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Enslaved Celebrity

Seated in a folding chair and surrounded by black walls with portable lights glaring down at him, Michael gratefully took the cup of water. Positioned next to him, Bella took the milkshake and brought the straw up to her mouth. Hollowing her cheeks, she sucked gently and let the sugar flow through her.

"How many more do we have?" Michael had to ask.

As the assistant rushed off, another woman stood a few feet away. She cradled a tablet under one arm, swiped her finger across the screen, and said, "One more. This is Jennifer Knowles."

"Blogger, influencer, or critic?" Bella wanted to know.

The media coordinator tapped on the name and said, "Jennifer was a blogger, graduated to influencer, and is now working with several publications online. You want to know which ones?"

After taking a long swig from his water bottle, Michael rubbed that spot between his eyebrows. He tried to massage away the pain. Since both he and Bella had to look good for the cameras, that meant keeping their eyes in the same direction as those lights. After several hours of this, not to mention the incessant smiling and inane questions, he didn't know how much patience he had left.

He puffed out his cheeks, sat up to adjust his posture, and he thought about flashing another smile, but the idea made him just a little bit queasy. As the star of the film, Bella could look grim or gruff. Considering the content, the shots made a lot of sense. Based on his role, however, he was supposed to be the cheerful, supportive, adoring husband. As such, a scowl or grimace might be enough to damage their box office receipts as well is his standing as a star.

He couldn't let that happen.

"It doesn't matter," Jennifer said with a dismissive wave of her hand.

Michael wasn't sure they should be so brazen, especially when it came to the people who wrote about their movies and amplified their success. Yeah, a lot of people really liked to dismiss the critics and influencers, he understood priming. A few negative responses could create an angry tone that might simmer online. Within a few days or even just a few hours, those first nudges might be enough to create a groundswell of hatred. Suddenly, ripping one of their projects apart could become the internet's newest hobbies...you know, until everyone found something else they wanted to get angry about.

Despite his misgivings, Michael didn't say anything. He was just a supporting actor. Someday, he hoped to get a leading role, but he knew that wasn't going to happen anytime soon, especially considering how the studio system had evolved. While he had been growing up, he heard those whispers, then the comments, and finally the bragging. The patriarchy (a concept Michael was only vaguely aware of) had been smashed. Apparently, this had been a goal for a lot of women for a long time. Women had taken over, and now they dominated business, politics, and pretty much every other serious venture.

Still, boys could be successful in certain places. Lots of male models were needed, right? Plus, there were those instances where a woman might take the lead, but a guy would stand around to help her look good. That's how a lot of guys became reporters, right?

Unfortunately, making a movie cost a lot of money. Sure, techno-optimists could talk about the power of the web, crypto assets, and decentralization as all they wanted. But one way or another, certain ventures would always be incredibly expensive. A cute video might do well on YouTube, but the public could be voracious in its demand for new content. More importantly, they wanted high-end effects, excellent camerawork, pristine sound effects, and well-trained actors, all without actually paying for anything.

Michael smiled and shook his head.

"Remember," said their media coordinator, which prompted Michael to jerk his head up, only to realize she was speaking to someone else, "you have two minutes, and we don't want to hear any questions about Bella's relationship that she may or may not be having with Kyle Devonsdottir. Got it?" That's when he heard those heels click against the tiled floor. The empty chair in front of Michael and Bella was soon filled by a young woman. She held her tablet up, tapped a few commands, and crossed one leg over the other.

"Understood," said the critic.

First and predictably, she turned to Bella, "From what I understand, this is supposed to be a new, dynamic, and very complicated film. What can you tell me about it?"

The lead actress leaned forward just a little bit. At the same time, she touched her fingertips together and seemed to stare off into the distance as she considered how to best answer. A psychological thriller like this needed to be taken seriously, so she pondered the answer for an elongated moment and said, "This is the kind of movie that will really make you think. We wanted to explore some difficult questions."

"That was definitely apparent. From what I saw, it looked like this is a movie that is struggling with some very significant ideological underpinnings, both in terms of ethics and class distinctions. Is there anything you'd like to say about that?"

Michael opened his mouth, inhaled, and then he made the mistake of glancing back toward the media coordinator. She shook her head from side to side while glaring at him; obviously, this was another question for Bella.

His costar continued, "Absolutely. I think we wanted to delve into this question of what happens when a woman is pushed really far. Our director did such an amazing job. I really feel like she captured this sense of torment and impending doom. In this movie, the main character, my character, really has to struggle with what she wants. She has been pushing back against all of these different inequalities, but now her husband has been murdered, and she needs to consider how far she's willing to go. What happens if a system is broken? After it feels like she's lost everything, what else is she willing to sacrifice?"

"That sounds like an incredible storyline," replied the critic. She turned to Michael. "And what about you? How did you get ready for this movie? Do you have any special workout routine or diet you'd like to share with our readers?"

Michael blinked. He stared at her, his lips parted slightly. Of course, he should have been prepared for a question like that. He had heard them all day. He could have talked about his braces, his personal trainer, waking up early to lift weights and run on treadmills or around sets, but he was tired of those answers. More importantly, he was tired of something else.

"Actually, I'm wondering why she gets a question about ideology and you ask me about my beauty routine?" Michael leaned forward, flashed his best, most evanescent smile, and asked, "Does that seem fair to you?"

Their media coordinator rushed forward and cut off any possible discussion, "I'm so sorry about that. Actors. You know? Some of the boys, we push them a bit hard, and they get really tired, and it's hard for them to think clearly."

Michael opened his mouth again, but his superior spun on him, glared hard, and it was enough to dampen the anger simmering behind his rib cage.

Wait a second. What had he just done?

Before anyone could start yelling at him, he pushed himself out of his folding chair and headed back toward his dressing room. With every step, he had to hold onto one thought, a single question that drummed in his brain, Crap. Did I just ruin my career?

Michael opened the door to his dressing room and found his manager waiting for him. While Bella's dressing room included a desk, bed, couch, and TV, his was much more "modest". Again and again, he had told himself that this made sense. She made a lot more money, brought in bigger crowds, and was ultimately the star. Even so, he appeared in just as many scenes and had three fewer lines (he counted). Of course, he could have complained, either to the public via his social media presence or the reporters who loved to talk to him. Then again, he had discounted that second option again and again since he knew they weren't interested in hearing a boy talk about the working conditions, especially because he understood how he would sound.

Oh, he made less money? Too bad. He was just an actor.

And of course, he would have to wonder whether or not that was just a smokescreen. Maybe he made less money because he was a boy. If a woman had as many lines as him, would she get paid more?

Probably.

Actually, it wasn't just a "probability". That was the truth of working in film, he knew. Men made less. It was a simple, mathematical question, one several economists had already started exploring. Granted, those women were also quick to provide other reasons and justifications for this trend, but the data was out there. You just had to go looking for it.

"Crap, son, are you trying to ruin your career?" his manager asked. Victoria Saunders was older than him by five or six years, but she always seemed so much more intense, cynical, and jaded. She wore loose slacks, high-heeled, black boots, a white vest and black blazer. She kicked up her feet onto his small nightstand, and she was seated in his chair. As she smoked a cigarette, she inhaled, and the tip glowed a bright shade of orange before she puffed out.

"Please don't call me that," he said.

"What would you prefer instead?" Victoria asked. They had played this game several times. Apparently, it was something she did with all of her clients. They were either "son" or "boy".

He loved the idea of firing her as his manager. Theoretically, that was his option, only he knew exactly what would happen. When she first agreed to manage his career, he had been so thrilled. And why wouldn't he? This was Victoria freaking Saunders, one of the most powerful managers in the industry. With her myriad connections, she started to get him work right away. She said something about his boyish charm, his winning smile, and his tight body.

He started out with a few commercials, graduated to test spots on TV shows, and finally became a side character in a variety of TV shows and movies.

"How about you just use my name?"

"Actors," she said with a dismissive shake of her head. "So sensitive. I like it more when you are more professional. Maybe you should start thinking of yourself as an actress. Has that ever occurred to you?"

"No…" Michael said as he let his voice trail off.

"Anyway," she still didn't get up, which meant he had to stand or go sit down on the edge of his small cot. After several more seconds, she cocked her head to one side, raised an eyebrow, and inhaled again. "Seriously, what was that?"

"I'm sorry," he said automatically. Like so many other boys, he knew that it was best to apologize, especially under circumstances like these. Was he right to push back? Probably. And yet, what good would it do? Did he really think these bloggers and reporters were going to listen to him? The critics were even worse. With their backgrounds in the film and movie history, they didn't have any interest in listening to a boy, especially an actor. After another second, he exhaled through his teeth, "Am I in a lot of trouble?

"You might be," she said. "But first, tell me what happened." Her tone shifted. In that moment, Victoria sounded almost sympathetic, like she could recognize why a boy might be upset about those questions.

"I got tired," he said. "I got tired of hearing the same inane questions over and over again. It's not fair. Bella, Samantha, Vivian, and Erika get serious questions. It's like they get to go to these junkets, and they have real conversations. Me? They always want to ask what my personal trainer is doing, what my dietitian is feeding me, that sort of thing." He snapped his fingers, and his eyes hardened even as he let out that toxic laugh, "Oh, and let's not forget about my favorite question. How long am I going to be an actor? When am I going to decide to give up, find a nice girl, and let her take care of me?"

"You're a boy. It's what they expect. Societies change. Maybe if you'd been born a couple of decades ago, things would be different for you."

Michael nodded. At the same time, he thought about how he and his friends had snuck into one of those films. Technically, movie starring men weren't illegal or anything, but most of the major corporations that controlled film distribution had decided that the retro classics weren't really useful. One by one, they had been removed from the back catalogs. Technically, storing those movies would have been basically free, especially considering the cloud infrastructure that these companies owned. Even so, the different content and distribution managers had decided that they didn't want those movies clogging up their feeds and search results, so they were removed, one by one. And now, if you wanted to download anything, it would probably have a female lead, and all of the boys would be docile and obedient. As far as he could see, there wasn't any grand conspiracy; instead, it was just a question of personal preference. Women had taken over the major corporations, both in terms of production and distribution. Yeah, lots of boys tried to strike out on their own, but without female support, it was pretty much impossible. Even those tiny producers who just wanted to make personal films and throw them on YouTube usually failed. When women designed the algorithms, they could decide what would be popular even as they claimed to be neutral and strived to give the "consumers what they wanted".

But still, Michael knew that men used to be the stars. They used to be the superheroes, the warriors, and the ones who made the important decisions. Once upon a time, boys were more than decorations. They were more than the princes in peril.

Then again, he needed to be grateful, right? He was an actor. He's a working actor, and he made enough money to survive. His fans tended to overestimate how much he actually received, but he wasn't stuck working three jobs or anything like that.

"Right," Michael said it. He dropped forward and rested his forehead against his knees. "You never really answered my question. How bad is it?"

"I haven't heard yet," Victoria said honestly. She pulled her feet away from his nightstand, spun the chair, and studied him. "That said, this is going to be a question of damage control. I'm sure the executives aren't going to be happy with this. If you recall, you do have a morality clause in your contract."

"Yeah, but that just means I'm not going to get drunk and try to drive." After another second of her cool, watchful gaze, he asked, "Right?"

"In your original contract, that's true," she said. "But you haven't been reading any of the updates or addenda, have you?" She smirked and shook her head from side to side like she should have expected this behavior from a boy.

"No," he admitted. Then again, that wasn't fair, especially when these films required ten or twelve hours of concentrated work each day, which didn't actually include his training regimen.

Victoria wagged his finger in his direction, "The studios are getting more concerned, so the morality clauses now include more than just illegal behavior. They also want to make sure that you don't embarrass them. Your little tantrum today? That definitely embarrassed them."

"It's not fair," he muttered.

"Be that as it may, you're going to have to go see her."

"Who?"

"The CEO of Lioness Entertainment, obviously. You're going to apologize sincerely. Tell her whatever you want. Explain that you didn't have enough to eat or that you didn't get enough sleep. Apologize, tell her that you're just a silly boy, and I'm sure you will be fine."

"But I'm not," he said. Victoria kept her expression neutral; then again, appearing cynical, nonchalant, and ultimately disengaged probably counted as one of her most important skills. At first, he just nibbled on his bottom lip as he wondered whether or not he should say this, but then he let something go and climbed back up onto his feet as he told her "I mean, I don't want to embarrass the company or anything, but I'm not sorry for the questions I asked. This is important. People pay attention to what we do."

"But we aren’t here for politics," Victoria said. "Yeah, yeah," she said dismissively with a wave of her hand. "You can tell me about role models and guiding future generations with the stories we tell, but save that for the next junket or stockholder meeting. You know why we're here, right?"

Michael didn't say anything.

"Sweetheart, this is a commercial endeavor. Do you know how many hundreds of millions of dollars go into a production like this? Yeah, it might just pop up as a recommended video on your feed or whatever, but this kind of content is expensive. It's very, very expensive. And yes, you’re a pretty face, and Bella will make this movie a theatrical release, but remember why we are all here." She rubbed her fingers together, "Money."

Taking a breath, he really wanted to say something about the art he wanted to create. But then, he understood why Victoria was here and what she cared about. Besides, if he started ranting again, she would just smile, reach out, put her hand on his knee, and tell him that he needed to relax. She might say something about how he was getting emotional and needed to settle down, especially before his meeting.

"Okay. When do I go?"

"First thing in the morning," she said before jumping to her feet. She sauntered out, stopped at the doorway, and turned back to him. "Michael, you're a cute boy. You have a lot of talent. There are lots of fans who love seeing your pretty face. They think the world of you because they know that you could be their ideal boyfriend or husband or whatever."

"Right," he said. "I understand."

"Do you?" Victoria asked. "Those girls who buy tickets to see your movies love how you help, how you look scared, how you can seem so fierce and angry and masculine all at the same time. But ultimately, they want you to match their expectations. Don't forget that. Those women aren't looking for a demagogue, an idealist, or a scholar. They want a cute boy. They want someone who will smile and nod his head. You can do that, right?"

Understanding what she wanted, Michael smiled and nodded.

"Good boy," she replied before closing the door behind her.

The next morning, Michael knew it was a bad idea, but he couldn't help himself. He grabbed his phone and started scanning through his feed. Normally, he tried to avoid this as much as possible, especially because he understood how vicious the Internet could be. Everyone was constantly looking for artificial intensity and profound drama. Yes, there were genuine crises and controversies that popped up every few months, but that wasn't good enough for most people.

Every few hours or every few minutes, they needed a hit of excitement. That meant finding an enemy, discussing some problem, or getting upset about a fresh argument.

Today, he did it.

Sure enough, his little "outburst" had gone viral. And yes, there were a couple of people who tried to defend him in the various comments sections, but they were a tiny minority.

Michael exhaled and scanned across the different lines of text. Again and again, it came down to the same point. He had behaved unprofessionally with his little outburst. They talked about his tone, his posture, his expression, and how disrespectful he had been. Mostly, they ignored the basic question.

A couple of them made a point like, "I don't think it's sexist to expect an actor to take a journalist's question seriously. This boy needs to think long and hard about what kind of career he wants to have."

With a sardonic smirk, Michael knew that the vast majority of those commenters would make the same point again and again; this wasn't a question of sex or gender. And yet, a woman would never be in a situation like this in the first place. If she had answered with those exact same words, then she would have been "fierce," "sharp," and "independent".

The part he hated most?

The third most liked comment he saw came from a boy, and it read, I'm a guy, and I think this is a terrible way to behave. I mean, he's basically at work when he's answering these questions, so he needs to be polite. He needs to act professionally. I would never do something like that.

Michael rarely talked about this with anyone outside of his closest circle of friends, but he was interested in gender and how it related to professional success (hence, he read economic articles that discussed the gender pay gap). If his morality clause included a section about not embarrassing his employers, then he knew his interests would certainly get him fired and blacklisted. Of course, nothing would be official, but he would probably get a label like "hard to work with," which would be enough to signal every casting director that he had become radioactive and should be avoided at all costs.

Was he supposed to stand up and sacrifice everything he had worked so hard to create to make a point?

The question seemed ridiculously unfair. Granted, some of his female costars had been in similar positions. Obviously, they weren't upset about how little the boys on set were making. Instead, those women had other pet controversies and political goals. A few of them had even gotten elected when they gave up acting and became full-time politicians. After their stints in office, they could come back, they knew.

For Michael, that wouldn’t be an option.

When he woke up that morning, he went through his normal routine. Knowing that the CEO of Lioness Entertainment wouldn't be up for quite some time and that he would probably just be seated outside of her office anyway, Michael went through his normal routine. He woke up, ate a healthy breakfast, and spent an hour in his home gym. He stretched, ran, lifted weights, sweated hard, and took a shower.

Afterward, he felt a little bit better, if only because there was something about exerting himself. With each stride or rep, he could feel like he was accomplishing something. These were tiny steps, but they meant something. They counted as progress.

After his shower, he considered exactly what he was supposed to wear.

He opted for fitted black slacks and a button-up, white shirt. He decided to tuck it in. Next, he grabbed a simple belt, slid his feet into a pair of leather shoes, and he headed off to the main office for Lioness Entertainment.

When he got there, the guard seemed polite enough. She smiled and waved him through, just as she had done several times before when he needed to sign paperwork or meet with some of the executives. Only this time, he thought he saw something else, a certain rigidity in her stance. Maybe he was wrong. Perhaps it was just his imagination.

In any case, he parked in one of the visitor spots, trudged to the lobby, and took one of the elevators up to the sixtieth floor. When he got out, he exhaled slowly and marched to the very end of the hallway.

He soon found himself in a large, circular waiting area. There was the generic blue office carpet underneath his shoes, but the walls were adorned with original works of art. This was her first opportunity to impress her guests, and it always worked.

The CEO's official secretary enjoyed an adjacent office; basically, she was responsible for handling complicated questions of scheduling, filing, and other things that a boy probably wouldn't understand. That said, the CEO also had several assistants, one of whom sat at the desk with a headset on. As Michael approached, he endured that nervous little twist in his stomach.

In this building and especially on this floor, Michael saw just how generically attractive so many of the men could be. It was a simple reminder that gorgeous guys were common, especially in a city like this. Obviously, he couldn't miss the corollary: someone like Michael could be replaced pretty easily.

The assistant smiled and asked, "Do you have an appointment?"

"Yes, I think I do."

The boy quickly glanced down at his screens, typed in some information, and announced, "Yes, you definitely do. Unfortunately, the CEO is out right now, but you can go in."

"Really?" Michael had assumed that he'd have to wait outside her office, maybe for a few minutes, maybe for a few hours. When these executives wanted to make a point, they didn't bother with subtlety.

"Absolutely."

Michael nodded even as he started to prepare himself. He had only ever met the CEO once, so he didn't know exactly what would happen.

One phrase, however, popped into his head. Boy actors all across the city had talked about that and what they might be willing to do to get a part. Specifically, the question was usually posed as, "Would you bow down before the director's chair for your chance?"

A couple of movies featured this image. There would be an innocent, sweet boy who really wanted to get a part, so he headed to the city, and he would soon be taken advantage of and exploited by the predatory women who saw him as just a commodity. Several female directors had explored this topic quite thoroughly. In the artistic pieces, those boys were usually spent by the end of the film, and they headed back to their hometowns to return to quiet, peaceful lives of domestic bliss. In the commercial titles, the boy would usually need to be saved by a powerful heroine. She would see what was about to happen and pull him out of the industry before he could be used. And of course, the boy would fall in love with her and decide to give up his career so that he could serve her as a loyal husband.

All of those movies technically "denounced" those practices. And yet, every time Michael watched one of them, he couldn't help but think that those directors somehow endorsed the practice. After all, if a woman can take a beautiful guy and snap her fingers and order him to his knees right in front of her seat, wouldn't she be tempted? And even if she thought this was wrong, wouldn't the idea still qualify as some kind of fantasy?

Granted, Michael couldn't worry about those questions, not here, not now. He had to save his career. That needed to be his priority. This wasn't a social studies class at some liberal arts college, so he had to focus. Besides, if he messed up, he'd have plenty of time to contemplate these issues.

He pushed on one of the mahogany doors and almost expected it to be locked. As he strolled in, Michael wondered how long he would have to wait, only then he saw a figure seated at the desk. Her back was straight, and he heard the clicks of her mouth as she worked through some problem or email.

"Hello?" Michael said. "I'm sorry. I didn't think anyone was going to be in here."

This wasn't the CEO.

The CEO was an older woman with streaks of gray, a harsh smile, and the gaze of a huntress.

Without looking up, this woman just said, "Hey. I'm the new content officer. Oh, and I'm also Diana's little sister." After another second, she smiled, adjusting her black rimmed glasses, and told him, "Oh. Sorry. Enough. I was supposed to say that last part. To be honest, I'm still getting used to the corporate gig."

"What're you doing in here?" Michael didn't know whether or not he was supposed to ask, but he would have assumed that this office would be sacrosanct.

"I'm here to talk to you," she said. Finally, she drew her hand away from the mouse and keyboard. Instead, she locked her eyes on him. She had smooth, shiny black hair. Her bangs curved along her forehead, and the rest of her mane was pulled back into a beautiful French braid. Her lips glistened a vibrant shade of red, and she wore a black blouse with a white Peter Pan collar. Her undershirt's white sleeves slid under the black and flirted with her wrists as she raised her hands and rested one hand on the other.

"I've been monitoring the situation online. Right now, Diana is busy, so I guess that means I get to deal with you."

"What does that mean?" He swallowed and wondered if maybe this was some kind of initiation, like she would be responsible for firing him to prove something to her superiors.

"It means that you and I are going to have a conversation. Sit." She raised one hand and pointed down toward the chair in front of the CEO's desk."

"But, but shouldn't we be doing this in your office or something?"

"No," she said.

Michael exhaled slowly and tried to tell himself that this was some sort of mind game. A lot of these executives liked to play with their talent, if only to prove their superiority. In the entertainment industry, this always happened. There would always be that push and pull between the creatives and those who made the business decisions. Ultimately, did movies succeed because of the marketing, the release date, the director's decisions, or the stars' social media personae? There were so many different possibilities, and Michael was sure that women in business schools across the country had pondered those questions, but they were never able to come up with a clearly definitive answer.

Doing his best to appear unconcerned, Michael sat, although he made sure to keep his back respectfully straight and rigid. At the same time, he considered the young woman seated in front of him, and he decided to ask, "What's your name?"

"Kim," she said simply. Now she leaned forward and rested her elbows on the desk. "Tell me about yourself."

"What would you like to know?"

"Just about yourself," she replied.

"Well, I've had a contract with the studio for the last three years. During that time, we've made--"

"Those are the official statistics," Kim interrupted. "If I wanted to know about your professional life, I would just pull up your file. I'd like to hear about you. Tell me about yourself, Michael." When she addressed him directly and used his name like that, it felt like she was asserting something important: she was the boss, and he was the employee. It didn't matter that she was younger or possibly inexperienced. She got to sit behind the desk while he was there to apologize.

Again, he had to wonder if this was just some sort of game for the executives.

"Okay…" Michael said slowly. "Basically, I love acting. I love the art of filmmaking. Someday, I would love to be a director."

One corner of her mouth twitched up, but Michael pretended not to notice. He had actually considered this question quite intensely. Obviously, he wouldn't be able to get studio support for a project like that. A boy director? In this day and age? Really? And yet, he knew that he might be able to create something special. If he kept the budget low, he'd have a chance.

"Do you have any pets?"

"No," he answered. "I can be on shoots for long periods of time, so it's not really a good idea."

"And how did you get your first gig?"

"I…"

"It's okay. I know lots of boy actors have to flirt with the directors. There's nothing wrong with that."

"Right," he said.

"You know, I've watched a lot of your movies," she told him. "I think you have a lot of skill and talent as an actor. You’re not like one of those other pretty boys out there. There are so many men who think they just need to get a six pack and then the roles will come raining down on them." Kim shook her head from side to side. "You're not like that, are you?"

"No, Miss," he said.

Her eyes shined behind her glasses. Clearly, she liked that deferential tone in his voice.

"So tell me about your outburst."

Outburst?

Michael preferred to think of it as a legitimate question, but he realized that this wasn't the CEO. Perhaps he could be more honest with her? Then he experienced it again, that a little flash of irritation. In that moment, perhaps he decided that he didn't care about his career. Maybe he knew he needed to take some risks, so he told her, "It wasn't an outburst. It wasn't a tantrum either." He leaned back in his seat and rested his hands on his lap. "Basically, that blogger was asking some unfair questions, so I called her out on it."

"What made them unfair?" Kim asked.

Michael blinked, surprised. He had expected either quietly angry silence or a lecture.

Michael nibbled on the inside of his mouth for a few seconds. He watched her, almost like he expected her to burst out laughing at any moment. Women did that sometimes. They would set these little verbal traps, probably without even realizing what they were doing. Only now, Kim waited for him, and he finally started to explain, "Bella was asked real questions."

"Asking about your diet is a real question," Kim pointed out.

"But I mean, those were serious questions. They were talking about the message of the movie, stuff like that."

"I see," she replied. "Do you think you're too good to answer questions about your diet? About your workout routine? I'm sure there are lots of young men who would love to hear about how you stay in shape."

"I know, but it's not fair. I can talk about more than just that."

Again, he braced himself for some lecture about how he was behaving unprofessionally. Or worse, there would be the threat of some whispered label. He didn't want to be "unprofessional" or "difficult to work with", did he?

Instead, she looked at him. "You make an excellent point."

"I do?"

"You do," Kim told him. "Anyone who's paying attention can tell that there are definitely double standards at play here. Just as importantly, the expectations for women and men are different."

"They are," he agreed.

"But I don't think that really matters. You're here to make and sell movies. You need to get people to borrow them, print them, buy tickets, whatever. If you politicize our product, that means we will not sell as much, and that's a problem."

"Why does this have to be political?"

"Because you want to be treated differently," she said. "And that isn't why we're here. Look, I understand how frustrating this can be. I really do."

Michael doubted that. She could say whatever she liked, and maybe she thought she could envision what it would be like to be treated as a second-class citizen, but Michael doubted it. In fact, he could feel his eyes narrow as he glared at this young woman. "Ultimately, I think it comes down to one very important question: do you want to continue to work for Lioness Entertainment?"

This time, he didn't hesitate. "I do," he said.

"Interesting," she said.

"What?" Michael asked, sounding harsher than he intended.

"I'm not sure I believe you."

"Excuse me?" That was the best he could manage.

"I'm not sure I believe you," Kim said again. He stared across the desk and studied this young woman. At first, she seemed plain, perhaps overly academic, as though she belonged in an office for graduate students somewhere. Even so, it was clear she would have a lot of influence here. "The CEO asking me to evaluate you, but I'm not sure I can make a decision. Because right now, I don't think you're being honest with me."

What kind of mind game was this?

Michael, like so many other boy actors and singers (any male in the public spotlight, really), understood how certain dynamics and interactions required a specific type of dance. She would ask a question, and he was required to give the appropriate response. He needed to defer to this woman; she may have been younger and perhaps even less experienced, but that didn't matter because she was a woman, she worked in the office, and she had control over his career. These women could be directors, important producers, executives, or in charge of casting. One way or another, the boys had to learn how and when to smile, how and when to nod along, how and when to speak, and how and when to shut up.

Only this time, he didn't know what the rules were supposed to be. Up until now, he had navigated them reasonably well. Sure, he had messed up a few times, only that first outburst with the blogger was his worst mistake. And now, he didn't know what to do with this woman.

"I'm telling you the truth," he said. Gulping back his frustration, he opted to sound as charmingly boyish as possible ("charmingly boyish" was another one of those euphemisms powerful women liked to use to refer to men who understood their place. Yeah, a boy could be ambitious, but his goals and successes ultimately had to be supervised by his superiors, the women who had worked hard and were smart enough to take care of him).

He straightened his back again, and he darted his eyes down toward a random midpoint on the desk. "I know I messed up, and I apologize, but I really want to continue working for this studio. It has always been a dream of mine to work for Lioness Entertainment."

Kim leaned back in her seat, she tilted her head to the side, and she raised one leg over the other. "You know, I believe you."

Deferentially, he raised his gaze, and he let that relief flood across his features. "Or at least, that's what I would say if I didn't know the truth."

"The truth?" Michael croaked.

"That's right," she said. "You're smart," she said. "If you were a scientist or something, maybe that would be more valuable. But you're not a boy scientist, are you? You're an actor, and so I need to figure out what we should do with you. Right now, you have officially violated the morality clause of your contract. I reread it this morning, right after your little faux pas. Oh, and I have been getting quite a few messages from the marketing and social media coordinators. Those women aren't happy with you, Michael."

"What, what are you saying?"

"We have put a lot of time, money, and effort into your career. Right now, there are young women all across of the nation who fantasize about you. They have seen you shirtless. They love the color of your eyes, the wave in your hair, and that boyish smile you can put on when you 'fall in love'." She flashed the air quotes with four fingers. "Granted, we could do the same with some other boy actor, but that would cost us."

She wobbled her head from side to side as Michael struggled hard to read her expression. With most directors and producers, it was obvious what they wished to hear. He would normally smile, listen intently, and try to rephrase everything they said. When those women told jokes, he laughed. If the conversation started to slow or drag, he knew he had to ask questions about them, their careers, their goals, accomplishments, and ambitions.

But Kim? What was he supposed to do with this young woman?

She adjusted her glasses on the bridge of her nose, and then she slowly shook her head from side to side. "Officially, you should be fired." She smirked. "I mean, obviously, we wouldn't fire you officially. Basically, we would release you from your contract, and you would be a free agent. You could go off and negotiate with another studio."

"That's not how this works," he replied automatically, his voice sharp and intent.

"No," Kim agreed. "That's not how this works at all. If we release you from your contract, we might as well blacklist you. Another studio wouldn't hire you. After all, if we didn't bother keeping you around for the full term of your employment, why would they want to take a risk?"

Other boy actors had been in that position, Michael knew. Only a year or two ago, Josh Claiborne had been released because of "creative differences". Six months later, Stephen Alexander accused one of the directors of embezzlement. I guess, it turned out that she had been stealing studio funds, but only after he was released from his contract. Although he had been proven right, that wasn't good enough. His studio, Princess Media, wanted to move on past the entire thing.

As far as Michael knew now, both of those boys have since gotten married. And why not? They couldn't work in the entertainment industry, so they found powerful women who were looking for trophy husbands.

Am I going to have to do the same thing? Michael wondered.

"Please. Please, I am sorry," Michael said again. He pushed all of his boyish charm back into his voice. He fought hard to sound sincere, serious, dedicated and determined. "Look, I promise that won't happen again. It was one outburst, and I understand why it was totally unacceptable."

"No, you don't," she said. "I can see it in your eyes. Even now, you're trying to manipulate me."

Michael was about to speak, to contradict her, only she raised one finger. Having her seated behind that desk seem somehow unnatural. She was too young, too callow. And yet, if the CEO listened to her, then she still controlled his career. She could render his connections, auditions, rehearsals, classes, and achievements utterly irrelevant.

"That's my point," she said. "I think you have started to see yourself in the wrong light. That's why I'm going to examine you more thoroughly tonight."

"Examine me?"

"Yes," she said. "I've already texted you the information. I want you there at seven. Don't be late."

"Thank you?" Michael said. She glanced toward the doorway, he took that as his subtle cue to head out. He rose to his feet, walked uncertainly, and slowed as he approached the double doors. He desperately wanted to turn around, to face this woman, to talk to her and to figure out exactly what she had in mind, only she was a female executive while he was a boy actor. Relying on his instincts and boyish charm, Michael remembered his place, so he stayed quiet.

Assuming he was going to meet with the CEO, Michael had wisely decided to turn off his phone.

In a daze, he rode the elevator down to the bottom floor. As the doors pinged open, his phone finally found a connection after he powered it up, and her message appeared.

Obviously, he didn't recognize the number, but he saw the address and the indicated time.

He had the rest of the day.

Tentatively, he decided to call his manager, "So? Did they release you?"

"No…" Michael said. He found himself back in his condominium. Most of the time, he felt safe here, only now there was this huge question hanging over his head. Worse, he couldn't do anything about it.

Or could he?

"No," he said again, pushing some certainty into his voice. "Not yet, anyway. That's why I was wondering…"

"Yeah?"

"Do you have any friends over at Lioness?"

"Boy, I've been working in this industry for more than seven years. I have friends at every studio."

"Can you help me?" Hoping to reframe his request, he tried again. "Can they help us?"

"Cute," she said.

"Well? Can they?"

"What are you suggesting exactly?" Victoria asked. Only then, it was easy for him to imagine her waving off that question with one hand while she held the phone to her ear with the other. "You know what? I don't even care. If you want to try to manipulate the CEO or her underlings, it's not going to work. If you were a prime asset, then maybe you would have a chance. But remember, you’re a boy. You're a handsome face, and we have done really well with that, right now, this is on you. If you ask me to start poking around with favors, you're probably going to tick them off. Oh, and then we would both be blacklisted."

"Right," he said. Rethinking quickly, he tried a different tactic, "And tell me about the CEO's sister."

"Which one?"

"Kim," he said. It felt strange to say her name out loud, especially when this young woman might actually be able to control his career.

"Interesting."

"What?"

"Oh, I'm just wondering if you have any chance with her."

"You still get a cut of my paychecks, right? Then you should hope I can figure this out."

"That's why I like you, Michael. You know how to be honest when it really counts." Granted, she had more than ten different clients, three of which actually brought in larger paydays. Even so, he could imagine that smirk on her face. She was amused. For a woman like Saunders, that could be one of the most valuable assets out there. "Okay, son. Basically, she is the black sheep of the family. Kim, if I recall correctly decided to go to a university, and she skipped out on the whole managerial/business track."

"So what did she study instead?"

"Something boring," Victoria replied. "Oh, and useless. Philosophy? Sociology? No actually, I think it was philosophy."

"Really?" Generally, Michael came into contact with two kinds of people: actors who were desperate for work and the executives who might be able to make it happen. Sure, he spoke with directors from time to time, but most of those women were more interested in their leading ladies. After all, if Michael appeared on a movie poster or an online ad, he would probably be on his knees with the actress standing behind him.

"Like I said," Victoria replied. "Black sheep."

"You know anything about her personality?"

"Are you thinking about seducing her? You cute little wolf," she said with a chuckle.

Michael didn't know how he felt about that term, but it didn't really matter right then and there, not when his career was dangling. "No. But I do need to figure out how I'm going to talk to her."

"Assume she’s smarter than you," Victoria said. Right as he was about to ask a couple of other questions, she pulled her phone back, spoke to someone else, only to return and tell him, "Sorry about that, buddy. Basically, I have another fire to put out. Best of luck. And hey, if you get fired, it's been wonderful working with you."

She hung up.

Michael pulled the phone away, and he stared down at the screen. There were the icons for all of his favorite apps. Normally, he came to his phone when he needed information or distraction. This time, he couldn't decide which would be better.

Instead, he decided to make another call.

He pulled up her number, hesitated, and started to nibble on the inside of his mouth. Was he really going to do this? Seriously, it seemed like such an obvious mistake. Of all the people to contact, he would reach out to her?

And yet, she might have the best insight.

Michael walked over to the window, and he looked out at the city. Off in the distance, he could see the hills. A little bit closer, the suburbs spread out like a blanket. Then there were the smaller office buildings and condo towers. If he squinted, he could make out the ocean off in the distance. His costars could probably afford the expensive mansions and beautiful houses right there on the beach. Since he made so much less, that wasn't an option.

Even so, Michael had to be grateful.

How many boys came to the city hoping to become stars? He had actually been in several major films. He didn't qualify as blazingly wealthy, but he still had a healthy bank account.

But for how much longer?

Michael thought of some of his friends from high school, especially the athletes and drama kids. A few of those boys graduated and went to college, only to drop out after a couple of semesters. They fell in love, got married, and now they stayed home. They cooked, they cleaned, and they attended those important parties and other functions with their wives.

If asked, he would have said something about how he had a tremendous amount of respect for the house husbands out in the world. After all, it was a man's role to help support the women in his life. Everyone drifted back to one tired, trite metaphor: boys were like horses. Yes, a woman was the rider, but he would help her. He would provide excellent muscle to get her where she decided they both needed to go.

If that was marriage, Michael didn't want any part of it.

Telling himself he had nothing to lose, Michael hit the phone app, and now he brought up her number. He tapped it, pressed the phone to his ear, and he waited.

Within seconds, Michael started pacing back and forth. He walked around his couch again and again. At the same time, he pushed the tip of his tongue up against one of his molars as hard as he could. He just needed a distraction, anything to take his mind off of what might happen next.

"Michael." Her voice was smooth and collected.

"Scarlett," he told her. After that, his fingers tightened around the contours of his phone, but he couldn't bring himself to say anything else. Moment by moment, he desperately wanted to drop the phone back down, hit the red button on the screen, and pretend he never made this mistake.

"You really didn't want to make this call, did you?" Scarlett sounded especially amused.

"What do you think?"

"Well…" Scarlett, in her usual fashion, took as much time as she could answering. She was the kind of woman who is gorgeous, but that wasn't enough. She craved attention, success, money and influence. "Right now, I'm thinking that you're pretty desperate. I'm guessing it has something to do with your little mistake earlier today. Am I right?"

"Yes."

"So what do you want?"

"There's a woman who works at Lioness Entertainment," he began.

"Kim. The CEO's younger sister. She just came on, and she has been tasked with deciding what to do with you. Am I right?"

"How did you know that?"

"Do you know what is really frustrating about the business world? No matter what assets you’re selling, whether it's real estate or your services as an actress, it always comes down to networking. It's a question of who you know. I mean, there are those terrible directors out there who keep pumping out these awful movies. And I'm not even referring to some kind of subjective artistic claim. I'm talking about the movies that can't generate any kind of meaningful return on investment. And yet, they get hired again and again and again. Do you know why?"

She had enjoyed lecturing him like this whenever they spent time together. "Networking."

"The boy can learn," she said. "It's not a question of skill or talent. It's always a question of whether or not people like you. There are very, very few truly meritocratic jobs out there. That's why I know someone at every major company. And now, you want my advice on how to deal with her, don't you?"

"I do," he admitted.

"Okay. But first, I get to have some fun with you."

"Fun?" He resisted the urge to let out an exasperated sigh. Instead, he did his best to sound serious, "I really appreciate you taking the time to speak with me, but I'm sure you're busy."

"Nope," she said. "I'm between projects right now. Besides, I'm not like those other celebrities. I won't keep shoving my face out there. I understand the value of making my fans wait for an appearance. So yes, I will go out to a party tonight, have some fun, and reinforce those professional connections. But right now, it's just the middle of the day, and I can relax."

"Right," he said.

"So how badly do you want my advice?"

"Badly."

"Perfect," she said. Her voice shifted, and she let out this girlish squeal of delight. "So first, you're going to be a good boy and apologize for our breakup."

"What?" Michael practically spat out that single syllable.

"You heard me."

"But it wasn't my fault!"

"I know," she said impishly. "But I needed to date a cute guy, especially if I wanted the gossip columns to focus on me right before a world season. We dated. We had fun."

"And you broke up with me."

"True," she conceded. "But maybe I wouldn't have needed to break up with you if you had been more interesting. So there. It really was your fault."

Scarlett was messing with him. She had a talent for reading people, discovering their buttons, and playing with their triggers. That was all she was doing, he tried to tell himself. And yet, this knowledge didn't help.

His temper flared, and he made a fist with his free hand. At the same time, he stared out to the window. Part of him wondered if he could break it with a single punch. He worked out a lot, but that would just be a waste of time and money. Worse, he had to wonder if anyone would start to wonder whether or not he needed a conservator (it had already happened to a couple of famous boys. Basically, they started partying too hard, so the women in their lives "grew concerned" and took control of their assets). Michael didn't want to see that happen, so he pulled his hand away, and he walked back toward the kitchen.

When he pushed his elbows down against the granite countertop, he felt somewhat better. The cold soaked through the thin fabric of his shirt, and he said, "I'm sorry."

"For?"

"I'm sorry I wasn't interesting enough to hold your attention," Michael answered as he gave her exactly what she craved.

"Good boy. Now, go back to the couch, brace your phone against the cushions, and turn on the camera. I think we should do this next part as a video chat. Don't you?"

"A video chat?"

"Yes." Somehow, Scarlett made it sound so innocent.

"Whatever you have in mind, I’m not going to do it."

"Okay, bye then."

"No, wait!" Michael hated the desperation in his voice.

At least he didn't hear the automated click of a terminated connection. She was still on the line; she was still waiting to see exactly what he might do or say.

"I'll do it," he told her. "But I want you to make me a promise."

"Go on."

"You won't record this."

"Okay. I won't."

"Give me your word," he commanded. Scarlett didn't really believe in ethics, but when she made a promise, she usually kept it. Once, she had explained her system, talking about how she needed something to offer. Otherwise, how can she make deals with her contacts throughout the industry?

"It's almost like you don't trust me," she said with a flirtatious giggle.

"Give me your word."

"Fine," she groused. "I give you my word. I'm not going to record this. It will just be for you and me."

Michael exhaled slowly through his teeth as he switched the conversation to a video chat. When he saw her lovely face, his insides tightened. There were probably men and women all across the planet who were in love with Scarlett. As much as he wanted to hate her completely, he had to admire her skills, especially when it came to her vibrant red lipstick, her gorgeous blonde hair, and that puckering smile she wore.

"What you want?" Michael asked.

"First, smile."

"Really?"

"Yes, really," she answered. "You have a lovely smile, Michael. It's very charmingly boyish."

She only used that phrase because he once informed her how much he hated it. But this was Scarlett, sweet and sexy with her fans, playful and sadistic with the boys in her life.

Just as she had ordered, he smiled back at the camera.

"Not bad," she allowed. "But I think you can do a lot better. Go on. Try again. Let's see what you can do."

At first, he just glowered at the camera. The lens shined like some malevolent eye, but he needed to cooperate, especially if he wanted to hear what she had to say. After one centering exhalation, he tried again. He pulled back his lips, he raised the corners of his mouth, and he revealed the edges of his teeth.

"Very nice," she said. "You see. You might be a boy actor, but you can do a pretty good job, especially when you put your heart into it."

"Fine. Whatever. What should I do?"

"We aren't done yet," she said. "Strip."

The smile disappeared, and now his jaw fell open as he contemplated her last command. She couldn't be serious! There was no way he had heard her correctly. And yet, he could hear her chuckling from the other side of the conversation. "Come on, Mikey."

"Don't call me that," he growled.

"Oh, I'm sorry. But I thought you wanted my help? I thought you wanted to salvage your career?" Scarlett probably enjoyed her over-the-top tone. On-set, she always strived for realism, only she could be silly and goofy and play with him right here and now because he couldn't stop her. Better yet, this was her production. There weren't any producers or directors telling her to alter her body language or shift her tone.

"Fine. I'm sorry."

"For?"

"I'm sorry I was rude."

"And you're sorry because you secretly love being called Mikey, don't you?"

Instantly, he wanted to shout back at that small device, "No!" Despite this instinct, Michael forced himself to remain calm and sedate. No matter how badly he wanted to, he couldn't allow himself to lose control. "Yes. Fine. Whatever. I love being called that."

"So now you're going to strip for me, right? Show me that rocking body of yours."

Michael looked down at his dress shirt. It was snug around his shoulders and down his chest. Of course, he spent a lot of time at the gym, so he knew how to dress. Since he had planned on meeting the CEO, he had aimed for an attractively formal outfit. A woman probably could have shown up in whatever she liked, including jeans or maybe some sweatpants. As a boy actor, the standards were higher for him.

The woman would be judged on her expertise, confidence, and record. As a boy, he knew that his appearance would always be his most important asset.

He worked the buttons.

"And I love that sexy, smoldering pout," she taunted him.

Michael did his best to ignore the sounds of her voice. Instead, he concentrated on his career and everything he needed to protect. Although he glared off into the distance, he soon finished with his shirt, pulled the edges away, and shrugged off at first garment. Underneath, he wore a clinging tank top. He yanked it away and threw it to the floor. "Oh, I like it when you are all emotional and upset. Look at you. You look like an angry little wolf, don't you? Yeah, you do!"

Shirtless now, Michael placed his hands on his hips.

"What?" Scarlett asked. "You think you're done? No. No way! I want to see that naked body of yours."

"Why? You're not even here."

"Maybe I'm having some private fun," she said. "Have you considered that possibility, Mikey?"

At first, he didn't understand, only then his eyes widened. Maybe she was down on her couch or curled up on her bed. Maybe she rolled onto her back, spread her legs, and now she slipped her fingertips down into her panties.

"You're an actor," she said. "Put on a show for me, boy."

He locked his teeth together, and he knew what she expected this time. He pulled his belt free even as he kicked off his shoes. Next, he yanked down his pants and his boxers all at the same time. "And hey, you must really like the sound of my voice," she taunted.

For a few seconds, he didn't understand, not until he glanced down and saw how his cock had betrayed him. Although his frustrations had sucked up most of his attention, Michael became aware of the arousal glowing right between his legs. His shaft was hard, and he couldn't deny it.

Like so many other boys, he was irritated with his body and his inability to hide those reactions.

"I hate every second of this," he wanted to say, but he already knew what would happen. She would tease him and contradict him and use his erection as proof. Since he already knew he would lose that argument, Michael simply demanded, "What do you want me to do?"

"You know, at first, I was thinking about having you dance for me. If I remember correctly, you could be quite graceful when he wanted. But now, seeing that you're already all excited, touch yourself for me."

He dropped his hand down between his legs, wrapped his fingers around his circumference, and he halfheartedly moved his palm up and down.

Scarlett wasn't impressed, "Oh, you can do better than that. Come on. If you're not going to take this seriously, you might as well just hang up right now."

"No, wait," he said a little bit faster than he had intended.

"Okay," she said. "I'll give you another chance. Pull your hand away." Although it grated against his psyche, Michael obeyed. He drew his hand back, he exhaled slowly, and then he listened to her voice as she chimed out, "This time, I want you to use both hands. I want one of your hands to lift your balls and reach underneath your scrotum. With your other hand, I want you to use two fingers and rub a tight little circle at the base of your cock. Do you think you can handle that?"

He was an actor; he was used to stage instruction, so he just glared back at the camera. "Yes, I can handle it."

"Then do it, Mikey."

His nostrils twitched. Yes, he understood that she was teasing him. She loved that infantilizing nickname since it made him sound like he was younger and less experienced, like a friend's kid brother. Maybe he'd be eighteen, naïve, and insecure. Even so, he would have a crush on her, and she could seduce him. She could prove prowess by luring him in. That definitely sounded like a fantasy that would appeal to Scarlett.

As commanded, he slid his left hand underneath his scrotum. He started moving his fingers along that sensitive spot right between his legs. From there, his fingertips gently slid along his balls. With his other hand, he placed those two fingers against the base of his cock, and he rotated them in a tight little circle.

The sounds of her moaning vibrated from the phone's speakers.

Michael tried to deny it, but the arousal pulsed through his body. It was biological and irresistible. This was the kind of response a guy like him couldn't resist, no matter how hard he tried. Pretty soon, hot desperation raced along his skin, and he knew he would have to climax first, only then he heard her next command.

"Stop."

His brows knit together; Michael didn't understand for a few seconds. It was difficult, especially with the arousal pulsating through his body. He didn't think this was true, but he remembered the echoes of girls laughing about male excitement. "You know guys get dumb when they get horny, right?" someone at a party or in a class had asked. "All the blood rushes from their brains down into their cocks. They can't help themselves. It's a weakness. Maybe that's just one more reason why women need to be in charge." It was one of those obnoxious justifications, but Michael could feel it in that moment.

"I told you to stop," she said.

Finally, he managed the self-control to yank his hands away.

She clucked her tongue several times, "Mikey, Mikey, Mikey. This only works if you're willing to do what I say. I mean, that's what you called in the first place, right? You want to do what I say? You want my advice?"

His fingertips pushed down into the palms of his hands.

"You messed with me," he growled at her, unable to stop himself. "When we were dating, you treated me like I was just a toy."

"You're a boy," she replied, like that justified everything. "Of course, I'm going to treat you like you're a toy. How else would I treat you?"

"I'm an actor, an artist, an individual," he replied, his tone steely despite his nudity and obvious arousal. Even now, he could see that little glint of light along the droplet of excitement at the tip of his cock.

"Sure you are, Mikey," she replied. "But now, I think it's time for you to be quiet."

His eyes narrowed, his lips hardened, and his nostrils twitched as he glared at the camera. Despite his apparent ferocity, he remained silent.

Then he heard those fresh moans vibrate from his phone. The muscles along his shoulders and down his arms tensed up, especially because he needed to bring his hands back between his legs. Kneeling on the floor, with the camera aimed at him, he knew exactly how he appeared. Just as importantly, he could imagine Scarlett back in her luxurious master bedroom. On her huge bed, braced against the soft sheets with four mahogany pillars around her, she could arch her back, slide her palm down along her mound, glide four fingers over her slit, and enjoy her control over him.

With his hands locked at his sides, Michael didn't do anything but listen. Finally, he heard her gasp and moan. He heard the pleasured purring as she relaxed into her own orgasm. The pleasure burned through her body, but he knew how this girl worked. She was insatiable and would demand several orgasms at least.

"Tell me you think I'm beautiful."

"I think you're beautiful," he answered.

"Tell me I’m more beautiful than that bitch, Alexa Ducane."

"You're much more beautiful than Alexa Ducane," he told her. Although Michael understood the temptation to make those kinds of comparisons, especially for a woman like Scarlett, he did his best to avoid them. His ex, however, seemed to thrive on the battle between her and her arch nemesis.

"Now tell me how much you want to touch yourself."

Over those first few commands, Michael had thoughtlessly obeyed. It had been easy to behave like a boy, to be quiet and docile, to do as he was told without considering what any of it meant. Basically, he was acting for her. But now, this was the truth, and she was about to hear the difference. Scarlett knew how to read him, so she would hear that special crack from the back of his voice, the way tension played along his lips and up to his eyes.

She would spot those details, and she'd know the truth. Of course, that was the irony of being an actor. On the one hand, they marched out onto stages and in front of cameras and basically played pretend. But as they lied to their audiences, they sought out other truths.

Only this time, Scarlett demanded the truth. She wanted to see the desperation vibrate along his body. She yearned to watch and witness as he lost control.

Finally, his defenses shattered. Although he told himself he only did this to get her information and insight, Michael had to sense the truth lurking deep down. "I, I need to touch myself. Please, please, would you let me touch myself?"

"You want to masturbate, don't you? You want to masturbate because you’re a dumb, horny boy who can't help himself. You can go on and on about how you deserve rights or respect or whatever, but when it comes down to it, boys are all the same, aren't they? You’re no different."

"Yes," he agreed automatically. "I'm just a dumb, horny boy. I, I can't help myself!"

"Use your left hand," she said, knowing full well that he was right-handed. "Link your fingers underneath your cock. Start at the base and work up to the tip."

Again, he obeyed, and he could hear her snickering from the other end of the line. Despite the noises of her amusement, Michael didn't stop. He made that gentle contact, and it felt awkward. Normally, when he pleasured himself, he would be alone at night, ensconced underneath his blankets, and it would be late, and he knew he would be able to enjoy whatever fantasy he liked. Maybe he would picture one of the actresses he had worked with; perhaps he would imagine some random girl or someone he used to know back when he was taking acting classes. One of the best parts of pleasuring himself was getting to be completely and utterly selfish, like he could just follow his instincts, no matter where they led.

Only now, Michael had no choice. He awkwardly stroked himself. Despite his discomfort, the arousal continued pulse and flair through his body. It felt like playing with the knob on a stove. He could turn it up, so the flames jumped up, brighter and taller. He could turn it down, and the heat continued to play, but those flames dropped down.

"Good boy," she said. "You like touching yourself, don't you? You're a sweet, horny boy."

"Yes, this feels good," he confessed. Intellectually, he hated it. Physically, he loved it!

"Good. Now use your right hand. Wrap your fingers around your cock and work your palm up and down. I want to see you come hard. I want to see you come very, very hard for me. I want you to drain your balls. Can you do that?"

He hated the taunts and crass language, but he still raised his chin. With his knees spread and braced to down on the floor, he clenched his eyes shut. "Yes. Yes, I can do that. I’m going to drain my balls for you."

"Good boy," she cooed. "But right now, I want you to stare at the camera. Don't look away. Think of my face as you come. Think about what you're giving me."

Michael didn't understand, but it didn't matter either.

He obeyed, moving his hand up and down along his length. He tightened his grip, relaxed, and moved again and again just as she commanded. Although he hated doing it, Michael kept his eyes open, and he locked them on the glint of the dark camera lens right there just a few feet away. His heart kicked, his breathing came in tight squeezes, and he knew he was about to lose control.

She didn't demand it, but something compelled him to ask, "Please? Please, can I come?"

"You're asking for permission!" Scarlett called out. Her voice strained. She was touching herself again, and she was close. "Good boy. That's right. You need to ask for permission, don't you?"

Michael almost wished he had the self-control and willpower necessary to growl back something like, "I don't need permission for anything!" He could have made some point about social justice or something, but he surrendered instead. It was so easy to give Scarlett exactly what she wanted. "Yes. Please. Please, can I have permission?" The words fell automatically from his mouth. They felt instinctive, almost preprogrammed. "Please!" The desperation rang through his voice, and that's when he listened as she climaxed. She moaned, it was so easy to imagine her perfect body tensing and clenching as she shoved her heels down against her mattress, stretched her feet, curled her toes, and lost herself to that pleasure.

But because he felt like he couldn't wait any longer, he continued to plead. "Please. Please!"

Still nothing. She didn't give him an answer, not right away.

"Scarlett, I can't take this!" Michael begged.

"Okay," she finally allowed. "You can come now." Her voice sounded distant and drowsy, like those orgasms had drained something from her. Even so, she was satisfied. She had enjoyed those bursts of pleasure, but now it was Michael's turn!

"Oh wait," she said right as he was on the cusp of release. "Stop."

Somehow, he obeyed her again. He jerked his hand away, and his fingers actually trembled, but he managed to listen.

"You did it! Look at that. Aren't you a good boy? I bet the directors love you. You're probably just like a little puppet boy, aren't you? Is that why you are so successful? Is that why you are so popular?"

"Scarlett…"

"Fine, fine," she allowed. "You can come for real this time."

Relief surged through his body, but now he used both of his hands. He had one between his legs as he stroked his balls. With his other hand, he gripped and squeezed, sliding his palm up and down.

On some level, he understood that his ex-girlfriend was watching. She was staring at her own screen as she enjoyed the show. When she masturbated, she gained something. She asserted herself and controlled him. She reveled in the pleasures of her own body and her own authority and her own autonomy. He, meanwhile, lost something as he surrendered to those urges. It was like he couldn't control himself, like he needed someone else to seize him.

Finally, he lost it. The pleasure exploded through his frame, and he shaft pulsated. He came hard, as the throbbing echoes worked their way from between his legs and up his torso. He stopped thinking as that satisfaction rolled over him.

Then it was done, and he dropped forward.

"Oh, poor boy. Looks like you made a mess. You know, if you were a puppy, I would have to rub your nose in it," she teased.

For several long seconds, he stayed like that, bent forward with his weight resting on his knees and one set of knuckles. Finally, he lifted his gaze and felt a lot more clearheaded. It was easier to think now. "Scarlett…"

"Don't be like that, Mikey. We were just having fun. It was just a game. You shouldn't be so sensitive."

"What should I do about that executive? What should I do about Kim?"

"I know her quite well. We spent some time together, both here and in New York. So here's my advice for you, Michael: be honest."

He pushed himself back up onto his knees. Naked in front of the camera, he stared and waited to hear more. Scarlett was the kind of woman who thought in terms of strategy, who devised tactics based on different personalities involved in any given situation. But now, he heard an audible click, and he stared, unable to believe it.

Michael reached out, grabbed the phone, and he saw that she had hung up on him.

Be honest? That was it?

His nostrils twitched, and then his phone vibrated with a text message from Scarlett.

Be sure to clean that up. He glanced down at the splatters.

Be honest?

Those two words buzzed around inside of his head for the next couple of hours. He didn't have anything else he had to do, and he had already worked out. At this point, he decided to spend some time working on his social feeds.

For teens, office workers, and parents who needed a few minutes of adulthood all across the world, social media was an easy way to enjoy quick hits of excitement or distraction. For Michael and celebrities like him, it had become a job. He understood how his manager and executives within the entertainment industry constantly monitored his clout as a celebrity. For a lot of people, it sounded ridiculously easy, like it should have been effortless. And yet, he needed to constantly come up with cute quips and he always needed to be careful about how his content might be received. Social media became exponentially more complicated when you considered the different audiences. Obviously, his fans might enjoy one little joke, but what if it had had subtle, political implications. There were comedians who whined about this, especially because humor had become so difficult in the digital space, but Michael just accepted this as the reality of doing business. No, they couldn't say whatever they wanted. They weren't in a club talking in front of their fans. When they went online, they made their jokes in front of the entire world.

Throwing tantrums about having to face the consequences of their actions never made sense to him. And yet, their frustration appealed to other audiences. So again, the calculations became more difficult.

As a boy actor, Michael understood that he had to have as broad an appeal as possible. He couldn't go political because he didn't want to focus on one segment of the population. At this point, actors had to worry about what managers, directors, people all across the country, and all across the world might say. Oh, and his posts also had to be interesting.

When he went online, he saw plenty of support. That said, he also had to address the anger. Again, there were all of those comments about how he had behaved so unprofessionally during that interview.

Michael answered a few of the comments. He did his best to sound humble and contrite.

Perhaps it would work. Perhaps not.

He smirked for a second and wondered if maybe he would get lucky, like a war might break out somewhere else in the world. Maybe civilization was about to end in a nuclear conflagration, and all of this was just a waste of time.

After he spent a couple of hours talking to his fans, Michael took a shower, got dressed, and he headed out.

It was time for him to meet with Kim.

Surprisingly, she lived in a small house. It was probably a rental, he thought as he parked out front. He headed up the steps to the front door, knocked, and waited. By so many standards, he was a pretty attractive guy, yet he still experienced that pitted insecurity at the base of his stomach while he waited. He remembered being a boy in high school and going to his first party and wondering if maybe he had the wrong address or maybe this was some kind of prank. That never happened to him, but the possibility always existed, nipping at him like some annoying insect.

The door opened, and Kim appeared.

Since it was the end of the day, her hair fell around her neck and shoulders in a cascade of dark brunette. She still wore her matching glasses, but he was standing closer to her now. She also looked more relaxed and comfortable in a pair of jeans and a dark blue T-shirt. Here at home, she didn't need to worry about appearing professional or trendy.

"Come in," she said.

"You've a lovely home," he said.

"Thank you," she said. "It belongs to my sister."

"Really?" Michael asked. As she stepped aside and he made his way into the living room, he glanced around. This definitely didn't look like the home of a woman who probably saw his annual income as a rounding error.

"Yes," she said, the words short and clipped. "Please, have a seat." She motioned toward the couch, so he graciously obeyed. As she considered him, Kim didn't sit down as well. Instead, she swept her eyes along his body. Immediately, he straightened his back as she made a decision. "Here's the problem, Michael. You tell me you want to be a star. You want to work well with us, and you want to make good movies. Am I right?"

"Yes. Absolutely," he replied.

"And yet, we have your little outburst. That kind of behavior can't be tolerated."

"It's never going to happen again," he reassured her.

"But why did it happen the first time?"

As much as he resented her for how she gave it to him, Michael remembered exactly what Scarlett told him. He had to be honest, so he exhaled slowly, stared down at the floor, and he replied, "Sometimes, I get frustrated. Sometimes, I resent what it means to be an actor."

"Why would you be resentful? Haven’t you worked for this for a long time? Frankly, you're one of the best boy actors we have under contract," Kim told him. He tried to parse those words, like he might be able to figure out precisely what she needed to hear.

No, he had to stop thinking in those terms, Michael reminded himself. He couldn't lie to her; he wouldn't be able to cheat or manipulate her. That wasn't what she wanted (or so he had to hope).

"Really?" Michael had to ask.

"Yes," she replied. "Really."

He slowly took a breath, filling his lungs as he waited. He tried to read this woman, someone he didn't know well at all. Finally, he decided to follow Scarlett's advice. "Okay. There are a bunch of double standards in our industry. We saw it at that interview. My costar got to answer interesting questions about art and politics. Then I had to answer the same questions again and again about how I look good for the camera. It gets tiring very quickly. Oh, and there's also the fact that I make a lot less for the same number of hours. And yeah, I know that there are justifications for all of this. But it doesn't change the end result."

"You thought about quitting?"

"No," he said. "I'm an actor. I love doing this."

"I appreciate your passion," Kim said with a smile. "There are lots of boy actors out there who don't really take this seriously."

"That's because they know they’re little more than decorations. Why bother trying if no one's going to take you seriously?"

"A fair point. But there's just one problem."

"Yes?"

"How do we know we can trust you? I believe what you're saying, and I think you actually make some valid points."

"You do?"

"Absolutely. You might not believe me, but lots of women at the executive level understand how things are there for you."

"Then why not change them?" Michael asked.

"That's not our job," she said. In that moment, he saw the truth of it. Yes, he had probably come to this conclusion before, but it felt so strange hearing this woman say it. "Keep in mind, entertainment is an incredibly difficult and competitive field. I mean, look at the number of movies that are released every week, hell, every hour. And that's just movies. You have theaters, streaming services, and so many other forms of entertainment. Do you know what damage social media has done to us? And of course, the margins get really weird really fast. We split revenues with movie theaters, but if something is available at home, people basically want it for free. Then of course, there's the issue of piracy, not to mention ridiculously cheap video games. Oh, and then there is all of the free content you can get from the video sharing sites." Kim shook her head from side to side. "There's a lot of money to be made, but there is so much competition for it. And now, you think we should try to fix the injustices of the world?"

"If you don't do it, who will?"

"Look, I'm not saying it's fair. I'm not saying it's right either. I just want you to know why this is going to happen. It's the same reason why people complain about remakes and franchises. It's not a lack of creativity. You know how many amazing scripts I have seen over the last three months? Seriously, there are these incredible ideas out there, but we just can't take the risks. We can't drop tens or hundreds of millions on a storyline people might not enjoy or understand. We have to go with the tried and true. Can it get boring or repetitive? Does it anger the critics and film majors? Sure. But that doesn't matter, not as long as we can get a solid return on investment. Remember, this is art, but it's also a commercial product."

"Right," he said. These weren't new ideas, but he understood.

"And of course, there's the question of the backlash."

"Backlash?"

"Let's say we try to help the boy actors in our movies. Let's say we try to help the boys who want to be producers or directors or whatever. When we do that, do you know what happens?"

"What?" Michael asked although he already suspected.

"We get angry emails, comments, and posts online. There are those women out there who will start complaining about how we're coddling the boys, how we are encouraging bad behavior, and how we need to stick with certain values."

"Female supremacy," he replied.

"Boys have their chance," Kim said. "Maybe it sounds a little bit traditional now, but it's true. There are market forces out there, and we have to deal with them."

"I understand," he said despite the frustration clawing at the base of his stomach.

"Smart boy," she said. "Of course, we still haven't solved the problem, have we?" She lifted her head and looked up at the ceiling. "Honestly, I don't think this is going to work. I sympathize with where you're coming from, Michael. I really do. Don't tell any of the other executives this, but I think you make some really good points. That said, I'm pretty sure there's going to be another outburst. Deep down, you want to be treated like an equal, but that's never going to happen. At some point, you're going to get frustrated and angry. You're a boy actor. You can be emotional. You're going to lose control."

"No, I won't. Look, I love acting. I love acting more than anything else."

"More than equality?"

"Yes!"

"I'm not sure I believe you."

"Look, I will do anything. I swear, I will work twice as hard. I will make sure that there aren't any more outbursts. I can read whatever kind of apology you want. Have anyone write it. I don't care. Please?" He stared up at her with big, desperate eyes.

Kim may have been more self-aware and capable of understanding the double standards that exist in their industry, but she was still a woman, and so she still enjoyed having this boy look at her like that.

"I'm going to have to test you," she said.

"Test me?"

"That's right," she replied. "Basically, I need to see whether or not I can trust you. I need to see if, at your core, you really do care more about your career."

"I do!"

"I want to believe you, but words are cheap. So this is what I'm offering you, Michael. My sister has converted the garage into a very special facility, one where I can have some fun. I can take you in there, I can test you, and then we can see whether or not I really think you have what it takes to be a boy actor. And no, I'm not talking about performing on screen. I want to make sure that you're not going to break again."

"I see," he told her. "Okay. I'll do it."

"Before we go in there, I want you to think about this very carefully. I need to be sure that you will be a good, docile, obedient boy. No matter how extreme or intense things become, you will accept your place as a boy. You know what that means, don't you?"

"I have to be obedient," he told her. That was a word lots of guys didn't like, but the women around them certainly enjoyed using it.

"That's right," she said. "You think you can handle it?"

"Yes, Miss," he said. "I know I can."

"Okay then," she said. She crossed her arms over her chest, the corners of her eyes glinted with amusement, and it was obvious she would enjoy this. He couldn't help but think of the casting directors who would choose the boys to appear in various commercials. These men would have to come out, pull off their shirts, and flex their muscles. At the same time, the directors would get to play. Yes, this technically qualified as "work," but it had to be so much fun for them. After all, these boy actors would be desperate for the job, so they would follow any command, no matter how humiliating. Maybe the women in charge would decide that these guys might have to act, so they should crawl around on the floor like dogs. Maybe they would need to bend over, to pick up an imaginary pen again and again. Women made these decisions, and this was an art, right? Who could tell which boy actor would be best suited for the role, which meant these males couldn't question any of the decisions made. They simply had to play along. Oh, and if a boy got upset and stormed off, that just proved he was incapable of behaving professionally.

"Good," she said. "Strip."

Michael blinked, suddenly uncertain of himself. He hadn't moved, yet adrenaline shot into his bloodstream, and heat played along his cheeks, his forehead, and down his neck.

"This is exactly what I'm talking about," her eyes seemed to say.

Exhaling slowly, he pulled off his shirt, his shoes, socks, and pants. He was down to his boxers, but he couldn't look up to see the expression on her face. Did she approve of his behavior? Or maybe this had been some kind of trick? She was testing him to see whether or not he could stand up for himself?

No, Michael told himself as he looped his thumbs into the elastic of his boxers. He pulled down the black fabric, and suddenly he was naked in front of this young woman. He glanced up and almost smiled when he watched her adjust her glasses.

"Good," she said as she recovered her composure. Then she walked over to one of the nightstands by the couch, she opened a drawer, and pulled something out. She tossed the collar down onto the floor.

It was simple, he saw right away. It was basically just a dog collar with a plastic clasp.

"Put that on," she said.

"It's a dog collar," he replied, like that simple statement should have been enough to make her reconsider.

"It is," she replied. "Now put it on. Trust me, you don't want me to tell you again."

Again and again, he told himself that this was a test. That simple fact should have inoculated him against of the embarrassment of what he was about to do. After two or three seconds, he reached down. He grabbed the collar, tightening his grip around the nylon contours before he brought it up to his neck. He clicked it in place.

Theoretically, Michael understood he could remove it at any moment. It was not locked on. And yet…

This girl owned him. The executives owned him. He wasn't anything more than a "boy actor," which meant he needed to smile and follow their commands.

"Very nice," she said. "Now stand up and pose for me."

Michael had done this before for various casting directors. He rose to his feet and crossed his arms behind his back. With his wrists touching, he straightened his neck as much as he could and stared straight ahead. At moments like this, he felt more like a sculpture than an actual person, but she circled him.

"You know, there are going to be journalists and other executives out there who test you. Maybe it won't be as explicit at this, but they will enjoy themselves, so you have to be on your guard, don't you?"

"Yes, Miss," he said.

"Like what if someone decides to smack you on the bottom?" Kim asked.

Before he responded, her hand shot out, and she smacked him on his rear. It was harder than he expected, the pain flashed up along his skin. With his heart ticking faster, he desperately wanted to turn around, to glare at her and to tell her she couldn't do that. But of course, she was an executive and a woman. He was just a boy. He had to respect her authority.

"Or what if you go on a talk show, and one of the women decides that you need to be spanked."

"What?" The question dropped from his mouth.

"It's happened before to other boy actors," she said.

"What?" Michael had to ask. "You're kidding." Because he knew it made him look better, he tightened the muscles along his torso.

"Nope," she said. "Three or four years ago, our studio had a small movie out, and there was this talk show host in Chicago. It was something small, something local, but the hostess didn't really appreciate one of his answers. Of course, she played off the whole thing is a joke, but she said that this boy had been disrespectful, so she asked her audience whether or not he should be spanked right there on air."

"What did he do?"

"He said no. He pulled off his mic, got up, and left the stage. Obviously, we released him from his contract for that kind of behavior."

"But, but it wasn't really his fault."

"He destroyed his reputation. Maybe you didn't see it, but the video went viral in just a couple of hours."

"Yorty spanked me," Michael pointed out.

"If she wants. What would happen if I wanted you across my lap?"

"You can't be serious," he told her.

"Actually, I can." Tentatively at first, like she wasn't sure whether or not she should really take advantage of her privileges, Kim massaged his backside. She brushed her fingers along the curves of his butt before working her way to the shoulder blades. From there, she pinched his biceps. She was obviously enjoying herself, and he even thought he heard a girlish giggle come from this young woman.

But eventually, she let go and sauntered over to the couch. Then she sat down. With her spine straight, she stared at him. "Come here, boy."

Michael gulped and obeyed. He made his way toward her, and that's when this sly smile touched her lips. Perhaps she said she could agree with him about the unfairness of those double standards, but she was still a woman. She could still enjoy this.

He started to kneel on the couch, but her hand shot up, and she grabbed him by his neck. Her fingers wrapped around those curves, and she pulled him down across her lap. His eyes widened, and he didn't know whether or not he could handle this. Within seconds, he told himself he didn't have any choice.

"I'm going to spank you, and you're going to tell me you deserved it. Now, this is going to sting. Are you ready?"

"No," he said honestly.

"Too bad," she replied.

Kim brought her hand up into the air, but she didn't waste time. Her hand flew down in a blur, and she struck his right cheek, then his left less than a second later. The pain flared through his body. His nerves cried out, and he was tempted to try to push himself away from her lap. Only then she used her other hand, and she shoved him down. She kept her fingers pressed against that spot between his shoulder blades as she slapped his backside.

Fresh pain surged through him, and he grimaced, groaning and finally gasping. His eyes watered. It seemed ridiculous. He was getting spanked? He was getting spanked by this petite girl?

His breathing came faster now, and he tried to shove himself back. He really, really just needed to talk to her.

Then it stopped, and she asked, "Well?"

Like any good actor, he had to focus on his lines, his expressions, intonation, and body language all at the same time. Then there would be the commands that came from the director. "I, I deserved that."

"Good boy," she said. "Now follow me."

She rose, held out her hand, and he tentatively climbed up onto his feet. He was taller than her, yet that hardly mattered as she grabbed him by his hand. She laced her fingers through his and tugged, guiding him through the kitchen and toward the door. She opened it, and he didn't understand. This was probably the garage, right?

He had no idea how it had been converted. He had no idea what he was about to face.

Tentatively, he followed along, only to feel her tug on his hand every few steps.

When he peered inside, it looked dark, so he couldn't make anything out. She hit the light switch, and that's when saw the chains dangling from the ceiling. Then there were the shackles dangling from the wall, not to mention the different shelves on the other side of the room.

"What is this?"

"This is a good spot where boys can be trained," she said. "Frankly, that's what I think you need at this point."

He opened his mouth to argue, but she pulled. Collared and naked, he couldn't summon any sense of control, especially when she brought him to the middle of the room. The shackles were right there. The collar had seemed easy enough, especially considering the plastic clasp that held it in place. But now he saw those small, square iron clasps, and he knew he wouldn't be able to break free. He would be restrained, trapped, and now she pulled his arms into the air.

"What, what you going to do?"

"Test you," she said. "I think I want to see what happens when it really stings."

"But you already spanked me!"

"I did," she said. "Does that mean you want to quit?"

"No…"

"That's what I thought," she said. She brought the chains down, pulling them down along a winch before securing the shackles to his right wrist, then his left. He heard those clicks. Next, she grabbed a different chain and pulled. Suddenly, his arms were jerked above his head. Next, she pointed down toward the concrete floor. That's when he saw the other restraints waiting for his ankles. Chains had been bolted to the floor, such spread his legs, encircled his right ankle, then his left, and she made sure he was trapped right there in the middle of the room, his back straight, his legs spread, and his entire body on display.

"Very nice," she said. "Of course, it's important that the women around you know that you enjoy your position."

"My subjugation?"

"You see. That's the problem. I'm worried those little outbursts are going to get you in trouble. Now, tell me you want to be touched."

"I, I want to be touched," he said. Despite the time with Scarlett earlier, Michael couldn't deny the anticipation that rolled through his body. He couldn't know for sure what might happen, but Kim was a beautiful woman. There was something about her, he had to admit, if only to himself. Having her close like this triggered something deep within his core, and now she stepped behind him. First, she brushed her fingers up along the contours of his butt before pushing her palm down against his thigh and gliding her fingers closer and closer toward his cock.

Before she got there, his manhood stiffened.

"Interesting," she told him.

Michael didn't get the opportunity to ask what she meant. Kim leaned her head back, smiled at him, and then she pulled her fingers away before gliding her hands up along his flanks. She grazed him with her fingernails and studied him as she tried to read his expression. "I wonder if you're one of those boys."

Finally, he found his voice, "One of those boys? What, what are you talking about?"

"You have layers, Michael. First, there is the docile, subdued male who understands his place. This is the mask you wear most frequently. Underneath that, you have the discipline and intellectual curiosity to wonder about the inequities in our society. It's fascinating, but most women aren't interested in a boy who tries to think for himself."

"That might be who I really am," Michael confessed. It was a strange thing to admit. If a woman was intellectually rebellious, then she would be brave and applauded for her certainty even if a bunch of other people disagreed. A boy? No, men weren’t supposed to argue. They were supposed to smile, flex, and show off their bodies.

"Possible," Kim allowed, only to smirk at him. She stepped forward, brought her hand down between his legs, and then she said, "Or maybe there is something beneath that as well. Maybe, way deep down, you yearn for the chance to be owned. Maybe you are desperately eager to be little more than a corporate slave. You can be a toy, a bobble, and a decoration for the women around you."

"No," he said. "That's not who I am."

"We'll see," she replied. Then she turned and sauntered back toward one of the shelves.

His shaft remained stiff, and Michael didn't know what he was doing, but he still attempted to reach down. Obviously, his legs were made to spread and chained to the floor. The cold from the concrete soaked into his toes and the pads of his feet, but Michael didn't really feel it.

A jolt of heat ran through his body when she touched the paddle to his backside. She just barely touched him, yet the smooth, solid surface made his insides tightened.

"Have you ever been spanked?"

"Once," he said.

"Really? By whom?"

The door opened, and a second voice cut across the air. "I did it," she said.

Instantly, Michael attempted to twist around, but Kim had restrained him so that he faced the far wall. No matter how he pivoted or writhed, he didn't get to see the newcomer, although he instantly recognized her voice.

Despite the familiarity, Michael tried to convince himself that he was wrong. It was some sort of glitch in his brain or ears; there was no way she could be here. There was absolutely no way she could be here!

Within seconds, he gave up on trying to see her again, so he clenched his eyes shut as she approached. He heard the click of her high-heeled boots as she sauntered toward him. Her pace was relaxed and confident, like she knew he wasn't going anywhere. Then he flinched as her nails scratched against at the side of his spine, up to his stomach, and along his chest.

Worse, he inhaled and caught the aroma of her perfume. Scarlett's signature perfume hit his nostrils, and he remembered what it was like to spend time with this woman, to be twisted around her little finger like a few strands of her perfectly golden hair.

"Look at me," she commanded.

Right away, he obeyed.

"What, what are you doing here?"

"I was bored," she said with a girlish grin.

"But, but I'd thought you were going to a party tonight?"

"The night is young," she said. She brushed her fingers up his chest and finally she settled on his collar. She hooked her fingers into that band, and she tugged, pulling him forward despite the chains holding him in place. "Mikey, it looks like you have gotten yourself into some trouble."

"I did what you said," he told her. "I tried to be honest with her."

"Smart boy," she said, patting him on the cheek.

For a moment, Michael almost wanted to snap at her with his teeth, like he was some wild animal who would try to bite her. Two points held him back. First, he wasn't sure he would be able to actually get his teeth on her finger. Second, he knew how that would make him look. These women already thought of the boys as little more than livestock. It would only prove that.

"But wow, you are definitely excited all over again. I like Kim's theory."

"She's wrong," he grunted at her.

"What do you think, Kim? How confident do you feel?"

"Pretty confident,” replied the brunette.

"But you can hear the defiance in his voice. He probably thinks he sounds very heroic. Is that what you think, Mikey?"

"Mikey?" Kim asked.

"A pet name," Scarlett answered. "Should we give him a little reward before we break him?"

"You can't break me. There isn't some deep layer of obedience inside of me," he said. "You know that, Scarlett. You listened to me when we were dating. You know how I felt. Nothing has changed!"

"You're a boy. Deep down, you need to be owned. It doesn't matter if you're famous. It doesn't matter if you have thousands of fans all across the world. Maybe we have to go deeper for you, but I'm fine with that." Graceful as always, she raised her hand and beckoned for Kim to approach.

Of course, the young executive obeyed. This was Scarlett they were talking about; she was one of the most powerful actresses in the country. Whenever she appeared in a movie, people flocked to see it, both women and men. Girls wanted to be her. Boys desperately wished they could be with her. They would do anything, buying tickets and her endorsed merchandise, if only it might create some kind of faux connection between them and her.

When they stood together, they were both beautiful. One wore glasses and looked like that sweet, geeky girl who would always get the best grades in every AP class before heading off to a prestigious university. The other stood tall in her boots, her pleated blue skirt, and that white tank top with the black bra underneath.

When Scarlett reached out, cupped Kim's cheeks, tilted her head to the side, leaned in, and kissed her, Michael had no idea what to think, do, or say.

The image had his attention, and there was this flash of desperation deep within his body. He didn't know how to control it. He had been turned on before, but now the arousal flooded through his system. He attempted to close his eyes or simply look away, but some primal urge gripped him. These girls became magnetic, so he couldn't turn away, no matter how badly he told himself he wanted to.

Suddenly, they were making out, gently pushing their bodies against one another. Then Scarlett opened her eyes and met his longing, hungry gaze. Although Kim kept her eyes closed, Scarlett was clearly enjoying herself. She let out a throaty little moan and finally let go of her lover.

"Sometimes, you just have to date someone you can respect, you know?" Scarlett said.

In the next instant, she held out her hand, and Kim dutifully handed over the paddle. Michael's ex-girlfriend smirked, wiggled her eyebrows, and stepped behind him.

He tried to deny it is much as he could, but Michael still shivered as the fear flashed through his body. He remembered the first time she had paddled him. She had promised it would be such a turn on for her. Besides, he wanted to be a good boyfriend, right? He wanted to please her?

As a boy actor, his career was always insecure. Dating a woman like Scarlett only amplified that reality when it came to their relationship. But now she stroked the paddle along the tensed curves of his buttocks. She pulled her hand back, raised the paddle, and he tried to prepare himself. Michael tried to think about how pain was only a sensation. Ultimately, it was the brain that interpreted those electrical impulses. It would only burn into him if he let the pain overwhelm him.

Those meditative, intellectual ideas sounded so good right until the moment when that solid wood crashed down against his right butt cheek. Heat flashed across his flesh, and he could imagine this red rectangle along his body.

At least he managed to stay quiet.

That wouldn't last for long.

The blonde actress chortled, swung down, and struck his right side, then his left. Hot flashes of angry pain exploded along his body. His nerves flashed, and he couldn't pretend this was just some biological response. He gasped and panted as he sucked in one breath after another.

"Go on," Scarlett said. "Tell us the truth. Tell us how badly you want to be owned. Tell us how bad do you want to be a good boy for Kim and the rest of the studio."

"No. I can't," he said. "Look, I can be a good actor. I can--"

Michael didn't get the opportunity to finish because Scarlett unleashed another barrage. She struck twice on his right side and three more times on his left. After that, he heard Kim chirp up, "Are you sure you want to keep doing that?" Good! The executive was going to step in and save him! Only then, she destroyed those hopes as she asked, "Your arm looks like it's getting tired. Maybe I can have a turn?"

"Go for it," Scarlett answered.

"No. Please, don't do it. Please, Miss," he said.

"There you go," Scarlett purred. "Did you hear that?"

Hear that? Hear what?

Together, these two women had only struck a few times, yet the pain had drilled to his core and drained him of his defiance. He tried to summon up some intellectual justification for fighting them, especially when he pulled against his restraints, but it was impossible to think clearly.

"I think I heard it," Kim said it, although Michael still didn't understand.

Scarlett stepped in front of him. With his legs spread and in her high heels, she loomed just a little bit taller than him. She grabbed him by his hair, pulled his head back, and then she smiled down at him. "What did you just do?"

"I, I was begging?"

"No…" Scarlett told him. "Well, that's not the important part anyway. Without even thinking about it, you addressed her as your superior. Do it again."

"No," he said and tried to shake his head from side to side, only she still held onto his hair. As fresh discomfort ran down into his scalp, he gave up.

"Okay," Scarlett said. "Do it again."

Kim had the paddle now, and she raised her arm. She brought it down hard and fast. She channeled all of the strength she possessed into her arm as she let the wooden implement rip down through the air and smack hard against his unprotected flesh. That hammering sound echoed against the walls of the converted garage, and he instinctively jerked against his restraints, pulling and twisting from side to side, not that it did any good. No matter how hard he tried, he remained trapped while these women played with him.

At first, he locked his teeth together. He couldn't maintain any kind of stoic silence; that kind of self-control pulled far beyond his reach, but he didn't beg or plead. Instead, he grunted, groaned, and moaned.

The paddle came down over and over again.

When it finally stopped, Kim was panting behind him.

He dropped his head forward, and now Scarlett touched the underside of his chin.

His eyes were wet. He refused to let those tears run down his cheeks, and instead he glowered at her. Even so, Scarlett flashed her award-winning smile.

Again and again, Michael silently insisted that they were wrong. Yes, he could play the role of an obedient boy for all of these women, but it wasn't like he secretly yearned to be owned. He wasn't one of those guys who would sign a contract and surrender his autonomy to his boss, wife, girlfriend, sister, or some other family matriarch.

Instead, he was an independent man. He didn't rely on any woman. He had his own money, his own condominium. He made real choices in terms of his future and his career. Holding on tight to those ideals, he balled his fingers into fists and pulled as hard as he could against the chains. Unfortunately, the iron links remained intact; there was no way he could break free, and the two females in front of him knew this.

"It's okay," Scarlett said. "I can see it in your eyes. But right now, I think a combination of pleasure and pain will break you."

"No," he said.

"All you have to do is to break," she said. She let the final syllable pop from her lips, and now she reached down and cupped his balls in one hand. With the other, she started stroking his shaft.

Michael tried to deny it, but it felt so good.

Kim stepped up behind him, took the paddle, and she struck. By now, the contours of his ass glowed a bright shade of red, but this was only the beginning. She struck again and again until her arm got tired. Pretty soon, she was breathing heavily, but she still didn't stop. She gave Michael exactly what he needed.

Then the paddling stopped. Scarlett resumed touching him. She teased him and tormented him. Brought him to the edge of an orgasm.

Then the gorgeous actress stepped back, and the executive resumed his punishment. Silently, Kim wondered if she could predict which sounds he would make as she struck different spots. Each time, he groaned or cried out.

By the time she stopped, his shaft had softened, only now Scarlett stepped forward. She started to massage him, to stroke and rub him. He tried to turn his body to the side, like he would be able to stop her. With a simple step, she retook her spot right in front of him, and now she toyed with him again.

Not only that, she leaned down, and she started kissing him. Then she bit his lower lip before she pulled her hands away. Yes, it had only taken a few seconds, but it felt like he might be able to climax right then and there.

"No. Please, not again."

"Don't ask me. Ask her," Scarlett said.

"Please, Miss! Please, I can't take this! Please!"

Scarlett nodded toward her lover, "I think he's almost ready."

Michael had no idea what that meant, but something else flooded through his mind and body. Without thinking, he began to struggle and thrash. He fought with animalistic frenzy, but the women only seemed interested in observing him for the moment.

He dropped down against the restraints, and his erect member remained poised, but he was close to hyperventilating as he pleaded with these women, "Please. Please, yes, you are right. You were right about me. I'm just like all of the other boys. Maybe I try to hide it. Maybe I lie to myself. Maybe I pretend to be some kind of intellectual. But I'm not. I'm a boy. I'm just a dumb boy, and I need to be owned just like every other guy. I need to be trained and disciplined."

"Is that right?" Scarlett said, whispering into his ear. She caressed him again. "Does that mean you want to apologize for calling me a selfish bitch?"

"Yes. I, I'm sorry. I'm so sorry!"

"Good. I think he's learned his lesson."

Michael raised his head, let out a sigh of relief, only then Scarlett winked at him, or maybe this was a signal for Kim. Either way, the executive standing behind their prisoner tightened her grip, adjusted her aim, and unleashed another barrage. The paddle flew down hard and fast, striking one spot, then another and another after that. Fresh agony tore through his defenses.

When it was done, he hung there from the shackles. It was like he couldn't move. His shaft had softened, but then he felt something around his waist. It was heavy and cold to the touch, metallic with soft, letter edging.

From there, they slid his softened shaft into some kind of tube. At first, he couldn't open his eyes. Part of him had to wonder what the point would be, especially since he remained trapped. Clearly, Scarlett and her lover could do whatever they liked with him, so he accepted it.

Suddenly, he realized what was happening. Fresh panic exploded through his body as he tried to pull his arms from the restraints. And yet, it didn't do any good. Soon, he could feel the unyielding confines of the chastity cage as they imprisoned one of his most important body parts. They fitted different pieces together, and Scarlett attached the three locks, one on the left side, another on the right, and a third between his legs, just above the chastity cage.

Scarlett handed the key off, and the dark-haired girl smirked. "Now, I think we are going to be able to trust you, Mikey."

"Don't call me that," he wanted to say. Before he could even start that first syllable, Michael froze. Yes, his cock had been imprisoned. He now belonged to these women.

With a glance at him, he could understand exactly why the executive was doing this. Scarlett, on the other hand, could go out and torment any guy she liked. Why him?

The blonde actress had no problem guessing his thoughts. Not only that, she decided to be merciful as she cupped his right cheek under her palm. "She needs to control you because she's an executive with Lioness Entertainment. And now, I'm one of their biggest shareholders."

His brows tightened.

"You don't need to worry about the details. I know finance isn't really a boy's field. We aren't talking about any of the domestic sciences," Scarlett said with a little chuckle. Kim joined her. "Basically, I named the number, they couldn't match it, so I demanded an equity position instead of. Whenever you work for Lioness Entertainment, Mikey, you're going to be working for me." She patted him on the cheek once again.

This boy should have been incensed. He should have been enraged. He should have tried to launch himself at her, like he thought he could tackle this blonde and shove her down onto the floor. White-hot and sharp, the rage should have pulsed through his body.

Instead, he dipped his head down. "Yes, Miss," he said.

"That's what I thought. Now, this is going to happen. My girlfriend here is going to lay down. She's going to spread her legs, and you're going to lick her pussy. Can you do that like a good boy? Can you show this executive how you can use your mouth? Your tongue? Can you show us what kind of good boy you can be?"

Locked up and powerless, he had no choice. "Yes, Miss."

Scarlett reached up and loosened the shackles on his wrists. Kim bent down and freed his ankles. He stumbled forward, suddenly uncertain, only now his hands fell to the sides of his chastity belt. He didn't really tug or pull, but he still needed to feel the leather and reinforced steel. When he moved his hands between his legs along the contours of his chastity cage, he could instantly tell that he wouldn’t be able to break free with anything less than a chainsaw.

The moisture drained away from his mouth.

When he lifted his head, she saw him. The young woman lowered herself down onto her back, she pulled off her jeans and shoes, her panties, and so she was naked from the waist down. Closing her eyes, she rested the back of her head against her hands, and she started to spread her legs.

"Well?" Scarlett prompted him. "You know exactly what you need to do, don't you?"

He did.

Michael tried to convince himself that he hated this idea, only he couldn't lie to himself, not this time.

"Come along, Mikey," Kim called out to him.

With Scarlett watching him, he lowered himself down onto his hands and knees. He slid forward, bracing his weight on his elbows as he pressed his head between her legs. Right away, he could see the way her slit glistened. Having him restrained or getting to paddle him had turned her on.

"Start out slow," Scarlett commanded. "Be a good boy for her."

"Yes, Miss," he replied dutifully. His tongue shot out, he slid it along Kim's opening. He tasted her excitement and clenched his eyes shut. He understood what he was doing. Simultaneously, his cock twitched in its cage. He had no idea how long it would take before they released him. Even so, he hated the idea that Scarlett of all people would have access to these keys.

"Deeper," Kim ordered as she reached out and put her hand on the back of his head. She pushed him down, so his tongue slid along the walls of her crevice. He kept licking, however, so now he could feel the swollen contours of her clitoris. He breathed in again and could feel the soft brush of her pubic hair against his nose.

Distantly, he recognized the sounds of shifting fabric, like someone was swapping outfits. Michael didn't know what it meant, so he assumed it was probably just his imagination.

Focusing now, he concentrated on pleasing this woman. His tongue continued its darting dance along her pussy, just the way she wanted. Every few seconds, she called out, "Faster" or "Slower". Locked in chastity, he saw no choice. He did his best to obey. Even when she teased him with, "That's right, Mikey. Keep licking. Lick me because I'm your boss, and I get to decide how long you have a career. But now, we don't need to worry about your outbursts, do we? All locked up, you're never going to forget that you are property. You belong to us. You belong to the studio. You'll do whatever you're told. You'll take every role. You'll act. You're staying. You’ll dance like a sweet little puppet for us. Is that right?"

His tongue was otherwise occupied, so Michael couldn't answer.

"That's right," Scarlett said.

And now she kneeled down behind him. With his ass raised up into the air, he didn't really think about how vulnerable he had become. Then again, he didn't know about her harness or the double-headed dildo.

"You’re never going to forget this," Scarlett promised. She had one hand on his hip, and now she aimed the tip of the fake cock right for his opening. She shoved it down, and his eyes widened. Michael tried to retreat, but Kim wouldn't let go. She still had her hand on the back of his head, so he couldn't even try to turn around to see what was going on.

Relentless, Scarlett shoved forward. Her blonde hair swayed and splashed against her shoulders as she shoved into him, thrusting hard and fast. She stretched the walls of his crevice, pulled back, only to thrust into him again. This triggered something. His body attempted to respond, but he couldn't even enjoy an erection. The arousal pumped through his body, but there wouldn't be any relief or satisfaction, not for their enslaved celebrity.

Kim's hands flew out, and she grabbed him by his wrists, making sure he could not try to pull away. He kept licking instead as he surrendered.

Pretty soon the beautiful, dark-haired executive arched her back, pushed her weight down against her heels, and moaned. She didn't know how it was possible, but her glasses had fogged up as this boy continued to lick. Lots of women had probably fantasized about Michael, but she actually got to have him.

Scarlett had even more fun as she plowed into him, pumping her artificial cock forward and back over and over. Every time she pushed into him, there was that corresponding pressure right between her legs as the other side of her toy penetrated her. It rubbed her and stimulated her. Fresh waves of need gripped her until she pushed forward again and again, and of those needs spiraled into an explosion of pleasure. She cried out, and those delicious sounds washed over him.

For several long seconds, she just basked in the heat of her own body before she finally reached over and took him by the hand. Together, the two women stood up, and that's when they looked down at this boy.

"Bow down and promise to be an obedient slave."

The enslaved celebrity pushed himself up onto his knees. He straightened his back and looked up at these women. For just a moment, he thought he might be able to jump up onto his feet. Instead, he dipped his head down again, and he said, "I swear. I'm going to be an obedient slave."

"And why is that?"

"Because I'm the property of Lioness Entertainment," he said. Just like that, he gave up on his other ambitions because he knew he had been defeated. More importantly, he was owned and enslaved.

The End
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