. The clerk was the same woman from whose office Eric had fled two weeks ago. “Hello, again, Samantha and Eric,” the middle-aged bureaucrat said, pushing her reading glasses up over her hair. “I understand you are now ready to pick up where we left off.” She looked directly at Eric, waiting for his nod. 

“Just to rehash quickly, a civil union is everything legally that a marriage used to be. Marriage is now a couple’s bond for the purpose of having and raising children. Tax deductions attach to children born in a marriage and not to those born outside it. The state has an interest in the stability of marriage and has decided that marriage lasts better if the parties understand their power relationship and declare their vows to abide by it. Any two people can file a civil union and stay that way as long as they like; two who want to marry have to be in a civil union first, for at least six months.” 

“The official form we send out explaining the vows is, unfortunately, still cast in gender-neutral terms. It works well enough for same-sex couples, using terms like dominant primary partner and submissive secondary partner. But for heteros like you two, it just sounds clunky. As ninety percent of couples contemplating marriage are heteros, and ninety percent of them are in female-led relationships, as I’m guessing yours is, I’ll just cut to the chase and talk about the woman in the in-charge role and the man as the sub. Is that all right with each of you?” 

Samantha assented as did Eric, a moment later. Sam asked about the ninety percent FLR figure. 

“FLR is by no means universal,” the clerk said. “Even without the social stereotypes of marriage we had back in the old days, with the woman strong enough to take care of herself out in the world, it sometimes happens that the woman feels more comfortable in the submissive role and her man in charge. It’s not a kink; it just happens like being born left-handed.” 

“All right. During the term of the civil union, the woman is preparing to offer her vows to love, cherish, and protect her man. Are you two planning to take premarital counseling with a church or spiritual advisor?” Samantha said yes, mentioning the Grace of Goddess church. “Fine,” said the clerk, “I won’t go

over the spiritual side of love, then. As a bureaucrat, I’m more comfortable with what the vows mean for the body. To love your man means you always go to him first to meet your physical needs. A dominant woman typically has more libido than her man, and if he can’t fulfill all her needs, she can go elsewhere for some supplemental satisfaction. But she always comes back to her main man, because she loves him. The love of a dominant woman is in her commitment to him. 

Does that make sense to each of you?” 

Sam nodded and Eric did the same a moment later. He was thinking back to a couple of times after he had finished a small job, when the woman of the house sent her husband out to buy something at a mall, and then hit on the carpenter to grab a quickie. Eric snapped out of his reverie as the clerk was explaining Samantha’s other vows. 

“To cherish your man means to value his submission, to always remember that he is giving you the gift of his freedom,” the clerk continued. “Now, the woman who protects her man always makes sure, if she allows him out of the house, that he is in places where he is safe from unwanted advances. Knowing that he is weak-willed where sex is concerned—ah, frailty, thy name is man--she is careful of his environments. Some women lock chastity jocks on their men who work outside the home, for example. To keep him at home is the best protection, but in today’s economy, two incomes are often necessary.” 

Eric imagined himself wearing one of these new jocks. The idea disgusted him. 

The clerk was shifting to his side of the deal and looking directly at him now. 

“When the man vows to love, honor, and obey his mate, he commits his entire erotic ardor to her. Entire; he may not play around even if she does. Every day he honors her physical and mental superiority and all the work she has put in to become that person. And he obeys her, not out of fear of punishment but out of zeal to please her. As the presumptive dominant partner, she may administer certain types of corporal punishment within guidelines in this pamphlet I’ll give you. The spiritual implications of your vows I will leave to your church; you have a minimum of six months to fully understand them before you speak the words.” 

After filing the civil union form and the pre-nup that stated his house would not become community property, and registering Eric to vote, Samantha drove them back toward the Strip. She stopped on the way at a shop specializing in dancer’s

clothes. At home, she took her purchases out of the shopping bag, displaying a pair of iridescent blue sleeveless mock-turtleneck tops. “This one is cut for men,” she said, handing it to him. “Put it on while I change into mine.” 

The blue top stretched from the neck down, exposing arms and shoulders. Sam spun him around in a jitterbug twirl, and then arrested his momentum. “Armpit hair won’t do, boy. Go shave it off,” she said. 

“Aw, Sam,” he protested, “why do I have to do that? It will look so foppish.” 

“Why? Because I said so.” Her voice was as flat as the side of a sword. 

“But right now? Can I do it tonight?” 

“Teachable moment! Obedience 101!” Samantha said, jerking his wrists over his head as she backed him against a wall. Eric winced as she squeezed his wrists in one hand while she tilted his chin up to look at her. “I’m not a patient woman like your mother, Eric, who might take a couple of months to talk your dad into doing something. When I tell you to do something, the only two words I want to hear are ‘yes’ and ‘ma’am,’ and two words I never want to hear are ‘why’ and

‘but'. Unless I use a future tense, the time frame for carrying out an order is now. 

You will get away with a reprimand this time and this time only—expect corporal punishment if it happens again.” She gathered a few of his offending hairs in her free hand and yanked them out. “You have five minutes to do it with your razor.” 

She released his wrists and stood back, hands on hips as he walked to the bathroom. He washed and lathered under his arms, hoping his hand would stop trembling by the time he picked up the razor. What had she said back in Utah? 

Firm but loving control? Here was the firm side. Corporal punishment? She had not hurt him, not yet, but his sweet-talking options were not looking too good. 

The next day, Sam and Eric entered a side door at the Grace of Goddess complex and Pastor Hannah Harris, wearing a bright patterned caftan, came out to greet them. She smiled and held out a hand to each of them. “Hi, Samantha—so this is your young man! Eric, welcome to the Grace of Goddess.” 

Pastor Hannah walked the couple down the hall, still holding each by a hand. 

They paused by a mural, depicting a scene where, amid lush vegetation, a naked man was holding an apple while a snake, coiled around the apple tree, whispered

in his ear. “This is a pretty nice rendition of Genesis Chapter 3, per those scrolls just discovered. Adam, made from Eve’s rib by Goddess, being tempted by the serpent to eat the forbidden fruit. When he does, he loses patriarchy on the world and Goddess has an angel cast them out of Eden.” 

“Is there any scientific dispute about the scrolls?” 

“No, Sam, they check out by every test as authentic from around 800 B.C. 

Goddess created Eve in Her own image, as the bringer-forth of life, and then made Adam to be her companion. Some ancient Hebrews kept this notion alive until the redactors put the Pentateuch together several hundred years later.” 

“The redactors?” Eric had never heard the word. 

“Priest-editors in Jerusalem who decided to take a bunch of manuscripts and revise them into a version they figured would sell. World’s first publishers, you could say, a breed pretty much unchanged up to the present day. What they were selling was the first five books of the Bible, the Torah, and their market was men. What the market wanted was a deal where the men could keep on doing their part in procreating the race with a few minutes of jollies, leaving the women to fifteen to eighteen years of work after that. So they edited the old scripts, crossing the s off every she so it became a he, or however that looks in Hebrew.” 

“And how did we get from these scrolls to the New Revised Bible?” Sam asked. 

“The Pentateuch is pretty foundational for both Christianity and Islam, and after the authenticity of the scrolls was positively established, long-suppressed stuff started leaking out from Rome and Mecca. Turns out anyone who wrote down what Jesus or Mohammed had actually said about Goddess the Mother got edited by the descendants of those first publishers. Patriarchy, still what sold, was what we got, for all those centuries. The correspondence between Paul and Pauline in Corinth, where her arguments just overwhelmed his, was just one set of letters they decided to bury where the sun never shines. The NRB includes Third Corinthians, by Pauline, as part of that long-buried material.” 

Pastor Hannah entered her study; gesturing Sam and Eric to relax in the chairs in front of her desk as she flipped open a bible. “Third Corinthians talks about how a man should love his wife when he recognizes her authority in spiritual matters. 

Eric, how would you describe your feelings toward Samantha?” 

“I think I fell in love with her the first day we met. Head over heels.” 

“Love and falling in love are quite different things. Falling into anything sounds like an accident; if it is love you fall into, you have tripped over your own pheromones. It starts out at the maximum and gradually fades. Love is more like a plant or a tree that grows. It may help to think of the starter motor in the old internal combustion engines as falling in love, and the engine running after that as growing in love.” Hannah paused a moment for Eric to process those concepts. 

“The man in an FLR grows in his love for his woman by increasing his understanding of what it means to honor her and obey her. To honor her means to praise every aspect in which she is his superior: her beauty, her wisdom, her strength of body and will. Can you recognize and accept with your whole heart Samantha’s superiority in all those aspects?” 

“Yes…I think I can.” 

“Can you think of any areas where you might be superior to her?” 

“Well, perfa taping, work stuff I do, but Sam could pick up the skills if she needed to…maybe the ability to resist temptations like chocolate. I can walk right past chocolate and it’s never easy for her.” 

Hannah smiled. “That’s a good trait for you; you’ll need to keep your boyish figure. As to the main things beauty, wisdom, strength, praise them often. 

Worship is not necessary, but praise is. Now, obeying her will be the hard part for you, I sense. How do you think a married couple should make decisions?” 

She held up a hand to keep Samantha quiet and let Eric find his words. 

“I think…I think they should talk about things and make decisions together, like my parents did…it was my mom’s call, ultimately, but she took the time to bring my dad around to her way of thinking. I know Sam doesn’t have that kind of patience. If I have to do what she says, right away, I need to work on that.” 

“Don’t just think in terms of direct orders, Eric. If you attune yourself to her moods and ideas, you’ll anticipate what she wants before she puts it into words. 

Down that road is where obedience ripens into lasting love.” 

“Samantha,” Hannah said, turning to her, “a dominant woman’s love for the man

she chooses also grows like a tree. You are completely past the myth of hypergamy, I trust?” 

“That old notion that a woman is always attracted to potential mates of higher status—older, richer, taller, and stronger? Oh, yes, completely past all that.” 

“That’s fine, but do you value Eric for what he is, or what you expect him to become? He said a moment ago that you can be impatient with him—fair assessment?” 

“Well…yes, just yesterday I put a little hurt on him over a personal grooming issue; he was giving me back talk. 

Pastor Hannah turned back a few pages in her bible. “Love is patient, love is kind,” she began reading from the familiar passage in First Corinthians. 

“Misogynist that he was, old Paul still got a few things right. Sam, you have to remember that Eric can change, under your guidance, but you must help him more with patience and kindness than with discipline. That—along with the incentives and disincentives every modern woman understands—will lead you to a deeper love for him.” 

“That’s enough for today; let’s close with the Lady’s Prayer. They bowed their heads as Hannah began, “Our Mother, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name; thy realm to come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in Heaven.” 

Hannah gathered the couple in a hug before Sam and Eric made their exit. Sam was silent as they walked to the door, chewing her lower lip. Uncertain whether she felt sorry for roughing him up the night before or was contemplating new punishments, he said nothing, What could he say, anyway? He took her hand. 

Eric saw a moment of surprise cross her face. Then she smiled softly and a breath of relief coursed through him and he squeezed the fingers curling around his. 

“We’re going to be fine, love,” he told her and raised her hand to his lips. 

Her smile broadened. Hand in hand, they walked out into the sunshine. 

“There’s my gym,” Sam said, indicating a long low building across the parking lot. “Two hours every other day.” 

“And no men can ever watch what you do in there,” Eric said. “How do they enforce that—wouldn’t some guy try going in drag to sneak in?” 

“He’d need quite a costume,” Sam answered with a chuckle, “as we do everything past the front desk naked. Weight machines, Kegeling, stretches, wrestling, boxing, the whole bit, in the buff.” 

“Bare naked ladies wrestling,” he said. “You finish off with a little feel-good action?” 

“Oh, sure, sometimes, if two women are pretty evenly matched and it goes to the third fall, the winner can claim top and the loser has to eat pussy from the bottom. But if it’s two falls and out, I usually critique my opponent’s moves and help her learn.” 

Samantha was nearly always the winner in these matches, Eric intuited. Her dancer’s grace and coordination would give her an edge even against bigger or stronger women. And he knew that most modern women went back and forth between same-sex and opposite-sex coupling in a carefree fashion. The idea of choosing between a straight and a lesbian orientation was something you read about in old-time fiction now. 

“How does my tongue technique compare with what you get on the mats in there?” he asked. 

“I’d say 8.5, maybe nine,” Samantha said, laughing. “You’re definitely better than the average woman. Which reminds me—ever heard of the Love Canal? 

The original, in New York, a big EPA project. And my copy leaks just waiting for your tongue! Let’s go home.” 

When they got home, Sam led Eric into the bedroom and pointed to the floor by the bed, directing him to kneel. She peeled her jeans and panties and sat on the cover in front of him. “I designate my pussy a Super Fun site,” she said with a leer, “so get out your tongue and start remediating. But keep your clothes on; you’re not getting any today. We’re doing a modified New York fuck, which for you means all mouth and wishful thinking.” She pulled his face into her bush and put him to work. 

Eric went to work, resolving to go for ten. He worked his tongue along her vulva, flicking in and out of her vagina but teasing her swelling clit with the

briefest taps. When he could feel her thigh muscles clenching around his head and hear her cries going up an octave, he judged the time right and wrapped his tongue around the engorged clit, pumping hard. She shrieked, drumming a wild tattoo on his lower back with her heels, as she erupted with an explosive gush. 

Sam lay on her back in post-orgasmic bliss a few minutes, sliding a bare foot up and down the back of his shirt and hooking a toe under his belt. When she told him to strip, Eric’s loins tingled. When she slipped a cock ring on him, he wondered which of the panhandle states she had in mind. Had it been Oklahoma or Idaho where she rode his stiff rod a good half hour before she unclamped him and brought him off with a glorious climax? 

Tonight Sam progressed through her impressive foreplay catalog, caressing his nipples, his navel, licking his earlobes, sliding her aureoles across his lips, and returning again and again to Eric’s throbbing, ring-clad member. “Oh, Sam, how much longer?“, he moaned. 

“Do you quite writhe on the rack of your desire, babe? I’m into writhing tonight and I want to see you really do it for me.” 

“Yesss,” he ground out between clenched teeth, “I writhe. Take this thing off and I could shoot my load all the way up to the ceiling.” He groaned. “How much longer must I suffer?” 

“All night,” Sam said in a matter-of-fact tone. “I’ll take it off in the morning before you make breakfast.” 

Eric pounded the sheets in frustration. “Why do you torture me like this?” 

“Because I can—unless you think you can roll me over and subdue me, in which case you could take off the ring and stick your carrot in the love canal. Wanna try?” 

Eric looked up into her grinning face and shook his head. They both knew he had no chance against her. 

“Babe, this is about incentives and their opposites. Give me your unquestioning obedience, and I let you come—that’s your incentive. You can’t really appreciate the incentive until I remind you of the disincentive, and that’s what I’m doing now.” 

Eric realized that she had hooked him with an addiction more powerful than heroin, meth, or any drug. The sexual satisfaction she delivered, when she felt like it, packed an ecstasy beyond his imagination. Sam slid her body over him a few minutes longer until she fell asleep; he lay awake hours willing himself to remain still. 

A few days into the civil union; Samantha sat in the easy chair thumbing through the UNLV course bulletin. Eric knelt on the floor in front of her, applying polish remover to her toenails and thinking about Pastor Hannah’s counsel. Thinking about anything other than his throbbing cock, actually. No polishing the carrot without my permission, she had ordered. So damned strict, such a steely will. He pulled a middle toe up gently to wipe off some polish. “You have beautiful feet, my darling, he murmured. He worked his thumb under her instep and gave her a simple massage.“Mmmm, feels good, babe. They do take a beating, dancing in heels for hours five nights a week. Some of the girls go to a masseur who does shiatsu on the feet. They swear by it. One of these days I may check it out.” 

Her moods, her ideas, hints she may drop. Eric resolved to get a book or vid on shiatsu from the library and learn it before she told him to. Suck up to her enough, and she would surely go back to milking his cock with that amazing pussy muscle. 

Samantha laid the book in her lap. “To graduate, I have to pull a six month management internship in a hotel. A lot of students do it right at the end, after they finish the classroom work. But if I could do it this fall and winter quarter, then finish up the classroom stuff in the spring, I could graduate next June.” She paused, thinking. “I would have to take out a humongous loan to cover full-time tuition and quit my job. My credit score would be subterranean…unless you would co-sign the loan with me.” 

His hands involuntarily clenched her foot for a moment as he processed the implications of her request. “Because my house would be adequate collateral,” 

he said softly, “and if the loan defaults, the bank could take the house.” My house, the last vestige of my independence, his worried expression declared. 

Sam, quite adept at reading his face, rested a heel on his thigh and pressed her toes into his groin. “The loan gets repaid, babe,” she said. “UNLV remains, along with Cornell, the premier hotel management program in the country and our graduates start out in 75, 80 thou a year jobs. That’s more than we both make

now. If I get run over by a truck, the loan will include life insurance on me. Your co-signing does not make the loan a reverse mortgage on the house; the bank has to look to me first for repayment. And even if…Oh, you’re thinking what if we don’t get married…well, I have no doubts on that score. I’m taking you for my husband, come next June. I love you more every day. And I know your vows will seal the deal.” Leaning forward, she took the bottle of polish remover from his hand. 

“I’m not asking for obedience here, Eric; you do not have to co-sign for this loan. But I would like for you to trust me on this. I’ll pay off the loan in two or three years…before we make a baby.” She had worked her foot under his shirt, teasing his navel with her big toe now. Tossing the course catalog aside, she bent forward and pulled him up for a cuddle. “You know what I’m hungry for now? 

Braised carrot. If you’ve got the carrot, I’ve got a hot pot!” 

Eric stuffed any last misgivings into his subconscious when they walked into the Mt. Charleston State Bank the next day. This used to be one of thousands of branches of the huge bank his parents had dealt with. Never again would a financial institution grow too big to fail, the Castle administration decreed. Sam knew Cynthia Sartelli, a vice-president of the bank, from the apartment building. 

Cynthia raised her dark eyes from the application papers on her desk to the couple sitting before her. 

“You want forty thousand, an educational loan for one year at the U… that’s all for tuition and fees, Sam?” 

“Over three-fourths,” Sam replied. “Some books spring quarter…and some business attire for the internship. This,” patting the sleeve of her navy pantsuit,” 

represents the only even semi-formal thing I have to wear. I need a few suits like that great-looking one you have.” 

“This? Oh, thank you,” Cynthia said, tugging a cuff on her pale green suit. The outfit, set off with a creamy yellow silk-look blouse and a paisley scarf, appeared tailored to her smooth curves. “It looks like it cost a lot more than I actually paid for it.” She mentioned a shop off the Strip, in the old downtown, where Sam could get some great deals with her borrowed dollars. “But, over three-quarters is like thirty thousand, just tuition and fees for a state resident. I hope the legislature up in Carson City starts putting money back in higher education now.” 

“Now, the bank has to look at present net worth, even as we invest in your bright prospects,” she continued, “and yours, Sam, looks…hmmm…rather minimal. A couple thousand in a savings account…anything else?” 

Sam shook her head. 

And a dancer job at the Riviera, will you keep that?” 

Sam shook her head in negation again. 

“So, that brings us to your proposed co-signer, Eric. Eric, you show an estimated net after-tax income of around twenty-four thousand for the year. That’s somewhat more than your last tax return shows; what would explain that?” 

“Lower taxes, ma’am, as we file a joint return with our civil union, and my business has picked up since Samantha moved in with me.” He reached across and took Sam’s hand in his. “She has done a great job with my web site, and has a network of contacts that have meant more work.” 

“That’s all to the good,” Cynthia said. “We need to know that you take a hard look at your living expenses for the next year. Eric’s net worth-primarily his house, which I see our, uh, predecessor bank filed a satisfaction of mortgage on back in 2017. And I see no liens on the house. You know, we could give you a much better rate of interest if you used the house as collateral.” 

“No, no way!” Samantha said emphatically. “This debt will be my responsibility and I want the bank to look to me for repayment and squeeze me like a turnip before you even look to Eric.” 

Eric felt her fingers illustrating the turnip squeeze. 

“OK,” said Cynthia, holding up a hand, “but just for the file, I need to record the current estimated value of the house. Have you had your own appraisal done in the past three years? No? Well, I can use the county’s property tax appraisal of a hundred eighty K, that’s enough for this purpose. But is the place structurally sound and well maintained?” 

“If you can mix pleasure with business, Cyn, come on over next Wednesday evening to a party we’re throwing. I’m having my old roommates and a couple other folks from the building you will know. And you can peek at the

foundations and the roof between dances.” 

“Well, thank you, Sam,” Cynthia said, glancing down at her desk calendar. “That night looks free, we can do that. Eight o’clockish?” She gathered up the application papers and slid them into a file folder. “Wish I could say yes right now, but even a little community bank has a bit of loan review procedure to follow. You’ll hear our decision in a couple of days.” She stood and shook hands with Sam, then Eric. 

Out in the parking lot, Eric took Sam by the hand again. “Did I keep a good poker face when you mentioned that party next Wednesday, which we’ve just been planning for what? three minutes?” 

She nodded with a huge smile. 

“Here I thought your people skills went magic just around guys,” he added, “but I see you can work around other women, too. You had her at the compliment on her suit, but the party just iced it.” 

Sam just hauled him up the four inches of her heels for a hard kiss. 

The following Tuesday was Sam’s last day dancing on the Strip, so there was a certain logic to throwing a party on a Wednesday. Eric heard her wake up mid-morning Wednesday with a bit of a champagne hangover—some of the other showgirls had taken her out for a celebration after the show—and groan at a sticky note reminding her to turn in a seminar paper at the university by 4 p.m. 

He left off mopping the floor to fetch her a glass of tomato juice, an aspirin, and a cup of coffee. 

“Babe,” she said, setting the coffee on the nightstand, “I was full of good intentions to help you get the place ready for the party, but you know what the road to hell is paved with.” He nodded. “I need to spend an hour in the library polishing the bibliography on this paper, and I should hit the gym first and sweat out my sins in the sauna.” 

“It’ll be fine, milady,” he said, “I did a lot of the cleaning last night, and have no outside jobs scheduled today. Do you have a count on the R.S.V.P.’s?” He had slipped into addressing her as “milady” with the idea that an honorific was honoring her. 

Sam activated her PDA and went to the mail screen. “Looks like eight women, and six plan to bring a guy, so fourteen plus us. Are we ok for the patio?” 

He nodded. “Weather forecast is good, clear for tonight. Outdoor lanterns are in good shape. I’ll have speakers set up there for music, and ice for drinks. Here’s what we have on hand for drinks.” He reviewed the beverage inventory. 

Samantha said she would take the van and pick up more alcohol along with the hors d’oeuvres at the Safeway on the way back from the university. 

The party got underway as the sun was setting and the late August heat began to cool. Sam had organized a playlist so that every fifth song was one she and Eric danced, in their blue mock-turtlenecks. He would bartend and they would mingle during the intervening songs. During one of the intervals he brought a margarita to Cynthia the banker and found her chatting with Carlotta, a shift supervisor at a state marijuana store. 

“I have a friend who found a way to buy one of those McMansions,” Carlotta was saying, “and she turned it into a boarding house for single men, room cleaners, dishwashers and the like. Five thousand square feet and she was able to carve out twenty little bedrooms, ten by twelve, she rents for four hundred a month each. The cook feeds the other renters in exchange for another room and her only expenses other than the mortgage are the taxes, utilities, and food.” 

A lot of men had not accepted a world run by women. Some left for Utah or one of the other enclave states; others just sulked and tried to lose themselves in alcohol or pot and had to work the very lowest status jobs. Eric had been typical of men who aspired for a bit more, those who would accept modest jobs like store clerking or handyman while trying not to fall under the sway of a modern woman. And he had been succeeding until Sam got him in her sights. 

Eric moved away as Cynthia began talking about the huge empty mansions all the banks were stuck with. The women all seemed to be talking business, politics, or golf while their dates or husbands stood in a corner admiring the garden or chatting about recipes. Eric, gritting his teeth, told them how he fertilized the roses. Was this what men got to talk about under matriarchy, he wondered. 

An urgent news item beeped over the net just then, and conversation ebbed while cell phones were checked. Eric looked at his own device and saw the flash: an

explosion had destroyed an S&S gym in Flagstaff; police had not determined the number of casualties yet. Samantha cut the music and everyone gathered inside by their vid screen. Images of smoke and rubble filled the screen, with sirens and newscaster yak providing the sound. Eric wondered if Dave and his Chuck Norris Brigade had done this, but the newsies had nothing to report on what could have caused the explosion. Eric could not believe a handful of doper cowboys would pull off an act of terrorism like this. 

The party broke up a bit before midnight and Sam pitched in to help Eric wash and dry the glasses. “Cynthia told me the loan was approved this afternoon,” she said. “She didn’t even have to check the roof.” 

“Well, here we go, milady, the next nine months we eat and get by on what I can earn. It will feel kind of funny, me being the provider while I work on my vows.” 

They had both listened to Pastor Hannah address this point in the second session. 

There will be times when any woman will be more vulnerable and less a protector and provider: late pregnancy and childbirth, of course, but also those times when she must pause and gather herself for greater deeds later. Her man must step up in those times, to provide and protect, while guarding against vanity. His obedience should be based, by this point, on a deepening understanding of her. He must honor her vision of what she is going to create, whether family or career, by dedicating his labors to her. When he can do so with a whole heart, without expectation of gratitude, he will find his love growing. 

“We can get by with just a bit of scrimping, babe,” she said as she dried a wine glass. “I banked my whole last paycheck and added that to what I had been saving before for fall quarter tuition, so that’s a bit over three thousand. I can cover my gym dues, the occasional groceries, and even have a bit for your birthday coming up next week.” Eric was one of those 9/11 babies born on the anniversary of the day the towers fell, and he would be 24 soon. “And your business has been picking up.” 

This was true. Before Sam came along, he was probably averaging two or three hours a day of work he could bill for. Now, he was getting another hour or so. 

The rest of his day, besides estimating and writing bids, he would try his hand at marquetry—creating designs and patterns with wood inlays set into a veneer. He had not sold anything yet, and threw away most of what he created, but his skill was slowly growing. She thought his marquetry was a fine enterprise and thoroughly approved, reasoning that he might need a good line of work to do if

and when he had to become a house-husband. She had asked what types of tools he could use to do more with his hobby, and now he sensed that she had been fishing for birthday gift ideas. 

~~~~~

Chapter Four

Sam registered as a full-time student for the fall quarter shortly after Labor Day and came home a day or two later brimming with excitement. “Oh, babe,” she said after a lusty kiss, “remember that internship I have to do for my degree? 

Well, I got a lead on an assistant manager gig at a little off-Strip hotel that is also looking for a part-time maintenance person. What a package we could give them, huh? They get my brilliance for eight hours a day, for nothing, and your skills for half a day for a steady paycheck!” 

Samantha bought three suits at the downtown store Cynthia had suggested. The sales clerk talked her into getting all skirted suits, reasoning that it would be a shame to hide legs like hers in pants. Indeed, she usually went around in cutoffs and wedge sandals as she enjoyed the view from six feet plus. She picked up three pairs of heels to match the suits. Trying on the outfits at home, she radiated an assertive confidence which Eric bolstered with abundant compliments. 

Sam set up an interview for the two of them at the hotel. On the morning of the 11th, they drove down Tropicana and turned north at Koval Lane, three blocks east of Las Vegas Boulevard, known worldwide as The Strip. The Mead Hotel was a prosaic structure of four stories, advertising itself with a simple sign missing a few light bulbs. Elwood Mead had been head of the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation when Boulder Dam was built in the 1930s, and the reservoir behind the dam was named for him. While the big hotels on the strip were named for exotic or glamorous locales, the Mead was named for a nearby lake and a bureaucrat. 

The couple entered the hotel and walked through its nondescript casino area, inhabited only by a couple of slots players and an idle blackjack dealer reading a newspaper. Sam was wearing a beige suit with a magenta blouse, and Eric had dressed in pressed chinos and a white shirt. He had polished her pumps and his loafers that morning, and her heels clacked on a parquet floor as they approached an elevator. On the second floor she took his arm and guided him down the hall to the manager’s door. 

Morgan Stanwood, the manager, welcomed them into her office. A thirtyish blonde with an outdoors-y tan, she reminded him of Esther, his manager in the C-store in Utah. Settling them in front of her desk, Morgan opened a document on her computer. “You’ll get great experience here, Samantha,” she began. “The big properties,” gesturing toward the Strip, “take interns from your program and

bury them in departments like catering and legal compliance, especially the overseas students who aren’t all that fluent in English. Here, you would work days along with me, and may be the only manager on site when I’m water-skiing or golfing. The Mead is a “deal hotel” with some of the cut-rate airlines and we get a lot of cheapskate guests who like to complain. Not without cause sometimes, one of those airlines is notorious for deceptive advertising. You’ll watch me handle a few irate guests and then I’d let you go for it. Plus the other departments, reservations, housekeeping, casino, etc. Any questions?” 

Sam shook her head. The Las Vegas package deals from the cut-rate airlines that sounded too good to be true were often just that. Someone who imagined staying at a plush Strip hotel and found themselves in a run-down place like the Mead would not be happy. 

“Now, the maintenance situation,” Morgan continued, turning to Eric, “is a challenge. Ownership keeps squeezing my budget in that area to the point I had to put my maintenance guy on half-time, and surprise! He moved on to another property for full-time hours. If you can handle repairs, and the simpler plumbing and electrical problems—we have contractors who can come in for the more complicated stuff—I can offer you four hours a day on the clock at $16 per hour. 

If you have to come in on your days off, twenty. How does that sound? 

Eric looked at Samantha before replying. Another twelve hundred a month after taxes, plus his other work, things were looking good. She nodded and then he turned to Morgan. “Yes,” he said. “Would the four hours be mornings?” 

“Yes, I would think so, nine to one. Sometimes a guest encounters a problem on check-in, but we just move them to a different room and fix the issue later.” 

They settled a few details and agreed to start the following Monday. Morgan shook hands with Sam first, then Eric. The couple followed her to the human resources office where they handed in their paperwork. 

On the way home, they picked up a bottle of champagne. Andre, but still it would pop a cork and bubble up nicely. “To toast our new future, and your birthday,” Sam said as they left the liquor store. Arriving home, she put the bottle in the refrigerator and then produced three wrapped packages. They sat on the sofa while Eric unwrapped his gifts in the order she specified. The first was a pair of marquetry clamps. Eric beamed as he fingered the handles. “You like clamping things, don’t you?” she teased. “So do I, I like clamping you right in

here.” She ran her hands over her skirt with a leer. Eric was glad she preferred being on top for sex; when she was underneath him, she wrapped her legs around his torso and squeezed like a python. “You won’t have much time for marquetry for a while, babe,” she said, “but I want you to keep up with it as best you can.” 

He opened the second package. It was a chastity jock; shiny brass cup and belt of metal links. “And thus I vow to protect you, my darling. Let’s adjust it and make sure it’s comfortable. Get in your birthday suit, boy—now!” 

Eric just stood there, staring at the device. Sam snapped her fingers for added emphasis but he just shook his head slowly. True, the city clerk had mentioned this as part of her vow to protect, but he had not come to terms with this jock as a symbol of his subordination. 

“I told you when we had the armpit discussion, the next order you defied would mean corporal punishment, boy! I’d lay a spanking on you but I just got a manicure and don’t want to break a nail. Instead….” She opened her gym bag , took out her boxing gloves, and put them on. “ I’m going to spell it out on your gut.. O” 

Whap! Eric staggered; it felt as if a hammer rather than her right had struck his ribs. 

“B” He tried to put up a hand to block her left but she lowered a shoulder and drove a glove deep into his stomach. 

“E” Thud! “Her right crashed down on the same ribs she hit earlier. He was cowering before her onslaught now, ineffectual hands blocking nothing. 

Y” Wham! “M” Whap.!“E” Thud!. Alternating rights and lefts against his ribs and stomach, she pummeled him against the wall. He was determined not to cry out, but the sixth blow, a left jab, brought him to tears as he slid to the floor. 

“What’s that spell?” she growled. 

“Obey me,” Eric said, stifling a sniffle. “Milady.” 

Sam pulled Eric to his feet and pushed him against the wall. “The next time you defy me like that, it’s my hairbrush you’ll feel. And if the brush doesn’t help you see the light, we’ll just visit the toy store. Now, strip!” 

Trembling, Eric complied, unbuttoning his shirt with shaking hands. After shedding his clothes and standing naked before her, his midsection afire, Sam slipped the cotton-padded metal cup over his genitals and the plastic pee tube over his end and stood behind him to adjust the strap. When it was snug, he felt her click the key in the lock and turn him around to face her. He looked up at her, still in her suit and heels. As always, when he looked into her eyes, he felt like he was adrift on the ocean, watching the currents. Today he saw behind her anger, affection and something else—pride of ownership, perhaps. 

Sam sighed. “She who courts Reluctant Male, must grind with patience ‘gainst his walls, until he yields to her his balls, to keep within her loving jail.’ My man forgets that he is about to work in a hotel in Vegas, where the unofficial motto is whatever goes down in Vegas, stays in Vegas. Eric, do you have any idea how many women will be staying at the Mead with that thought in mind?” 

“A lot, milady, and I guess you are saying they could take me against my will.” 

“Against your will? You mean your famous male will power? Which amounts to zero when your cock is free. If you want to have even a scrap of will power, you will wear this cup over your betrayer every day.” She slipped the key on a gold chain around her neck and tucked it in her cleavage. “Every evening when we are safe at home, I will release you. This brings up your third present.” She handed him a cylinder in gift wrap. He opened it to reveal a map of the United States, with a single dart inside. “Stick it up on the bulletin board, boy, and throw the dart at it.” 

Eric aimed at the high middle of the country, trying for the Dakotas. But, weakened by the beating, his hand still trembled, the dart was heavier than he thought, and it landed smack on Oklahoma. Her chuckle sent shivers up his spine as she began to take off her clothes and hand them to him. “We have all afternoon, boy, and we are going to use it all. I’m going to fuck your brains out and leave you a dry, empty husk.” And she began. He was still encased in the jock, his ribs still aching, when she popped the champagne and gave him a glass. 

She allowed him a sip, then took the glass and put him on his back. He stared at her breasts and the key dangling between them as she pushed her nipples into the bubbly. 

Eric woke the next morning, propped up against the pillows at the head of the bed. Sam was bringing coffee and orange juice on a tray. Serving him breakfast

in bed! He felt like he had spent the night on I-15 being run over by trucks of varying sizes. Between rounds last night, he had confessed that he had recoiled against wearing the jock because it meant he could never use a urinal again; he would have to pee sitting down. Such a silly reason, and her reasons for putting it on him were so logical. She just laughed and told him masculine logic was the world’s biggest oxymoron. 

A Wednesday evening, later in September, Eric, home alone, worked on a marquetry project, while Samantha and the other interns shared experiences in a seminar on campus. He had shaped the pale birch veneer into the shape of Nevada on a pine backing board and moved to cutting the outline of a kneeling woman leaning back over a supine man, his face hidden between her thighs. 

Cutting carefully into the walnut veneer, he shaped the man’s erection pointing up between her shoulder blades. He would insert this into central Nevada. The first of fifty sex positions, all illustrated in wood. 

Having made her point with climax denial a few weeks ago, Sam often rode his shaft now, but when she brought him off it was usually by hand. Her full pussy-fuck, the summum bonum of Eric’s existence, she saved as a reward for demonstrations of special zeal in pampering or obedience. The shiatsu foot massage had earned him one, and he hoped the woodwork would earn him another. The trick, she told him, was in her powerful pussy muscle, alternately clamping like a steel vise and caressing like a silk scarf, milking him to mindless bliss. 

Eric tuned the radio to a classical music station to keep track of the time, carefully cutting the silhouetted couple into the dark wood while a Sibelius symphony evoked shadowed forests. The news break barely registered at first. 

Then words like “gym” and “bombing” riveted his attention. 

The explosion tonight at an S&S gym in Durango, Colorado strongly resembles what happened in Flagstaff, Arizona two weeks ago, police sources say. First responders say they saw the initials CNB carved on trees around the building in Durango. The FBI, which has taken over the investigation, says no terrorist organization using those initials, is in its database…

What the hell? Flagstaff, south from the Arizona strip, Eric thought, then Durango, east. So Dave and his Chuck Norris Brigade were really out there bombing S&S gyms. If they went west next, Las Vegas could become a logical

next target. What if these nutcases hit a gym while Sam was working out? 

Putting his project away, Eric resolved to go to the police tomorrow and tell them what he knew. 

The next morning, driving to work, Sam was chatting about her seminar. 

“Morgan was right about the bigger properties burying an intern in a back room slot where they do just one task over and over and never see a guest,” she said. 

“The Mead is more like a smorgasbord for experience, even if a low-rent smorgasbord.” 

She gave an example: Morgan had asked Sam to go out and make a presentation to the Eastside Men’s Garden Club, pitching a space for monthly luncheon meetings. The new intern had landed the business and could hardly stop grinning about it. “They’re a bunch of cute little house-husbands whose kids are big enough to be in school now, and they are so excited about getting out once a month!” As always, Sam warmed to the topic of families with children. Eric knew very well that he was in her picture as the cute little house-husband, if he said those vows. 

Later that morning, Eric had just finished some minor repairs and was heading down a hall in the hotel when a vaguely familiar voice hailed him. Richie Van Pelt stood panting with his eyes darting nervously down the hall. 

“Hide me, Eric,” he begged, a look of terror on his face. “Hide me.” His voice rose to a frantic pitch. “Please!” 

Eric led Richie down the hall to a maintenance closet and unlocked it, gesturing Richie to step inside with him. “What’s going on?” Eric asked, once the closet door closed. 

“You knew I’d been working for Harriett’s Escort Service?” Richie asked. 

“Harriett called me and another guy in, said she had a customer who wanted to rent both of us for a week. Each of us would be on primary service duty every other night, with the day in between to rest up in her suite. Said she paid a premium rate without blinking and signed the financial responsibility forms without reading them. So I draw the first day, head over to the Bellagio and get paged up to the customer’s rooms on the VIP elevator. Omigod, Eric, she’s the biggest woman I’ve ever seen, six feet six barefoot and muscles on her muscles. 

She strips me and lays a bearhug-French kiss combo that puts me out for a

minute. When I come to, she has me come down on her for a half hour. Then, after she comes a few times, she lays me down and starts woman-on-top coitus. 

She rocks forward, digging her knees into my shoulders, then back, slamming my pelvis with her big hard butt, over and over. I begin to wonder if she can break me in two. I pass out again, from all the pain, and wake up much later with some kind of bandaging wrapped around my middle. This mummy getup is attached to the bed somehow, so I’m stuck there until she comes in with a hypodermic and it’s naptime again. The next time I wake up, its evening again, I’m lying on a sofa and I can hear her humping the other guy in the bedroom. I figure she’ll lug him to the recovery room when she’s done and come after me the next day for round two. That’s today now. She went out this morning to some kind of business meeting and I grabbed my clothes and snuck out. My bruises are purple and yellow and I don’t think I can survive another session with her. So can I hide here in the Mead for the night?” 

Eric frowned, thinking. Morgan was out golfing, leaving Sam in charge. “I’ll have to ask Samantha right away; I can let you stay in this closet until she decides what to do. You know you’ll be in big trouble with Harriett, of course.” 

Richie nodded. “Sure. But I will still be alive when she’s finished.” 

Eric pulled the door closed and, locking it, phoned Sam. He got a busy signal and her voice mail. He went a ways down the hall when his beeper went off, a message from Housekeeping. They had a plumbing overflow going on in 312

and sounded desperate. He had to respond to the call. A half hour later, plumbing under control, he retrieved his jacket. The blinking cell phone showed Samantha’s text “see me NOW!” 

He hurried down to the second floor. Stepping into Samantha’s office, he froze in her furious glare. Stepping toward him, she swung an open palm across his face. 

The slap lifted Eric off his feet and the back of his head slammed into the wall. 

Another such slap could knock him out. No such luck for Eric; she braced him against the wall, grabbing his neck and staring down into his blinking eyes. 

“You’ve really done it, fool!” she hissed. “Giving a hooker-boy a place to hide from a woman who had paid for his time…and not just any ordinary tourist. 

Allow me to introduce you to Ms. Viola Vanags.” She twisted his chin to the left where he could see Richie in the grasp of a very large woman. Eric saw that she was wearing an expensive-looking blue suit, with Richie’s head swiveling at the

level of her impressive breasts. Or her impressive pecs, he thought, on that scale, who cares. “That’s right, you idiot, she’s a member of that family.” Eric blanched; the mother ran Alphem, one of the biggest companies in media and entertainment, one daughter won Oscars in Hollywood and another chaired the Senate Finance Committee in Washington. Viola was the one who had won double gold in the Olympic rowing events. 

“When this comes out,” Samantha continued, “I can probably kiss my job here goodbye, and the internship, and any hopes of graduation this year. How can I believe the vows you would give, to love, honor, and obey me? You dishonor me with your disobedience, Eric, and I could just beat you to a bloody pulp!” She paused a minute and turned to the visitors. “Which I will most certainly do tonight, rest assured, Ms. Vanags.” 

“Your call, Ms. Evans, but as my mother likes to say, discipline delayed is discipline diminished. And she has handled lots of men. If you want to take care of business right now, I wouldn’t mind watching how you punish him.” 

Eric saw Samantha’s arched eyebrow. People swung in all sorts of ways in Vegas and if this tall young woman were into voyeurism, so what? 

Viola shook her head. “No, watching others doesn’t thrill me, but I would like to see how you go about it. Too, I want sissy-boy here watching to get nice and frightened. I’m thinking of writing a story about him, called Fear and Trembling in Las Vegas.” She laughed. “My stab at gonzo existentialism.” 

Eric felt Sam’s strong fingers releasing his chin and slide down his chest as she shrugged. He started to explain about the water problem in 312. 

But her fingers twisted the buttons of his shirt as she spoke first and coldly. 

“Eric: do you know that you have misbehaved, big time?” 

He nodded. 

“Should you be punished for your bad behavior?” 

Another nod. 

“Are you asking me to punish you, whether within those civil union guidelines or not? Speak.” 

“Yes, my lady, you should punish me however you like,” he croaked. 

“Obey me now: strip to your waist.” 

Was this woman suggesting she might put in a word for Sam if the discipline show amused her? Eric sensed that Sam would give her a show. He peeled off his shirt as Sam took some articles out of a drawer in her desk. 

“When I started dancing here,” Sam said, “one of the older gals had been a dominatrix on the side. No money in that these days. Guy wants a woman to get rough with him, he just asks her to work him into her exercise routine. She gave me some of her toys.” 

Laying a quirt on her desk, Sam picked up some fabric wrist restraints. She pulled Eric across her desk and fastened his hands around a desk leg. He had to stand on tiptoes to feel the floor. Unbuckling his belt, she yanked his trousers down to his ankles. He felt her pull the strap of his chastity jock and yank him up enough to slide a towel under his midsection. 

“You may want to sit over there,” she indicated to Viola, “as I’m not sure how far drops of his blood may fly off the quirt. I’m going to take off my blouse and suit and hang them in the closet.” 

“Perhaps I will do the same,” Viola said, “then I can bounce sissy-boy on my thigh and he can think about how to give a lady a decent ride tonight.” 

Eric, looking at the carpet as he heard these ominous words, began quivering. 

The women continued to chat as they hung their outer garments in the closet. 

“The Bellagio is five or six blocks away from here,” Samantha said, “but you found Richie rather quickly. You must have had some GPS tracking working.” 

“Sure did,” Viola answered. “His maîtress had her dentist put a nanotracking device in one of his teeth, and she gave me the frequency when I called her. Men

—they are such simple creatures to anticipate, aren’t they? Come, sit in my lap, my sissy, and watch the angry lady spank her bad boy.” 

He heard Samantha warming up with a swish and snap sound that made him moan in fearful anticipation. Then his mouth tasted the hard rubber of a ball gag. 

“I’d better oil these leather cords,” Sam said. “They should hit nerve endings more than break skin if they are limber.” 

He heard her snap the whip in empty air several times, sounding like a pistol, and felt her wiping oily hands on his bare back. Then, drawing back, she delivered the first stroke across his butt. The force took his breath away, before pain, like a line of fire, became his world for a few seconds. Eric knew the strength in her arms but was still surprised at how hard her stroke was. 

Sam took about ten minutes to deliver thirty lashes, spaced from his shoulder blades to the top of his calves. Eric’s midsection would arch up after each painful stroke and she would wait until his stomach was on the desk again. He could hear himself screaming against the gag as the lash burned his backside like a welding torch. 

After the last stroke, he heard her come around the desk to release his wrists and flip him over on his back. Spread across her desk, he looked up into her impassive face through his tears. He could see red droplets on her arms and stomach, and on her bra and pantyhose. She hoisted his legs by grabbing his pants bunched down on his ankles and pushed his feet back up around his ears to survey his bloody butt and thighs. 

“How’s your asshole, asshole?” she growled. Picking up the quirt, she poked the handle end into his anus. 

She twirled the leather handle a bit, working it back until he felt it pressing against his prostate. His cock stirred inside its metal cocoon. 

“You should kiss my ass, asshole!” Sam said. “In fact…I think I’ll have you do that. Clamp your sphincters around my whip handle and hold it there while I do this.” She pulled the gag from his mouth and grabbed his shoulders, pulling him off her desk and down on his knees. Hooking thumbs under the pantyhose waist, she pushed it down far enough to bare her butt and shove it in his face. “French kiss my hole now, until I tell you to stop.” 

Eric began by licking the sensitive rim of her anus, making slow circles. Sam wanted a deeper tongue, and pushed her hard glutes against his face until the back of his head bumped against her desk. He plunged in, gagging on the taste of her colon. 

“That’s enough for now,” she said after a few minutes, “we do have a hotel to attend. Lick all your blood off me so I can get dressed; we’ll resume your punishments at home tonight.” 

After Eric licked her clean, Samantha pulled her whip out of his butt and released him, letting him sag to the floor. His whole backside burned like a fire reduced to glowing coals but his cock and balls ached in a different way. He saw Viola place an unconscious Richie in the chair as she got up to applaud. 

“Hey, that was fabulous, Sam,” the big woman said as they dressed, “you remind me of the bodies of the gymnasts I saw in the Olympic Village.” Viola finished up something with her PDA before she buttoned her blouse. “I was poking around the net a bit while you were prepping your boy,” she explained, “and I noticed your hotel here has been on the market a while. Our companies dropped over four hundred grand in hotel bills in Vegas last year. We have people here a month before the E-3, for example. My mom’s bean counters asked me to look into ways of reducing that lodging expense, and I’m wondering if we could explore the idea of buying a little hotel. You know your occupancy rates and all that, right?” 

After Samantha’s nod, Viola continued. “Well, there you are! I’ll send your manager an email expressing an interest in buying this hotel, and saying your initial presentation to me was impressive and your participation is vital to the negotiation process. Then, I dare say, rather than being fired, you may be looking at a promotion.” 

Samantha positively beamed at this prospect. She had already stepped into her pumps, so she threw her arms around the taller woman from a mere three inch differential. Viola returned the hug with a squeeze that still lifted Sam off the floor, adding an enthusiastic kiss right on the mouth. 

Viola, now fully dressed, zipped the luckless Richie into a garment bag and tossed him over her shoulder. “Sissy boy just fainted away during your discipline session,” she explained. “I’ll just carry him back to the Bellagio this way and wake him up there.” After making a date with Sam to go over the numbers the next morning, she waved and headed out the door with her limp cargo. 

Eric, still crying on the floor, looked up at Sam, who was failing to keep a huge grin off her face. 

“You lucked out, boy,” she said. “Well, so did I, but had I lost this job, you would have borne the brunt of my fury for days and days. As it is, do you know what you did wrong?” 

“Yes, milady,” he said between sobs, “I locked the closet door behind Richie. 

Had she found him in an unlocked closet, she would have figured he ran until he chose our hotel at random and just ducked into the first place he could find. A closet that could only lock from the outside meant Richie had help from hotel staff, namely me.” 

“Good,” she nodded, “and so you learn. Now,” she said, nudging him with a toe of her shoe, “get up and I’ll slap some medicated squares over your back and legs.” She held his chest against the bloody towel on her desk as she applied the patches. “Oh,” she said as she noticed his chastity jock was straining, “does my whip excite you?” 

Eric felt Samantha unlocking his jock and cupping his package. How could he thrill to her touch after so much pain, so much degradation? 

“Now, my bad boy, come for me,” she whispered as her skilled fingers gave him just four strokes. 

Eric shuddered as he ejaculated into the towel. Spent, he sagged against the towel, awaiting her next orders. 

“I see red spots on my desk and walls,” she said. “Get dressed and then fetch the stain remover. And stop being such a baby about pain. There’s a scale for pain, normal childbirth is 100 on it. What you had, one version of the Honeymoon Shakedown, rates between 70 and 80. I know men are more delicate in that area, but still…get with it.” 

Eric’s pants and shirt felt like coarse sandpaper on a third degree burn but he stumbled through his cleanup chore. He said nothing, dealing with a jumble of conflicting thoughts. 

Sam found a cot to put in her office and laid him on it, stomach down, while she worked up some numbers for Viola. When she finished, she drove them home. 

*****

That evening, Eric lay naked across the bed as Sam rubbed healing ointment into the whip cuts. 

“All right, boy, you haven’t said ten words in four hours. But I can see you thinking away in there. Talk to me, now.” 

She stretched out alongside him, equally naked, and turned his head to face her. 

“I…I just don’t know if I can handle this submissive life, Sam.” 

“Why? Is it because of the pain? That’s as rough as I ever get.” 

“It’s not just the pain; it’s also the shock of anal play, something we never did before, and the degradation of it, and the dread of turning into Mr. Holst, the man next door, getting off on your torture.” 

“So…do you hate me now? Want me to pack up and leave?” 

“Part of me does, yes, the part that wants to go back to my quiet life before…

you.” 

Sam moved in closer and licked a large teardrop sliding down the top of his nose. “And the other part of you, what does it want?” 

“It wants to bring you my leash and collar and say take me, be my owner.” 

“Well, I’ll root for the second half of Eric, for sure, but you need the space to sort things out in your own mind. I could stay in the hotel the next couple of nights.” 

“No, stay here. I would rather camp out in the desert tomorrow. I know a spot in Red Rock Canyon on the way to Charleston Peak. I can drop you at the hotel and just drive on west from there.” 

“Thanks, babe, I’ll go to the Bellagio first thing to see Viola, remember?” 

The next morning, they showered together and Sam checked his scabs after he

had toweled dry. Eric brought her a cup of coffee, but she passed on breakfast as the meeting with Viola would include food. Slipping back into his obedience routines, he pressed her burgundy suit, and polished her pumps while she applied her lipstick. He drove Sam to the Bellagio and then continued out of town toward the mountain. 

Parking the van at a trailhead, Eric started up a canyon path for a stint of hard thinking. He opted to first weigh the pros and cons of living without her. Pro: no pain or degradation like yesterday, ever again. Free to come and go as he chose, play with other women. Hmmm, that picture did not come into focus. Sam was somewhat stronger than the average woman, but they all went to the gyms now, learning domination skills. Chaste, is how he would live, without her. Con: no more sexual ecstasy. Addicted to her body, as he was now, the withdrawal symptoms would be rough. Economics: without her, life would remain austere; most remodeling and contracting work went to female-run companies, and he would have to eke out a living on the crumbs. His picture of life without Sam was a gray image, leached of all color. 

Sun at the zenith. Eric stopped in the scant shade of a sandstone cliff, sipping from his water bottle. A couple of hours had slipped past as he pictured and weighed various aspects of living without Sam. The full-color picture of life with her would need more time, and he decided to hike another mile-plus up the canyon before doubling back. 

Pros and cons: shove the sex life aside for the moment and analyze the non-sexual aspects of cohabitation first. Start with a kid. A baby Sam would deliver and nurse for a while, before giving him the eighteen-year task of primary child care. The house-husband role: pro or con? When he tried to push it into the negative, contradicting images kept intruding. Seeing the baby’s first wobbly steps, hearing her first words, watching toddlers in a playground, talking with other daddies. You couldn’t sugar-coat the tedium, but the positives gleamed like stars. 

What else? Giving up his business outside the home, such as it was. On the other hand, he pictured himself winning acclaim as the master of erotic marquetry, famed for his fifty-state series of sexual positions in walnut silhouettes. Sam encouraged him to keep at his craft, saying it kept his mind active and brought in a nice bit of extra income. More pro than con. Money in general: he pictured life with Sam the general manager of a hotel, six-figure salary, vacations, creature

comforts, definitely pro. On the other hand, what if she decided to dump him—

would he get alimony? He had no idea what the law said now. 

Reaching his turnaround point, he sat on a boulder, munching an energy bar for lunch. Time to start thinking hard about the sexual aspects of life with Sam. The image of a divorce triggered that; the divorce rate dropped in female-led marriages because the woman had the freedom to shop around without expecting her husband to fulfill all her needs. But husbands could let themselves go, physically, get paunchy and forget they had to stay sexually attractive, and then find themselves discarded. 

Well, he should not develop a beer belly around Sam; that hardly counted as a negative. Eric only had to remember yesterday’s trauma to conjure up a hatful of negatives. Foremost, the whole S & M prospect. Could she develop a taste for sadism, turn into Big Nurse Betty? Sam had consistently disavowed any interest along those lines, and he had detected no lust among her emotions yesterday. 

Could she nevertheless turn him into a masochist, just with rough sex? His erection yesterday still troubled him profoundly. Had it started during the whipping? He tried reliving each stroke of the lash and had no recollection of any arousal down there. The whip handle on his prostate, it had started then. 

Prostate pressure would give any guy a hard on, he knew that. 

Hiking down the trail, kicking rocks into the canyon, Eric decided the risks of a marriage evolving into S & M were perhaps not major. But whatever form their play took was her call and her call only. If something pleased her, she would take it whether he liked it or not. Like the anal yesterday. Or what about the strap-on dildos they saw advertised? Sam always laughed scornfully at that idea, saying she had not built up her pussy muscle just to squeeze a piece of plastic. But what if a new, improved model came out and she decided she liked ass-fucking him? 

He would hate it and she would mock him with cruel laughter. 

Eric realized he had drawn the most negative images he could out of a glorious pro factor: her amazing pussy-fucking. But to give her his unconditional surrender meant she could do such things to him if she wanted to. She had no obligation to remain the woman she had been all summer, and if she changed, he would have to live with her changes. 

He built a campfire at the trailhead, cooked up some pork and beans, and took his sleeping bag and air mattress from the van. Before sleeping, on his stomach, 

he rolled over and let the lingering pain of his whipped back remind him of the downsides. Staring at the stars, he imagined marriage as two people setting out in a small boat with just a few constellations to steer by. Had the weaker, more dependent partner always felt the trepidations he felt now? Before the advent of matriarchy, women still had the other advantages they seemed born with, a stronger will, and keener emotional intelligence. Now, they held all the cards. He rolled back and his dreams rolled out a montage of scenes from marriage, good, bad, good, bad. 

~~~~~

Chapter Five

Eric woke with the dawn, no more resolved than before. Over a camp breakfast, he wondered if talking with Pastor Hannah would help. Churches like hers stood as bulwarks of the developing matriarchy, he knew that. But she listened well and seemed to see into his heart. He took a meandering course back toward the city, planning to call on Pastor Hannah in her study at Grace of Goddess around mid-morning. 

Driving along Tropicana, Eric approached the church complex from the side with the S & S gym. Saturday morning, Samantha was probably working out there, he thought. He watched the cars parked along the curb, seeking a parking spot, when the red pickup truck caught his eye. He slowed and studied it, F-150, Arizona plates: Dave! Chuck Norris Brigade! Oh God—the Durango bombing, he meant to talk to the police Thursday afternoon before Richie and the whip and all the shit came down and drove the gym-bombers out of his mind. Until now. 

Eric eyeballed the cab of the truck, empty, and then the bed, empty, too. An image of that truck in Oklahoma City all those years ago came to mind. They doubtless used different explosives now. He pulled the van into a fire hydrant space and ran into the gym. The front desk was staffed by a stocky, tough-looking latina, who jumped out of her chair and scooted around the counter to confront him. 

“No men allowed, sport,” she growled. “Get out, now.” 

“But, ma’am, this building has to be evacuated. There’s a bomb going to go off.” 

“I’ll call the cops, but I want you out of here in five seconds!” She grabbed his arms and began walking him backwards. 

“Please, ma’am, this is going to be like Durango and Flagstaff. There’s not a second to lose!” He felt himself flying backwards out the door and landing on his butt. He saw the woman making a call and heard sirens wailing down the street within ninety seconds. 

A policewoman came running up the walk and stopped in front of Eric. The call must have identified him as the source of the information. Rapidly, he explained what he knew, and the officer went into gear. 

“Get everyone out of this building immediately,” she barked at the front desk

clerk. “No time for getting dressed, that’s immediately!” 

Within another minute, the first naked woman came running out the building, soon followed by several dozen others. Eric saw Samantha in the group and his heart leaped with joy. 

The roar of the explosion came a second before the shock wave, time for most of the fleeing women to dive to the ground and go into a tuck position. Samantha had been running toward Eric and the force threw her directly into him and the policewoman still gripping his arm. Bits of the building flew out like darts, a few finding Samantha’s bare backside as she landed atop the sprawled couple. 

The policewoman disentangled herself first, activating her communication device and reporting what she could see in the dust and smoke. Eric lay under Samantha, gasping for breath. Both hands free now, he hugged his woman, feeling something warm and wet on Sam’s back. 

“Samantha, baby, are you all right? No, that’s stupid, you’re cut and bleeding. 

Can you talk; can you tell me where it hurts?” 

Eric’s line of questioning was curtailed when her lips and tongue descended on his mouth. Holding his head in both hands, Sam kissed her man hard. He was vaguely conscious of the policewoman kneeling over them. 

“Looks like a few surface cuts to me, ma’am,” the officer said, “but let’s let the EMTs make the call. They should be here very soon.” The fading wail of the sirens indicated the arrival of the first responder vehicles. “That’s one hell of a kiss,” she continued as Samantha broke the mouth-to-mouth, allowing Eric to suck air into his lungs again. “There may be quite a line of ladies looking to do that to him. Your guy here gave the alert that got the building evacuated, and just in time.” 

Sam turned to the officer and blinked. “Eric…what…how…?” 

“It was something I had noticed when I was in Utah last August, honey,” he said. 

Eric sat up and looked back at the cars parked along Tropicana. The red pickup truck was gone. “I’ll tell you all about it, after they patch you up and after I tell the police all about it.” 

An EMT had started to examine Samantha’s cuts and was signaling for a gurney. 

Several dozen women who had been in the gym were receiving similar attention, and ambulances were taking them to the nearest hospital. The policewoman pulled Eric to his feet and nodded at Samantha. 

“Your guy is right, ma’am,” she said to Sam. “I’ve got to take him downtown and see that the right people get his statement. Here’s my card; if you haven’t heard from him by the time the medics patch you up, call me.” 

“Diana Krupp,” Samantha read the card and the officer nodded. “I’ll have to hold your card in my hand until I get a robe or something.” An EMT positioned her on the gurney and covered her with a blanket. 

Eric spent most of that Saturday with law enforcement bureaucracy. He started with the LVPD, retelling his encounter last summer in St. George with the mysterious Dave of the Chuck Norris Brigade. An encounter in Utah and a possible Arizona location meant the feds would have to be called in. The FBI, like the city police, was run mostly by women now, but the Bureau’s arrogance toward local law enforcement was undiminished. The feds insisted on interviewing Eric at their building across town. By mid-afternoon, when he had done his best to recall a brief conversation several months ago to the federal agents, he figured six hours had passed since the explosion. Dave would have ample time to clear out his camp, hell, even to repaint his truck. 

The feds allowed Eric to use his phone, after installing some call tracing hardware on it. The agent explained that Dave or whoever had driven off the truck that morning could well have seen Eric’s van with his business advertised on it, when Eric parked and ran into the gym. Sam had sent a text two hours ago, upon being discharged from the hospital. He punched in an unfamiliar number; she must have borrowed a phone as her own would have been destroyed in the gym. 

“Eric? Babe, where are you?” 

“Downtown, in the federal building. And where are you, love, I just realized your keys, your purse, your bike, were all lost in the gym.” 

“I’m home now; that city cop, Diana Krupp, picked me up when I called her, and picked the lock on the front door. That poor woman is caught in a media frenzy right now. She was identified as the person who ordered the gym evacuated in time, but she’s keeping mum on how she got that information. From you, I’m

guessing…hmmm?” 

Eric met the steady gaze of the FBI agent monitoring the call. “Lover, listen: the cops think the bomber may have spotted my van and could deduce my identity. 

They could knock me off out of vengeance or to get rid of a witness. So, any hero publicity could be real hazardous to my health…and the same anyone in my house.” 

The agent raised a finger, seeking to interject herself into the conversation. Eric set the phone on the desk between them. “Ma’am, this is Agent Mueller of the FBI. Mr. Larkin is correct about the risks presented here. Do I correctly infer that you are his partner?” 

“Fiancé, actually,” Eric said. “We’re going to be married in a few months.” He could hear Sam’s audible intake of breath and felt a tingle. 

“Whatever,” Agent Mueller said, “we would like to place the two of you in a safe house while we attempt to apprehend the perpetrator of this attack.” 

He could hear Sam taking a deep breath, slowly this time. 

“I understand, Agent Mueller,” she began, enunciating carefully, “but you should also understand that something has come up in my employment situation at the Hotel Mead that requires my close attention for several days. Can you set up your “safe house” arrangement at a room in the hotel?” 

Mueller raised some objections, matters of logistics, mostly, but eventually relented. Eric grasped that the Bureau disliked having to ask the Las Vegas P.D. 

to do some things as a favor, instead of simply ordering the local cops around. 

Two hours later, another Bureau agent escorted Eric into the hotel and knocked on the door to 411, nodding at the LVPD cop at the end of the hall. Sam opened the door and whooped with joy, throwing her arms around Eric and dragging him in more by oral suction than arm strength. He returned the hug until he felt the bandages under her shirt, then jerked his hands away. 

The FBI agent left, closing the door behind her. Eric and Sam began talking at the same time. 

“What did the doc—“

“What’s this fiancé bi—“

They stopped, each trying to yield to the other by gestures. Sam soon slipped into assertive mode and, sitting down with Eric on the sofa, spoke. 

“First, I’m fine. The stuff the blast threw out couldn’t get past the dense muscle tissue in my back; they dug it all out and slapped some bandaging on it. Second, I heard you call yourself my fiancé on the phone a few minutes ago, and I want to know if you meant it. Third, fourth, et cetera, we have a lot to go over, but this is stand and deliver time, boy!” 

Eric took her literally and stood before her. “Samantha Evans, when I saw you running out of that gym, I knew with absolute certainty that my place was with you. I will promise to love you, honor you, and obey you, for as long as you will have me for your husband.” When he felt her hands clasp his, pulling him down into her lap, his heart raced. 

“As long as I will have you? That’s going to be a long, long time, boy. Now, what about this hero stuff?” 

Eric made himself comfortable in Sam’s lap and retold the story of his encounter with Dave and his Chuck Norris Brigade. “After the news came on about the Durango gym bombing-- last Thursday was it?—I was all resolved to go to the cops the next day, after work. But then…. 

“Then you and Richie had to pull that dumb stunt, just as my PMS had revved up.” 

“Your PMS? Friday?” Eric thought about the implications a moment. “Then you weren’t just whipping me and all that stuff because you like doing it?” 

“No, babe, I was seeing red before my whip opened you up. I don’t like that sadist stuff at all.” 

Eric relaxed in Sam’s lap, relieved that his beloved had not decided to take up BDSM. Then he remembered the audience for which she had been performing. 

“When I dropped you off, at the Bellagio, you were going to meet that big Vanags woman. How did that go?” 

“Brilliantly!” Sam illustrated with a huge grin. “Viola really thinks we can put

together a deal. I don’t know how much you remember of what she said Thursday—her mother runs Alphem, the big entertainment and gaming business, also owns the S&S gyms. They’re out here so much on business, they’d like to have their own hotel.” 

“We looked at hypothetical P & L sheets two ways: one if the hotel did not count any revenue from Alphem Co. usage of rooms throughout the year, and the other if we assumed a best discounted rate paid by Alphem users. They aren’t interested in losses, of course, since the end of tax shelters.” President Elizabeth Castle and her Clean House Party, with solid majorities in Congress, had heavily revised the tax laws. Hence the current owners were looking to unload the Mead. 

“Also, Viola sees the hotel run as a very discreet boutique kind of place where executive women can come for a few days and play around without worrying about paparazzi or blogger gossips. Alphem would sink some money into remodeling, turn the whole top floor into a about a dozen fancy suites with their own saunas, hot tubs, ceiling mirrors in the bedrooms, that sort of thing.” 

Morgan thought the idea was great, Sam continued, if we just remodel one floor at a time. They figured they could begin on the fourth floor and then do a more standard upgrading of the rooms on the lower floors. 

“So, I was going to hit the gym this morning and then come back here and work up some language for a sales contract. Keep my mind off you, up on the mountain. Now, that’ll be my program tomorrow. Let’s just hit the hay, now, sweetie, and I’ll start wordsmithing tomorrow.” Sam set Eric on his feet, stood, and headed toward the bedroom, pulling him after her. 

“Uh…can you…” Eric began. 

“No, not tonight, boy, my PMS is full M now. We’ll both have to sleep on our stomachs, anyway—my back looks as bad as yours. You’ve earned a month of pussy-fucking, but it’s going to have to wait a day or two.” 

The next morning, Eric awoke to the smell of the hotel coffee-maker and saw Sam gingerly pulling on jeans and a loose blouse. She bent over him with a kiss. 

“Going to fetch a laptop from my office—be right back.” 

He pulled himself out of bed and cradled the coffee in his hands. Sam returned a few minutes later with a laptop and earphones. “Here,” she said, handing him the

earphones, “you can listen to the radio while I work. News stations. The cop down the hall didn’t know anything more about the bombers or what the FBI was doing.” 

Eric dutifully put on the earphones and fiddled with the radio dial, hearing some news of the casualties from the bombing—no fatalities but several women more injured than Samantha—but no reports about the perpetrators. A couple of hours into her work, Sam stood up and took the earphones off him. 

“Tidy up in here: Viola’s coming over in a few minutes. She’s going to go over some important paragraphs in this contract.” Eric dutifully straightened up the room. When the knock on the door came, he stood, ready to retreat to the bedroom and leave the sitting area to the two women. 

Viola entered, towering in heels again and wearing another tailored skirted suit. 

She handed Eric a bottle of chilled champagne and then threw her arms around Samantha in a powerful hug. Setting the smaller woman back on her feet after a kiss on the mouth, she told Eric to open the bottle and rustle up three glasses. 

“Got some good news, folks,” Viola said, waving off the printout in Sam’s hand. 

“We’re going to toast the demise of the Chuck Norris Brigade!” 

“You’ve got news?” Sam exclaimed. “Eric’s been monitoring the radio and the cop down the hall didn’t know anything about the bombers as of an hour ago.” 

“Oh, I’ve got news, all right,” Viola said as Eric handed her and Sam glasses of champagne. “The FBI went in with helicopters about an hour before dawn. Laid down a curtain of sleepy gas on the camp as those men were starting to head out. 

Used anesthetic darts on the ones who avoided the gas. They rounded up 23 men and several vehicles, including your red Ford pickup. Pour yourself one too, boy; I’ve heard all about your deeds yesterday.” After Eric filled and raised a third glass, Viola touched rims with them. “To the matriarchy!” she intoned. Sam echoed her words, as did Eric after she sent a warning glance his way. 
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