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Welcome!

To start off, this was a commissioned project, so please keep that in mind as you start reading. Someone had a fantasy in mind, so they reached out to me to get see what we could create together.

My name is Anna Ritter, and I've been writing female domination and gynarchy erotica since 2018. You can find my short stories, novellas, and novels on Amazon. Now I'm doing commissions!

Do you have a personal fantasy you'd like to see? With no limits and a vivid, biting imagination, I'll write out your favorite scenario. Keep it short or get as detailed as you like. I currently charge one cent per word. You get a written fantasy designed to your specifications, and I keep the publishing rights.

I’m happy to include specific descriptions and any plot points you desire. Have a special someone in mind you’d like to see in a story? Maybe a celebrity? Some unique kink you can’t find anywhere else? I’m your girl! If you can dream it, I can write it!

Let me know what you’d like me to write with an email to

ARitter664@gmail.com .

I look forward to hearing from you!




Bound Boy Magic

"Holy crap, it's true," Cassie whispered.

Right away, Tasha glanced back at her friend, only to follow her line of sight back between the girls and other tables in the dining hall and straight back toward the huge, double doors. Vaguely, she had heard them open and close a few seconds before, but she just assumed someone had come in for dinner. That happened often enough.

Instead, she watched as a young man strode forward. Flanked by Miss Koal and Miss Devlin, he kept his back straight and his eyes ahead.

Only moments ago, the dining hall had been filled with the traditional conversations, laughter, jokes, and a few furtive whispers as the students of Malachite Academy enjoyed their dinner break. After this, they could go back to their dorm rooms and study if they had exams in the morning. More likely, they would put off their homework for a little while longer as they hung out with their friends. But now, this odd hush spread across the entire hall.

At first, Tasha intended to glance back at Cassie or maybe Maria, Jacqueline or Grace. Instead, she continued to study him.

The first thing she noticed? He was handsome. Maybe he didn't look like a model or an ideal familiar, but there was still something intriguing about the curves of his forehead, the angle of his jaw, or the hint of stubble. Back at her family compound, she had seen plenty of familiars and slaves, of course. She had some experience with men and boys, but this seemed completely alien.

A guy here? A guy at Malachite Academy?

No. That just wasn't supposed to happen. This was supposed to be an impossibility, a paradox.

Malachite Academy existed to educate young women like Tasha deLance and her friends or rivals. There was a reason why the room was filled with adolescent young women and their teachers.

Obviously, this boy had to understand how strange this was. As the silence spread like a rolling fog across the room, he didn't react. He didn't slow down or speed up. Instead, he continued his march toward the stage where the teacher's aides sat at their own table.

Finally, Tasha pulled her gaze away from the boy once he passed. She glanced back at Cassie, who beat her to the obvious question, "Is this a joke?"

Emily Flint answered right away, "Yeah. It has to be a joke. What else could it be?"

The youngest girl at their table, Valerie Diamonte, quickly hissed, "There's no way they'd really let a boy in."

"If they try, the matriarchs are going to be up in arms," someone else agreed.

As she listened to their arguments, Tasha came to a conclusion: this wasn't a joke. It wasn't some prank. First, the Board of Regents who oversaw Malachite Academy wouldn't have permitted something like that. Besides, those wealthy, powerful, and very serious women weren't known for their collective sense of humor. Instead, they were primarily interested in ensuring that Malachite Academy remained one of the premier educational institutions for the world's casters.

As such, the boys weren't allowed on campus. Men, first of all, had no real natural aptitude for wielding magic. They couldn't see the arcane winds, nor could they feel the Earth's vibrations. They didn't sense the ley lines, and they couldn't master the words and symbols that contained so much power.

While lots of girls from prominent families went to mundane colleges and universities, others decided they wished to focus their strength and go to a place like Malachite. Unlike so many other girls, Tasha had never questioned the decision. Yes, these girls understood the importance of subjects like computer science, mathematics, linguistics, composition, rhetoric, politics, and more, but they also pushed to dedicate themselves to sharpening their natural, arcane talents.

Even familiars weren't allowed on campus. Among so many of the families, boys were kept as servants, slaves, and pets. Yes, brothers and fathers and husbands might be allowed some small element of respect, yet the rules were obvious. Since those men couldn't wield magic, they would never be more than servants and helpmates.

"This is outrageous," one girl hissed under her breath.

"They absolutely cannot be serious," said another student.

"Our matriarch is going to hear about this," Genevieve deSang insisted.

Karina Sensdottir agreed, "Absolutely. There is no way the Board of Regions would allow something like this."

"But he's here," Tasha whispered without getting into it. Yes, she could have sat up straighter and talked to the others. They respected her. They knew just how ruthless and relentless a girl like Tasha could be. Perhaps she didn't come from one of the most powerful or prominent families, but that didn't matter as much at this academy. As students, they were mostly isolated from the rest of the world. That was the point, at least in theory. Boarding schools all across the globe had argued that students should get away from friends and family in order to grow and mature.

Pressing her lips together, Tasha pushed aside the other sounds and watched.

Soon enough, most of the other girls tacitly agreed with her as the boy made his way up the steps. He walked over to Headmistress Athena Calais.

When Tasha first arrived, Headmistress Margot Caravel had been in charge, only to retire at the end of the year. Over the last six months, Athena Calais had taken over. Unlike her predecessor, she didn't have decades of experience on her side, nor did she carry herself with the same gravitas. Somewhere in her late thirties, she wore black-rimmed glasses and pulled her dark brown hair into a simple braid. But now she stood up, cleared her throat, and waited for perfect silence.

It took several more seconds, longer than usual, but she inevitably got it, probably because the teacher started to glare at the girls who insisted on continuing to whisper back and forth.

"Ladies of Malachite Academy," began the headmistress. "I'm sure you have heard the rumors. As you have discussed in your classes and learned from your familial tutors, magical talents are generally inherited based on family ties and bloodlines. Occasionally, however, random individuals can demonstrate a talent for the arcane." All of that was obvious, sure enough. Still, Calais looked like she needed to make these points. Obviously, she had rehearsed these words, especially because the students' reaction was as inevitable as it had been predictable. "Our scholars have debated whether or not males are capable of mastering the arcane. Generally speaking, the answer has been no. Until now."

Fresh whispers rushed across the different tables.

Headmistress Calais reached out with one hand. Another teacher handed her the staff. The headmistress slammed it down against the stage, drawing every girl's attention back to her. "Here at Malachite Academy, we emphasize the need for flexibility. When you wish to work with the arcane energies of the world, you must be willing to move to that end and dance with the different possibilities. This is something you can't control. Maybe you can harness it for a short time, but we all understand the need to adapt. Isn't that right, girls?"

A few of the most obedient students nodded their heads. Tasha narrowed her eyes. Yes, she could see where this was going, but she hadn't decided whether or not it would actually work.

The headmistress continued, "Today, we admit our newest student, Michael Shaw. He will get his own room within the instructors' building. Additionally, he will be taking classes with you." This time, Headmistress Calais didn't wait for the fresh rush of outraged growls or hisses. Instead, she slammed the base of her staff down again. The sound boomed across the dining hall, reminding each girl there that she was expected to respect the authority of the headmistress as well as every instructor on campus. "This is new. This is different. I understand many of you are going to be upset. The Board of Regions has already reached out to your families. The decision has been made, girls. You may not like it. Too bad." Those words were unusually sharp and harsh, especially when coming from the headmistress. "It doesn't matter if you like it. It doesn't matter if I like it. This is the decision that has been made."

Tasha leaned back in her chair. At this point, she wasn't worried about protesting or making some futile argument with one of the regions. All around her, plenty of her classmates were outraged. A boy? Here? Boys were meant to serve. They were meant to obey. Yes, a few might be entitled to a modicum of respect as brothers or cousins or whatever, but the hierarchy was clear. Because women wielded magic, they deserved to run the world.

Among the mundane humans who didn't understand how the universe was genuinely structured, the illusion of male control had been sculpted and nurtured for quite some time. Even then, there were moves and arguments among the matriarchs. Perhaps it was time for the patriarchy to come to an end completely all across the globe? The women who understood the magical nature of existence could educate the others. They could teach the women that men deserved to be lovingly owned and collared...

Granted, that would be an enormous decision that would have overturned centuries of precedent. It would take some time.

For her part, Tasha hadn't made up her mind. Sure, she had persistently hated it in plenty of classroom debates on the subject. This was always an easy way for teachers to waste some time. The girls could argue back and forth, making their claims, but Tasha understood that this was something that would take a long time.

Societies were perpetually evolving, but it generally happened slowly, over the course of years and decades and generations. Even then, different facets had to sit together.

Radical change was almost an impossibility.

But for now, she didn't want to think about those kinds of politics. Instead, Tasha concentrated on the boy standing up there.

He must have realized how the girls felt about him, especially as they stared with undisguised disdain.

"Ladies, I expect you to give Michael the respect he deserves."

When Michael sat down at one of the tables, the girls near him immediately got up and moved to empty spots. Even then, the others nearby kept whispering back and forth as they debated what they were going to do. In fact, Michael was probably the only topic of conversation for the remainder of the night. A few of the students continued to eat; most of them forgot about the roast beef, vegetables, and sourdough rolls on their plates and trays.

The general consensus seemed to be that they could ignore him in the short term because the Board of Regions would change its mind. There was no way that august body of women would allow a boy to remain here. It was insane.

And yet, Tasha had a different suspicion.

While her friends raged, she sat there quietly. A few of them glanced back at her. This was unusual. Normally, she spoke up quickly. She frequently took control, especially because she was tall and beautiful and smart. Not only that, she understood how to wield charisma.

But at this point, Tasha came to a different conclusion. Because there were so many unknown variables, making any kind of plan seemed foolish.

At the same time, she found her gaze drawn to him.

What was it about this boy?

After she graduated from high school, Tasha had been given the opportunity to take a familiar for herself. Her family had gone to an auction, and she had watched the young men appear on stage. Each of them bowed their heads down, bending their knees and talking about their skills. They discussed how they could cook and clean, how they had been trained, how they would serve with eager dedication.

Somehow, Tasha hadn't been able to spot any boys that she'd wish to keep for herself. No, she wouldn't leave her witch mark on any of those men.

Besides, she had intended to enroll at Malachite Academy, and familiars weren't allowed on campus. They were considered to be too much of a distraction. Lots of girls had protested this policy over the course of the school's long history, yet none of them have been able to convince the teachers, headmistress, or regents.

Tasha was fine with that. She could wait. In fact, she pushed to master her skills before she decided exactly what she intended to do next. Her family owned several prominent investment banks, shipping companies, and a chain of factories in Northern Europe. With all of this in mind, she needed to master as many skills as possible, both arcane and mundane. Someday, she might even become the deLance Matriarch...

Those ambitions seemed far away, especially as she continued to watch him. Michael ate in silence, cutting through his food, chewing and swallowing. He didn't glance up. In fact, he kept his gaze aimed downward, yet she still enjoyed something about his defiant position. Growing up, Tasha had seen her brothers and cousins and knew what a truly humble and genuinely respectful boy looked like.

That wasn't it. Michael may not have directly challenged any of the young women around him, but maybe there was a slight smirk at the corner of his mouth. Maybe he understood that he was the center of attention, yet he still ignored the attention and focus.

"Who are you?" Tasha wondered aloud.

Then again, maybe it wouldn't be relevant, because she wouldn't see him again? It wasn't a huge school by any measure, but there were hundreds of students and dozens of classes. He might have been irrelevant, especially if he failed out right away as so many of the other girls seemed to expect.

When Michael woke up the next morning, he pulled away the blankets, he sat up, and he bowed his head forward. He rubbed his palms against his forehead as he contemplated exactly how he was going to do this.

Three days. Three freaking days. That was when it first started. He didn't understand exactly why his vision had shifted. Immediately, he thought he was having a stroke or heart attack or something. Granted, he was only nineteen, but how else was he supposed to explain the shift in his vision, the tingling along his fingertips and down to his wrists?

He had looked up, and he saw this orange mist all around him. Luckily, he had been walking back from one of the research labs and toward the small apartment he shared with three other guys.

When it happened, he had tried to rub his eyes. And yet, the mist around him seemed to grow stronger. It was supposed to be dark, and the moon was shining overhead. Lights from the campus glared off in the distance like artificial constellations, yet he couldn't get his vision to clear. And then he reached out, and his fingers moved. It felt like a reflex, some instinct he had ever known he had before.

If I do this, it'll cause an explosion. That thought popped into his head. He didn't know where it came from. It was ridiculous. As a university student, he believed in reason and rationality. The broader world could be understood. Things were supposed to make sense. Even the hardest and most paradoxical questions could still lead somewhere.

But then he tried it. He moved his fingers, and the energy seemed to spread all around him. It obeyed him. A bolt of lightning shot from his wrist out toward the grass. It hit the grass and a burst of sparks shot up like a geyser, and then orange fire sprang up.

Michael had stood there, utterly confused.

The fire wasn't especially large. Despite the pyrotechnics, he knew it wasn't going to burn down the city or anything like that. In fact, it would probably take a while to spread toward the nearby buildings, especially since the lawn was pretty moist.

At first, he just stood there. The tingling was gone, but then he closed his eyes, and he concentrated. When he opened them again, he could see those strange mists, flickering starlight, a strange breeze…

And yet, if he held up his hand, he couldn't feel anything different. It was a cool, calm night. And there was now a fire right in front of him. He stared down at it and tried to figure out if this was the moment when his sanity just broke. Yeah, some of his friends had warned him about working too hard, especially since he had seriously considered trying to take on a triple major. Technically, he was undeclared, but he always added extra classes to his schedule.

Michael stepped back, reached for his phone in his pocket, and turned around. That's when he saw her.

She wore boots, black denim, and a red jacket.

She hadn't been there before. Of this, Michael was absolutely certain. At first, she smirked, but then she squinted at him, and she asked, "Who are you?"

He didn't know how to answer. "Look, there's a fire," he finally said. "I need to call 911." Technically, he didn't know if that was an appropriate response, especially because the fire hadn't really grown very much, but someone had to call the fire department. Right?

"Where is she? Where did she go?" the woman asked.

Michael still didn't understand what was going on. On some level, he wished he could have dealt with the fact that this woman had just appeared. Granted, she came up behind him, but he was walking along a large, open field. It was one of the areas where the soccer or football teams practiced. It wasn't part of the stadium, but the coaches liked to utilize the space, especially since the university only really used it to separate the campus from the rest of the surrounding town.

Ignoring those questions, Michael typed in the number. Dialing 911 felt incredibly strange, like he had been taught to do this since kindergarten, yet he had never really needed to. Before he could hit Send, the woman came up to him and grabbed his phone. She yanked it from his grip. "I asked you a question, boy."

"Give me my phone," he growled back at her.

He tried to reach out for her. But then she blinked, or maybe she vanished, and reappeared five feet back?

"Where is she?" the woman demanded again. "Someone just summoned lightning and fire. I need to find her right away. She could be a danger to herself or others."

Michael didn't mean to concentrate on her. If anything, he just wanted to take a few steps back, turn around, and run back to his apartment. If things got really bad and this did turn out to be a stroke, an aneurysm, or some other medical disaster, then he could get to a hospital. And yet, he saw it again.

Swirling colors seemed to run along her body. He remembered watching a video back in high school, probably in one of his science classes, and there was this car in a wind tunnel. Silvery white streaks of air ran across the vehicle, showing engineers how the aerodynamics of the sedan would work. That's what she looked like, only polychromatic sparks appeared in the air around her.

He dipped his head down, rubbed his forehead, and looked at her again.

She seemed normal.

"You?"

The woman walked over to him. She squinted, staring down at him like he was some especially interesting bug. Then she grabbed him by his hand, and he felt it again, those sparks, the rush of energy, and the reflexive understanding of what could happen next.

They were about to jump.

It wasn't just a hop or even some leap across a few feet. They vanished, and reappeared.

After that, he was interviewed again and again. Several doctors saw him. When those women walked into the room wearing their white lab coats and holding onto their tablets, he had felt reassured, only then he concentrated again, and he could see the same types of energy swirling around their bodies.

What was this? What the hell was going on?

At first, none of these women answered him. They stared at him, studied him. He had been stripped, and occasionally they reassured him that everything would be okay. Again and again, they interviewed him, asking about his family, his house, or his clan. They made copies of his driver’s license, student ID, and they even took his cell phone for a couple of hours. When that happened, he had bristled, biting down, especially because he hadn't thought to clear his search history.

But what the hell? They were essentially holding him hostage?

They brought him food, actually taking requests. At the same time, they reassured him that this was all very, very important.

After several days, someone finally sat down with him and gave him the answer to his most important question. What was this? What the hell was going on? She replied with one word, "Magic."

"What? Like the card game?" he'd asked.

He didn't catch her name. She was a woman who had her hair tied back into a ponytail, and she stared at him. In her collared blouse and with that black suit jacket, she either looked like a member of the Secret Service or maybe an employee of one of the local accounting firms.

She proceeded to talk to him, telling him that the world wasn't what he had originally assumed. He grew up among the mundane. Yes, she used that term. She said that the vast majority of the world didn't understand how the matriarchy worked or the kinds of magic, which is another spell casters wield.

Michael should have jumped up and snorted, because this had to be a joke. And yet, something about her demeanor made it abundantly clear that she wasn't messing around. She wasn't teasing him, taunting him, and this wasn't a prank, either.

More importantly, he could feel it.

There wasn't any other explanation.

"You are different. You are unusual. In fact, you might even be unique," she told him.

"What? Why? How?"

"You're a man, and you can wield magic."

"That's unusual?"

"That's unheard of," she said. He must have expected a smile, like he should receive congratulations for this or something. Instead, she seemed to sneer, almost like she hated to admit any of this. In fact, she continued with, "My associates and I have been studying you for the last three days. We have gone through your records, your personal history, every trace of information you have ever created or left behind, and we can't find any kind of connection between you and any of the major families."

"Major families?" What? Were they crime syndicates? If so, Michael didn't want anything to do with them.

Seriously, he thought he was going to go to college, get his degree, find a job, and proceed to live a boring life. Unlike some of his classmates, he wasn’t looking to change the world, shift some random paradigm, or found the next great startup. He was just a guy, and maybe he wanted to meet a girl. That was pretty much it. He could be normal. That was fine with him.

"There are families all across the globe, each one of which is made up of powerful spell casters."

Again, he watched this woman and waited for her to crack a smile, because that had to be a joke.

It wasn't.

"Of course, there is now the question of what we do with you. Technically, there is no legal precedent. There may have been rumors about a boy appearing with arcane talent here or there, but they have never come into our jurisdiction, and we have never had to deal with them. We have no rules for you, Michael."

"So I can leave?"

"No."

"What?" He tried not to hiss out his question. At the same time, he envisioned some scenario where he would be sent off to a secret black site prison or something. That was how it happened in comic books and sci-fi movies, right?

"Frankly, it would be incredibly expensive to have to monitor you. As such, I'm recommending that you be transferred to another school."

"Transferred?"

"Yes," she said. “Before you make a decision, I want you to know that I've spoken with several of the matriarchs, and they are willing to subsidize your education if it means that you will be out of the way and out of trouble."

"I haven't done anything," he pointed out.

"Not yet," replied the woman.

"And what if I say no?"

"Is that a path you really want to explore?"

Michael tapped his fingers against the tabletop. He glanced over to his left and saw the mirror. He assumed there was someone on the other side, watching. From one moment to the next, he wanted to get his head down, to start laughing, and to simply get up and walk away. But was that door locked? Could he actually leave?

What if he used these abilities? What if he channeled those arcane winds and blew a hole in the side of the wall and simply walked through it?

Was that actually a possibility?

If any of his roommates had been given these abilities, he knew they would be jumping up and down and shouting about becoming superheroes. Michael wasn't so naïve. He was the guy who loved comic book movies, but as he sat in the theater, he gazed up at the screen, and occasionally wondered why no one ever tried to shoot Batman in the face. Sure, he wore armor that protected his torso, arms, and legs. And yet, he went up against some of the world's best snipers. What? None of them could put a bullet through the back of his throat? It was that kind of question and that sort of realism that always made Michael think those sorts of power fantasies didn't make much sense.

"Tell me about the school where you want to send me," he told her.

And so, she told him all about Malachite Academy.

And today was the first day of his semester.

His first class? He pulled out his phone, logged into the school's network, and found his schedule along with a map.

He'd start with Investments and Game Theory.

Michael still wore his backpack. Apparently, he was the only one. All of the other girls at Malachite Academy carried their laptops and tablets, notebooks, and other supplies in satchels that they let hang off of one shoulder.

Maybe he didn't think of himself as a superhero, but he did have one talent; he always knew how to wear a neutral expression. In high school, he dated a girl who constantly complained about this. "Come on, Michael. I can't just look at you and tell what you’re thinking or feeling. You know how annoying that is? For all I know, you're really happy or really sad, and you always look the same." That was when he wasn't even trying. At moments like this, he could seem completely unaffected even as he strode from one hallway to the next. He thought he had successfully memorized the layout of this building. Maybe he was right. Maybe he was wrong. Either way, he did his best to ignore the gazes following him. Different groups of girls would pause and stare, almost as though they had never seen a guy before.

It wasn't a question of seeing a guy, he reminded himself. He didn't belong here. He wasn't supposed to be at the school.

More importantly, they looked angry.

He tried to ignore that. If he stayed quiet and didn't get into any trouble, they would learn to ignore him, right? They would see that he wasn't a threat? He wanted to believe all of this, yet he also understood how cruel groups could be. If they saw him as an interloper, then this could be a problem.

At one point, he stopped, exhaled slowly, and allowed his senses to slip back toward those arcane winds. He saw the different colors, and he knew he could manipulate them.

Was he going to get into a fight?

Could he fight a girl? Antiquated ideas about girls and guys flashed through his head. In high school, he had been smart enough to avoid any kind of real fight. Yeah, he went out with a couple of guys to a bar last semester, one of them got drunk, picked a fight, and so Michael had to intercede. He stepped between the two of them, holding up his hands and saying to the other guy, "Look, I'm really sorry, my friend is drunk and an idiot. Can I buy you a drink?" When that didn't work, he asked, "Can I buy you and your friends drinks?" Apparently, that was good enough.

What would a fight look like if two people could throw lightning bolts or fireballs? Would he get incinerated?

It was a possibility, and yet there was this other reflex, a simple idea. It felt like jumping out of the way, but he knew that with the right gestures, he could create something, a shield, some way to block that wind.

Does he really want to trust these newfound reflexes? Did he trust his abilities?

He found the right door, opened it, stepped inside, and he didn't recognize any of the girls from last night. One thing was very familiar, however. They all turned around and looked at him. Even the teacher, a redheaded woman glanced up from her notes.

He took a seat at the back of the room and desperately hoped that no one would say anything. As far as he knew, there weren't any assigned seats, but no one bothered to tell him or reassure him.

Finally, the instructor stood up. Realizing there weren't any bells, Michael pulled out his laptop, and he waited. He was ready to take notes or to try to answer questions.

"Good morning," she said. Their instructor continued. Although as she glanced over at Michael, she seemed to pointedly ignore him. "I hope everyone found last night’s reading to be enlightening." Last night's reading? Again, no one warned him. Biting down, Michael resolved to start asking these kinds of questions. Then again, it was his first day, and that didn't seem fair. Fine. Whatever. His grades would probably take a hit in the beginning, but he could catch up. At least, he hoped he would be able to. "As we get started with this unit, we're going to focus on equities and valuations."

Tasha hardly noticed when Michael walked into the room. It took her one or two extra seconds to realize that much of the conversation had died away, just like last night in the dining hall. And just like last night, she glanced over, and then she saw him again.

Something about the shape of his shoulders, the curves of his cheeks, or the glint in his eyes intrigued her. She wasn't sure what to make of that.

Initially, she tried to convince herself that it was just a trick of the light or something. But she saw him again, and she was definitely experiencing something. She was attracted to him…

The thought made her smile, especially because she always tried to focus on her personal ambitions. Some of the girls she knew loved talking about the different guys they had met. Maybe they were the familiars who belonged to their older sisters, cousins, aunts, or even family allies. Those were the men who showed up at their familial compounds, males who had been collared and trained. Then again, there were also the girls who liked hanging out with their friends' older or younger brothers. Yes, those boys had grown up in the matriarchy, but they could still be interesting.

There were also her friends who occasionally wondered aloud what it might be like to go after a wild male. With the right kind of spellcraft, it was easy enough to imagine a scenario where a caster could find a boy, slide a collar around his neck, and steal him away from his old life. He would be happier as her plaything anyway, right?

Tasha, however, didn't have any of those interests.

Or at least, she hadn't expected to be intrigued by someone like Michael Shaw. Finally, she shook her head and told herself to focus on her own interests. Besides, he was probably just some foolish boy who got lucky. Maybe he thought he would show up at Malachi Academy, saunter around, and have girls throw themselves at him.

He had no idea.

They're going to tear you apart, she thought to herself. Granted, she didn't think anyone would really hurt him. But would he be allowed to study here? Would he be treated as an equal?

No. Of course not. That idea was ridiculous.

"When it comes to equities and valuations, what are some of the metrics we can focus on?" asked their teacher, Miss Lander.

Leveraged cashflow, the PE ratio, debt levels, and price to sales ratio, Tasha thought. While several of her classmates raised their hands, Tasha tested herself without trying to get any attention.

"Yes? Madeline?"

"Price to sales," said a girl with short, black hair.

"That's one possibility," said the teacher.

Miss Lander continued to ask various questions until she came back to a hypothetical. "Okay, so you have these metrics down. Very good. Let's apply them. Imagine that you have a company with a market capitalization of one hundred billion dollars. It has twenty billion in leveraged cashflow, a price to earnings ratio of fifteen, and a four percent dividend yield. Based on these metrics, is this a good value?"

This time, none of the students raised their hands.

The teacher smirked, tilted her head slightly to the side, and looked to the lone boy seated in the classroom. "Michael Shaw. What are your thoughts?"

All at once, his twenty classmates turned and looked back at him. Yes, he tried to hide himself off at the other side of the classroom, but that strategy had clearly failed.

His expression remained neutral. He didn't blush. He didn't grimace or try to turn away. He didn't grin sheepishly, either. Tasha could respect that. And yet, she found herself turning with the other girls, probably because she wanted to check him out. That thought struck her; and surprised her, catching her off guard.

At the same time, she started to run the tip of her tongue along her teeth. He's going to open his mouth and say something stupid, and then any infatuation I might've had is about to disappear.

"I think it's a trick question," Michael said.

The teacher narrowed her eyes again. Her brows crinkled. Was that annoyance? Irritation? Something else entirely?

"Explain," she ordered.

He coughed, clearing his throat. "Or maybe I'm totally wrong. I've no idea what I'm talking about?"

"No," Miss Lander said. "I'm not going to accept that." She turned away and looked back at the other students. "What you all have to say? Is this boy right? Did I ask you a trick question?"

Another student raised her hand, "I think so. A PE of fifteen is pretty standard. Based on current interest rates, a four percent yield is reasonable. We should have enough information…"

"What do you all have to say? You agree with Melanie? Or do you agree with this boy who just happened to wander into my classroom? Let's take a vote. Raise your hands if you agree with Michael Shaw."

Almost every student in the class kept their hands down. A second later, the teacher asked the opposite question. This time, a forest of hands rose into the air. Of course, he had to be wrong. This wasn't a trick question. They had plenty of information. Obviously, he was a boy, so he didn't understand the terms, which meant he just blundered forward and assumed the entire system had to be broken since it wasn't specifically built for him. That's what they had come to expect from the mundane males who populated so much of the planet.

"Ladies, a broken clock is right twice a day, and I'm guessing that's what's happening here with our newest student. Congratulations, boy. You are correct. That was a trick question. And ladies, that tells me right away that most of you didn't do the reading. Michael, what was wrong with the information I gave you?"

He gulped. The sound seemed to echo across the room and bounce against the walls. He glanced over and saw one girl smile. Apparently, she was the only one who noticed? She had wavy blonde hair, and there was something so confident, poised, and powerful about the way she watched him. The other girls seemed to stare with undisguised annoyance and disdain. She, however, sent a different kind of shiver running down his back. She watched him like she wanted to play with him…

No, that had to be his imagination, Michael decided. Instead, he concentrated on the teacher. Forcing himself to talk, he was grateful when his voice didn’t shake or crack, "All the information you gave us is backwards looking. Those are good numbers, I'm sure, but a company's valuation needs to be based on future prospects as well. It's impossible to know what a company is really worth if we don't have some idea of where it is headed."

"Very good," Miss Lander said. And yet, she didn't sound pleased.

After that first class, he checked his schedule again and confirmed that he had a break. He wasn't exactly sure where he was supposed to go or what he was supposed to do. His classmates, of course, already knew their own routines. Still, he waited for most of the students to leave. He glanced back and saw the blonde with the wavy hair. She also seemed to be taking her time. Once the other students had cleared out, he followed them. At the same time, he decided he was going to go straight back to his dorm room. Maybe he could have explored the campus or visited the library, but those felt like bad ideas, especially when he didn't know what to expect. Simultaneously, he adjusted his backpack and tried to focus on his surroundings. It was easy enough to imagine these girls jumping him.

Since he didn't know what that might bring, he decided to move quickly and to try to stay out of everyone's way.

He made it down the first corridor before someone reached out and touched him on the shoulder. It was a gentle tap, but he still flinched, retreating off to one side and shoving his backpack up against the wall behind him.

It was her, the girl with the wavy blonde hair.

"Can I help you?" Michael asked automatically. In high school, he had worked at a grocery store stocking some of the shelves. That was the answer. He had always been trained to give, especially when he was nervous or didn't quite know what was going on.

"Hello, Michael," she said.

He breathed in, thinking he would ask her how she knew his name. Then he bristled, remembering there was only one guy for miles in any direction.

"Hello…" His voice trailed off without any kind of real certainty. He was tempted to ask if he could help her again, only he stopped, especially because she was watching him with that same appraising expression.

"Where are you going right now?"

"My dorm room," he said.

"No," she said with a shake of her head. "You're coming with me."

Then she turned and started walking. Technically, he didn't have to follow her, yet there was something about her. She was only wearing a pair of snow boots, black pants and a pale gray sweater. Nothing about her seemed to convey a sense of wealth, yet she still seemed powerful. Without turning back, she strode away, and he found himself biting down on the inside of his mouth as he contemplated what he was supposed to do.

Then Michael made his choice, and he chased after her.

She led him down one hallway after another, outside across the courtyard. They passed several classrooms and exited this next building through a tall, single door. Then he saw the benches, large stones, and trees arranged in a tight semicircle. She walked over to one of the large stones, climbed up onto it, and sat there, her hands braced behind her as she relaxed.

"What is this place?"

"Technically, I think it's supposed to be one of the academy's gardens, but it's usually a place where people can get a little bit of privacy."

"Right," he said.

"You're an interesting creature," she said, glancing back at him.

Michael stood there, his back straight, his shoulders tight. Maybe his expression remained unreadable, yet he could still feel the nervous adrenaline pumping through his veins. Part of him was very, very tempted to thank her for her time before he turned around and rushed back into the school. Then he could disappear back to his small room and hide out until his next class.

"Thanks?"

"I'm not sure if it was a compliment yet," she replied. "Tell me about yourself."

"What you want to know?"

"Anything," she said. "Tell me about your ambitions."

"Until just a couple of days ago, I just wanted to graduate on time. Maybe pay off my student loans?"

"You really are mundane, aren't you?"

"I don't really know what that means," he said.

"It means you're not from our world. You're not from our society. You focus on the superficial." While she spoke, she kept her eyes locked on him.

"No, I'm really not," he agreed.

"Are you dumb? Are you as dumb as most of the boys out there?"

At this point, he furrowed his brow as he stared back at her, his lips parting slightly because he didn't know how to answer. "Is there a right answer to that question?" When she didn't answer, he pointed out, "If I say yes, then I agree I’m an idiot. If I say no, I agree that most men are stupid, which I don't think is true."

"Cute," she replied. "What do you think of the Fermi Paradox?"

"Was there homework I wasn't aware of?"

"Do you know what that is?"

"Yes?"

"You don't sound sure," she replied. Why did he feel like a mouse trapped between the paws of some especially interested feline? "It's okay if you don't know what I'm talking about. You're a boy. I don't really expect much, to be honest."

He glanced over his shoulder at the door. After that, Michael seemed to scan the rest of his surroundings, like he thought this might be an ambush. "I'm not exactly sure what you're getting at, but I think the Fermi Paradox is the idea that the universe is really big, so there is a high likelihood that there is life beyond this planet. But at the same time, if the odds are really good, then where is everyone?"

"Very good," she said with a possibly sarcastic clap of her hands.

"It's not that hard of a question," he told her. "I had to take an astronomy class last semester. Plus, one of my roommates is really into it."

"So what do you think the answer is?"

He shrugged, "If the smartest scientists and philosophers on the planet can't figure it out, do you think I'm going to?"

"Fair point," she conceded. "And what is your favorite answer?"

"Again, I don't know, but I guess I would say that we might be the first? Even though the universe is really old, maybe we got lucky and there's something missing from most planets. Even if there should be a bunch worlds that should sustain life, maybe there is something else out there, some ingredient we haven't talked about or thought of yet?"

"Like what?"

"Magic seems like an easy answer," he said.

She smirked. "What do you mean?" Yes, she could follow his line of thought, but she wanted to hear him say it out loud. For her, a conversation with Michael Shaw could feel a little bit like chatting with a rhinoceros. He was obviously exotic enough on his own, but having a philosophical conversation with a boy proved to be especially intriguing. "Go on. Humor me."

While he stood there, nervous and tense, she continued to lounge on that large boulder. "Right now biology is based on experimentation, right? That's what scientists do. They conduct experiments and try to figure out how things actually work. Fine. But what if they are missing something really, really big? I took three years of science classes in high school and no one talked about magic. If scientists aren't aware that there is another force out there, then all of their theories could be wrong because they're missing a huge piece of data."

"Not bad," she said. "Okay. You're dismissed." She waved her hand back toward the doors.

"What? Just like that?" She glanced up at him. "What? Did you want a treat first?"

"I followed you here and answered all of your questions."

"You did," she allowed. "And you answered them better than I expected."

"That means you owe me a couple of answers then."

"Oh? Do I?" Her eyes narrowed slightly. He got that a whole lot from the women at Malachite Academy. Even so, he refused to turn around or walk away. Then again, standing in front of this girl was harder than he expected.

"You never even told me your name," he pointed out.

"Natasha deLance," she said. She could have left it at that, but she added, "Most people call me Tasha."

"It's good to meet you, Tasha," he replied. He resisted the urge to step forward and to hold out his hand. Somehow, he didn't think that would be appropriate here. "I would like your advice."

"Oh?"

"When I walk back to the school, am I going to have any trouble?"

"What do you mean?"

"Most of our fellow students don't want me here," he said.

"What makes you think I'm not one of them?"

"You're actually talking to me," he said.

"Maybe that's because I need to know my enemies," she replied.

"I'm not your enemy," he said in a tone that made it clear he didn't think she would believe him, yet it didn't matter since it was still the truth.

"That remains to be seen," Tasha said to him.

"If I go back to my room, or when I walk to my next class, is there any chance something could happen?"

She shrugged. She smirked. She looked off into the distance before finally returning her gaze toward his face. He tried to read her expression. Despite his best efforts, he couldn't draw any conclusions. People sometimes complained that he wasn't as expressive as he could have been, but she seemed to have mastered the art of playful condescension. "Things happen all the time," she said unhelpfully.

Michael wanted to rub at the bridge of his nose, but he resisted the urge. Instead, he said, "If every girl here sees me as an enemy, how are they going to react? What are they going to do?"

"They probably want to jump you," she said. "I imagine the idea of grabbing you and stripping you and may be slipping a collar around your neck appeals to more than a couple of them."

"That's against the rules," he said.

"Oh?" She made a point of looking down at her fingernails.

"I already talked to the headmistress when I first arrived," he said. "First, I'm allowed to defend myself. Second, you can't just grab someone like that."

"Right," she said. Her eyes sparkled. "You don't have anything to worry about, do you?"

"Are you messing with me right now?"

"Maybe. Maybe not," she said. He let out an exasperated sigh, turned around, and headed back into the building.

Tasha watched him go. Afterward, she continued to sit there. She glanced down at her bag, crossed her legs, and pulled out her notebook. She had the next hour to herself; she was supposed to use this time studying, only her mind kept drifting. Her thoughts wandered back toward that boy.

Michael Shaw.

It wasn't only a question of his looks. She liked the shape of his shoulders, the angles and contours of his face, plus there was something alluring about his height and build. She had seen attractive men before, so she knew he wasn't some prime example of what masculinity could be. And yet, there was something else.

Tasha understood how questions of aesthetics included more than just shapes and angles and biological ratios. She had read about different psychologists who routinely tried it to figure out what mathematical formulas could be used to determine whether or not a woman or man could qualify as "beautiful". Those psychologists usually tried to look past questions of culture and context, which was why they failed as far as Tasha was concerned. Maybe there was some basic principle, some equation that could be used to analyze different characteristics.

And yet, beauty would always come down to matters of preference, expectations, and taste. A woman might see two boys, one of whom had all of the perfect features, while the other was smiling or wearing a nice suit. Those other details might have seemed extraneous to someone who wanted to isolate specific, physical characteristics, but that was the problem. Physical characteristics never existed in isolation. There would always be other sets of factors: clothing, facial expressions, timing, body language, activities, and more. Tasha smirked as she thought of her best friend, Cassie, and how the other girl had made that point during an art class. "A guy might have a perfectly symmetrical face, or whatever, but if he's covered in blood and cutting up a puppy with a cleaver, I'm never going to think that's hot." Yeah, Cassie could get too creative, even for an art course.

If it wasn't his face or his body, then Tasha realized it had to be something else: his wit.

She smirked and dipped her head down. She glanced at the grass near the base of the Boulder as she shook her head. Seriously, when she met most guys, none of them struck her as especially cunning. Most of those young gentlemen were demure and obedient, ready to smile and listen to whatever she had to say.

As such, they didn't have any of their own ideas.

When she had asked Michael about the Fermi paradox, she hadn't truly expected an answer. Guys, in her experience, didn't talk about anything important or meaningful.

Plus, when she interrogated him, he had pushed back.

Without thinking about it, Tasha ran the tip of her tongue along the edges of her teeth. She still had a little while, so she slammed her notebook shut, slid it back into her satchel, and headed into the building.

Unsurprisingly, she found Cassie and a couple of her other friends circled up at a table in the library.

Normally, Tasha strode in here, paused, and took a moment to appreciate this space. Malachite Academy had existed for more than a century. Ironically, this made it one of the youngest caster schools. Still, the library carried that sense of gravitas, age, wisdom, and infinite potential. Of course, it had been modernized. She could check out a laptop if she hadn't felt like bringing hers from her dorm room. She could also scan across the thousands of tomes, only a few of which had been digitized. Walking between those shelves, she could appreciate the wisdom from bygone generations, scholars from hundreds of nations plus the notes and books written by previous scholars who had worked within these walls.

Most of her friends couldn't appreciate that kind of power.

Then again, most of them weren't interested in becoming matriarchs either.

Tasha strode over to her friends. She heard them snickering. "I think the biggest question is going to be who fights over him," said one of the girls.

"What are we talking about?" Tasha asked, pulling herself up onto the edge of the table.

Cassie glanced up at her. "We were just talking about how we want to grab him."

"Michael?"

"Yeah," Brea said.

"Don't," Tasha said.

"What?" asked someone else. Tasha looked back at that young woman, and the girl quickly tightened up. She sheepishly glanced down at the floor as though the carpet instantly seemed far more appealing than the prospect of challenging Natasha deLance.

Tasha turned her attention back to the other girls. "This boy is new. He’s something different, and I don't think the administrators want us to mess with him."

"Really?" Cassie asked. "I mean, the Board of Regions can say whatever they want. The school belongs to us."

"It does," Tasha replied. "But you know what they are like. Sometimes they're serious. Sometimes they're not. Right now, we don't know what this boy really is or what he represents. That's why I'm telling you right now, don't try to take him."

"So we’re just going to let him be a student here?"

"Actually, I'm working on something," Tasha replied. She smiled at the other girls. "Tell everyone else, I'm calling dibs on him right now."

If she really ran through the different calculations, Tasha would have had to admit a simple reality. She had no idea whether or not she could claim him for herself.

It was presumptuous, of course.

Then again, she was Natasha deLance, daughter of Zarana deLance. Her family was large enough, wealthy enough, connected enough, and powerful enough that the other girls didn't generally choose to mess with her. Better yet, Tasha understood her own influence. Early on, she had learned what confidence, dedication, and cunning could win. She knew she wasn't the best in any specific field, whether that meant spellcasting, wealth, grades, beauty, or athleticism. Then again, she didn't need to be, not if she could apply the right pressure at the right moment from the correct angle. That was what influence really required, she knew.

"I want us to be careful," Tasha said after a few more seconds. "I want to make sure we do this right."

The other girls nodded.

At this point, she didn't have much more time. Eventually, she would need to get to her next class. Before then, however, she decided to check in with someone: Miss Fisher.

When it came to her instructors, Tasha often felt conflicted. From one angle, they were older and more experienced and more mature. Equally important, they had studied these topics longer than she had. Consequently, they generally knew more about this stuff than she did. Still, the opportunity to learn didn't mean they actually knew more than her. She had encountered teachers who had uttered some especially idiotic claims.

Not Miss Fisher.

She may not have been one of the younger teachers at Malachite Academy. In fact, her hair had turned completely gray, yet she still aggressively pursued every line of reasoning. As the academy's Rhetoric and Influence expert, she seemed fascinated by most subjects, whether that meant, behavioral economics, computer science, pedagogy, philosophy, or any other number of topics. At first, this approach had seemed chaotic to Tasha. As a student, she thought she needed to focus on one specific field. But over the course of her studies at this academy, Tasha had come to realize how so many different ideas connected together. Oftentimes, the boundaries between one academic subject and another could be completely artificial.

A computer scientist might think that she didn't need to understand psychology even as she tried to develop a user interface, which invariably meant predicting how a user would interact with her technology. And no, she couldn't just call the client an idiot and walk away, not if she wanted to succeed. A businesswoman might want to think of markets as fundamentally rational, but then she would have to consider how every transaction came down to interactions between people. Assigning value, at its most basic level would always be fundamentally subjective and dependent on perspective and opinion.

This was probably the most important approach Miss Fisher had taught her. And now, Tasha needed to learn a little bit more from her.

She came to her mentor’s classroom door, knocked, and heard the older woman call out, "come in."

Predictably, Miss Fisher sat at her desk, her feet up as she leaned back and scanned across a book situated on her lap.

"Good morning," Tasha said respectfully. "Can I bother you for a moment?"

"That depends. Are you here to ask about our newest student?"

"Is he a student here?"

"He has officially been enrolled," Miss Fisher replied.

"Right," Tasha said.

For the next few heartbeats, Miss Fisher seemed far more interested in her book. At the same time, Tasha considered what she was going to say. She pulled herself up onto her desk, sat there for a moment, and finally asked, "He is a student, but he's also a boy. So what are the rules?"

"He can't forcibly be collared. He can't be rendered into a familiar without his explicit permission," Miss Fisher said as though she had been waiting for that question.

"So we can't jump him."

"True," said the teacher.

"But there are other options?"

"That's something you might infer," replied her mentor.

"But it's going to be a challenge, isn't it? It feels like there's something you're not telling me."

"No, there's nothing I'm not telling you," Miss Fisher answered, her eyes still aimed down at the text before her. "I'm certainly not telling you that the Board of Regents is concerned about his potential power levels. I'm definitely not informing you that he is one of the stronger spellcaster's we have seen in recent years. I'm also not telling you that if anyone did want to take him, they would need his consent, but they would also have to be very subtle and very skilled."

"I see," she nodded, slipped off of the desk, and headed back out into the hall.

The plan was simple, and she thought of it with hardly any effort. In fact, the ideas seemed to materialize behind her eyes, one after another, like different gears sliding into place, turning as the different strategies all connected together.

Over the course of the day, she had listened to the rumors. She chatted with a couple of her confidants.

A few of the girls on campus were upset by Tasha's declaration, but they seemed willing to follow her lead, if only because they didn't know what to do in a situation like this. Maybe these girls could be bold and dangerous when they knew what to do, but a boy at Malachite Academy? The uncertainty made them question themselves.

Given a few days or even weeks, those women probably would have stepped forward with their own plans. But now that they heard Natasha deLance had something in mind, they remained content to watch and wait. So many of those girls were more interested in boys back home anyway. They had their familiars at their family compounds, or maybe they were eagerly looking forward to the day when they could visit one of the auction houses to buy a recently trained male.

Catching a boy? A fellow student?

No, that wasn't what they had expected or fantasized about.

So why am I so interested in him? Tasha kept returning to this point. But then, she thought about him, and she found herself nibbling on her bottom lip with this little smile curling along the corners of her mouth.

He was different, of course. But there was something else, a different idea that she envisioned.

Taking a familiar is usually fairly easy. A young woman like her could claim a boy, sliding a collar around his neck. Better yet, she could connect with him, tying her magic into his flesh and binding him to her will. Most men didn't and couldn't resist. They had been trained for this.

Michael, however, could be a challenge…He could be different, interesting, fascinating, and fun.

That's why she kept going through the different possibilities, and then she found her cadre of friends in the dining hall. She ignored Michael Shaw at first. Instead, she went over to her friends, sat down, and she has a simple question, "Who here feels like a hunt?"

Her friends glanced back and forth at one another. In those first couple of seconds, they didn't understand exactly what she had in mind, but then she started to discuss the possibilities and how this could go. They all knew how she could read people; they had watched her negotiate with teachers and even the headmistress. When another student might have gotten in trouble for disrespectful behavior, disobedience, or a bad attitude, Tasha always knew how to tilt her tone just right to get what she wanted. It was her body language, word choice, and a hundred other details that enabled her to get away with those challenges.

If she wanted this boy, they started to believe she could get him.

After her friends had agreed, Tasha rose from her seat, and she strode over to the lone boy seated at the end of one table. Like on the previous night, the other students had avoided him. At this point, most of the student body had gotten used to him. Perhaps they didn't respect his presence, but they could tolerate it, at least for the time being.

"Hello again," she said. By this point, she had already eaten.

"Hello," he said.

"Do I make you nervous?" Tasha asked as she sat across from him. She leaned forward and rested her elbows on the table.

"You ask a lot of questions."

"And you like to deflect," she said. Damn, they'd only exchanged a few words, but tingling excitement began to buzz and vibrate along her skin as she considered the nervous boy...her prey.

"What makes you say that?" Michael asked, and she narrowed her eyes, glaring at him for just a second right before he grinned. "I can't help it," he said later. "As you pointed out, I'm surrounded by people who don't exactly want me here."

"True," she allowed. "So what you doing here?"

"Eating," he told her.

"Cute," she said with a quick shake of her head. "I meant, why are you at this school?"

"It's a place where I can figure out what all of this means."

"What about the suppression of your talents? Wasn't that an option?"

"It was…" He seemed to stare off into the distance for just a moment. When he focused on her again, he told her, "Someone came to talk to me. Most of the women who interviewed me never bothered introducing themselves."

"They probably don't get to spend a lot of time with a boy like you," she told him.

"Right," he agreed, although he didn't sound happy about it. "She came in, she said they could help me, or that I could go back to my old life. All I would have to do was relax and let go of everything."

"What did you say?"

"No. I wouldn't do it."

"Why not?"

"Is this something I should be telling you?"

"Has anyone else talked to you today?"

"Besides the teachers?" Michael asked. He shook his head. "No."

"You're a boy. You don't belong here," she said. "Might be different if you found yourself under someone's protection."

"Is that an offer?"

Tasha stared back at him for a few seconds. She recognized herself to be flirting, yet she still wanted to reach over, to touch his knuckles and to tell him, "It could be. Is that what you want? Would you like me to protect you?" Somehow, the idea sent this little swirling spot of pleasure down her neck and all the way to her stomach.

"If I made an offer, what would you say?" Tasha asked after another heartbeat or two.

"I would say no," he replied. "I would say no for the same reason I said no to that other woman. This is different, and I think it's important."

"Why?"

"Because I believe in equality," he said to her, his back stiffening.

"Equality?" She had a hard time keeping the smile from her mouth. "And why is that?" Yes, she knew how she sounded both patronizing and indulgent at that moment, but she was curious. Again, she reminded herself of how rare an opportunity this was. If her plan worked, it wouldn’t last for much longer anyway.

"Because I think the world would work best if everyone could respect everyone else."

"Respect and equality aren't the same thing," she pointed out.

Michael stared at her for a couple of seconds. "Do you really think you can have one without the other?"

"Absolutely," she told him. "That's how it works amongst our families." Since he continued to stare at her, she leaned forward a little more and dropped her voice to a whisper, "Don't tell anyone, but the boys are secretly respected."

"From the little I've been able to gather, they are treated as servants and slaves," he pointed out.

"Absolutely," she told him. "They’re respected as servants and slaves." Again, that look of confusion stretched across his face. Actually, she kind of enjoyed it. There was something very endearing about a dumbfounded boy. This time, she didn't hesitate. She reached over, grabbed his right hand, and squeezed it between her fingers. "It’s simple. We recognize that there is an ideal structure to society. The world works best when women were in charge. We respect boys and their talents, but that doesn't include leadership or decision-making." She squeezed his hand, making him hesitate.

For the next few seconds, Michael clearly didn't know what to do. He glanced down at her small hands and lithe fingers. Did she enjoy his touch? Normally, reading boys was so easy for someone like Tasha. She could just look right into his eyes, discern his feelings and perhaps even explore his thoughts. But Michael was different, of course. Michael seemed to be unique. He could actually touch the arcane winds and sense the energy running through the air.

With far more reluctance than she ever expected, Tasha drew her hand back.

"You really mean it," he said, squinting and staring back at her.

"Why do you think equality would be the best approach?" Again, she adopted that indulgently condescending tone.

"Because the alternative looks insane," he said. "If one side really tries to take over, then there is going to be constant struggle. If it got bad enough, it could even mean something close to war."

"And yet, we have never really seen that," she pointed out. "One way or another, women and men have always been able to work together. Maybe it's a biological necessity, perhaps it is something spiritual, or maybe one side was always destined to win."

"Through most of human history, hasn't that been men? Haven't we been the ones who usually come out on top?"

"Call it a first mover advantage," she replied. He blinked, apparently confused again. Michael may have been somewhat smarter than she expected, but there were still gaps in his education. "Society was initially based on upper body strength, whether that meant dragging around big rocks or hitting other people with bigger sticks. But tell me, Michael, is that how society works now?"

"What you mean?"

"What skills are necessary? This is something most people don't like to think about too much. How has the totality of human society changed over the last couple hundred years? What skills are the most useful? Once upon a time, being able to run really fast was something society needed. Now it's a hobby or entertainment and little more. Horseback riding used to be another necessary skill, but now it's another pastime. So what skills are necessary? In the biggest and broadest sense, what do we need to be able to do?"

"Plan, predict, work with people," he said, ticking them off one at a time.

"Actually, those are surprisingly good answers," she allowed. "And whose best at that?"

"Anyone could be good at those," he insisted.

"Theoretically, yes. But we're talking about very big populations. We're discussing billions of people. Who's better at being patient? Who has more of that? Who knows how to wait? Oh, and who gets aggressive? Who often feels like they have to make moves even when all of the available information makes it very, very clear that waiting is usually the correct course of action?" She studied him and waited for a few seconds. When he didn't answer, she leaned forward again. "Boys. It's not your fault, of course. I'm not going to say it's a social or biological question. Maybe it's a matter of genetics. Who knows?" She shrugged. "One way or the other, women are simply better suited for a modern society. And of course, there's the other element."

"Magic," he said.

"We usually refer to it as the arcane," she said. "But yes. Our talents have grown stronger over the last several generations, and now we are actively debating whether or not it's time for women to assert themselves. Among our enclaves, the rule is simple. Women are in charge. It's obvious, and inevitable. If I can teleport or summon lightning or influence the weather, why would I do what a boy tells me?"

"Because maybe he knows something you don't?"

"Again, it's a theoretical possibility, but the women I have encountered are far smarter." He was about to say something, but she didn't give him the chance. "This has been fun, but I'm going to head back and hang out with my friends. I want you to think about what I have told you here tonight."

"What? Was this a lesson? Are you my tutor now?"

"I would never be your tutor," she said. By now, she had her back to him. She glanced over her shoulder, "If you got very lucky, maybe I would be your trainer." She winked at him.

When it came to most of her plans, she seldom committed right away. Instead, she always considered the different possibilities. At the same time, she attempted to keep as many options open and available as possible. She understood the necessity for flexibility, especially when she considered her tactics . No, she wasn't interested in combat, security, or other military concerns, but the same talents would be necessary when it came to running her family's business operations.

And yet, she found herself alone in her dorm room. She couldn't sleep. She kept rolling from one side to another. At several points, she found herself on her back, gazing up into the dark. She opened her eyes for a few seconds and closed them since it didn't make any difference, not in the utter black of her room. She could have turned on a light, of course, but she needed to get to sleep...except she couldn't find the weight of fatigue anywhere in her body.

Instead, a different kind of excitement pulsed through her frame. It continued to spark and glow along her palms, up her arms, down her legs, and especially between her inner thighs…

Tasha had explored, of course. She had never fallen in love with any of the potential familiars, nor had she taken a boyfriend for herself. Still, there had been those moments, especially in high school, when she had been curious. She thought of one boy in particular. He had been cute and dumb and ultimately boring. Still, they had explored when they could steal away for a few minutes of privacy. She lifted her skirt and pulled down her panties and spread her legs. He had bowed his head down before her, and he looked at her with eager adulation as he waited for permission.

He understood what he would do, of course. He had been raised by powerful women, and he knew how to defer to their authority. Granted, they were the same age, but she was still a girl, which meant she was in charge. Besides, boys talked. They understood what would be expected of them, especially at moments like this.

She had ordered him to lick, and he had obeyed, quickly and deftly gliding his tongue up and down along her sex. She had casually placed her hand on the back of his head, again reasserting her control and power over him.

Although she had enjoyed the orgasm, she hadn't called on that boy's oral services again. Occasionally, she saw him in the halls, and she always waved. A couple of other girls had asked her if he had done a good job. She always said yes. Eventually, someone else picked him up and started dating him. As far as she knew, he had actually become a familiar to a skilled and loving woman.

After that, Tasha didn't feel the need to explore much more.

But now, she thought about Michael, and another prospect seemed to entice her. This image kept flashing behind her eyes. She knew she needed to focus and relax and drift to sleep, but she found herself on her back with her knees parted. She slid her hand down underneath the elastic of her panties, and her finger slid along her sex. She was damp. When was the last time that had happened? She didn't know, and she didn't care. Instead, she nibbled on her bottom lip, then she began to touch herself with her middle two fingers. Her digits played along her opening.

Fresh moisture appeared; she was slick now. Heat simmered along her skin, and her nipples stiffened. As her breathing came faster, she kept her eyes clenched shut.

One image enticed her the most. She wanted him down on his back, his arms and legs spread, the restraints tight around his wrists and ankles. She would see him fight and buck like a wild animal. He could thrash from side to side, grunting and growling, but then she could hold it up, and his eyes would widen with this mix of worry and barely defied temptation.

"No, no way," she wanted to hear him say, and snarl. She would let the collar dingle right in front of his face. He would see it. More importantly, he'd understand what it meant. Animals, pets, and playthings wore collars. It was a sign of subjugation, and she was about to slip this around his bare neck. She would secure the clasp and bind it with her craft. He would be trapped, her slave, and he would try to hate it, but she would touch him, gliding her fingers along his body.

Of course, he would be stiff. She intended to wrap her fingers around his shaft and to show him how good this could feel.

She would lean in and kiss him. She would reach down and stroke his balls, her fingers lightly gliding up to the base of his cock before teasing his tip with the soft curves of her fingers. She would make him squirm and wiggle against his bonds.

And when she was ready, she would slide forward and he would lick her. His tongue would play across her slit.

She had more in mind, but the orgasm brought her back in the real world. Her fingers pressed down, and she arched her back as she lost herself to that vibrant pulse of pleasure.

With one quick breath after another, she tried to cool down. At this point, she rolled over, and she let one more smile curve along her mouth before she settled down and relaxed. It was time to sleep.

After all, she would see Michael tomorrow.

When it came to this next part of her plan, she brought Cassie with her.

She knew that would help, especially because she understood how the boys looked at the two of them. Obviously, this wasn't an issue at Malachite Academy. But when she went home, there were those dances and meetings between the families. The boys may have tried to hide it, but they couldn't quite conceal their interest. She didn't know if this was one of those moments where fear could morph into arousal, or perhaps it was simply some biologically programmed fantasy or even something built into their egos. For one reason or another, this drew the boys, and now Tasha intended to use every advantage at her disposal.

The two girls found him after dinner back in the library. He was tucked away in a corner. They had searched for him for nearly an hour, scouring the campus. At one point, Tasha had seriously considered giving up. Maybe they would have to wait until breakfast. But no, she didn't want to wait that long, especially since she didn't know how long the others would remain patient.

The girls of Malachite Academy had been on their best behavior around him. For the most part, this meant simply ignoring him, yet that kind of patience wouldn't last long, not while this interloper remained.

When she saw him, she smiled like a huntress.

Tasha casually reached down and grabbed Cassie by her hand. She gently tugged, and they strode over to him. "Good evening," Tasha said.

"Hi," Cassie added, and waved her hand.

He glanced up, first at the two girls, then past them, like he thought this might have been some kind of trap or maybe an ambush. He was off to the side, largely out of sight and definitely out of the way. Even so, he had only been here for a few days, and he could still sense the disapproval radiating off of the other students.

"We should talk," Cassie said as she pulled out a chair and sat down next to him.

For her part, Tasha pulled herself up onto the table and sat above him.

"What is it? I have a lot of catching up to do, especially when it comes to all of this history."

Cassie reached forward and lifted up his textbook to read The History of Modern Casting and Western Society. "That is a lot," agreed Tasha's friend.

"It's especially hard if you didn't grow up with us," Tasha acknowledged. "That said, I think this is going to be much more important than a bunch of ancient matriarchs."

"What is it?" He sounded tired. Perfect.

"How would you describe your position here?" Tasha asked.

Following her lead as instructed, Cassie nodded and added, "You feel good about your classes? Are you making any friends?" When she spoke, she sounded a little bit like a big sister who was worried about him and his position at school.

"I'm doing fine," he said. Only a few days had gone by, yet he had survived. More importantly, he had learned a lot. It wasn't just the theory of the arcane. More and more, he found himself exploring different facets of society. An entire world, it seemed, had existed in parallel to what he had studied. Obviously, Michael had been aware of the fact that human civilization was way bigger than he knew, and he would never be able to learn about all of it. There were probably entire countries he'd never paid any attention to.

"Are you still nervous?"

"Maybe," he told her pointedly.

"Oh, that's really hard," Cassie said. "But you know, we've been thinking about you, and we've come up with a good solution."

"Really? What's that?" Skepticism dripped from his voice, but Tasha didn't seem to mind it and Cassie pretended not to notice.

"If we tell you, I want you to understand something. Right now, most of the students here have left you alone, but that's not going to last. They're biding their time, Michael. They're thinking about what they want to do with you."

"And what's that?"

"It probably depends on the group," Tasha replied.

"Are you sure you want to know about this?" Cassie asked with practiced concern. "I mean, you're a boy, and the girls here can get pretty brutal."

"I'm sure I can handle it," he said with more certainty than he actually felt. Neither girl needed arcane abilities to understand his bluff. Still, neither them called him on it, especially because Tasha needed him to be at that specific point between courage and fear.

Tasha could have pointed out that she had held off the other girls. But again, that wouldn't last forever. If she wanted this boy for herself, she would have to make her move. A declaration was one thing, and it could win her some time, but it wouldn't be a permanent solution.

"The girls are going to want to grab you, hold you down, probably strip you naked, and slide a collar around your neck."

"You do have a very pretty neck," Cassie pointed out.

Michael glanced back at Tasha's friend, but he didn't say anything. That's why Tasha added, "Technically, you have the right to defend yourself. You're a student here, so they can't just grab you. There are rules. I guess there are regulations."

"I can. If I have to, I will," he said.

"What if I give you another option?"

"What's that?"

"Here's the problem for you, Michael. First, you're strong. That makes you a target. Rumors have been flying about what kind of abilities you have to possess in order to be allowed to enroll. I know that from your perspective, women and men studying together is probably normal. It's not here. We all have grandmothers who are freaking out because they can't imagine a boy attending this school. I'm sure different family researchers and librarians are trying to hunt down some example of a boy enrolling in an academy."

"It's fine if I'm the first," he told her.

"It's fine until you're naked and collared and on a leash," she said. "Like I said before, they're going to come after you. They probably won't do it one at a time. Instead, they will group up, and they will work together. You might be strong, but can you take on five girls? Six?"

"Remember, you don't have their training," Cassie said. "Even if raw potential is on your side, will it be good enough?" Again, she sounded genuinely concerned.

She had only talked to him a couple of times, yet Tasha had started to learn how to read him. To a stranger, he probably seemed utterly impassive. But maybe the corners of his lips tightened ever so slightly? Maybe there was this brief incline of his head as he glanced down before finally meeting her gaze?

"So you're going to suggest something?"

"If you take on a group, you're probably going to lose. If you participate in a hunt, then you might have a chance."

"A hunt…?" After another second, he quickly said, "Why does that sound like a really, really bad idea?"

"You're new to this. You don't know how it works," she said. "Look. I get it. This sounds intimidating, but just hear me out."

"I'm listening," he told her.

Tasha looked right into his eyes. From one moment to the next, she wondered if this could work. Then again, he was a boy. Obviously, he had a lot of potential, but she also understood how he could be manipulated. One part of her education had obviously included studying the inferior sex. Men had their strengths, of course. They weren't completely devoid of value, and anyone who argued otherwise was probably overgeneralizing and certainly underestimating them. Still, she knew she could do this. She just had to be careful as she said, "If you wait too long, the group is going to come after you, and they are going to ambush you. You won't know the rules and fighting them off is going to be hard. But if you compete in a hunt, you can take them on one at a time. Better yet, they won't be working together."

"Okay, so that makes sense. What? We all chase after a rabbit or something?"

"Actually..." Cassie said, only now she couldn't help but grin.

"You'd be the prey," Tasha told him. She didn't try to use any kind of euphemism; she didn't try to lie to him either. If she had, she knew he wouldn't trust her. And at that moment, she needed him to listen to everything she said. "The rules would be simple. You get a head start, and every girl on campus could chase you."

"That still sounds like I would be outnumbered."

"You would be," she conceded, "But consider this. Would you rather take on a clique of five girls at once when they decide to ambush you? Or would you rather run from a hundred girls, all of whom are also competing against one another?"

"Okay, that is starting to make sense," he told her. "What happens if I lose? What if one of you catches me?"

"You become her property," Tasha told him.

He blinked, glanced back at Cassie, then returned his gaze to Tasha. With each second, it was clear he was waiting for them to start laughing. Neither of them did.

"This might sound strange to you, but this is how we handle things, especially when it comes to boys."

"Really? This has come up before?"

"Maybe not this exact scenario," Tasha replied, "but there have been situations where maybe two girls are fighting over a guy, and so they have to figure out who was going to get to keep him. In situations like that, a hunt can actually work."

"That sounds absolutely insane," he responded. "I'm not going to do it."

"You haven't asked the most important question," Tasha replied since she'd expected this kind of defiance.

Michael considered the two students for the next couple of seconds. "What's that?" he finally asked.

"What happens if you win? If you are able to get away from the school grounds or hide for a minimum of two hours, what do you win?" Tasha asked these questions and let the different possibilities linger on the air. "You have your freedom, which means the girls are going to have to wager something equally valuable."

"What could be as valuable as my freedom?"

"Mine," Tasha said.

Michael stared at her. He studied her. He had tried to ignore those automatic reactions deep within his gut. He didn't want to notice the curves of her lips, the shine in her eyes, the hue of her hair, or the shape of her body. He really, really tried not to stare. He understood that he was outnumbered massively here. Maybe out in the wider world, he could follow his instincts and casually check out the different women around him. But here, when everything was changing, and he didn't understand how the world actually worked, he had to be far more careful. Invariably, that meant being more respectful.

He blinked several times, glancing back at her friend again. "You're joking."

"I'm not," she said. "Strictly speaking, though the vast majority of slaves are male, there is no real requirement for it beyond the simple fact that men generally aren't capable of defending themselves. You, however, are an exception."

"No," he said with a quick shake of his head. "It's too much."

"I thought you might say as much," she told him.

"That's why she brought me," Cassie said.

"I don't get it."

Tasha glanced back at her best friend. Cassie smirked, "If you win, you can have both of us."

"What?"

Tasha leaned forward just a little bit. Yes, she understood how male psychology worked.

At the same time, Michael had to be smart enough to realize he was being manipulated, only it didn't matter. She leaned forward a little, and he found himself staring down along the length of her neck to the curves of her breasts. He drank in the sight of her cleavage. It must have been obvious, yet he couldn't turn away either.

There have been moments like this throughout his life, instances where he could feel his drives and urges manipulate him. Yes, he could think clearly, and he understood what he was supposed to do...only that awareness wasn't strong enough to take over.

Then she leaned over, and she brushed her fingers along Cassie's cheek before she pulled her friend closer and kissed her. Their lips touched. It was soft and gentle, sweet and romantic. Even so, his cock still responded. He watched, unable to turn away or even blink. They kissed like that for one, two, three full seconds. Then she broke off that touch, and she turned back to him. "What do you have to say?"

Yes! Even as that bold declaration flashed through his head, Michael tried to justify it. He was bigger and stronger than the girls on campus. Maybe he didn't think of himself as some incredible athlete, but he knew how to run. He had always been quick on his feet, so getting away seemed easy enough. Besides, even if he couldn't run faster than them, he had marveled at the size of this campus. Between the different buildings and towers, there had to be someplace where he could disappear for just a couple of hours. And once they failed, he would have these girls all to himself?

Besides, if Tasha offered herself, it meant she thought there was a good chance he could win. Maybe this was her way of asking him out?

"How would you feel if I won?"

"That's not going to happen," Cassie said.

He ignored her. Instead, he was looking right back at Tasha. Obviously, he had done his best to focus on his studies and learning as much as he could about Malachite Academy. Only now, there was this beautiful girl seated right across from him, and all of these offers seemed to be so utterly impossible. And yet, he couldn't just walk away from this chance, could he?

The question surprised Tasha, catching her off guard. As with most of her conversations, she had run through the different possibilities from a variety of various angles, only now she didn't know how to answer, especially because she was trying to figure out what this meant.

In studying male psychology, she had come across questions and perceptions of guilt. This always seemed like a fascinating yet upsetting concept. How often had men cheated, only to express guilt after the fact? But now, he hadn't done anything wrong, but he was watching her, almost like he needed her permission.

Finally, she made up her mind. She leaned forward, almost far enough across the table to kiss him. As she invaded his personal space, Tasha expected him to withdraw. He didn't. Instead, he matched her stare, so she finally said, "I think that could be fun."

"Let's do it," he told her.

She promised to set up everything. All he had to do was go through his classes on the following day, and then he would meet her in the courtyard along with any other student who wished to participate.

After that, Tasha and her friend disappeared. In the meantime, he knew he was supposed to study, but he couldn't do it. Instead, he found himself sitting there, excitement, pulsing through his body. He tried to get his manhood under control, but his cock remained stiff. Those desires wouldn't abate, no matter how hard he tried to force himself to stare down at the pages in front of him.

Inevitably, he got up and headed back to his small dorm room. He closed the door behind him and made sure to lock it.

After that, maybe he had lied to himself a couple of times, insisting he would just sit down at the tiny desk and study. Seriously, he had to study. Every other student at that school had these enormous advantages. They had grown up in this world. They had learned so much without even trying while he had to catch up on every facet.

Coming back here didn't help him concentrate. Even if he didn't have any other distractions, he brought those other thoughts with him.

"Natasha deLance," he whispered.

Right as he whispered her name, he already knew he wouldn't be able to distract himself with theories, diagrams of the arcane winds, or anything else. He could have read about the most exciting battles between wizards or sorcerers or whatever, and it wouldn't have been able to take his mind away from that beautiful girl.

Yes, she was hot. There was something so incredible about her. Was it her hair? The shape of her face? The shape of her body? He thought of her breasts, the contours of her waist, the curves of her ass…

Soon he threw himself down onto his bed and he slipped his hand down into his pants. He didn't even pull them off. Instead, his fingers slid along the base of his shaft, up to the tip. He wrapped his hand around his manhood, and he started to gently squeeze and massage his length.

Yes!

Hot pleasure coursed through him, especially because he envisioned what it would be like. A hundred girls could try to hunt him. They could chase after him, and he would use his talents. He had learned a lot about what he could do. He could draw on the energies of the wild to give himself strength, to camouflage himself, to jump and hide and disappear. He had to listen to his instincts. He had to follow his natural abilities. And if he did this, he could evade detection and capture for just two hours.

Two hours. That was all he had to do.

Or maybe he would decide to run.

Granted, the campus was enormous. It stretched for dozens of acres in every direction. More importantly, he didn't actually have a map or anything, so he might head out into the wilderness, only to get lost. Still, he was also confident he could find a road and eventually walk back. This wouldn't be the triumphant return he might have hoped for, but as long as he won, it didn't really matter what that victory looked like.

But when he had her, he would take her by the hand, and he would kiss her. He would get to touch her. She wanted this. She hoped to be enslaved.

He smirked and shook his head. Was that possible?

He didn't know this girl, not really, but she had talked to him, and she was definitely interested in him. Right? He bit down, gritting his teeth since he couldn't tell for sure. Michael wasn't the first guy to wonder whether or not a girl was actually interested, and he obviously wouldn't be the last either. There would always be that mysterious barrier between two people.

It was possible she had some other agenda.

He didn't think so.

Then again, his instincts had never been amazingly close to members of the opposite sex. Plus, she came from this entirely different world.

At that moment, he didn't need to think strategically. He could envision her as this demure harem girl, adorned in sparkling panties, a snug bra, and a choker around her neck. He could lean down and kiss her, pressing his mouth to hers. He could push her down onto the bed, spread her legs, and peel away those panties. He could touch her, gently gliding his fingers along her opening. Better yet, maybe he would tie her down.

Yeah, he liked that. He liked that a lot as he embraced his animalistic instincts. Because this was his fantasy, he didn't need to worry about someone else ever learning the truth. Imagine what it would be like to have that beautiful girl spread out, naked, tied down, squirming and helpless. He wanted to kiss her, to brush his lips along hers, to press his mouth to her neck before his hands roamed along the curves of her breasts. He wanted to squeeze her. It felt like some incredible treasure and experience that could never be taken away that he achieved that singular moment.

He squeezed his cock, felt the rush of pleasure, savored those throbbing bursts of ecstasy, and then he was spent, exhausted and drained.

Throughout the next day, Michael wondered if he had made some kind of terrible mistake. At the same time, he wished he had asked more questions. Other than that, he also contemplated the possibility of backing out. But then he saw her in one of the hallways. She smiled at him, and he sucked in a breath, hoping maybe he would be able to call out her name, get her attention, and discuss this at length with her.

But no, she skipped by like some fluttering pixie girl. She disappeared into another hallway, and it was too late. He couldn't risk being tardy to the next class, so he tensed his fingers into fists and forced himself to continue.

He went from one class to the next. Of course, they were still confusing and disorienting, but at least he started to feel like he could catch on.

After all, these women lived in their own world, yet it wasn't completely different or alien from the rest of society. So many of them intended to integrate with the "mundane" aspects of the community. They wanted to run businesses, start charities, and address various social ills.

That was actually one detail that surprised him.

At his old college, so many of the students were dedicated to finding good jobs. He had encountered so many business majors who went on and on about how much money they would make. Then there were the computer programmers who loved scheming over stock options and expense accounts.

But here, the goals seemed to be different.

Still, maybe he was wrong, especially considering he hadn't talked to anyone besides Cassie, Tasha, and his instructors.

Eventually, it was time to head to the courtyard. At first, he worried he might get lost. Luck was on his side, he made some lucky guesses, and he ended up there, his backpack still strung over his shoulders. When he emerged out into the open, he stopped, frozen in place.

When he first arrived, he tried to get used to the falling hush that followed him around the school. Since then, his classmates seemed to get used to him...more or less. But now the quiet filled the gaps between the brick, moss-covered buildings.

He didn't know what to do when he stepped out and saw all those girls staring right back at him. Yes, he had watched some old YouTube videos of deodorant or maybe they were beer commercials where a guy would be running down the street, and dozens or hundreds or maybe even thousands of models would be chasing after him.

In that instant, he found himself facing a small sea of college girls. At first, he wanted to lift up his hand and wave as he said something goofy like, "Good afternoon. Lovely weather we're having, don't you think?" Instead, he froze.

He thought of Tasha once again, and what she had said. It was easy to imagine a small group of these girls coming after him, pouncing on him, ambushing him. Yes, he had these talents now, and he could feel the energy all around him. But then he blinked for a moment, and his vision slid back toward the arcane. It felt like changing lenses on a camera; at one moment, everything seemed fine. In the next, he could feel the swirling winds run between these different women. This time, he could also see the sparks dancing along their bodies.

He didn't know a lot about fighting. He had thought about it, of course, especially over the last couple of days. He had wondered what might have transpired if he had gone up against that agent who first found him. What if he had unleashed a lightning bolt, struck her right in the chest, turned, and fled?

That wouldn't work here.

These girls had their own abilities, their own talents, their own magic and energy. If anything, it grew stronger because they were all clustered together.

Perhaps he could have gotten lucky and defeated one or two or three or four or maybe even five of them. Somehow, though, that felt like daydream, especially considering how these young women had been trained. They knew what they were doing. And what if they caught him off guard as Tasha had suggested? What if one of them unleashed a bolt of electricity, sent it cutting across the air so it could slam into his back, throwing him across the room and knocking him into a wall? As a worse case scenario, that could just kill him right there.

In a best case scenario, he wondered if his newfound instincts would create some kind of telekinetic shield. It was possible, he knew. He had been reading about it. Lots of casters could do it. They created bubbles of energy around them, hardening air molecules to form a literal barrier between them, and the oncoming threat. Even then, he would probably get knocked over, and he would find himself down on his back, panting. It still hurt, of course. The shield was nice, but it was probably closer to wearing a bulletproof vest. If someone got lucky, the vest might protect them from an attack, but the physics could be cruel. Besides, that force still had to go somewhere, so it probably felt like getting kicked in the chest by an angry stallion...which could also be deadly.

One of the girls stepped forward, and she held out her hand. Her finger sparked with blue lightning, tiny bolts jumping from one digit to the other.

He tensed up instantly, turning his body slightly. At the same time, he wondered if maybe this had been some kind of horrible mistake. Maybe, instead of getting ambushed by five or six girls down a hallway somewhere, he had just walked into an ocean of women who would subsume him, surrounding him and bring him down with hardly any effort. If these girls had a fight, it would be over who got to take him.

"Stop," came one word from one voice.

Tasha stepped out from between the other girls. She wasn’t the tallest, the broadest, or the strongest. And yet, she still stepped in front of him. More importantly, the other girls made way. They stepped aside, and now she took her spot beside him. She reached down and grabbed his hand, almost like he was some little kid who might wander off.

"Ladies of Malachite Academy," Tasha began, "Thank you for coming. To be honest, I'm impressed by how many of you decided to be ambitious today."

"Impressed" didn't seem like the right word, not to Michael anyway. He worked hard not to notice the dozens and dozens of faces. When she suggested a hunt, he maybe envisioned a game of Tag, like he might be trying to run away from five or ten girls...not this.

"The rules are simple," Tasha continued. "Whoever can conjure a collar and slide it around his neck will win. If, however, this boy is able to remain free for two hours, then he wins." When she uttered those words, a couple of the girls started snickering, like they didn't think that was possible.

Michael heard a voice ask something, only to realize he was the one who said, "How much of a headstart do I get?" His pulse kicked along his veins from one second of the next. At the same time, he could feel that heat rushing along his skin. In one of his previous classes, he'd heard about fight-or-flight before, only to have one of his teachers correct him, adding another detail. Technically, animals had three options: fight-or-flight-or-freeze. At that moment, he almost wanted to freeze.

Intellectually, he knew that would be the dumbest thing possible. Then the girls really would be fighting over who would get to take him.

At that moment, he glanced out at the crowd again. He watched as different young women smiled at him, waived, or conjured collars. Yes, they held out their hands, snapped their fingers, or made quick little gestures. Consequently, blue, black, red and green bands appeared, now dangling. They let the colors wave back and forth as a reminder of what might happen next.

No.

Inhaling slowly, he told himself he had the advantage here.

First, the school was enormous. That meant there were lots of places for him to hide. Second, he was fast. Third, he had these new abilities on his side. At the same time, he tried to tell himself that he wasn't dependent on them.

Even then, he liked to think he had been good at Tag when he was a little kid. He doubted the skills had completely atrophied or disappeared.

"Five minutes," she said to him. A couple of the girls laughed at that.

"Fine," he said.

"Is everyone ready?" Tasha asked.

The girls laughed again, nodding, clapping, whistling or hooting. He hated all of the sounds. They were watching him, but they couldn't wait to start this game. And yes, for them, it would be a game.

Seriously, had he actually bet his freedom? He started to feel foolish for all of this as he glanced back at Tasha and he understood how persuasive she could be. At the same time, he told himself that she had been right. This was the best course of action. If he had waited, then groups of these girls would have come at him, one at a time, and he wouldn't have been prepared. Inevitably, he wouldn't be able to defend himself. But after this, they might actually respect him. They might see that they had tried it, and he could demonstrate his skills all at once.

Besides, he glanced back at Tasha again. Even now, he couldn't believe this had been a truly foolish endeavor, especially because he was drawn to her. He didn't know if it was her magic, the sound of her voice, the shape of her face, or some other detail. Then again, most people probably couldn't articulate how or why they might be drawn to another individual.

He wanted her.

He wanted to be close to her, to reach out, to take her hand. Of course, that wasn't going to happen, not right then or there. In fact, she was technically his enemy.

"I'm ready," he said, first under his breath, then a little louder for her to hear.

"Three," Tasha called out. "Two." He tensed, glancing to his left and right. He tried to figure out where he was going to go. For a second, he wanted to rush forward through that sea of girls. If he could make it to the other side of the courtyard, then he could rush out into the wilderness beyond. "One." That word felt like a whisper along the back of his neck. Then her voice boomed out, "Run, boy!"

The other girls clapped again. There was applause, and he spun around, quickly running back into the school.

Cassie stepped over toward her friend. At this point, all of the girls were waiting, whispering back and forth. Within seconds, their voices rose. They were laughing now, each talking about what they would do when they caught this boy. So many of them wanted to spank him, to mark him, to cage him.

Actually, quite a few of those ideas sounded good to Tasha. But now Cassie asked her, "Are there more people here than you expected? When you called dibs, I didn't think so many people would be willing to challenge you."

"That is surprising. But I'm still going to have him. He's going to be mine," Tasha said. Yes, she wielded a lot of gravitas and political capital at the school, but she knew claiming him for herself would be difficult. Calling dibs had been childish, but it had delayed everyone else as intended. And now, she glanced back down at the horde of young women.

"What are you going to do with him?"

Tasha didn't answer right away. Her eyes shined as she glanced back at her best friend. She smiled, revealing the edges of her teeth. "I'm going to have fun. I'm going to have lots and lots of fun." In truth, that was only part of the real answer.

Five minutes.

At first, he strode through the halls of Malachite Academy without really knowing where he was going. Part of him wanted to hide in his dorm room, but that seemed ridiculous. What? Was he going to slide under the bed, and just hope none of the girls found him for two hours?

At the same time, he knew that those numbers were going to work hard against him. The girls would rush forward like a tide, flooding the school and inundating every possible hiding spot. So what option did that leave him?

Run.

He didn't like that idea. He didn't know the terrain beyond the school. He saw the trees, of course. There were probably huge boulders out there, rocks, and the foothills leading up toward the mountains, but he could still get lost so, so easily.

At first, he pushed himself through the double doors leading back into the building. After that, he looked to his left and right. Under the best of circumstances, he could barely navigate this school. Only now, his heart pounded, and he had to think clearly. Still, adrenaline flooded his arms and legs, prompting him to move. Even if he didn't know exactly where he was supposed to go.

Biting down, he pressed his lips together and tried to figure out what would work best. What was the quickest way out of the school? Of course, the interconnected buildings included dozens of different corridors and hallways, floors, and various exits. Finally, he just went forward, striding ahead and leaning forward.

After a couple of seconds, he knew he had to run.

He kicked his feet down against the stone tiles, darting forward, then to the left and right. Within a couple of seconds, he got lost. He tried to scan the walls for signs. Of course, Malachite Academy didn't have any. Instead, all of the students here were supposed to instinctively understand the layout.

He didn't.

Finally, he saw something that looked like an exit. He ran up, pushed the doors open, and he found himself walking into a large auditorium. He spun around, trying to double back, and ran harder. Seriously? He was lost?

Michael only lost a few seconds, however, as he ran again. He sprinted down another hallway, saw a different set of doors, and shoved through them. This time, he found himself facing the open sky overhead. His breathing was strained, but he kept running. He jumped down the steps, ran down the dirt path, and swung his arms as fast as he could as he tried to pump as much speed as possible into his limbs.

How much time had gone by?

He didn't know, he regretted not setting up a timer on his phone. He could feel the small device in his pocket when he dropped his palm down toward his thigh for just a moment.

He ran past the manicured lawns, the big gates, and out into something close to the wilderness. At first, he stayed on the road for a couple of minutes. After that, he darted toward the trees. His shoes crunched down against dried leaves, a piece of torn bark, and a few stray stones.

With his lungs pumping and straining, he finally slowed down. His momentum dissipated, and he was gulping down air as fast as he could. He glanced back. He could still see a few hints of the sprawling campus. When he didn't see anyone emerge or chase after him, he knew he still had a few seconds, at least.

Michael pulled out his phone, brought up the timer app, and started the clock.

After that, he started jogging forward, balancing speed and endurance. Making his way around huge trees and thick boulders slowed him down.

Next, he glanced back and he wondered if any of the girls would be able to track him. In theory, simply darting into the forest should have given him this overwhelming advantage. None of them would really be able to follow. Right?

It was a nice idea, only he suspected those girls were going to be far more talented than he had expected. Even if most of them didn't really know what they were doing, there might be one skilled huntress among them.

Earlier that day, he had snuck off from one of his classes, and made his way to the library. He didn't know if he was going to get in trouble for that. Then again, it might not matter now, especially if one of those girls successfully slid a collar around his neck.

If that happened, he didn't know what it would mean, not exactly. Instead of looking up these kinds of games and how contracts worked among these women, he instead focused on the hunt. He had wandered around the library for almost an hour before he could find anything useful. Then he started reading about how women could use this approach to prevent family feuds, especially over an especially desirable male.

When he first saw that phrase, Michael had chuckled. Then again, these girls didn't exactly want him. Instead, they just wanted him gone. They didn't want him as a student at their school. He tried to hold onto that underlying reality. At the same time, he wondered if maybe he should just leave and give them what they wanted. But no. He wielded magic. He didn't want to let go of that. At the same time, maybe this would be something new, a different step in human evolution. He could be the first, he hoped. Maybe both women and men would be able to enjoy these kinds of abilities. Those were nice ideas, but he had to learn more first! He couldn't just walk away.

That last thought seemed especially silly, especially because he found himself literally running from the school, his shoes crunching down against the leaves as he worried about what would happen next.

Move, he told himself. He just had to move and run and keep going.

Only then, he sensed something.

He slowed to a stop, held out his hands, spread his fingers, and he tried to shift his gaze. While he was panting, it seemed especially hard. It was like his sight refused to adjust. Fatigue, he decided. Tapping into his abilities would always be harder when he was tired or especially drained. He had discovered this after his second night. He had stayed up late, reading as much as he could, only then he wanted to remind himself that he actually belonged there, so he had held out his hand and tried to feel the sparks dance along the segments of his fingers. Normally, he could conjure those energies in a second or two at most. That night, it took most of a full minute.

But now he tried to slow his pulse and relax as much as he could. He opened his eyes, and that's when he could feel it.

Azure winds stretched in every direction, spreading and twisting between the trees until he noticed the other hues. He had to concentrate, but he saw those momentary eddies, quick little pulses near the edges of his vision. By the time he turned to concentrate, they were always gone, yet he already knew what it meant.

The girls were coming for him.

Right as that thought popped into his head, he saw the flash of yellow energy. No mundane human would have been able to perceive the rush of arcane power.

She had dark hair, green eyes, and this wicked smile on her face. Fear tightened every muscle along his body. In a fraction of a second, he dreaded the possibility that he didn't actually know what to do. Maybe this had all been some ridiculous mistake. He didn't have actual abilities. His memories were wrong or messed up.

But even as those thoughts occurred to him, she lifted her hand, raised the collar, and that's when he drew out his palm. Energy started along his fingertips. He didn't know if this was one of his practice moves or some kind of reflex. Either way, he gathered up the energy. It seemed to run along his skin and follow ancient reflexes that she couldn't possibly comprehend.

Dark blue energy shot down the length of his fingers, gathered right there at the flat of his hand, and snaked out, shooting across the distance between them. It slammed into that girl even as she realized her mistake.

Her eyes widened, and she dropped the collar. She tried to bring her hands into position. The energy struck her telekinetic shield. She got it up just in time, only the momentum still knocked her back.

She was thrown several feet, landed hard, and he watched as she panted and groaned, rolling to get back up onto her feet.

This huntress would be disoriented for the next couple of seconds or minutes. He had to use that time!

Run! He had to run!

Once those thoughts pulsed behind his eyes and between his ears, Michael stopped thinking about concrete strategies. Instead, he kicked his feet down against the ground, crunched across more leaves, dirt, dried mud, and little rocks. He ran forward, darting back, between the trees. Without thinking, he scanned the ground for some kind of clear path.

Despite the heat pulsing along his skin, the tang of adrenaline at the back of his throat, and the frantic percussion of his heart slamming away at the bars of its cage, he could feel it again: huntresses.

Different girls were coming for him.

Keep running? Turn around and fight?

Although he just knocked one of those predators to the ground, Michael kept running. He jumped over a couple of boulders, slammed down into a shallow stream, felt the cold chill of the water as it soaked into his sneakers, and kept pushing forward. Part of him wished he knew something about tracking, like maybe he could have obscured his trail somehow. This forest was enormous. He came up to another hill, and he kept running, slamming his heels down even as gravity seemed to double. He got to the top of the hill, glanced back, and he didn't see anyone.

It. He could feel it. He saw those tendrils of multicolored energies begin to sweep out. They were looking for him. He didn't understand how these new senses worked, yet he understood what they meant, so the same imperative clicked into place.

Run!

He glanced up ahead, and he didn't know which way to go. Left or right? This wasn't a path, not really. He had done his best to stay to clear sections of the forest. He didn't want to get tangled up in bushes or fresh growth.

Only now, there were a couple of different options.

Left.

Somehow, he thought the idea felt right.

At first, he thought it was a random impulse, nothing he needed to worry about. He jumped to the left and kept running, pushing himself down a long straightaway. Then he stopped, and he found himself surrounded by these massive trees with huge and thick bushes all around them.

He found a dead end.

At first, he figured this could only be dumb luck. He turned around, and that's when he heard the chuckling.

Crap, he thought, mostly because he didn't have the breath to spare for actual profanity.

When he glanced up again, he could see those arcane winds begin to swirl. Red and orange cyclones for a couple of frantic heartbeats. Again, he had to decide if he should try to run or fight.

He braced himself. He already knew he wouldn't be able to get away from them. If he tried to run, they would just slam into him right at the small of his back with their own talents. Maybe it would be a burst of force, lightning, or something else entirely.

Refusing to find out, he drew in one breath after another. As he braced himself, he watched as the two forms materialized. They were already moving, going to the left and right.

Yes, there were two of them.

One of the girls brought her hands up, touched her fingers together, and this ball of swirling energy shot forward.

It flew faster than he could possibly comprehend. It felt like trying to dodge a bullet. And yet, the energy splashed against a circular field of energy right in front of him. Yes, he had summoned it. Consciously, he could hardly accept this idea. He had read about these techniques and practiced them in his dorm room, yet he had never really known if it would work.

Then again, he thought about elementary school and almost getting into a fight. He vaguely remembered some kid picking on one of his friends, and Michael had stomped over there, his shoulders tensed. The next thing he knew, the bully was crying, holding one hand up to his eye. Apparently, Michael had thrown a punch? He had actually punched another kid. As a child, he had fantasized about that on so many different occasions. Granted, his enemies were usually these powerful monsters from his favorite movies, but he had done it.

And now, the same thing happened when his defense materialized. Then the shield faded and it dropped away.

The other girl had already prepared a lance of her own. She threw it forward, and it shot right at him.

He brought his other shields up, only now he could feel that fatigue nibbling at the edges of his awareness. He ignored it. Biting down, he figured he had been running hard, so he could do this. Ultimately, he had no choice.

"Boys don't belong at Malachite," growled the girl.

In the next instant, the lance slammed into his next shield. It ripped a hole in his defense.

The other girl came at him from a different angle. She reached out with her hands, and that's when the tendrils burst from the ground. They were tree roots, he realized. Still brown with dirt, they wrapped themselves around his ankles. Another set exploded from the ground, and they went straight for his wrists.

In the next moment, he realized he couldn't move. He was stuck right there, his arms and legs yanked down toward the ground. He tensed and refused to fall forward. He knew they wanted to drag him down onto his stomach, to pin him right there. In that position, he wouldn't be able to fight back. He wouldn't be able to concentrate on the arcane energies, nor would he be able to even see them!

The girls glanced back and forth at one another now. Yeah, they decided collectively. That had been easy. He was a boy, so it was easy to underestimate him.

Really? The teachers thought he could do something clever or special?

Michael had no problem guessing their thoughts. They had those smug expressions, even as he found himself yanked down onto his knees.

One of the girls materialized a collar. She started to walk toward him, and he understood what would happen if she slipped it around his neck.

Slavery.

No. He couldn't let it happen. He had to fight.

At first, he struggled as he poured fresh strength into his arms and legs. Then he closed his eyes for a moment, and he reached out with his senses. No, he couldn't see those young women as they approached. He didn't need to either, not when he found the winds. He ignited them, and he imagined hot fire exploding across the atmosphere, like clouds soaked in gasoline flaring all around him.

Both of these young women protected themselves without any trouble. And yet, the fires shot down across the roots. They shriveled and broke apart even as he jumped back up onto his feet.

He threw out both of his hands, and he unleashed another barrage. Two balls of energy blasted out, striking these girls. They were knocked down, just like that first huntress.

They wanted to play this game. He had to fight back. He had no choice. Getting caught meant enslavement.

This time, he ran his best, only he felt that stabbing exhaustion deep within his side. With every step, he recognized something else, a different kind of fatigue that gnawed at him.

The concept was simple, of course. The caster could only manipulate so much energy before she or he tapped the last of their resources and simply dropped.

How much more could Michael accomplish?

Part of him wanted to reach down and check his phone, but he feared the numbers wouldn't be on his side.

Besides, he had to move!

Another huntress appeared in front of him.

This time, he wreathed himself in crackling blue energies as he tackled her. He lowered his shoulder, slammed right to her barrier, knocked her down, and kept running. He felt like a football player as he pushed himself forward, slamming his feet down. He picked another random path as if the girls had drawn him forward. What if that happened again?

What if, next time, he didn't go up against just two young women?

Fortunately, they seemed to mostly come at him one at a time. This was small but didn't seem to mean much, not as exhaustion continued to soak into his arms and legs. Yes, the fear persisted, but it started to become dulled, like his body didn't know how to keep up this kind of intensity.

Could he try something else?

There were more advanced techniques, ones that existed beyond his limited education. He read about women who mastered the arts of teleportation, and invisibility. Sure enough, that probably explained how and why these girls could just materialize in front of him. They knew what they were doing. They had studied these instincts, so they knew exactly what they could do.

He had no idea.

Michael ran for another couple of minutes.

Nothing.

He slowed, and he felt like he needed to stop, but he understood that would mean dropping down to his knees and maybe even closing his eyes. Yes, he craved sleep. It wasn't just the chance to rest. He remembered taking the classes and what it was like to fight hard as he ran a mile and tried to beat his best time. Even though a bunch of his classmates laughed at him for putting in that kind of effort, Michael fought hard to beat his past self.

This was a different kind of exhaustion he faced.

He found himself stumbling forward. It was like he forgot how to pilot his body.

Another girl came at him. He managed to knock her back. This time, he stumbled forward again without even checking to see if she would come after him.

He kept running, shoving his feet down as he worked his way forward.

He didn't know exactly where he was going or what he had planned.

But then he saw someone up ahead.

"Hello, Michael," she said without looking up. At that moment, she had her eyes aimed down at her phone.

"What?" Michael panted out. "Are you all working together? Were you coordinating them?"

"This?" Tasha asked as she held up her phone. He saw the sprites dancing around on the screen. "I was just playing a game. The signal is really weak out here, so that kind of coordination wouldn't even work." She sounded all professional as she spoke, like this was something she had considered and quickly discarded. "I was just waiting for you."

"No," he said.

"What? You haven't figured it out yet?"

"What, what are you talking about?" Michael gasped.

"My classmates were very helpful. I mean, I didn't know what you are capable of, so I wanted to make sure I came at you at the right place and time. That's the real skill, you know. Most people assume it's just brilliance or luck, but I like to think about timing first." She smirked as she stepped forward. "Look at you now. You can barely walk."

"I'm fine," he shot back.

"Are you? Are you really?"

Ten or fifteen feet still separated them. He raised his hands, and he tried to coax another jolt of adrenaline along his bloodstream. He thought of what would happen if she caught him. He remembered seeing the collars in those other girls' hands. But now Tasha deLance strolled toward him, and she raised one hand. Her fingertips crackled with arcane electricity.

"If you want, you can be a good boy just get down on your knees right now. I would love to slide this around your neck."

"I'm not going to let you do that," he promised.

"It was worth a shot," she said. In the next moment, she unleashed a barrage. Dozens of arcane darts shot out, splashing against his improvised shield. He brought up the energy, and he could feel it again, that flashing, pulsating weakness that throbbed through his body. His knees trembled and nearly buckled, like he itched to just fall down in front of her as she suggested.

No. He wouldn't do it. He wouldn't allow himself to make that mistake. He had to fight here.

Besides, Michael contemplated that girl again. Even as he maintained his defenses, his thoughts flashed to what it would be like to have that girl as his own plaything. He wanted to touch her, to kiss her. He channeled those urges, drawing on his deepest reservoirs as he maintained that barrier.

Still, only using one hand, she quipped her fingers through the air, and a constellation of small, arcane motes appeared. Like tiny stars, they hovered for just a second. Michael tried to use that time to conjure his own attack, only he couldn’t do it. Instead, he brought his elbows down against his rib cage, and he concentrated, strengthening his defenses.

Her swarm flew out like angry hornets, darting all around him. They slammed down against his defenses. He concentrated again, channeling his strength. In the next moment, he found himself stumbling back, like he needed to retreat.

Then she ran.

Her fingertips flashed through the air as she rushed at him.

She was about to tackle him!

He tried to brace himself, to slam his heels down against it the soft dirt beneath his feet.

Tasha crashed into this boy, knocking him down. He flew, he hit the ground, and more oxygen was knocked from his chest, leaving him completely drained.

Right as his vision cleared, he found himself still on his back with this girl straddling him.

She grabbed his wrists, pushed down, and she did something else. Suddenly, he couldn't move his arms. He glanced to the left, then the right, and he saw the ground itself had moved up. Stone now encircled his wrists, trapping him right there. He tried to wiggle free. Maybe, if she allowed him five or ten minutes, he would have been able to succeed. But no, this girl wasn't going to give this boy that kind of opportunity. Instead, she held up the collar again. "Would you like to say goodbye to your freedom?" Tasha teased him.

"You're not going to win!"

"Michael, I already have," she said. And she bowed her head down, and her cheek touched his as she whispered into his ear, "Don’t worry. I'm going to have a lot of fun with you, and I’m about to train you to please me. You should feel honored. I've never thought about taking a familiar before. And now, you will be mine."

"No! You can't do this!" Michael called out.

He kicked out with his feet, not that it did any good. His heels dug down into the ground, all while he thrashed, fighting hard to throw his body to the left or right. There had to be some way to get this girl off of him!

Only then she slid the collar around his neck. She pulled it up along the sides of his throat, and then she touched the tips together.

There was that little bit of pressure, that little bit of weight. Nothing really felt different, however. Only then she changed everything because she leaned down, and she kissed him. She pressed her lips to his, and he wanted to fight it. At that moment, he couldn't believe he had messed up like this. Yes, the prospect of winning had been incredible, and she had made a good argument. But now, something shifted within him as she pressed her body to his.

More, he thought. He wanted more. Her touch, warm and tender, passed through his body. Yes, she kissed him, yet that tingling energy seemed to flash down along every inch of his skin. Suddenly, he wasn't struggling. He wasn't pulling against his unyielding bonds.

"By the way, I have something else for you," she said.

That's when she slid her hand right down into his pants. His eyes widened. What was she doing?

Her fingers brushed along the base of his cock, his length, toward his tip, then down again. She toyed with him, drawing him on. Within seconds, it felt like he might climax. Despite the exhaustion, his body seemed to rediscover some hidden reserve of strength.

"Are you enjoying this? Are you enjoying this sense of strength and power?" Tasha asked him.

He didn't really understand what that meant. He was tied down and helpless before her.

"Men are such fascinating animals," she said. "You can experience this rush of excitement, and your body responds. Your shape actually changes. Well, that's going away. Say goodbye."

She reached down and grabbed his balls, squeezing. His eyes widened. A flash pain exploded along his nerves. He kicked out again, only then he felt something else, something materialized between his legs. It flared around his waist, like he could feel it squeezing against his skin. Then it was done.

He didn't understand what had happened, not even as she pulled her hand from between his legs and braced her palms on his shoulders. "Do you even know what you're wearing now?"

"You collared me," he said.

"I did," she agreed. "But I just created something else for you."

What was she talking about?

Then she kissed him again, he felt that a flare of desire. His balls still ached, yet another rush of desire slammed through his body, pulsing along the length of his entire frame. Then he felt it. Normally, when he got excited, his shaft stiffened, he could feel it press out against the contours of his underwear and jeans. But at that moment, his shaft couldn't rise. Instead, his stiffened member seemed to push against something else, like he couldn't actually get the erection he craved.

From adolescence onward, he had always been free to enjoy every erection. In fact, he had taken it for granted, mostly because he had never considered the alternative. Even at that moment, he still didn't understand.

"You belong to me now," she said as she broke off that kiss. Her eyes sparkled with joy as she told him, "That means your cock belongs to me. Welcome to chastity."

"Chastity?" Michael repeated the word, only it seemed to come from far away. At the same time, he didn't know how that concept could possibly make sense. It didn't fit into the rest of the universe. Chastity sounded like some ancient word, maybe something from some medieval tome.

"That's right," she said. Then she glanced over at his restraints, and they let go.

She rose to her feet, and her eyes sparkled as she watched him. "Are you ready?"

Michael remained on his back for the next couple of seconds. Really? Had she just released him? That meant he could still fight!

Right away, Michael scrambled back up onto his feet. He bent his elbows, and he glared at her with all of the intensity he could muster. Simultaneously, he spread his fingers as he got ready to conjure a fresh wave of energy. When he focused, he could still see the arcane winds. But when he tried to use them...nothing.

"What's wrong?" teased his owner with a playful smile. "Were you trying to do something?"

He made another attempt, then another after that. His heart was pounding, only now a different kind of fear shot across his veins.

That's when she strolled away, walking a few feet before turning back in facing him again. Yes, she enjoyed that look of confusion, stretching across his face. Then he reached up, and he tried to remove the collar. Just as his fingers brushed that conjured leather, she snapped her fingers, and a leash appeared. She yanked, and he felt himself drawn forward by more than physical momentum. The energies of the universe shoved him, dragging him along based on her will.

He stumbled, falling forward. He found himself on his knees, right in front of that beautiful girl.

Tasha looked down at him. "I'm going to have so much fun with you," she promised.

"How are you doing this?"

"Magic," she said with a teasing grin.

He tried over and over to channel those energies, but then she touched to fingers to the underside of his chin and forced him to look up along the length of her body. Yes, his instincts responded all over again. He could feel his member strain against it the chastity cage. He couldn't even get an erection! Still, Michael refused to worry about that. Instead, he tried to concentrate on her.

More than anything else, he had to figure out some way to escape this girl.

"Michael, you might not believe me yet, but you belong to me now. Yes, you do. You agreed to the game, and we played it, and I won, so now I get my prize: you. I'm going to keep that collar on you, and I will use it to control your talents. Yes, you had a lot of potential. Yes, you were very powerful, but now you are mine."

"No," he growled.

"Yes," she said. "Say it. Say you are mine."

He fought. He channeled as much energy as he could, but he had battled all of those other girls, leaving him drained and exhausted. With his energies depleted, it felt like he had nothing left.

"I, I'm yours," he said. As those words left his lips, he couldn't tell if it was some kind of mystical compulsion or maybe it was something else. Maybe it was just the strength of her personality. In high school, he recalled watching those beautiful cheerleaders stride down each hallway, competent and capable. Even the small girls who giggled and chortled seemed almost magnetic, like they existed on some other plane.

"Good boy," she said.

She rested her palms on his forehead even as he kneeled in front of her. Next, she drew on her talents. Unlike this boy, she wasn't exhausted. If anything, she was utterly excited.

The game may have seemed simple, but it meant something. It was a ritual, and now she could feel that connection over this boy. That's why she reached into his mind and found the images she sought. She saw his dorm room, small and tidy and back at the academy.

With this possessive burst of enthusiasm, she ran her fingers through his hair, grabbed him by the back of his neck, pinched her fingers down, and called on her abilities. The energy swept across her, running along her skin, only now something had changed. She could feel that difference as she controlled her body and his. They vanished, disappearing from the clearing. And when they reappeared, she found herself in his dorm room. She saw his small, twin bed, the desk and mirror.

"What, what happened?"

"Teleportation," she said.

"That was incredible," he told her right as she let go of him. He stumbled forward and dropped down onto his knees. His feet hit the carpet, and he braced himself. Then he looked up, and she stood over him. She crouched down and looked right into his eyes.

"I'm glad you enjoyed it," she said. "Because right now, I'm going to be honest with you. Taking you has been very enjoyable." She raised her hands and brushed her fingers along his cheeks and down toward his neck. He gulped, and he must've been able to feel the binding collar right there against the base of his throat. "And that's why I want to celebrate," she told him.

"Celebrate?"

"Michael, you belong to me now. That means I can use you whenever I want. First, I'm thinking I want to see you naked. Strip for me, boy."

Something seemed to shift within Michael. He tightened his shoulders, lifted his gaze, and stared right back into her eyes. Only a couple of weeks ago, he would have thought of himself as completely average. But ever since he came to Malachite Academy, something had started to shift within him. He learned about these abilities, this new kind of energy, and the human capability to manipulate all of it. The world had transformed, opening up, and now he wasn't about to become some kind of slave!

"Look, I'm sorry, but I can't do this," he started to say.

As he watched, Tasha threw out her hand, extending her arm. Her fingers danced across the air, and she channeled another rush of energy. Blue flames sparked into existence over her palm, flaring forward. When those flames dissipated, she held onto a black, leather crop.

She touched it to the underside of his chin. "Michael, this isn't a negotiation. You are wearing that collar. I own you now. I own your abilities. I own everything about you. And yes, I intend to train you. I intend to ensure that you understand your place. Now strip for me, boy."

His nostrils flared.

"No," he shot back.

She stepped away, snapped her fingers, and suddenly he could feel the arcane energy snake around his wrists and ankles, yanking him back up onto his feet. More than that, he now found himself hovering an inch above the floor. He thought to yank himself free from those invisible shackles, yet he couldn't get away.

This time, she didn't make contact, but she didn't need to either. The crop swept down across the air, and his shirt disintegrated. Next, she went for his pants. Suddenly, he was wearing nothing but his boxers...and something underneath. Up until this point, he hadn't really been able to consider what she had done to him. Everything was happening too fast!

His captor began to circle him. "Potential," she whispered, more to herself than to him. "So much potential…" She walked in a slow rotation around at this downed boy. She hooked her fingers and brushed her digits along his shoulder blades, down to the small of his back, along his right flank, then his left. It was casual for her, of course. She had easy access to his frame now, all while he squirmed helplessly.

On some level, Michael had to realize the futility of trying to break free. Even so, he still strained, fighting hard. Then she stopped behind him, and she leaned forward. "You know, if you weren't wearing this collar, you could probably dispel these bonds. You want to go ahead and try? Let's see what you can do, boy. You're supposed to be special. I saw what you could do out in the forest. You did so much. He took on so many different girls. Good for you."

"Let me go," he growled back.

Tasha chuckled. "Why would I do that? I mean, shouldn’t you be able to free yourself? Go on. Try it. Prove to all of our teachers that you belong here, Michael."

He hated the idea of cooperating, especially because he could still hear that smirk in her voice. She was taunting him. She wanted him to try and to fail. Even so, he cooperated this time. In his fantasies, his fingers could splay outward, he could channel a burst of raw aggression, and he could convert that energy into the arcane powers he needed. The shackles could vanish, he could drop down onto his knees, spring back up, and destroy the collar with a gesture. Suddenly, he would be right there, and maybe he could even intimidate this girl. He would show her what he could do!

All of those ideas sounded so amazing inside of his head.

He channeled his strength.

He tried to push out the arcane energy. Even though he had to admit that the other girls had drained so much of his strength, he still needed to believe he could fight his way free, especially since Tasha stepped in front of him again. He didn't make eye contact with her at this point. Instead, he locked his teeth together and fought hard.

This was for his freedom. This was for his independence!

At the same time, he had no idea what was going to happen if he missed this up. What if he couldn’t break free? Could she really take him as a slave? These questions pulsed behind his eyes and added to the furor already raging behind his eyes and down into his chest. His muscles twitched as he fought again and again.

Nothing.

He continued to float there, hovering just an inch off the floor.

And that's when she smacked his right side with the tip of the crop. A flash of pain glanced across his skin. She went for his other side. She left a red mark. He bit down, but he refused to say anything. "Who is going to be an obedient slave for me? Who is going to yield to his new owner?"

"You're not going to get away with this," he said. "I'm going to break free!" He turned to those words into a promise, into a vow…

She didn't seem impressed, especially as the corners of her eyes crinkled with amusement. "Boys are so cute when they're wrong. But you're not like the other boys, are you? No, you're special." He didn't want to look at her, yet she touched the crop to the underside of his chin. He lifted his gaze and stared back at her.

"Should I take away your underwear?"

"I don't care if you do," he said.

"Liar," she answered.

That's when she stepped back and swiped the crop down across the air. Blue fire sprang into existence along his boxers, disintegrating that last vestige of his clothing.

He dropped his head down, and then he saw it for the first time.

His chastity belt.

For the last few minutes, he had tried not to think about it. He could see the smooth metal around his waist and down along his shaft. It completely encased his manhood, making it impossible for him to get any kind of stimulation.

Or at least, that was what he had assumed.

Now she came up to him again, and she touched the crop to the curve of his knee. When she touched him, little tingles ran across his skin. He tried to ignore them, yet his body responded nonetheless. Then she brought the flat tip up to his scrotum. “Am I going to have to punish you, or can you acknowledge your new status?"

"We're just playing a game," he insisted. "It didn't mean anything."

She snickered, "You're wrong. You're very, very wrong about that, boy." She brought the crop down, swung up again, and struck his balls. His eyes widened. She wasn't done, however. Even as his senses tried to catch up with that rush of pain, she raised at the crop again, and struck his right flank, then his left. Those snapping jolts of sensation glanced across his body, gliding up his pain receptors.

Instinctively, he tried to tear himself free. He even worked to dispel the bonds holding him above the floor. In spite of his best efforts, he couldn't do it.

Then she surprised him. She grabbed him by the back of his head, and she pulled down, kissing him hard. She loved the feel of his body right there.

"Say it. Say you belong to me," she instructed.

Michael couldn't tell whether or not fresh power flooded through his body. If so, it didn't belong to him. One way or another, he could feel his lips moving, shaping the words as she pulled away. "I belong to you."

"And you're ready to be my slave."

He tried to fight it. He looked down into her beautiful eyes. She had intimidated so many people with so little effort. Now she concentrated her formidable will on this boy, and he found his defenses cracking and breaking apart, one after another. "I'm ready to be your slave," he admitted.

Michael's captor stepped back and used her crop like wand, motioning, and suddenly he started to move. He still hovered above the ground, only now he found himself carried across the air and right back to his bed. He fell down against the mattress, and that's when he could feel the scarves materialize.

Eyes lit with eager desire, Tasha pulled herself forward and up onto the mattress; now she kneeled over him, her knees braced against the sheets between his legs. In those next couple of seconds, he lifted his head and looked over to the silk, scarlet bonds now tied around his limbs. They kept him trapped just like before. But now he was on his back, and she leaned forward. She pressed her body down against his. He could feel the soft give of her breasts against his chest, the heat of her waist, and now she casually reached down. Her fingers brushed along her slave's inner thighs. Her digits danced and played, sending delicious sparks along his nerves.

He didn't know how to deal with the shift from pain to pleasure and back again. She toyed with him, leaning down and kissing him next. He tried to fight the urge. He didn't want to reciprocate. In theory, he could have just closed his eyes and stayed there, unmoving and unresponsive.

And yet, something within him pushed Michael, forcing him to kiss her back. Their tongues danced and teased against one another. And now she reached down and put her fingers along his balls.

"Tonight," she whispered.

"What?" Michael gasped back.

She lowered her head down again, and she kissed his neck before gently nipping at his earlobe. He moaned, his cock straining. It wasn't fair! Again and again, he went back to those old ideas, ones he had learned back in the mundane world. He was supposed to be the boy; he was supposed to be aggressive and domineering. He should have seduced her. Instead, he found himself spread out and utterly helpless before this unstoppable sorceress.

"Tonight, you belong to me. Tonight, I make you mine."

Another flash of strength shot across his arms and legs as he tugged against those red, silk scarves. Part of him raged against the material, almost like he thought this was an insult. Maybe he would have preferred iron or steel shackles. There was something soft and romantic about those restraints, yet they highlighted the ease with which she could bind him.

"There's something special about having you right here. I want you, and I'm keeping you. You belong to me now," she purred into his ear. "I'm going to love having you right here, on your back, spread out whenever I want you."

"No," he grunted back.

"Are you sure about that?" Tasha asked. Sitting up, she gazed down at him. Her eyes slid from the enraged glare of his pupils down to his collared neck, along his chest, then to his tensed stomach. "If I let you out of your cage right now, can I break you? Could I make you beg for enslavement? Could I steal away your powers and maybe give you just a few drops back, so no one would know what has happened?"

"What, what you talking about?"

"You have magic in you," she said. "Bound boy magic." She smirked at the concept. "I can feel it in you. Right now, you are locked down. You have that beautiful collar around your neck, it looks so good on you. But what else can I take besides your freedom?"

"You can't," he breathed out. And yet, she had already suppressed his powers. What else could she do?

Michael didn't know, and he didn't want to find out, either.

...Or did he?

He glanced up at her again, and those swirling, battling sensations seemed to pulse right at the center of his gut. Fear, yearning, and frustration all seemed to mix together. But then she reached down, and she toyed with him. Her fingers brushed along his scrotum, and she only barely touched him this time.

As his muscles tensed, Tasha smirked, "What do you think about being my bound boy?"

"Im not going to let you get away with this," he promised. "I'm going to get this collar off."

"Unless you learn to love it," she said. "Unless you learn to love your spot on your knees and at my feet," Tasha continued. "Unless you learn to love your owner."

His lips parted.

Michael itched to claw back at her with something raw and aggressive, something spiteful and jagged. Despite his best efforts, the words failed to materialize, especially because he looked up along the length of her body. He saw the shine of her hair, that little quirk at the corner of her mouth when she smirked down at him, plus the contours and outline of her body. Naked and tied down before this beautiful girl, he couldn't lie or claim to hate her even as the frustration boiled and seethed behind his rib cage.

"You're not going to get away with this," he said.

Her fingers danced across the air again with one quick, sweeping movement, and his chastity belt vanished. The cage disappeared, giving him just a taste of freedom.

In his first couple of seconds, he attempted to resist his urges; he battled his instincts, like he thought he could hold back those yearnings. Once the cage vanished, and those boundaries disappeared, however, he only managed to hold out for a couple of seconds. Perhaps he would have done better, only that beautiful girl toyed with him. At first, she let him fight back.

Immediately, she expected him to kick, buck, bash, and squirm desperately against the tight scarves tied around his wrists and ankles. Instead, he remained relatively sedate, breathing in and out as he struggled not to enjoy that taste of freedom.

Feeling playful and wicked, she reached down and she wrapped her fingers around the base of his cock. She touched him, teasing him. "This belongs to me," she said.

"No, it doesn't!" Michael contradicted her with all of the vehemence he could summon. Despite his best efforts, he understood how pathetic his retort sounded, especially since she stroked him, gently gliding her fingers up and down along his cock. Before she made it to the tip for the first time, his shaft stiffened. The desires flared into his body, spreading out all along every muscle and inch of skin he possessed. The heat splashed along his flesh, all while he attempted to fight it.

Within just a few seconds, he had stiffened. She played with his erection, gently gliding her hand up and down again and again.

"Is there something you want to beg for?" Tasha teased him. "Is there something you want to give me?"

"No!"

"Think about how much stronger I could be," she said, cocking her head to the side. "I can give you just a few droplets of ability so that no one will know. I mean, you won't be nearly as impressive as you were before, but that's okay. You're just a boy. You don't need to impress anyone."

"I'm not going to let you do this," he said again.

Tasha looked down into his eyes. "You don't believe that," she told him. "Study what you want."

"What, what are you talking about?"

"You're lying to yourself," she whispered to him.

He tried to ask another question, but she broke his concentration by pressing her lips down against his mouth. She kissed him, it was gentle and tender at first, before she pressed her knees against the sides of his chest, grabbed his cheeks, and tilted his head to the side. She still held that kiss, taking what she wanted from this boy as she showed him just how powerless he could be.

Worse, the urges continued to spin and slide through his body, swirling like an electric hurricane. Each time he tried to turn his head to the side, his muscles disobeyed him. He couldn't break off that kiss. Instead, he began to moan, the sounds thrumming along his frame as she toyed with him. He tried to ignore those details as the onslaught continued.

The warmth of her fingertips against his cheeks, the soft give of her moistened lips against his mouth, the squeeze of her breasts on his chest and the tightness of her legs against his flanks kept him hard with fresh desperation darting along his nerves.

She broke off that kiss.

"Beg for it," she commanded.

"No…" Michael just barely managed to breathe out.

"Yes," she hissed now, flashing him another grin as she drew her hands back. She slid her fingers along his neck, down to his shoulders, over his biceps, and all the way down to the sides of his hips. Then she leaned back, and she positioned herself right between his knees.

"Don't," he said.

"What? You don't want me to gently touch you? You don't want me to grab your cock and a hold it, proving once again that you can't stop me?" She chuckled. "Because that would be really frustrating, wouldn't it? Is it that you want to go back to your mundane world right now, don't you?"

An odd look stretched across his face for just a second. Very quickly, he suppressed it, only it was too late.

"Wait a second," Tasha said. "You know it, don't you? You can feel it, can't you?"

"I don't know what you're talking about," he insisted.

"Liar," she shot back with just a quick breath. She smiled again. He tried to turn away. More importantly, Michael raged against his own helplessness. It wasn't just the collar around his neck, the crimson scarves, or even the chastity belt she could re-create with a snap of her fingers. Something else tightened in his chest and stretched down along the length of his body. "You know where you belong, don't you? You can feel it. Right now, you understand that you want to belong to me. You need it. You’re yearning for it right now. You just can't admit it."

"No," he said, only then her fingers played along his cock again, sending fresh waves of stimulation over him. He tried to hold out, yet his defenses looked like a sand castle in front of a tsunami.

"Yes," she said. "You can't wait to wear my leash. You want me to take you outside."

"No. You can't."

"I can't?" Tasha teased him. "Right now, I can't put human a leash and take you in front of all of our classmates? I can’t show you off in the dining hall or the library? I can't take you back to the courtyard and make you perform tricks for me? Is that what you're saying?"

"You can't," Michael repeated with all of the manufactured certainty he could summon. Only then, a narrow crack appeared in his defenses, "You wouldn't."

"I might not, but only if you tell me how much you love the idea of becoming my slave."

"I don't!" Michael insisted.

And yet, Tasha could look down into his eyes and discern the truth. She could feel it. Even if he didn't know how to admit it.

"Let's go on a little field trip," she said.

She dropped her palm down to his forehead. It was an easy, casual movement. His eyes widened, his lips parted, and he began to say something, only it was too late.

A flash of blue light stretched across his vision, then the warmth of his small room disappeared along with the tension of the scarves around his wrists and ankles. The next thing he knew, he fell to his knees, weak. He glanced up, he saw Tasha standing above him. True to her word, she held onto a leash. His leash. He could see that it extended from her hand down to his neck.

He brought his hands up to the base of the collar, he could feel the clasp. Right away, he tried to work it, to get his fingers to disconnect the leash from his collar.

He couldn't do it.

He didn't understand why. He could feel the release right there. It was a small lever secured with nothing but a spring. He should have been able to take it off in a few seconds!

Suddenly, he stopped.

"Ladies, would you like to see my new slave?" Tasha called out.

That's when he realized he was right in the middle of the library on top of one of the tables. Standing beside him, Tasha grinned and motioned for her classmates. A bunch of girls were still studying. They glanced up, confused. But then the sly smiles appeared on their faces as they looked forward to this entertainment and distraction. Seeing a boy get humiliated sounded a lot more entertaining than reading about arcane gestures, linguistic formulae, or the history of some obscure matriarch.

At first, Michael couldn't look up at any of them. There was this crowd of girls all around, and they were snickering, pointing, laughing, and a few even pulled out their phones.

Michael glanced up. Doing his best to stay as quiet as possible so that only she would hear, he hissed, "This has to be against the rules, right?"

"We'll see," she said.

Michael grimaced, especially because he didn't understand what that meant. Weren’t the rules supposed to be standardized and equally enforced for everyone? In theory, yes, but he glanced back at the girls, and he had to remember that he was the only boy here. He was the only male for hundreds of miles in any direction...The faculty might save him. Or maybe not…

"Ladies, this boy now belongs to me," Tasha said, addressing her crowded. "I'm going to train him right here. He's going to perform for us. He's going to start by telling us that he was never meant to be a real student at Malachite Academy."

No!

"At first, he stood there, and he glanced down, his shaft on display. He was naked in front of these girls, and they studied him, whispering back and forth. They waited.

Behind him now and still gripping his leash, Tasha held out her hand. He felt that shift of arcane energy, and he glanced back in time to see her holding up the crop. She touched it to his right shoulder, then his left. Even so, he kept his elbows slightly bent of his fingers pushed up into the palms of his hands. He made those fists, and he stubbornly refused to say anything.

She struck, crisscrossing six blows from the left, then the right down along his backside. She struck, sending jolts of pain dancing along his skin. His head jerked back, and he growled. But when he looked back up at her, he didn't see any kind of hesitation on her face. Yes, she knew what she was doing. More importantly, she enjoyed it.

"Care to try again?"

"I won't do it!"

She touched of the crop to the underside of his chin. "Yes, you will," she said. When she struck again, a fresh bolt of dazzling pain shot across his skin. His senses cracked.

"I don't belong here!"

"Can a boy really be a student at Malachite Academy?"

"No…"

"Why not?"

There wasn't an easy or obvious answer here. Still, he started speaking, and the words tumbled out of his mouth, one after another. He didn't look back up at the crowd in front of them, not this time. More girls were coming. Word was spreading, and they wanted to enjoy the show.

"Men can't compete with women," he said, hoping this was the right answer. "Men don't have your talents or your abilities."

"Do you have any talent or ability?"

As he gulped, he sensed the collar around his neck, and he understood exactly what it meant. She had suppressed his abilities, taking away almost all of his talents. Maybe he could still sense some element of the arcane still lingering on the air, but that was it. Before, he would have been able to summon some kind of telekinetic shield. He could have conjured bolts of kinetic energy. And yet, that was gone now, hidden away by this beautiful girl.

No, she didn't just hide his magic, he knew. She had sapped it, taking it for herself. She could use them as a conduit. She could turn him into a battery, augmenting her own abilities with his.

...And there was nothing he could do about it…

That lingering thought floated inside of his head.

"Yes, I do," he said, "Now it belongs to you."

"Good boy," she said. "Bow your head down and tell me how grateful you are to be my slave."

He didn't want to do this. At the same time, he tried to hate her with everything he possessed, only then he looked up at her, and their eyes met, and he experienced something else. He could feel it deep within his center. This warm desire spread through him as he started to speak. But then he bowed his head down, and he told her, "I’m grateful to be your slave."

She crouched down, surprising him. Then she whispered into his ear, "Yes, you are. And I'm looking forward to training you each and every day."

She snapped her fingers again, and another flash flash of blue light stretched across his body. They both disappeared.

He thought they would come back to his room. He thought he would open his eyes as his vision cleared, and he would find himself close to his bed once again. Instead, they stood in front of the door.

Still holding onto his leash, she walked forward, knocked, and they both heard the sound of the headmistress answer, "Come in."

"I can't go in there, not like this," he said.

"What? Because you’re naked?" Tasha asked as she glanced over her shoulder. "Don't worry. It’s fine. You're a boy." Then she yanked on his leash, and he followed after her.

"I'm serious. Please, don't do this," he tried again.

"Okay. If you really want to wear more than your collar and leash, that can be arranged." She smirked, and he didn't understand what that meant, not until she reached up and touched his mouth. That's when the muzzle appeared. It covered the bottom half of his face with the strap sliding along his cheeks and connecting near the back of his head.

He brought his hands up, and he tried to remove it. Just like with the collar, he couldn’t! She wasn't done, however. She touched his right arm; her fingers just barely came into contact with him, yet that flare of magic rushed across his flesh. The chastity belt re-materialized. Over the last couple of minutes, his shaft had softened, but now he could feel the contours of his cock lock all over again.

"Hello, Headmistress," Tasha said as she strolled into the large office. Surrounded by books on every side, Michael tried to figure out what he could do or say.

"It looks like you've been busy," said the woman sitting behind her desk. She reached up and adjusted her glasses. Then she leaned back. "What can I do for you, Tasha?"

"I was hoping we could speak for a couple of minutes. Michael and I have entered into a new kind of relationship."

What was going to happen now? When she told him about his enslavement, would he be kicked out? If so, where would he go? What would happen next? So many different questions fluttered through his head, and he tried to speak, only for the muzzle to absorb every decibel of sound he tried to make.

"Oh?"

"As you can see, I have captured him. That said, I was hoping he could remain here as a student?"

"A student and a collared slave?"

"Well, he begged me for the chance to serve me," she said.

Michael widened his eyes. He jerked back and glared at her. What? No! He had never done anything like that! Again and again, he tried to speak, only he couldn't make a sound. Still, he jerked his head from side to side.

It didn't matter. The Headmistress wasn't interested in anything this boy had to communicate. Maybe if he had raised his voice, she would have listened. But since he remained quiet, she focused on the young woman instead.

"Is that true, Michael?" The Headmistress finally turned back to him.

He shook his head again and again.

"Do you have anything to say for yourself?"

His nostrils flared as he sucked in another breath and tried to shout back some kind of answer. Despite his best efforts, he still couldn't do it.

The Headmistress leaned back. "Tasha, this is a very unusual situation. Then again, having a boy here at all is also very unusual. I will discuss your request with the Board of Regents. But since your boy here doesn't seem to mind captivity, I’m going to give you tentative permission to keep and master your slave."

"Thank you, ma'am," Tasha said.

When she brought him back to his room, Michael had to wonder if there had ever been a chance for him to master his talents as well as his future.

No. That was the easy and obvious answer. Maybe if he had been more careful or prepared himself. Somehow, he would been able to fight back. But now she pushed him down onto his bed. She spread his arms, and she looked down into his eyes. "You're starting to figure it out, aren't you?" Tasha asked.

She had straddled him again, and he wanted to answer, only the muzzle still covered the bottom half of his face.

That's why she kissed his forehead, the tip of his nose, then the side his neck. Her teeth grazed his skin as she looked at him. She played with him. Her tongue flicked out, and she toyed with him.

"It's okay," she said. "I can see it inside of you. Deep down, you know you belong to me. You have known since the moment you saw me that you wanted to be my slave. You love the idea of belonging to me. And guess what? I love the idea of owning you. We are a perfect match." She snickered as she reached down. She grabbed his balls, her fingers tightening around his scrotum. "You belong to me. This belongs to me. Every inch of you belongs to me." She gave him a quick squeeze. A flash of pain shot across his nerves, but then she confused him. She relaxed her grip, and her fingers slid down underneath his balls.

Something shifted across his face. She saw it, and so she touched the side of his mouth, and the muzzle vanished. He could talk!

Michael opened his mouth, and he was going to say something, only she touched a finger to his lips. With her other hand, she continued to toy with him. One rush of desire after another shot through his body. He could feel it even as he squirmed there, wiggling.

"I should tie you down again, don't you think?"

His breathing quickened, and he shook his head. Technically, he could talk, only Michael didn't know how to summon those words. Instead, he stayed there, naked and on his back, spread out and helpless. Despite his best efforts, he didn't know what to do or say. He was paralyzed even as she conjured those restraints. This time, leather manacles encircled his wrists and ankles. The leather pulled tight against the corners of the bed.

He tugged once. Instantly, he knew he wouldn't be able to break free. She had him.

"You know, all of our classmates enjoyed seeing you on display," she told him. "I think that was a good reminder. When you came here, there was this question. Could boys actually use magic? Technically. Maybe. But it doesn't matter because you still belong on a leash. You are still going to be happier as my slave, as my plaything, as my owned boyfriend." She chuckled and shook her head from side to side.

Michael had to say something. He needed to speak.

Only then she pulled her hands back, and she stroked the sides of his legs, his hips, and then his chest.

"Tell me you love being owned," she instructed.

"I, I love being owned," he agreed.

"Tell me you want to be on your knees in front of me. Tell me you love the idea of being owned by Natasha deLance."

"I, I want to be on my knees in front of you," he confessed. As those words left his lips, he tried to convince himself that he was lying, that she was just manipulating him. Maybe she had controlled his mind with magic or something. Even though these ideas popped into his head, he knew they weren't true. Deep down, he understood where he belonged. She had tricked him, and trapped him, and now he was hers.

At the same time, some part of him was grateful. He gulped back his doubts, and then he looked up at her again. "I, I love the idea of being owned by you, Natasha deLance."

"Good," she said. "Because I'm going to make sure you never forget how good your enslavement feels." When she uttered those words, maybe there was something genuinely tender, considered, and caring in her voice.

He couldn't decide whether or not it was just a question of his imagination. And yet, it didn't matter because the chastity cage vanished, and then she smiled down at him as she touched him. Her fingers moved along the sides of his cock. She played with him, coaxing and creating new urges.

He had never been hard like this before. He had never been this kind of desperate. And yet, he squirmed against his bonds, yanking and twisting against the leather shackles. It didn't do any good. It changed nothing. He remained spread out and powerless.

As she rubbed him, she leaned forward again, dipping her head down. Some of her hair fell across his cheek, tickling him as she whispered, "I'm going to do a very good job of training you. You're going to be the best boyfriend. You're going to be following after me, carrying my books, thinking of how you can please me. And in the meantime, you can make me one of the most powerful casters on campus. Yes, you can. I won't only have the option of manipulating others, not when I tap into your strength." She chuckled as those words hit the air. And now, she sat up. She lifted her skirt, and she pulled down her panties. She tossed them onto the floor as though she didn't care. Then she looked into his eyes. "Are you ready to lick me? Are you ready to service me and to demonstrate your obedience?"

"Yes," he said.

"Are you ready to be owned?"

"Are you eager to be owned?" Tasha hadn't meant to ask this question, but it slipped out of her mouth, and now she looked down at him.

Eager. The word echoed inside of her head, and she knew what she would do even if he tried to fight her. And yet, another part of her hoped for something else.

Her boy didn't disappoint, "Yes. Yes, I’m eager to serve you," he said. Just like that, she knew the truth. She straddled his face, pressing her sex down against his mouth. With one word, she demanded all of the pleasure he could give her, "Lick."

As her boy, he obeyed, opening his mouth and gliding his tongue along her opening. Fresh power surged through her body. Pleasure coursed along her skin. At the same time, she discerned something else. It was a taste, a sensation, a jolt she hadn't expected. It was intimacy. It was the connection with this boy. She had started talking to him, learning all she could about him, and there was something intriguing and entertaining and alluring about him. As she rode his face, she saw more than a slave. He was something else. Yes, she actually cared about him.

Only then her thoughts scattered. His tongue went in deep, and he worshiped her opening. He penetrated her, sliding along the walls of her crevice. Within a few more seconds, he found her clit. Tasha's eyes widened as another rush of pleasure darted along her nerves. She rode him, moving her hips forward and back, undulating just a little bit to add extra excitement to the heat already pulsating through her body. She threw her head back, and her hair slapped down against her shoulder blades.

Yes, that orgasm had been good, only now she craved more. "You're a lucky boy," she told him. "Because right now, I want you. I want to take you. Just remember, you do not come without permission."

That's when she slid back. She grabbed his shaft, and she wrapped her fingers around the base of his manhood. She rubbed him once, then twice. He gulped, his eyes locked on the ceiling overhead. At the same time, he made himself a promise. He knew he couldn't allow himself to lose control, not if it meant disappointing this girl.

His owner positioned herself above him, and Michael glanced back at her. Again, he waited for the anger, hatred, rage, something jagged, poisonous, and toxic. Instead, he saw her, and that gratitude swelled up inside of his chest again. She was beautiful, and he wanted to be down on his knees before her. She was smart and powerful and unstoppable.

She claimed him, lowering herself down. She enveloped his cock with the walls of her pussy surrounding the curves of his shaft. Inch by inch, she lowered herself down until she had completely taken him. Now she slid up, and she savored the friction of his body against hers. When they rubbed against one another, it was primal and animalistic. At the same time, she felt something else, that spark, the joining, a different kind of unity has she took this boy.

Before this, she had looked out at the other males the world had to offer, but none of them were good enough. None of them seemed to fit within her life, her expectations, needs or desires.

Michael satisfied her in a way she had never expected. Maybe she thought she would take a slave because it would be fun. Maybe this boy had violated some unspoken rule. But now, she had him, she knew she wasn't going to let him go.

"Mine," she growled.

"Yours," he agreed even as she slid up and lowered herself back down again and again, falling into that incredible rhythm. The small bed shook beneath him, and he tugged and twisted, but this time it had nothing to do with escape.

"You belong to me. You, you are going to be my most treasured possession," she promised him and meant it.

With her heart pounding, she threw herself into that wild storm of ecstasy and bliss. Then she looked down at him again. Right as she started to climax, she growled it out, "Come for me." If he wanted to answer, he didn't get the chance because she leaned down and kissed him, her mouth hot and demanding against his lips.

His shaft pulsated. She still had him.

He lost control, surrendering completely. The onslaught enveloped everything. For those incredible seconds, he pulsated, his heart throbbing. When it was done, and she looked down into his eyes.

For a couple of seconds, he worried that maybe she would change her mind. And yet, he could see it there, the possessive affection, the desire, and something else, something he couldn't name.

When he opened his mouth to ask a question, she touched a finger to his lips. No, she didn't want to hear him talk, not then or there. Instead, she lowered her head against his chest, and she relaxed. The shackles still encircled his wrists, only she didn't mind. Instead, she closed her eyes and savored his bound boy magic.

The End




Familiar Power

At one point, this had been Michael’s refuge. Even if he had been surrounded by young women who distrusted him and resented his presence, Michael had known he could come back to this room and hide. He could close the door, lock it, and pretend that those gangs of angry girls weren't really out there, that they weren't talking about him or thinking of ways to get him kicked out of Malachite Academy.

Like his freedom, that sense of protection had been stripped away. Michael couldn't come back here to hide; instead, she brought him back. Collared and leashed, he found himself escorted back to his room. She had opened the door, tugged on his leash, and glanced over her shoulder as she smiled at him. "This was where you liked to hide from us. Now, this is where I'm going to train you."

Michael had bristled at those words, but he hadn't said anything. She led him across the threshold, only to step right up to him. She detached the leash and let it fall to the floor.

Unfortunately, it wasn't the leash that suppressed his abilities. Like the other students at Malachite Academy, Michael was capable of wielding magical energies as a spellcaster. Despite being a boy, he could sense the arcane winds; he could feel and direct the flow of energy that permeated reality. But now he’d lost to that beautiful girl, so he stood in front of Tasha, his body locked in place.

"Strip," she said.

"And If I don't?"

"I can do it for you," she promised with a feline smirk. "Is that what you want? Do you want me to snap my fingers and disintegrate your outfit right now? I want you naked in front of me, so it's going to happen. It's just a question of what you get to keep along the way," Tasha deLance told him.

His breathing quickened.

In truth, Michael still didn't understand this girl—to him, she existed on another plane. When they first met, he had been attracted to her. How could he not? Seriously, the girl was gorgeous. Every detail seemed to draw his attention. There was the smooth shine of her hair, the angle of her nose, the curves of her lips, and the contours of the rest of her body…In an instant, she drew him to her. It was primal, primitive, magnetic, and so hard to resist.

Deep down, he still held onto those other fantasies. Michael wished he could just talk to her, negotiate with her, and come to some kind of arrangement. Unfortunately for him, they had already made a deal, played a game, and he lost…

Michael closed his eyes and bowed his head down as he contemplated what it had been like to run through the forest, to be duck between the rocks and trees, to try to evade those beautiful girls, only to expend every ounce of energy he possessed as he defended himself against the huntresses.

As far as the girls at the school were concerned, magic belonged to the female sex. Men, as inferiors, couldn't (and shouldn’t) sense the energies that ran across the world. But Michael was different, and he had been allowed to attend Malachite Academy. But what about the administrators? Had they known something like this would happen?

Probably.

That's why Tasha, his new "owner," was the only one who could let him out.

"Fine," he groused. "I can do it."

"Too late," she said, and that's when her fingers cut along the air. It was a quick gesture, one he could barely perceive. Then his shoes, socks and pants and underwear, outer top and inner shirt all started to disintegrate. The energies tingled along his flesh, making him wish he could channel that same kind of energy once again. It had felt incredible. He’d only been able to use magic for a short time, but Michael had learned to so much as he had struggled to catch up with the young women around him.

Now, her boy found himself stripped naked except for the collar locked around his neck.

"It really is better when you simply obey me," she said. "I know you’re from the mundane world, but it's a very simple rule for you need to recognize," Tasha said. “Do as you’re told because I know best. It’s a simple concept.”

Mustering as much defiance as he could, her boy growled back, "What if you’re wrong?"

"I’m not. It's always best when girls command boys and boys obey girls."

"That doesn't sound fair," Michael protested.

"Remember, it's not about fairness. This is simply how the world works. The universe was designed in a specific way with a concrete hierarchy. All your ideas about equality are simply wrong. They're cute, but they're wrong."

This time, Michael opted to stay silent, but that's when she reached out and ran her fingers along his body as he braced himself before her. She touched him with the casual ease of an owner examining her pet.

Next, she circled him. Clearly, Tasha enjoyed every second of this. For her, there was something undeniably alluring about having this handsome boy standing there, his back straight, his body rigid with barely contained frustration.

Tasha circled him, her fingers brushing down between his shoulder blades, along his flank, then down to his ass. She squeezed and chuckled. "This is perfect," she said.

That's when she came up behind him, and she pressed her torso to his back. He could feel the squeeze of her breasts against his body, but he tried not to react despite that automatic rush of desire.

For this boy, it would always be a frustrating conflict. She wanted to enslave him; he understood this. He needed to cling to that fact. At the same time, however, he couldn't ignore the attraction. He sensed the gravimetric desire buried deep within him. It pulled him closer to this beautiful girl.

Michael, as a regular guy, had experienced back in the mundane world. He remembered middle school, high school, and his first semesters in college. He recalled how it felt to be walking down a hallway and spot a hot girl. He made sure never to leer or be creepy, yet those instincts still flared through his body. During classes, he'd notice the contours or shine of a girl's hair. Or maybe she would be wearing shorts, and his gaze would get dragged back toward her calves, knees, and thighs. There'd be something about the hue of her skin, the toned muscles...

Now he experienced that same kind of ardor with this girl, especially when she stood beyond his line of sight. Still, fully clothed, she enjoyed wearing her leggings, skirt, and blouse. She could feel completely and utterly confident while he was naked. Worse, he knew she had complete access to his body.

"Are you enjoying captivity?"

"No," he said, only Michael couldn't keep that shaking aggravation out of his voice.

"Are you sure about that?" At this point, Tasha gently dragged her nails up along the sides of his body. She just barely touched him, yet the sensations still rippled and pulsed along his nerves. He didn't understand how those caresses could trigger so much at the tips of his toes and fingers, in the palms of his hands, at the back of his throat, or even at the roots of his hair on the top of his head. He felt it everywhere as she wielded those tactile taunts.

What was this girl doing to him?

Michael almost wanted to burst out laughing when he realized that that her touch had nothing to do with magic, not this time. Despite the collar around her neck and those powers at her command, she wielded something else now.

That's when she slid her hand past his stomach, down toward his pubis, and then finally she grabbed his shaft. Yes, he had already stiffened. Shame burned along his body because she could provoke those physical reactions.

"It's okay," said Tasha with this cooing chuckle. He could feel her breath warm against the back of his ear as she laughed at him, "There’s nothing wrong with responding to this kind of attention. We both know you’re a boy, so we both know you can't help yourself."

"I’ll get this collar off," he insisted.

His owner responded by squeezing his shaft. It was a gentle movement, yet her pressure elicited this rush of deep desire from within his body. He could feel those needs shudder out from between his legs and up into his torso. His heart kicked faster, all while she stroked and caressed him. "I want to play with this," she said. "I want to play with you. I'm going to take you back to your bed and tie you down again. I have something important coming up, and I want to be ready. Are you ready to help me, Michael?" She breathed out his name, sending another shiver running through his frame. It wasn't fair.

As he had grown up, Michael had watched the arguments between feminists and the rest of society. Along the way, he liked to think he was respectful of women, only he still absorbed so many of those other tropes and ideas. He wanted to be bigger and stronger. He wanted to be able to protect the girl in his life—whoever she’d turn out to be. She could be the princess, and he’d save her from the dragon.

But now Tasha grabbed him by the hand, yanked, and turned him into little more than a toy.

Seconds later, Tasha shoved him down onto the bed. He landed hard, bouncing once before she scrambled forward, straddling him. That's when she made another gesture. His vision blurred. He couldn't see the arcane maneuver of her fingertips. But instead, he did feel his arms and legs as they were spread. The manacles appeared, locking around his limbs. Slender, silver chains trapped him right there, keeping him spread out, his arms and legs pointed toward the corners of the small bed.

"Good," she said. Straddling him, she had her knees pressed against the sides of his rib cage as she leaned down. Some of her hair fell forward, so she tucked it behind her ear.

Right before she kissed him, Tasha grinned, "Right now, you really want to hate me, don't you?"

"Yes."

"But you can't, can you? You still want to please me."

He hated how transparent he could be.

Ever since his first crush on a girl, Michael had wondered what the girls around him actually knew. When he snuck glances in their direction, did they notice? When he started to stare and fantasize, desperately hoping for those girls' approval, did they understand what kind of power they had over him? From the cheerleaders who sauntered down his high school hallways to the coeds who populated his last college, did those young women understand how easily they could wrap him around their fingers? A flirtatious smile, a flip of her hair, or a few kind words would’ve been enough to melt away every one of his defenses. Sometimes he wondered how far he would go for a smile, for the chance to win their approval…

Clearly, Tasha knew exactly how much power she had. This time, it wasn't even just a question of magic.

"Say, please," Tasha commanded next.

He tried to hold out; he tried to fight, only his defenses crumbled as he breathed out, "Please…"

"Good boy," she purred before she rewarded him with a kiss.

Tasha’s lips came into contact with his, sending sparks darting along his mouth and deep into his core. Without thinking, he yanked against the shackles and those silver chains.

He couldn't break free; he knew he would never be strong enough to rip through those summoned bonds. She had conjured and crafted them with the force of her will, so they would keep him trapped there for as long as she liked. Despite this knowledge, Michael couldn't help himself. Some reflex flared through his body. Fighting back felt like an addiction. He couldn't resist, so he jerked and twisted, squirming beneath her, all while that beautiful sorceress continued to kiss him.

"I like it when you struggle," she said. "Even after I train you, I hope you remember how to do it."

"You're not going to be able to train me," Michael promised.

His owner laughed! It was a sweet, seductive, beautifully intoxicating sound, yet it still made his face heat up as his lips furrowed into a frustrated line. Although her mocking laugh infuriated him, it still ignited fresh attraction deep within his chest and down the length of his body. "You’re so cute when you're wrong," she said. That's when she dipped her head down and closed her eyes and kissed him again.

In that moment, he knew there were things he could do. He could have tried to bite her lower lip, or he could've shut his mouth and refused to respond. Maybe he couldn't control his dick, but he still held dominion over the rest of his body.

It didn't matter, not when this girl knew exactly how to touch him and kiss him and tease him. Heat and longing mixed together at his center, flaring out into the rest of his body. Still recognizing the futility, he nonetheless pulled against his shackles, drawing the chains tight. It still wasn't enough. He had to know he wouldn't be able to rip through those magical chains, yet some urge still propelled him to try. He wriggled beneath her, all while she loved feeling his body shift as he fought for his freedom.

"You're very good at kissing," she said. "I think I'm going to keep you." Tasha was teasing him, he knew. Still, Michael wanted to growl or snarl something back at her.

"You can't do this," he said.

"Why not? We played a game. You lost," she said, making it all sounds so simple as she talked down to him. "What's wrong? You don't know how games work?" She chuckled. "Would you like me to teach you?"

Her boy tried to say something, but then she kissed him again. She pressed her lips down against his before their tongues teased one another. Fresh waves of desire danced along his skin as he savored the weight of her body pressing down against him.

That's when she sat up to raise her skirt just enough to pull down her panties. She peeled them away and tossed them onto the floor. He watched the sleek fabric sail down beyond his line of sight.

"You look frustrated," she said.

"I am!"

Her expression shifted. The amusement disappeared, and now she seemed genuinely serious as she told him, "You should feel good about this. You're going to be my boy. You’ll be my familiar, so I’ll train you. More importantly, I will make sure you get exactly what you need. I'm going to take care of you, Michael. We’re connected."

"You want to enslave me," he protested.

"Sometimes there isn't a difference," Tasha told him. "And right now, I expect you to service me, especially if you want me to play with this." That's when she casually stretched her arm and reached back. Her fingers slid from the base of his cock up to his tip. This girl just barely touched him, yet another shiver of hungry desire still raced along his nerves, leaping from one inch of skin to the next.

When he peered up at her again, Michael couldn't help but recognize her power and authority. From the buttons on her blouse to the collar on her shirt, the hem of her skirt, and the easy way she moved, it was obvious that this young woman was in control. Equally important, she locked her eyes on him. He didn't understand how to parse through the different elements of her gaze, not when she seemed predatory and thirsty, eager and affectionate all at once.

Then it didn't matter because she slid forward, and she straddled his face. He could feel her legs against his cheeks as she lowered herself down. He breathed in and caught the aroma of her arousal. That heated scent filled his nostrils, making his cock twitch all over again.

Because she could, Tasha pressed her sex down against his mouth, "Lick," she ordered.

Part of him wanted to resist, to simply refuse to obey. The concept seemed simple enough. It sounded like the sexual equivalent of the silent treatment. He didn't have to react or respond. That would show her that she couldn't control him.

Lick. That word reverberated through his body, and now he opened his mouth, he stuck out his tongue, and he lapped at her sex. His tongue started along her opening, starting at the top, and working down low, all while she leaned forward and grabbed onto the headboard.

She rubbed her sex against his face; she used his mouth. Even as the tip of his tongue slid along the sides of her opening.

"Deeper," she said. "Don't worry. I'm going to teach you exactly how to service me. I want you to understand that this is a privilege. You’re going to be grateful for the chance to go down on me."

Michael wished he could have answered with some snarky response, something like, "Hardly." It didn't have to be long or disrespectful. He only needed her to know that she couldn't control him.

And yet, she could. She did.

She rubbed her sex against his mouth, and he licked, servicing her.

Not only that, he lifted his head. The angle was awkward, and there was a strain on the back of his neck, but he still worshiped her body, licking again and again, all while she panted and moaned with satisfaction.

"Yes. Yes, that feels incredible. Get me ready. I can't wait. I can't wait for this. I want you to bring me to the very edge. Just like that. Yes. That's right!" She cried out those words. They got louder and louder as she tightened her grip on the headboard; her knuckles turned white, and her fingers pressed down with all of the strength she possessed.

Passion roared through her body, becoming almost unbearable.

But then his tongue darted along that one spot, and it triggered the first shock of bliss, relief, and satisfaction, all rolled into that one incandescent sensation. It shot across every inch of her skin. She savored it right her legs, up into her center, along her chest, at the tips of her nipples, the edges of her fingertips, the curves of her toes…

She pulled away.

Dipping her head down, Tasha let her hair fall in front of her face.

For his part, Michael remained silent.

He tried not to think about it, but his own desires had grown so powerful. He craved this. He needed it.

If he said anything, he might disturb her. More importantly, he might annoy her.

"You want me to ride you?"

"Yes," he breathed out.

"Beg," she ordered.

"What? Why?" As far as he was concerned, she either craved sex or she didn't. He was already chained down and helpless. She could do whatever she liked…

On some level, Michael really wished she would just take advantage of him. But no, her eyes glimmered with mischievous delight as she gazed down at him—her boy. She had given the command, so she expected him to obey. If he didn't, there would be consequences. It was as simple as that. She set the rules; she determined how the game would be played, and there was nothing he could do. He couldn't even quit...Tasha wouldn't let him.

"Because I'm in charge, and I just gave you a command." When he didn't answer right away, she leaned forward again. She whispered into his ear, "Face it. I'm stronger than you. I'm smarter than you. I know what you need, so I’ll make sure you get it—fight or obey. I’ll still get what I want. Right now, you want me to play with you. You want me to give you the relief you need. I'm going to take what I want from you one way or the other, but you can have fun along the way. Now, would you like me to touch you?" She made it sound so inevitable…

"Yes. Please…"

"Would you like me to have sex with you?"

"Yes…"

"Michael, we both know you can beg so much better than that," she said. "You're smart boy." Even as she said those last two words, he translated them to what she really meant. He was smart for a boy. Still, Michael didn't argue. He didn't rage against her gentle taunts. Instead, he searched for the right words. There had to be something he could say, some appropriate response that didn't mean sacrificing another chunk of his dignity.

"Please, please, don't make me beg."

"Are you begging not beg? Because that would be really cute," she teased him.

Her boy bit down, and his muscles tensed.

With another quick laugh, she pulled away, only to reach down and touch her palms to his cheeks. "It's okay. You can yield. Give me what I want because you know you can't resist. We both know you’re going to break, Michael. We both know I'm going to get what I want. Along the way, I'm going to take care of you. I'm going to make sure you’re properly trained and disciplined. You're going to be happy as my familiar—whether you like it or not.”

"You want to turn me into your pet," he snarled.

"You're already my boy," Tasha replied. "I hunted you, I caught you, and now you wear this." She pulled one hand away from his right cheek, and now her fingertips traced to the outline of his collar. Without thinking, he swallowed, so he felt the band right there against the curves of his throat. It would serve as a constant reminder of what she had done. Just as importantly, it suppressed his abilities. He couldn't wield those arcane energies, not while she kept him trapped.

In theory, he could have been a superhuman; he could have run around the streets of some random city like Miami or Dallas and fought crime. He had the abilities now. And yet, this beautiful girl had taken them away.

"I can get it off," he insisted.

"Or I can get you off," she teased. That's when she slid back along the length of his body and kneeled between her bound boy's legs. She reached down, and now her fingers toyed with his shaft. She started along the sides of his length. She gently touched him, beginning at the base and working her way up to the tip.

Eyes wide, he stared up at the ceiling, but Michael didn't actually see anything. He couldn't process all of those sensations as the desires swam through his body, overwhelming him. She brought her hands back down, and she squeezed him, almost allowing him the tension and friction he needed for an orgasm. Almost.

"You like this, don't you? You like it when I get you worked up. You can't help yourself. Poor boy."

"Please…"

"Thank me for the collar," she ordered. "Tell me that you know it's going to be better for you this way."

Although her gentle caresses and soft squeezes continued to swarm his senses, Michael managed to hold out. Deep down, he built up some kind of psychological barrier. He resisted for the next few seconds. Maybe his defiance lasted for an entire minute. And yet, she kept touching him.

At the same time, he knew exactly what he had to do. Then something inside of him broke. He didn't make a conscious decision or an actual choice. This wasn’t strategic as he gasped out, "Thank you. Thank you for the collar. I, I know it's going to be better this way."

"Good boy," she said.

Then she pulled back and smiled down at him. Her hands were no longer moving up and down along the sides of his shaft. She didn't wrap her fingers around his cock or squeeze. Instead, he had to lay there, spread out and vulnerable. At several points, his arms twitched as he reached for his manhood. In those moments, he desperately ached for the chance to simply glide his fingers up and down along his length. He needed to squeeze, to rub and stroke to feel that rush of satisfaction.

It wasn't fair!

She had already enjoyed an orgasm. It should have been his turn!

Only that wasn't how this worked, not after she had collared him.

"A little bit of denial is good for you," she said.

"That's garbage!" he shot back.

"Oh?" Tasha sounded amused and curious at the same time. Worse, he picked up on that note of condescension as she watched him.

If he had been smart, then Michael would have been able to keep his mouth shut. "I'm a man, and I have needs!" The words felt like they came from someone else. "You can't do this. You can't control my orgasms!"

"Chastity is good for boys," she teased him, the corners of her eyes crinkling with amusement. "I've had you in a cage before, and I will again," she promised. "Maybe from now on, we should make it permanent? Maybe this collar isn't enough to control you?"

"You can't do this!"

That's when she climbed on top of him, grabbed his cock, and lowered herself down onto his shaft. She took him inside her, the walls of her opening tightening around his member. He bit down, exhaling. His eyes widened, and he growled through his teeth, but it wasn't enough. He couldn't stop her. He couldn't intimidate her either. He was like a bridled stallion. Yes, he could be impressive when he was allowed to run on his own, but this woman had caught him, so now she could claim him. His power may have remained. Like any other domesticated beast, he still possessed his strength and will, yet she could control him.

"That feels amazing," Tasha said as she closed her eyes and lifted her head. She rode him, gliding her body up and down along his manhood. At the same time, he knew how he was being used. He recognized that the simple truth was that he had become a sex toy for her. Strapped down and spread out, he couldn't escape. Maybe he could make his chains clink or clank, that was all, and she knew it.

Grimacing, he decided he had to lose himself to the same sensations. "You aren't allowed to climax until I grant you permission," she told him. Her breathing came faster now; she jumped from one pulse to the next as she used him. At this point, she closed her eyes, slowed, stopped, started again, speeding up before she opened her eyes and stared up toward the ceiling.

"Yes. Yes. Just like that. Don't come. Don't you dare come. Not yet," she ordered.

Even if he had been allowed to think clearly, then Michael wouldn't have been able to answer why he obeyed her commands. Maybe he liked her and didn't want to disappoint her? Maybe he was intimidated by her? Maybe he wanted to impress her with his self-control? Maybe he didn't want to believe that she could rob him of every iota of discipline? Whatever the answer turned out to be, it didn't matter because she lost herself to that exquisite rush of pleasure. It cascaded through her body, flaring out to her limbs, making her tighten her hands into fists even as the arches of her feet tensed. She curled her toes as the orgasm swept through her body.

Then Tasha pulled back. She slipped away from his shaft.

"That was amazing," she said. "And right now, I have some work to do. You are going to stay right here."

"What?" Michael asked. He stared up at her. She had to be joking.

Leaning down and kissing him on the cheek, she chuckled. "Don't worry. You’re tied down. You can't go anywhere. Oh, you can't touch yourself either, can you? No, you can't."

"But, but you were playing with me…"

"I was," she said. "I'm not now."

"You made me beg."

"And you did such a good job," she said, pinching his cheek. "Remember what I said before? Denial can be good for you. Chastity can be good for you. Now, I want you to relax. Relax and think about how you belong to me. In the meantime, I'm going to take all of the delicious energy you've given me, and I'm going to complete an exhibition. In the meantime, I expect you to relax."

His eyes widened, and he sucked in a breath.

For her part, she grabbed her panties and pulled them up along the length of her legs. Finally, he decided what he was going to say. Just as he started to shape those words, she snapped her hand up into the air and made another one of those blurred gestures. Her fingers started in an exquisite pattern, and that's when he felt the mask appear along his lips, over his mouth, and down along the sides of his jaw.

She gagged him!

Jerking his head from side to side, he tried to shout out, but he couldn't do it. Gagged, collared, and still chained down to his bed, he wouldn't go anywhere, and he wouldn't cause any trouble either.

Or so she thought.

Tasha felt relaxed and at ease as she stepped out into the corridor. She left his small room, and she stretched her hands out toward the ceiling. Splaying her fingers, she strode forward.

A few minutes later, she came to the classroom, she walked inside. Another girl was already there, but Tasha didn't worry about her. Instead, she took a seat, crossed her legs, and waited. Simultaneously, she thought about the boy she had back in that room.

Technically, the girls of Malachite Academy weren’t generally allowed to bring familiars in. But since he was still a student, she could keep him. At some point, she would have to relax her control over him so that he could perform just a little bit of magic in his own classes. But for now, she liked knowing she had stolen away his abilities.

A boy who could wield magic? What was the point of that? She smirked. For the most part, she considered herself to be fairly progressive, especially when it came to the boys around her. But like most of the spell casters from the various families, she understood that men were inferior. She didn't think of that as an insult necessarily. It was a simple fact. Between women and men, only one sex had the ability to sense and manipulate reality's underlying energies. She didn't make the rules, but she wasn't going to turn away from the truth either. If one half of humanity could call down lightning bolts, teleport, and manipulate matter, that made them better. They had more powers, and so they deserved more control.

Granted, Michael seemed to be some kind of strange exception, but she had him collared now, so she really didn't need to worry about him.

In fact, she thought of him, and fresh energy rushed through her body. She glanced down at her hand, and she saw little sparks of blue lightning dance between her fingers. She made a fist and was confident this would work.

Yes, she had tightened down and played with him. She had enjoyed her own orgasms, but it wasn't just a question of pleasure for her. She had this exhibition, and she intended to impress her instructor.

Once her teacher walked through the door and went over to her desk, Tasha rose to her feet.

"Veronica, Tasha," said the teacher. "It's good to see both of you." The instructor let her eyes bounce from one girl to the other. Then she decided, "Miss Andrake, you'll go first."

Veronica Andrake stepped forward. She was a little bit younger than Tasha; she had dark red hair tied back into a simple ponytail. Her bangs curved along her forehead, and she stepped up to the front of the room. Even if most of the desks were empty, she still seemed nervous. That made sense. These exhibitions could be incredibly important, especially when it came to their final scores for each semester.

Exhaling slowly, she held out her arms, flattened her palms, and kept her arms about an inch apart. Then she closed her eyes, and she began to move through the different gestures.

With the energy still simmering inside of her, Tasha watched.

A sphere of flame appeared in front of her. Glowed a bright shade of orange, tendrils licking out against the air even as Veronica used nothing but her will to keep the ball of fire in that one position.

Biting down, Veronica held it for as long as she could. That amounted to about ten seconds. Not bad.

"Very good," said the teacher. "Tasha, it's your turn."

"Thank you," Tasha said.

"Have you been studying? Have you been practicing?"

"I have," Tasha replied.

"Let's see what you can do."

As Veronica left the room, Tasha stepped forward. She exhaled slowly, closed her eyes, and thought about a boy. She thought of sex with him, and his own frustrations. She thought of how badly he wanted to get off of that bed. She had sensed the echoes of his emotions even as she had channeled his frustration into something very powerful.

Her hands danced across the air, she whispered arcane syllables, and then she felt it.

Just as Veronica had done, Tasha crafted a flaming sphere. The ball of red, yellow and orange appeared, defying the world's natural laws as she redirected those streams of energy into something imagined, and crafted by her will.

"Impressive," the teacher said.

"I'm not done," Tasha answered. Under other circumstances, maybe her tone would've been viewed as rude or inappropriate. But at that moment, she tightened her fingers with one hand and kept her arm outstretched. With the other, she shaped another spell, weaving those energies together. The flame continued to burn, only now rings of water appeared around the fireball.

Heat splashed along her skin, only it had nothing to do with her ritual. Instead, Tasha drew on that inner strength. She channeled her energies; she wanted to impress her teacher. It would take a lot, but she could do it. This would be special. The teacher would tell her colleagues; they would mention it to their students, and all of this would add to her reputation.

"This is very, very impressive," said the teacher as she watched. She probably saw several of these exhibitions each week, but few of her students could try something like this.

"Still not done," Tasha said.

Intersecting rivers of water orbited that ball of fire. Keeping them from evaporating, maintaining the flames, and holding all of it together as she maintained that momentum required so much. But true to her word, Tasha slashed her fingers through the air with one more gesture, and now the rivers of water suddenly froze. They didn't melt away. Despite the intense heat. Instead, they spun like some kind of mystical engine all around that ball.

Biting down now, Tasha wished she could continue to speak. She wanted to brag about what she had accomplished, yet she didn't have the strength or concentration, not anymore.

She held it aloft as she tried to count the seconds, only to feel her thoughts scatter under the onslaught.

Finally, she clapped her hands together, dispelled the magic, and let the flames disappear along with the chunks of ice. They evaporated before they hit the floor.

The teacher actually clapped.

Tasha turned and took a bow.

While his owner showed off, Michael remained on his back, spread out and helpless. His nostrils flared as he breathed in and out. He kept his teeth locked together. He could feel the cool air rush along his incisors at up to the roof of his mouth before disappearing down his throat. His heart pumped, and he silently fumed.

His shaft remained stiff for quite some time. Minutes? Hours? Probably.

She didn't allow him to keep track of time. It was one more way for his owner to control him. As far as she was concerned, she would tell him where he needed to be and when…

She always triggered that deep ambivalence within him, but at that moment, he needed to get out of those restraints. He raged against his nudity. This was supposed to be his room. He was supposed to be something special. He yanked and twisted, fighting the shackles as hard as he could. Grunting, Michael tried to fight his way free. Unfortunately, he wasn't strong enough. And while he wore that collar, he couldn't channel any of his abilities, either.

At least, that's what he thought.

He didn't give up.

He kept fighting. At the same time, he closed his eyes now, and he thought back to Tasha. He remembered her touch, how she kissed him, how her fingers glided down his chest…He thought of her breasts, her ass and tits, the tight curves of her legs. He remembered how she tasted, and now he wanted more. He needed to get close to her. Even if she kept him bound, he wanted to lift his hips and pump up into her again, only this time he would be allowed the release he needed!

He yanked again; blue flames burst along the shackles, stretching down along the chains. They didn't ignite the bed or the sheets or the frame underneath him. Instead, he found himself suddenly freed. It was done. It was all gone.

Exhaustion rolled across his body as he jerked himself forward and up. He was breathing hard, gasping from one breath to another, even as he flexed his fingers and looked down at his hands.

The shackles were gone. The chain also disappeared. He reached up and touched his face, now free from the gag.

He was free…

"I have to get out of here," Michael whispered. There was no one else to hear him, but he needed to speak those words, like he had to hear them out loud. Otherwise, he wouldn't be able to view any of this is real.

Had he really done it?

It seemed impossible.

Tentatively, almost like he didn't really expect this to work, Michael pushed himself off of the bed. He stood up straight and took one step forward, then another and another after that. At the same time, he kept expecting Tasha to reappear. Maybe she would rush through the door or do something even more theatrical like appear in a burst of flame. Instead, he was alone.

His breathing came faster as a different sort of excitement flooded through his body. All at once, he knew he had to get the collar off.

At first, he brought his hands up, and he tried to tear it free from his neck. He wanted to rip through the leather, only it didn't work. He had to free himself if he intended to escape.

Wait. Was that his actual goal?

Yeah, he quickly decided. He wasn't going to become a pet. Maybe he liked Tasha. Maybe he would have even wanted to date her. But right then and there, the frustration and fear continued to swirl through his chest, so he worked at the collar, fighting it.

Fairly quickly, Michael decided this wouldn't work. He would have to try something else. He hadn't been able to defeat the shackles or chains with brute strength, so the same would hold true for his collar.

He breathed out slowly. He tried to concentrate. He’d only been at the school for a short time, yet he still intended to utilize those lessons. Wielding magic felt a lot like tensing a new muscle. Even if the girls here had way more practice, he told himself he could still make this happen. It was just a band of leather.

But what if something went wrong? What if he unleashed a torrent of energy and burned his flesh or actually disintegrated the entirety of his body?

Michael glanced back at the door. Right away, he told himself that he didn't have much time. At any minute, the door could open, and Tasha could come right back in here. And if it came down to a question of a duel, he already knew she would be able to defeat him with hardly any effort.

Exhaling slowly, he concentrated. Channeling the arcane might, he sent sparks running across the leather band at his throat.

He released another torrent of energy. It burned at the leather. Heat danced across his skin. It was almost too much! It started to hurt.

The collar disintegrated. He let go of the energy, and those sparks dissipated into the air. He fell forward, still naked, his hands braced against his knees, only now he could feel it.

The magic.

It was back. He could sense those energies, and he knew he would be able to wield them.

In that moment, Michael started to get dressed. He had to escape. Now.

When he stepped back out into the hallway, he was glad it was late. There was no one to his left or right, so he made his way toward the exit. If he picked a side gate, he could get out, run across the courtyard, disappear past the gates, and lose himself in the forest. At some point, he would have to draw on his magical abilities again, but he was tired. Relying on his legs felt a lot easier, especially because he didn't want to draw any attention to himself.

As much as he wanted to run, he knew how conspicuous that'd look. So instead, he kept his head bowed down. He pulled up the collar of his coat. He had zipped it up so that it covered his neck. If any of the other girls saw him, he had to hope they would assume that he was out for a walk or on some kind of errand for his owner.

His owner.

When he thought of her, there was that spike of aggression, yet he felt something else as well. What was it? Regret? Disappointment?

There was some small voice the back of his head. It told him to go right back into his room, sit down, and maybe try to talk to her. He could have attempted to negotiate, especially since he had freed himself. That proved something. It should've meant that she would have to respect him now. She couldn't keep him as a pet or a plaything. But she didn't care. She thought she was doing this "for his own good".

Instead, he rolled his eyes.

Michael continued to walk. Then he spotted someone. It was one of his classmates. Her eyes narrowed when she saw him. He gulped, stuck his hands in his pockets, and aimed his gaze toward the floor.

She didn't say anything; she didn't shout or call for some kind of alarm.

That was good. That was very good.

He walked past her without saying anything.

Second by second, he hated how his senses seemed to sharpen, especially when he strode down one hallway, then another and another after that. Finally, he saw the exit up ahead. Bowing his head down again, he swung his arm forward as he rushed ahead. No one else confronted him; no one said anything.

Good.

Finally, it felt like luck was on his side as he pushed through the doors and found himself in one of the courtyards. He marched ahead and came to the gates. Again, he paused. He exhaled. Then he brought his hand up. He had on his coat and his jeans, but those protections didn't hold back the cold. It was dark out, and the moon shone overhead.

At this point, it felt like he was actually going to break a rule.

Then he smirked.

As far as these women were concerned, burning through his shackles and destroying his collar must've been another violation. As such, he was already in trouble.

"I've come this far," he told himself. And yet, he still paused. He glanced over his shoulder. A bizarre thought popped into his head. Tasha would be disappointed in him. At the same time, he wondered if she would be hurt. Would she go back to his small room, open the door, see the abandoned bed, and flinch, suddenly feeling rejected?

"Come on," he chastised himself. "She wants to enslave me." That should have been enough. Should have been obvious. And yet, she was smart and beautiful. When he heard her laugh, a tingle of pleasure always ran down his back. He couldn't help it, not when he was so attracted to her, the one and only Tasha deLance.

Michael bristled for a moment and lifted his chin as he scanned the stars overhead. Out here in the wilderness, there wasn't much light pollution; he could see the scattering of stars like thousands of glistening pinpricks. At the same time, he thought of a question one of his friends liked to ask in high school. If you could be an animal, what kind of animal would you want to be? Michael always came to the same obvious conclusion. If he absolutely had to be an animal, then he would want to be a pet. He wouldn't want to be out in the wild on his own, scrambling for survival or worrying about hunters. Obviously, it would be so much better to be a beloved dog or cat for bird or whatever.

And now, Michael glanced over his shoulder at the doors leading back into Malachite Academy. He was being stupid. He needed to push through the gates and to run forward. He had tried this once before, only to get caught and collared. Then again, that had been part of the game. Lots of girls had been after him, hunting him. And even if Tasha had tricked him, he still couldn't get angry.

Pursing his lips, he finally pushed the gates open and strode ahead. On his third step, he jumped forward and started running, swinging his arms through the air and slashing his fingertips down as he pushed himself forward. He didn't have much time now.

Something felt wrong. There was a prick of anxiety that tapped the back of her neck. A couple of years before, Tasha had been at a family conclave, and one of her younger cousins had grabbed a piece of ice and touched it to the back of her neck. Tasha had squealed, spun around, and slapped that kid across the face before she even knew what was going on. Then she realized how her cousin had behaved like a total brat. Right away, Tasha straightened her spine and looked back out at the adults. "She dropped a piece of ice down my shirt," she said.

After that, the adults decided that Tasha wasn't going to get in trouble for striking another kid.

That was how it felt, a sudden rush of cold, uncertainty, and something else. This time, Tasha didn't squeal, but she tried to understand what had happened. She had just left the classroom, and now she reached out and braced her fingers against the stone wall. Then she drew in a breath, and one name came to her: Michael.

Her eyes narrowed, and she rushed forward without actually breaking into a run or jog.

With every step, she tried to reach out, to find him.

She went to his small room, opened the door, and she saw the abandoned bed.

Her eyes narrowed.

It was empty.

The shackles were gone.

At the same time, she couldn't feel the presence of her familiar. She didn't know exactly where he had gone, but she smirked for a moment and wondered if maybe one of her competitors or rivals at the school had been bold enough to take him from her.

Closing the door behind her, she stepped forward and ran her fingers along the bed. Almost immediately, she could sense the frustration, the male desire, the hunger and need. Hot passion had burned here, disintegrating the restraints.

"You’re stronger than I thought," she said. "And that's why I'm going to have to be very firm with you."

For a moment, a smirk touched her lips. Only then, she realized she had expended a lot of energy on her exhibition. That kind of precision and control had sapped her strength.

She dipped her head down and decided that no one had stolen her boy. No one broke through the defenses on this room and grabbed her property. On the contrary, she had weakened herself while simultaneously strengthening her captive. "You haven't been properly domesticated yet," she whispered. "I guess we're going to have to rectify that situation as soon as I get you back."

Drawing in a breath, she closed her eyes and concentrated. First, she opened her senses up to the arcane wind. She wanted to feel the flow of energy through this room. There were old traces of the individuals who had been here, but they were far weaker than the blazing swirl of frustration. Instantly, she recognized those feelings as belonging to her familiar.

Running the tip of her tongue along the edges of her teeth, Tasha kept her eyes closed as she contemplated what she would do with this boy. She traced the energy out of this room, down the hall, and back outside. The trail weakened, but only because she had stretched her senses.

"If you want to be hunted again, then I'm going to hunt you again," Tasha said.

She turned and strode out of the room before hitting the hallway. She headed outside. Along the way, she saw several other girls. Tasha didn't say anything, but they watched her. Seconds later, she spotted her best friend. Cassie leaned against one of the columns and whispered with a couple of her other friends. When they saw Tasha, they recognized that look on her face.

"What's wrong?"

At that moment, Tasha decided she didn't care about discretion. "My familiar has run off."

"What? Is that even possible?" asked another one of the girls.

"Didn’t you collar him?"

"I did," Tasha said through clenched teeth. "I'm going after him. In the meantime, I want you to keep an eye out. If he comes back, I want you to alert me right away. Understand?"

"Totally," Cassie said with a quick nod of her head.

"Absolutely," agreed one of the other girls.

Pushing her way forward, Tasha headed outside, through the gates, and out into the forest beyond. She contemplated the clearing to one side, the thick scattering of trees to the other. "Where would you go? Where would you go, handsome boy?" asked the huntress. Despite using up so much of her strength, she licked her bottom lip, studied the tree line, and made her decision. Finally, she whispered, "I'm coming for you," before she rushed ahead it, her shoes stomping down against the dried leaves and derelict sticks.

Exhaustion pulsed through his body. He remembered PE back in high school, and fighting hard to get a decent time on his timed mile. At this point, he ducked and wove between the different trees. He dodged past the large boulders, the massive bushes, and underneath wide branches. It was dark and he had to squint, but the moonlight seemed to help. In fact, it was way brighter than he had any right to expect.

Michael kept going, pushing himself hard. After a while, however, he knew he would make a mistake if he kept fighting like this. That's why he slowed to a walk, glanced over his shoulder, and nervously waited for some sign of pursuit. But this time, there wasn't an entire gang of girls coming after him. Rather, it would just be one...or so he had to hope.

Once he stopped running, the cold seemed to sweep down on him; one heavy wind after another blew against his head and shoulders, torso and legs. His coat couldn't keep out that kind of chill. His jeans hadn't been designed for this kind of weather, either.

It didn't matter. It changed nothing.

Fighting against the cold, Michael stuffed his hands into his pockets, and he strode ahead without any idea of where he was going.

If he walked in one direction, he would find a road or something at some point. He refused to believe that it was just infinite wilderness in every direction.

"I'm coming for you," he heard someone whisper.

He froze instantly, thinking she had to be close by, just a foot or two away in one direction or another. As he spun, he scanned to his left and right, forward and back. He even glanced up at the darkened leaves overhead as though Tasha could be sitting on one of those heavy tree limbs.

There was nothing. There was no one there.

I'm coming for you. The words echoed inside of his head, especially because he recognized her voice. Tasha.

He gulped, turned and picked another direction, then started running. He pumped his arms and kicked his feet down. He jumped past rocks, ducked underneath other branches, and found himself pushing harder and harder.

Again, he had slow down but he didn't risk stopping.

Even as his lungs strained and his heart pounded, his skin dampened with perspiration. That only added to the chill soaking into his head and shoulders and down his back. Still, fear permeated his frame. He hated that he couldn't push it back or bury it. Even now, he wondered when she would come for him.

It wasn't getting caught that scared him, not exactly, although the potential for punishment did concern him. It was something else, something more intense.

He worried about the disappointment splashing across her face. At the same time, a different kind of anxiety had started to run through his body.

Where was he going to go? What kind of a plan did he actually have? Did he think she would give up if he made it back to civilization? Getting back to a town or city had obviously been his first step. At Malachi Academy, he was at a severe disadvantage. As a boy, he hardly had any rights. Now that she had collared him, he didn't have any. If he went to the teachers, they would just smirk, reminding him that he was now property.

But still, how did he intend to escape? Was he going to flee the United States? He didn't even speak another language. Would he go hide in Canada? Would he try to jump over to the UK? He didn't have any paperwork. He didn't have his passport. Besides, these women wielded magic. It wasn't like they were about to start respecting national borders.

"I'm coming for you," she whispered.

He turned, picked a different direction, and started running.

He pumped every ounce of strength he possessed into his arms and legs. He pushed himself until fresh droplets of sweat ran down his forehead. He got lucky; he didn't trip. At several points, he didn't spot branches in time, so they snagged against his arms and shoulders, but he ripped through those thin strips of wood. More and more, he kept running until his strength finally flagged.

Fighting his way free out of the restraints had drained him. He didn't have anything left. He came to a grass covered clearing, his knees buckled, and he fell forward.

He heard something: slow applause. She was clapping her hands together, once, twice, three, four, five times in deliberate succession.

"You made it a lot farther than I would have expected," Tasha deLance told her boy.

Pushing himself back up, he shoved his palms down against the soft grass. She slipped off her boulder, strode forward, and marched up to him. As Michael tried to scramble up onto his feet, he searched for the magical energies. He had mostly spent his strength by breaking out of his restraints and removing his collar.

"Were you going to run off?" Tasha mocked him. "Tell me. Where did you think you were going to go? Did you really think you could get away?"

"I still can," he said before she laughed at him. He bristled as red heat coursed along his cheeks. "I'm serious," he insisted. "I can get away."

That's when he held out his hands, and he tried to tap into the magical energies that surrounded him.

She strode up to him, reached out, and slipped her hand around his neck, then up to the back of his head. Her fingers ran through his hair, and her touch was so much warmer than he expected. Paralyzed by that contact, he knew he needed to move. He had to step back or jump to the side. He had to call on his abilities to get ready to fight her. Something held him back. He could have punched or kicked or released some jolt of electricity. Instead, he found himself looking right into her eyes.

She was close; more importantly, fury seemed to radiate off her. "Is that what you think? You honestly believe I would let my pet go? You might not believe it yet, but I know what's best for you. I know who you are and what you're supposed to be."

"Your slave?" Michael spat.

"That, and so much more," she said. That's when she leaned over, she whispered into his ear, "You might not believe me yet, but I know what's best for you, boy. Now, am I going to take you by the hand and lead you back to the school, or are you going to fight?"

"I'm going to fight," he promised with all the vehemence and confidence he owned.

"Okay. If that's what you really think you have to do," she said. She started to turn away. He pressed his lips together into a pout and wondered if this was going to turn into some kind of duel, like she'd march forward ten paces at which point she would spin around and attack. She would try to knock him down, to slide another collar around his neck.

Only now she dropped her hand down to his throat, and her lips moved. His eyes widened. He didn't understand. He tried to shove her back. Frantic now, Michael lifted his hands, and they were three quarters of the way toward her chest when it happened.

The collar reappeared. She cinched it into place.

He stumbled back as his hands shot up to the band now locked around his neck once again.

"Get this off of me," he snarled.

"Why? I mean, it looks so good on you. More importantly, it's obvious that you know you need to be collared."

"I don't know that!"

"Then why did you let me get so close?" Tasha placed her hands on her hips, leaned forward, and there was that condescending smile on her face as she talked down to him, explaining, "Obviously, deep down, you know you want to be collared. You know you want to be my familiar. You can feel it deep in your body, can't you? You know that boys aren’t supposed to wield magic. Boys are supposed to be pets and property for their superiors. Well, that's what I'm going to give you. And this time, I'm going to train you so you don't cause any problems."

That's when she stepped forward again, and she grabbed him by the back of his collar. The band tightened against his throat as she tilted his head back and leaned in to kiss him. In that next moment, silvery flames engulfed them as she leaped them back to the school.

The flames cleared, and he dropped back down to his knees. As the world came back into focus, Michael found himself right in front of that beautiful girl. She wore her skirt, leggings, ballet flats, and a button-up blouse. She seemed so powerful.

"Before begin, do you want to apologize?"

"No…"

"Yeah, you do," she told him. If this qualified as a game, it was one he didn't understand. But she did, and now she was offering him some helpful advice.

If he intended to think of himself as really smart, then he needed to listen to her. Still, something held him back.

"Go on. Apologize," she said. "You understand your mistake. Tell me it was insane of you to blunder out into the forest."

"I would’ve found a road, cars, something…"

"No," she replied. "You would have passed out from exhaustion and probably gotten yourself very sick. There are powerful wards all around the school to keep people from wandering in or out."

"Is that how you found me?"

Some of her bluster dissipated now, "No…"

"Then how did you find me?"

"Why do you want to know?"

"Call it curiosity," he said.

Still standing above him, she considered whether or not she should respond. Then Tasha deLance decided to tell him the truth, "You're my boy, and I care about you, so I tracked you. It was easy enough. When I got close enough, I figured out which direction you were going in, so I jumped ahead of you. It was easy enough to wait for you after that."

You're my boy, and I care about you. When he heard those words, he experienced another rush of heat that seemed to cascade down his forehead, along the ridge his nose to his cheeks, chin, neck and deep within his chest. Something close to uncertainty burrowed into his torso, and he didn't know what to do about it.

"Now, I was honest with you, so I expect you to be honest with me and tell me how much you regret running off."

Silent, Michael hated that tone of voice. It was so demeaning, so embarrassing. She was talking down to him like he was some foolish child. He bit down and reminded himself that he had been a university student. Maybe he hadn't experienced much of adulthood yet, but he had done pretty well for himself, earning strong grades in high school, getting admission to college, and even learning how to wield magic!

But when he glanced up along with the curves of her skirt to her stomach, the shine of those buttons and the glint in her eyes, his confidence evaporated.

"Tell me something. Why are you being so stubborn?"

He blinked, surprised by the question.

"I, I'm not being stubborn," he protested.

Now she laughed. Tasha had her arms across her chest, and she shook her head like she couldn't believe how ridiculous a boy could be. "Yes, you are. And yes, you are going to apologize. Then I'm going to work on you. I'm going to domesticate you. Obviously, I underestimated you. I thought the collar and the hunt would be enough. But obviously, you still hold onto a bunch of those really silly ideas, don't you? You still think you're back in the mundane world where males are indulged and deluded with notions of equality." This time, she shook her head from side to side as disappointed incredulity played across her face.

"I'm not going to apologize," he insisted.

Tasha deLance lifted her hand and flexed her fingers. More than an hour had gone by since her exhibition. Her strength had returned. Physically, she may have been tired, but a different sort of excitement now played across her body.

"Is that what you think? Is that what you really think?" Tasha asked him. She had her hands on her hips again as she peered down at this boy. A nervous gulp dropped along his throat, and she savored that look of trepidation as it spread across his face.

Only then he raised himself. Her boy tried to concentrate on all of the confidence and willpower he possessed. It wasn’t much—definitely not enough.

"On the bed," she said, reaching out and touching his chest. A flare of magical energy raced down her shoulder to her bicep, along her elbow and through her forearm before shooting into her fingertips. It launched him across the small room, and he landed perfectly on the bed.

She wasn't done, however.

She trapped him, calling out another spell.

He tried to recognize the incantation, only then his collar tightened. It flared with warmth and that's when she reappeared on top of him. She was straddling him again, just like before. Only now, he glared up at her. "I'm not going to apologize. I'm not going to apologize for wanting to be free."

"You're a boy. You're a familiar. You don't get to be free. You're better than that."

"Why do you get to make this choice for me?"

"Because I'm stronger and smarter," she replied.

Michael blinked and glared up at her as he realized Tasha actually meant it as she stared down at him. He tried not to be intimidated; he didn't want that rush of fear to run through his body, yet he couldn't deny it either. At the same time, a different kind of excitement pulsed through his skin.

That's when she kissed him.

The caster had the familiar on his back as he tried to move his arms and legs. He just wanted to bend his knees or elbows, to start to roll out from underneath her. At the same time, he contemplated what would have happened if she didn't wield those abilities. Without a talent for finding and channeling those arcane energies, he would have been bigger and stronger. Michael would have been taller and capable of grabbing her and tossing her onto the bed. He would have been able to climb on top of her and to pin her beneath him. It wasn't a fantasy, not really.

But whether he liked it or not, that wasn't how the world worked. If he had been allowed to remain among the mundane humans, then maybe he would have always believed that men were physically superior. Perhaps, as a progressive guy, he wouldn't have ever tried to use that advantage. Even so, it would have always been there, hidden away somewhere in the depths beneath his thoughts. And even if he didn't acknowledge it, that notion would’ve always provided some small source of comfort.

But now he knew the truth; he recognized what a witch could do. He swallowed again as the anxious energy pulsed through his body, and now she leaned in.

He didn't want to enjoy this. He didn't want to revel in her touch, yet he couldn't help himself—she activated those urges. She could play with his pleasure centers like a musician strumming out a fun melody. Her lips pressed against his, and she just barely touched him for one, two, three full seconds. Then she drew back, and Tasha tucked some of her loose hair back behind her ear. He tried to hate that gesture, to resent her for it and the effect she had on him. Instead, watching her triggered another jolt of excited attraction. She awoke something within his body, within his blood, deep at his center, within every thought and feeling and urge.

"Right now, you want to obey, don't you? You can feel it, can't you?"

"I feel something," he conceded.

"You’re my familiar," Tasha reminded him. "That means you want to be mine. Deep down, you know who you're supposed to be. I'm only telling you what you already know."

"What if that's not true? What if you’re just trying to brainwash me with magic?"

"The end result is the same either way," she told him and flashed another smile.

Something inside of him cracked; he could feel his defiance begin to break. It wasn't fair, not when she was this close. If she had teased him and aroused him and left him there while she went off to handle some classwork, then he would have been able to nurse his rage and summon another blast of strength. Perhaps it would have been enough to break his collar once again.

Or maybe she had learned her lesson. He didn't know, but he still itched to find out.

Only right then and there, Tasha focused all of her attention and energy on this boy—nowhere else. He had never felt so powerless or possessed; in that moment, he became her toy, an object to be used. Yes, he could think and feel for himself, yet his perspective had been rendered irrelevant. She was in charge, and so she could do whatever she wished.

As those thoughts cascaded through his head, she leaned down and kissed him again. He lost himself. He lost himself to her touch. The feel of her lips coaxed those urges even as his shaft stiffened.

She reached down. He was still wearing his pants. He didn't know how much longer he would be allowed that privilege. She found the outline of his cock, and she squeezed. There were layers of fabric between her touch and his manhood, yet the arousal still stretched through his body. It rushed along in one wave after another, all while his brows tightened and she kept kissing him!

Then she broke it off and said, "It's time for you to get across my lap."

"What?" Michael breathed out, barely able to think. She had scattered his thoughts and made it impossible for him to reason normally.

She pulled away, sat on the edge of the bed, and then she beckoned for him to come forward.

"I, I'm not going to just get across your lap," he said even as he suspected he knew what she intended.

"This is for your own good. And yes, you are." There. She said it. It was so definitive, so emphatic. Clearly, there could be no argument, no disagreement.

"Who, who are you to tell me what’s for my own good?" Michael demanded.

This time, Tasha just smiled at him. She didn't say anything. She didn't need to either. They both knew she would be able to take control. And a moment later, she proved it.

Her lips moved, and she tapped into those powers which most people couldn't sense or experience for themselves. Fresh strength shifted down along her limbs as she reached and grabbed him. His eyes widened, but she pinched his shirt and yanked, dragging him away from the bed and right across her lap. Under normal circumstances, that would’ve been almost impossible. But right then and there, she could use her talents and get exactly what she wanted.

With the collar around his neck suppressing his abilities, Michael couldn't compete.

Like some panicked animal, he tried to get off of her lap. She now had one hand on the back of his neck and the other braced on the small of his back. She pinned him, forcing him down. "Oh, look at that. You're still wearing clothing. Should you be wearing clothes?" Tasha asked him with another teasing note of condescension in her voice. She talked down to him. With his face aimed at the floor, he couldn't raise his gaze or look up at her.

Still, he figured out what she meant, and that's why he growled back, "Don't do it. Don't you dare do it."

"Michael, this is for your own good. Remember, I'm training you." He heard that extra emphasis, and he knew precisely what it meant. "I'm giving me you the discipline you need."

"This is never going to work! I'm not supposed to be a familiar! I should be a caster like you!"

"Michael, you're a boy," she reminded him. It was such a basic idea, such a simple sentence. She was talking down to him again, demeaning him, and there was nothing he could do about it. Second by second, those words sank into him. "You're not supposed to be a caster. You should be a sweet boy who makes his owner happy. You want to make me happy, don't you?"

Without thinking, he bit down and shut his eyes. At the same time, he remembered one part of being really young. He had been a cute kid, and there were all of these girls around him who constantly looked down on him. They wanted to pat him on the head, to touch his hair, to pinch his cheeks, or take him by the hand. He was smaller and powerless, so they could do whatever they wanted with him. Each time, he had always tried to bluster his way through every conversation, like he could somehow make himself their equal with nothing but the force of his will. Still, those girls had always been older and more experienced. And at that age, just a year or two could make a huge difference.

Tasha enjoyed a different kind of advantage. It struck him as insurmountable…

No. He wouldn't admit that. He wouldn’t think about it. Instead, he would focus on his defiance. He would fight back!

There had to be something he could do. He'd escaped once. He could do it again...Right? Those ideas seemed easy enough except he didn't know if they were true, especially since there was always this idea of lulling her into a false sense of security. At the same time, what if he didn't actually want to escape? What if, on some subconscious level, he had known she would come for him? No. That was bonkers. He longed to get back to his real—regular—life. Even if she was strong and beautiful and smart and made him feel incredible, he still had to get back to his old life. He raged against wearing a collar; he wasn't a dog, pet, an animal, or a slave. In college, he'd taken his freedom for granted. As a young man, he had so many different options. He could choose what he would study and which career to pursue. He could think about where he would want to live; the world was wide and open in so many different ways.

But now he met her, and she enveloped him in this soft, alluring captivity..."I don't care what you say. I'm going to get out of this collar again. I did it once. I can do it again! I’ll get my freedom!" vowed Michael.

"No, you won't," she said. "I'm going to strengthen this collar and make sure it never breaks. I’m going to keep you as my most valuable possession," she said. If he had stopped and really thought about those words, maybe he would have been touched. Maybe he would have stopped. Instead, he had to be a boy. He had to concentrate on raw aggression and defiance. That's why he tried to get some leverage, to kick out, or to push his hands down against the floor.

"Since you're not going to listen, maybe this will get your attention," Tasha suggested. Again, he fumed at her tone. She kept talking like some older girl who needed to get the attention of a little kid. He bit down, his lips hardening. He tried to think of what he could do or say, only then she unleashed another flare of magical energy. She bent reality, disintegrating his clothing. It burned away in just a few heartbeats without hurting him. Suddenly, he could feel the cool air brush along the backs of his legs, his thighs, his shoulders and neck. He only wore the collar…

"Better," she announced.

He sucked in a breath to say something, but that's when she spanked him. Her hand flew down one tight arc, and she struck his backside. "What are you going to do for me, boy?"

Michael held out.

Her hand came down again and again, twice, three times, four, five, six! Red heat splashed along the curves of his buttocks. He didn't know what was worse: the pain or what it represented. He fought to resist, only this girl was his owner. She was gorgeous. She was beautiful and smart and cunning in a way he couldn't imagine. As the embarrassment danced along his skin, his pulse kicked, and he kept squirming, but there was no escape.

Before she got to that seventh smack on his butt, something else inside of him cracked and broke. "I'll do it!"

When the words jumped out onto the air, she stopped. Tasha watched as he hissed through his nostrils from one breath to the next like an angry bull. That's when she casually rolled him over onto her lap. She still had her enhanced strength, so manipulating this boy like little more than a doll proved to be quite easy.

At first, he glowered up her, his eyes narrowed. Frustration flared off of him in waves, but she didn't seem to mind. If anything, she was amused by his continued defiance. So many other boys from her world would have broken instantly; they never would have dared to challenge her. They would have been handsome and cute...but boring. This boy, on the other hand, could be handsome and cute and interesting.

"What do you have to say?"

"I apologize," he told her. Like so many other young men, he had learned how to apologize. He knew how to harden his resolve, hide his true feelings, and tell an authority figure what she expected to hear. In that moment, he utilized all of those skills.

"That's funny," Tasha said as she dipped her head down. "Because I don't believe you."

"I did what you wanted," Michael protested.

"But you didn't really mean it," she said. "You see, I want you to understand that you're better off this way."

"It wasn't my decision," he growled.

"Which part? The hunt? Because you agreed to that," she said. "Coming to the school? Again, you agreed. Face it, boy. You put yourself in this position. You decided you wanted to hang out with a bunch of ambitious huntresses, and now one of us has cock, and you're upset because you lost."

His nostrils flared as the truth of her comments drilled into him. "But you shouldn't be able to enslave me," he said.

"You're a boy," she pointed out. "Boys need to be owned."

"That's not true."

"Do you need another spanking? Is that what you need?" Tasha didn't sound annoyed or angry. On the contrary, she adopted this other inflection, and it proved to be just as cheerfully demeaning, only this one made it sound like she simply wanted to educate him. He needed to learn. She meant to help…

Michael tensed and bristled and got ready to argue again. Then he reminded himself of how he had to cooperate with her. "No…"

"Try to apologize again," she instructed. "I'm sure you can do it. I'm sure you can do a good job."

Michael sucked in another breath. He held it. Then something inside of him seemed to puncture as he told her, "I, I'm sorry. Sorry, I tried to run off."

"Did you ever think you’d really be able to get away? I mean, I am stronger than you."

"I know…"

"Say it."

Apparently, an apology wouldn't be enough. "You’re stronger than me," he told her through gritted teeth.

"Again."

"You’re stronger than me!"

"I can wrestle you down, tie you up, and play with you, can't I?"

"Yes. Yes, you can," he said as he clenched his eyes shut.

"Now, you ran off, so I'm sure you're hungry. Are you ready to eat?"

"No." In truth, Michael didn't even know why he gave her that answer, especially because his stomach rumbled. At the same time, she mentioned food, so now the weakness spread through his body. Between shattering his collar, breaking the shackles, and sprinting off into the wilderness, he had burned through almost every in a reserve of strength he had.

Still, some part of him didn't want to cooperate.

"Yes," she contradicted him. "I know you're hungry, and I know you need food, so you're going to eat."

Her fingers danced across the air, and she whispered something. With the collar locked around his neck, he couldn't recognize those syllables. They felt and sounded like gibberish, like little noises he could never make with his mouth. But then he glanced down at the floor, and that's when he saw the bowl waiting for him.

"What is that?"

"Japanese curry," she said. He saw the dark brown mush and chunks of meat, potato, and carrot all mixed together. The food steamed, and it smelled delicious. His mouth watered, and another rumbling flash of hunger vibrated deep within his gut. Even so, he didn't move. "Eat, boy."

Part of him itched to turn back and face her and look into her eyes and tell Tasha that she couldn't address him like that. And yet, he returned to those other points without trying: she was stronger, wielded magic, she had him collared and could play with him however she wanted. If she demanded that he eat, then he had to cooperate.

Or did he?

She released him so he could sit up on his own. That's when he crossed his arms over his chest and said, "I'm not hungry."

"Do you think you're going to impress me with this mild act of defiance?" Tasha asked. "You honestly think you can't assert yourself here and now?"

"I'm not hungry," he said stubbornly.

That's when she kissed him. Tasha deLance grabbed him by his hair, pulled his head to the side, leaned down, and touched her lips to his. It was such a possessive, domineering motion. More importantly, it was one he couldn't fight back against even as his defiance melted.

"Get down on your hands and knees and eat in front of me," she ordered. "If you don't, I will lock you in chastity for a full year. I will make sure that you service me every night and that I get you very, very excited. Do understand, boy?"

In that moment, some of the playful condescension from before seemed to disappear. In its place, genuine annoyance flared across her features. Some part of him may have wanted to view this as a victory. If he could actually annoy her, then maybe he could figure out some other way to rebel. She had magic and arcane powers on her side, yet she wasn't omnipotent.

As much as he wished to continue resisting, he also told himself that he had to keep his strength up, so he slid off of her lap, and he looked down for a spoon or a fork or something to use.

"How am I supposed to eat this?"

"With your mouth," she said.

"What? No."

"Yes," she said as she crossed her legs and leaned back. When he met her gaze, he saw that certainty in her expression. All at once, he realized she actually meant it. "Consider this to be part of your punishment. If you can't be trusted, then you can't be trusted with silverware."

"But that's not fair," he said.

Tasha uncrossed her legs, braced her weight against her heels, and leaned forward. She reached out, and she touched the back of her boy's head as she shoved his face down toward the bowl. He saw it come closer and closer. She didn't shove his face into the curry, but his lips were poised to just above the steaming meal.

"You're hungry, and you're going to eat. If you can't cooperate on your own, then I'll just have to make sure you behave." He had his eyes cast down, so he obviously couldn't see her, yet he still picked up on the smile in her voice. She was enjoying this, he realized.

"Fine!"

She relaxed her grip.

He didn't lift his head.

"Remember, this is what you need. You are hungry. The only reason you didn't want to eat was because you were feeling stubborn. Well, are you feeling stubborn now?"

"No…"

"No,” she agreed. "You're not feeling stubborn because I'm teaching you. This is what you need, because this is who you are. There's nothing wrong with it. You know, there are lots of boys in Castor families who understand their place. Whether they’re husbands or sons, they know that they need to do as they're told."

"Yeah, but you raise them to be slaves."

"We raise them to be beloved property," she said.

His nostrils flared, his nose twitched, and he wanted to jump up and spin around to argue with her some more. At the same time, his backside still tingled from his spanking. He didn't want to endure that again, especially because he remembered that other threat…

When she said she could lock him in chastity for a year, did she really mean it? He was a young man. The prospect of going a few days without an orgasm horrified him. Weeks or months seemed impossible!

It could have been the hunger, or maybe he actually wanted to obey. In that moment, Michael couldn't be sure one way or the other, but he dipped his head down, and he carefully started to eat, scooping out chunks of meat and carrot and potato with his lips and tongue. He chewed and swallowed. At the same time, he could sense the weight of her gaze upon him.

"Good boy," Tasha told him. "That's right. You're going to eat. I want you to maintain your strength because I'm going to have some fun with you."

Fortunately, he didn't have to respond, not this time. Instead, he could just focus on eating. Moment by moment and minute by minute, he ate. Then she snapped her fingers again, and he watched as another bowl materialized just a few inches to his left, this one filled with water.

He turned around and glanced at her. In an instant, he could tell that he was not going to be allowed to pick that bowl up, and to sip from it.

"Go on. Drink. I'm sure you're very thirsty," she said. Her expression made it clear; he didn't get a choice. Again, she made the decision for him because he couldn't be trusted.

Something inside of him tightened, yet he found himself dropping forward again. Naked and on display in front of her, he braced his weight against his knuckles and lowered his head down. In the meantime, she watched him. She studied the contours of his shoulders, his waist and buttocks. She loved seeing this boy just like that. It was even better knowing that she had to hunt him...twice!

With a smirk on her lips, she studied this boy as he lapped at the water, gliding his tongue along the surface. He drank like a dog right there in front of her. Naked and with that collar around his neck, the view satisfied her. More importantly, he had yielded to her authority. Resistance was obviously futile, especially when she could punish him at any point, but now he confirmed for her something she had already known.

That's when she maneuvered him again. She used her powers to toss his body through the air and onto the bed, to spread him out. Then she snapped her fingers. It all happened so fast! In the next moment, he could feel the shackles materialize around his wrists and ankles.

Oh no…

He was chained down again, spread out and powerless.

"Since you gave such a good apology, I'm going to have some fun with you before I lock you back up." Her hand shot back toward his cock, and she squeezed him. His member had already hardened, and now she played with his manhood, coaxing those urges with even greater intensity. Hot passion burned through his body as she toyed with him. Then she leaned in and kissed him. Her mouth was pressed down against his. He arched his back as the excitement roared through his frame. More. He wanted more.

She gave it to him in those small and tantalizing doses. Clearly, this girl could take her time. Then again, she could afford to be patient, since she knew it was her prerogative to set the pace and rhythm of how she touched him. He could lift his head and press mouth to hers, but that was it. Arching his back and kicking his heels down against to be bed didn't change anything, although she must have enjoyed the way he squirmed.

She had seen him flex his power in class, of course. He had been far more competent than she had anticipated in a male, yet that only added to his value. This was a boy who could be a caster, and now he was a familiar instead! He had become her familiar.

That thought sent extra energy racing along her skin. The arousal grew more and more intense. She kissed him on the lips at first, only then she pulled away. She went for the right side of his neck, then his left. She traced her lips along his skin, sending one jolt of excitement after another dancing along his flesh. He squirmed against his restraints; he had to know he wouldn't be able to break free, yet some animalistic instinct still gripped him.

Good.

She liked it when this boy didn't think. Although he could be adorable when he tried to articulate one idea or another, she loved seeing that primal frustration play out across his body.

That's why she reached down again. This time, she slipped her hand along his scrotum. She squeezed his balls, making his eyes widen.

"You know you belong to me," she said. "These belong to me." She smiled down at him. "And this belongs to me." She wrapped her fingers around his manhood. She stroked him, gently gliding her touch along his length as she made him tense and strain all over again.

This was helplessness. This was powerlessness. Worst of all, for him, she made him enjoy all of it!

Tasha kissed his neck again three times in quick succession, her lips tracing different patterns along his skin before she pulled away and whispered into his ear, "It's not just a boy's lack of magic that makes them susceptible to female rule. It's this. Right here, when I touch you, you can tell me whatever you want, but I can feel the truth. I know that you are aroused. I know that you need this. Deep down, you understand that you're not supposed to be in charge. You need someone stronger than you to make the decisions. You need someone who is far, far more capable."

"I'm capable," he gasped out. Right as he said those words, she pulled her hand away from his crotch.

"Why, why did you stop?"

"I'm sure you can figure it out," she said. That's when she nuzzled her lips and the tip of her nose against his neck again.

Scrambling, he tried to figure it out. He didn't understand what kind of game she was playing, but one truth slammed into him. He wanted her touch. He craved that stimulation. He needed the closeness. It wasn't even a question of the sensations. It was something more, that connection, the knowledge that this beautiful girl could glide her touch along his skin. It was her. It had to be her.

Without realizing it, he figured out the correct answer, "Please. You're right. Please, don't stop touching me. You are right about all of it!"

"You see how easy it is to manipulate you? There's nothing wrong with that. This is who you were meant to be," she told him. At the same time, her fingers brushed along his scrotum, then down underneath his balls. His eyes widened as she used her middle two fingers to touch him. Right there, exactly between his legs. His body tensed, and he rolled his head back, lifting his chin up as the excitement raced along his frame. He could feel it at every inch of his skin, but especially right where she touched him. Then she kissed him again, and it felt like his defiance melted.

"Beg for the chance to lick me," he heard her say.

"Please. Please, let me lick you. Please, let me service you. You, you own me. You only, and I want to worship your body. Please let me! Please, give me the chance to pleasure you. Please. Please!"

"Are you my boy?"

"Yes!" Michael cried out. "I’m your boy!"

At some other place or time, he would've recognized just how demeaning those words were. And yet, they streamed out of his mouth, and he didn't think of this as a lie, a deception, or some attempted manipulation. He simply told the truth. With the heat of desperation burning at his center, he couldn't think about anything else. He couldn't see any other future beyond her pleasure, her satisfaction, her control and discipline.

Tasha was in charge because she owned him.

"Please!"

That's when she lifted her skirt and pulled away her panties and leggings. She tossed those discarded items down onto the floor. Next, she straddled his face. She lowered herself down. "Not yet," she said.

Like an obedient boy, he kept his mouth shut. Even as he breathed in and caught the aroma of her arousal, he knew better than to try to lick her preemptively.

In that moment, trapped in that mindset, he knew he had to obey. He needed to wait for her command. She was in charge, and so he would listen. He would do whatever she said. He had no choice. He couldn't think of any other possibility. She really was in charge, and the collar belonged around his neck. He couldn't even contemplate the possibility of trying to channel the energy to burn it away.

"Lick," she ordered. "Taste me. Taste me and pleasure me. Make me feel good, boy. Show me exactly where you belong. Show me who you are."

Right as she gave him the command, he embraced her order. He lifted his head as much as he could, and he swiped his tongue along her crevice. He tasted her. He had done this before, of course. Still, something felt different this time. He couldn't explain it. There was a different kind of captivity inside of his head. He knew he was trapped, but it wasn't just an intellectual understanding.

He went deep, and her body tightened. She straightened her back as she reached out and grabbed onto the headboard. Her knuckles turned white as she tightened her grip. Simultaneously, she reveled in her authority over this boy.

All across her world, there were women who owned young men just like Michael, only there was a key difference. He had the potential to wield magic. That made him different. That made him unique. Was that all, she suddenly wondered? No. The answer instantly flashed inside of her head. He was special. He was sweet and funny, and smarter than men were expected to be. Still, he was her property.

She looked down, and she saw the top of his head. From this angle, she couldn't see the collar around his neck, yet she knew it was there. That was what counted.

He was collared.

He was owned.

He was her property, and she could keep him.

She rubbed her sex along his lips as his tongue delved in deep.

"Yes. Just like that. Now faster. Faster, boy," she ordered as she closed her eyes and lost herself in that storm of sensation.

The orgasm exploded through her. She didn't expect it, but now it blasted across her senses. With her eyes shut, everything turned to a rainbow haze, flashes of red and green and yellow and gold playing behind her eyelids. Then she pulled back.

Tasha wasn't done with her boy, not yet.

"Beg."

Before, he had resisted so hard. He had fought with everything he had. Now, he yielded to her authority as was right, as was proper…Drawing in a slow breath, he looked up at her, "Please. Please, take me. Please, ride me! Fuck me!" He gasped out those pleas one after another, just as she expected and demanded.

This time, Tasha obliged. "Only because you beg so prettily," she teased him.

With a victorious smile on her face, Tasha pulled away, and she looked down into his eyes. She could start riding him at any moment. Instead, she considered him and said, "I want you to remember this, Michael. I want you to think about how you feel right now. This is the best feeling in the world for you."

"Yes. Yes, whatever you say," he agreed blindly.

Perfect.

She brushed her fingers along the contours of his shaft one more time before she grabbed him. Her fingers encircled his cock as she lowered herself down. At first, she just used him to excite herself, gliding the tip of his manhood along her crevice. She teased herself once, twice, three times. Then she savored the feel of his shaft pushing up into her, stretching the walls of her opening as she encircled him with the most intimate part of her body, her center. She trapped him. In the next moment, she found herself braced against her boy as her knees pushed down against his flanks. Simultaneously, she had his most vulnerable and sensitive body part now imprisoned right between her legs.

"Mine," she said.

"Yes. Yes, I, I belong to you."

"And why is that?"

"Please, I can't take this!" Although he knew better than to try to climax without her permission, he also understood that she would play with him first.

"What's wrong? Are you having trouble thinking?"

"Yes!"

"Good," she said. "But I still expect more of you. Tell me. Why do I get to play with you? Why do I own you?"

"Because you're smart and strong and beautiful and ruthless and ambitious," he said, tossing out those words, one after another.

If he had lied or tried to deceive her, then she could have stopped. She could have pulled away in that exact moment and left him there. After all, she had already enjoyed her orgasm. She didn't necessarily need another one. Or just as importantly, she could have issued another command, and he would have used his mouth again until she was finally satisfied. She didn't have to use his shaft; she didn't have to give him the release he craved.

"And?"

"And, and…" He blinked rapidly as he tried to come up with an answer. Once again, he could only get the right answer if he didn't allow himself to think or worry about it. That's why he cried out, "I'm a boy, and I have to be grateful for you. I have to be grateful for the training you give me."

"Then say it," she ordered.

"Thank you. Thank you! Thank you for owning me! Thank you for training me!"

"Good boy," she said, gliding her fingers down along the curves of his collar to his clavicle, his chest, then his nipples. She leaned down, and she pinched those points, gently twisting them, making his body spasm with another jolt of incandescent sensation.

"Good," she said. "Good boy."

Tensing her muscles, she lifted herself up, only to glide back down along his cock. She savored the way his body rubbed against hers. That bright, vivid friction made her lift her head and take a deep breath. Her heart pounded, adrenaline rushed through her veins, all while the pleasure continue to build, spiraling upward.

Before she could hit that crescendo, she stopped. She lowered herself down, came back up, riding him as she enjoyed the feel of his manhood.

"Thank you," he called out.

"Why?" Tasha demanded as she rode him, moving forward and back, then down and up again. She reveled in his body, all while she stared down at him.

This time, he met her gaze, "Thank you for training me."

"Try another word," she taunted him.

Because he was smart for a boy, Michael understood what she wanted to hear. He tensed, his shoulders locking up. Still, he had no choice, not while the onslaught of sensations coursed along his nerves, "Thank you. Thank you for domesticating me."

"Good boy," she said. Later on, she would recognize the danger. After all, what a boy said during sex didn’t necessarily correspond with what he really thought or how he actually felt.

Still, that was a problem she could deal with later. For now, she embraced the feel of his body right between her legs. She rode him harder now, practically hopping up and down. Her hair bounced against her shoulders as she closed her eyes again and brought herself closer and closer to climax.

The pleasure blossomed in a flash through her chest, along her arms and legs, up to her shoulders and down toward her thighs. It came like an earthquake, shaking along every inch of her skin.

"Yes! Yes! More! Do it right now. Come for me right now!" She dictated the terms of his release, and now he surrendered again to her. Pumping his hips up, he pushed into her. At the same time, he clenched down, and the excitement morphed into that uncontrollable rush of satisfaction. Primal bliss gripped him, squeezing along every muscle he possessed. While in its grip, he grunted from one breath to the next.

Suddenly spent, he collapsed, his muscles turning to liquid as he relaxed. He still had his eyes closed, but then she leaned down and whispered, "Good boy." She had pulled away, and now she brushed her fingers along his hip, through his pubic hair, and down toward his manhood. That's when her fingers slid along the air, she channeled the currents, and then he felt it begin to form: his chastity belt. It was the last sensation he registered before surrendering to oblivion.

As her boy slept, Tasha relaxed. She kept him chained to the bed and used him like a pillow, resting her cheek against his shoulder. That's when she felt it, a whisper on the air.

"Natasha. Come home. We must speak."

Tasha didn't hear those words as actual sound; her eardrums didn't vibrate or translate the sound waves into neurological impulses. Instead, this was something else, an intuition, an idea carried along on a different kind of wavelength.

Disentangling herself from her boy, Tasha found herself standing up. She raised her hands, brought her palms together, and was about to channel the energy through her body. Because she recognized that voice, she knew this was important. Only then, she remembered she wasn't wearing her leggings or her panties. She got dressed, pulling them on. Next, she slipped her feet into her shoes. Last, she considered her appearance.

This time, she simply brushed her fingers through her hair and tucked a few of those constantly rebellious strands behind her ears. Finally, she touched her fingertips together, concentrated and let the energy wash over her.

A casting like this could be dangerous, but she didn't want to keep the owner of that voice waiting any longer than she absolutely had to. Tasha was braced to experience the rush of power. She shaped it, understanding full well what could happen if she made a mistake. The sparks morphed into flames, and they washed over her, cascading down her face and neck, her shoulders and arms, past her skirt and down to her feet.

At some point, she closed her eyes.

When she opened them again, Tasha found herself in an old and familiar room. It was mostly dark, yet light snuck in underneath the door. Even in the shadowed gloom, she could recognize the outline of her old bed, a few stuffed animals on the shelves, plus her favorite books. She considered the spot where she had learned to apply her makeup and brush her hair. Then there was the desk where she had spent countless hours studying different topics from the history of her people to current geopolitics, all the way through to calculus and physics. With her laptop open, she had typed away at different papers for her teachers and tutors.

Her bedroom. At least, this had been her bedroom before she left for the Malachite Academy. Now she turned on the light, glanced at the mirror, and smiled to herself. She knew how she looked, but she didn't care.

Rather than going to greet either of her parents, Tasha made her way down the central hall. She passed half a dozen different doors. Then she came upon the opening to their penthouse's most important chamber.

As she approached, Tasha did her best to hide the nervous energy swirling at the pit of her stomach. She didn't want to look like some frightened schoolgirl, even if she had come running the moment her Matriarch had called to her.

Among the spell casters, every family was ruled by a woman like Natalia deLance. With her head held up high and her back straight, Tasha strode across the marble floor and up to the raised seat where the Matriarch currently sat. In previous decades, she probably would have had some grand tome on her lap as she wrote out her notes. Now, she typed away on her cell phone.

Despite the technological advances, Tasha knew what she had to do. She brought her hands up behind her back and crossed her wrists as she waited respectfully. She wasn't going to bow down, nor would she let the fear be displayed across her features, but she wouldn't interrupt either.

It was the Matriarch's prerogative to decide when she would address the young woman in front of her.

Finally, Natalia deLance turned her phone face down on her lap and studied Tasha. "Hello, my dear."

"Matriarch," Tasha said.

"You're very formal tonight," said the older woman. She had dark hair that was now tinged by traces of gray. "Are you nervous?"

"Concerned," Tasha said. "You reached out directly to me. Obviously, this was important."

"Indeed," Natalia replied. "Do you know why you're here?"

"Beyond the obvious point that you called for me, no. I don't. Why am I here?"

"From what I understand, you have a familiar now," said the deLance Matriarch.

"I do…"

"You didn't ask for permission."

"That's an old tradition, one most of my sisters and even my aunts and mother haven't followed for quite some time," Tasha said diplomatically.

"But there is something different about your boy."

"Matriarch, I mean no disrespect, but why did you call me here? I know that people from the academy report back to you. Every matriarch has associates who keep an eye on things." Spies.

"You’re blunt. Sometimes, that can be an excellent character trait. Right now, I'm not so sure," said the Matriarch. She leaned forward, rested her elbows against the armrests on her seat, and stared intently at Tasha.

As a student at Malachite Academy, Tasha loved her ability to stare most people down. She could endure the glares of her teachers; when it came to her classmates, she could frighten off almost anyone simply by watching them intently. But now, she could barely tolerate the way her grand-aunt gazed down at her.

"Your familiar broke away. He left the school. Apparently, he even managed to destroy his collar."

"Temporarily," Tasha said. "Right now, he is under my control again. I have disciplined him, and I'm sure he will be an obedient servant from this day forward."

"Are you indeed? Are you really?"

"What?" Tasha asked as the awkward silence stretched.

"You’re sure that this boy is genuinely under your control?"

"Absolutely."

"Why didn't you break him in before? Why not domesticate him? Why did you give him the chance to run off?"

It required all of her self-control, but Tasha managed to keep herself from flinching as those questions rained down upon her. Once they finished and the Matriarch was done, Tasha drew in a slow breath. She needed this time to think. More than anything else, she understood how many individuals messed up at tense moments like this, mostly because they rushed ahead. They blurted out the first possible answer without considering their other options.

This woman is powerful, but I'm not some little girl, and I don't have to let her intimidate me. Although Tasha may not have been entirely sure about that last part, she still tried to cling to the possibility that she could get through this. Besides, she didn't understand exactly what the Matriarch had in mind or why this really mattered.

Granted, Tasha never heard of another boy breaking out of his collar and running off. Then again, most of the boys who were familiars were raised among spell casters. Those males were born, raised, and sold off on the understanding that they would always be inferior to the women around them. Without a talent for magic, they couldn't possibly compete. So they learned to defer to their sisters, aunts, and mothers, really any woman in their orbit. It was obvious and inevitable.

But Tasha had chosen a different kind of boy, one who could actually tap into the arcane currents. In that moment, she briefly considered whether or not this had been a mistake. No, she quickly decided. Tasha trusted her instincts. More importantly, she genuinely enjoyed owning that young man. He was clever and entertaining, and there was something so adorable about the way he resisted her.

Realizing she didn't have much time left, Tasha continued, "I underestimated him. Admittedly, he has more talent and power than I expected. That mistake won't happen again."

"Have you considered the consequences of your error?"

"What consequences?"

The Matriarch considered the young woman standing in front of her for several long seconds. At the same time, Tasha started to wonder what she would do if the Matriarch ordered her to abandon her boy. Technically, he was her familiar; he belonged to her. And yet, Tasha didn't know what kind of consequences she might face.

"Tell me about our relationship with the Corazon family."

Tasha blinked, surprised by the shift in conversation. Even though the Matriarch hadn't answered Tasha's question, she knew she couldn't force the issue, so the young woman leaned forward slightly. Exhaling, she said, "They are our allies. From what I understand, our families have been pretty close for the last couple of decades. I don't have any of the exact numbers in front of me. We have helped them with a couple of feuds, they have helped us."

"Exactly. And you know what that alliance is based on?"

"What, Matriarch?"

"Mutual respect. We trust them because they are strong; they trust us because we are strong. That's why you are slated for the Silver Gauntlet."

"Yes, Matriarch," Tasha said. As a deLance, Tasha was dutifully aware of this. When she turned twenty-five, she'd receive the gauntlet. Apparently, it was a fairly powerful artifact; Tasha didn't know whether or not it was true, especially because she had never experienced it for herself, but that kind of arcane focus could amplify a caster's abilities quite a bit. Then again, she had to wonder if it wasn't simply a psychosomatic response.

Tasha was definitely discreet enough not to bring up that possibility right then or there with the Matriarch.

"We negotiated the terms when you were a very little girl," the Matriarch said. She suddenly barked, "But now, the Corazon Matriarch is reconsidering whether or not we should trust you with the gauntlet."

"Why not?" Tasha blurted out. Then she flinched and closed her eyes briefly, then she opened them again. Before the Matriarch answered, she continued, "I understand how it looks. But how did they even hear about this?"

"As you said, the Matriarchs all have associates at Malachite Academy. Sometimes, the minor intrigues between the girls there might seem insignificant, but we understand how those friendships and rivalries can evolve into so much more."

"So their matriarch understands that I let my boy off the leash for a moment."

"He slipped his leash," Natalia said. "He isn't supposed to be able to do that."

Tasha opened her mouth; she was ready to argue, only she quickly realized it would be a bad idea. The Matriarch didn't want excuses. That's why Tasha dipped her head down respectfully and asked, "What shall I do?"

"Do you have your boy under control?"

"Yes," Tasha said at once.

"You sure about that? Are you really sure about that?" Natalia narrowed her eyes as something in her posture and tone shifted. Tasha couldn't point out any exact details, yet her instincts told her that there was something else here. Sure enough, the Matriarch continued, "This is the game, my dear. I have watched you, and I understand your potential. You could one day be a Matriarch yourself. You’re cunning and ruthless. But things can get muddled, especially if you pick the wrong boy."

"I haven't," Tasha answered with all of the determination she could muster. "I picked a boy who is unique and special, and I intend to keep him."

"Indeed," said the Matriarch. Even if this sounded like a mild agreement, it wasn't. She had simply acknowledged her grandniece's answer. "What would you do?"

Tasha blinked once, surprised. This was supposed to be one of those instances where the adults simply told her what to do. Then again, Tasha had to remind herself that she was now a student at Malachite Academy. She had come of age. Even if she was a young adult, she was an adult nonetheless. That's why she rolled her shoulders back and said, "I would speak with the members of the Corazon family. I would teleport to Spain, speak with them, and convince them that I am capable of guarding the Silver Gauntlet."

"Agreed," said the Matriarch. "You leave in the morning. And be sure to take your boy."

"What? Really?"

"If you want to convince them, they're going to want to see him for themselves."

Afterwards, when she jumped back across the arcane currents and reappeared in her boy's room, Tasha didn't know what to do or say. The light was still dim in there, yet she could make out the outline of her boy. He remained on his back as he slept, his arms and legs spread.

"What am I going to do with you?" Tasha mouthed the words as she contemplated a difficult problem. The concept had occurred to her before, right as she took him, impaling herself on his cock and trapping his manhood right between her legs.

Running the tip of her tongue along her teeth, she kneeled over him. She thought of waking him, of punishing him, of tormenting him until he begged for the chance to prove himself to the Corazon Matriarch.

There was just one problem.

If she could look down into his eyes and see the truth, then she didn't dare underestimate the Corazon women. After all, a boy could be tamed and teased during punishment or sex. Yet that discipline was fleeting.

Like most girls her age, Tasha had spent a lot of time contemplating male psychology. A boy's mind could be so simple in so many ways. This seemed especially true when it came to sex. She just had to figure out what buttons they possessed. Exactly how could she toy with him? Exactly how could she touch him and awaken passions? After that, he was easy to control and manipulate. Better yet, his body would always betray him.

Unfortunately, that kind of obedience and subjugation might only last for a short while. A boy could swear so many different promises, only to wake up afterwards and decide that he wanted his freedom back.

This wasn't true with all men, she knew. Plenty of boys could recognize the inevitability of their subjugation. Still, it could take a long time to get them to that point. Men could be so stubborn, so thick headed…

She smiled and shook her head from side to side.

At the same time, she had to wonder something about Michael in particular.

What if he liked her?

It seemed likely. There was something special about him; he wouldn't be broken or tamed in a single night. She would wear him down, of course. She could sculpt him into the boy she wanted. But what could she do to speed up the process? That was the much, much more difficult question.

That's why she woke him up in the middle of the night with a kiss.

He opened his eyes, and he looked around. He squinted and saw her. She kissed him, her lips playing along his. He started to groan. That's when she reached her hand down between his legs, and she brushed her fingers along his balls. She toyed with him, even as she “accidentally" touched his chastity cage from time to time.

"Tell me, are you my boy?"

"Yes…"

"You mean that?"

He only hesitated for a moment. Maybe that indicated he was telling the truth; just as easily, it could have proven that he was lying to her.

She made him groan and beg. Then she finally stopped. All at once, she pulled away and smiled down at him. "Go back to sleep."

For a long time, Michael couldn't sleep. She must've known this would happen.

And yet, why mess with him? Why tease him?

He wanted to ask, but she had closed her eyes. Judging by the sound of her softly rhythmic breathing, she had gone to sleep.

Spread out and chained down, Michael tried to get angry. As hard as he worked at it, he couldn't succeed, not when she felt so incredible curled up against him, her cheek on his shoulder. When he breathed in, he caught her aroma. This time, it wasn't the hot scent of sex or pheromones. There was just the soft, easy intimacy of her proximity.

At the same time, he marveled at how different she looked. She was always gorgeous; her facial features hadn’t changed, yet there was something special about seeing her from this angle. He wished he could have reached up and run his fingers along her cheek or through her hair.

Then he swallowed and he could feel the collar around his neck.

His collar.

A flash irritation ran through his body; he couldn't help it. Yes, this girl was so tantalizing in so many different ways, and he loved the privilege of being close to her, but he had to recognize that other half of their relationship. She wished to enslave him.

For her, that wasn't even hyperbole! It wasn't a joke or a metaphor. It was literal; she actually wanted him as her slave, like she would be in complete control of their relationship.

His fingers curled tightly against the palms of his hands as the tension raced up along his arms and straight into his chest. Pressing his lips together, he rolled his head back and stared up at the ceiling.

At the same time, he found himself drifting back to an idea he had learned in college...regular college, not the magical academy he now attended. One of his instructors pointed out that large, governing systems pretty much always led to some kind of hypocrisy. "In large systems, perfect consistency becomes almost impossible. Granted, that's because these systems are made by people, and people are naturally inconsistent. Whether we're talking about economic, political, or artistic systems, it doesn't matter. Some element of contradiction will always slip in." That's when he pointed out one potential problem with modern, progressive ideals. "Multiculturalism is generally viewed as a good thing, and I think it's fair to say that our country is better with different points of view, but we also have to figure out where we are going to draw the line. Accepting the possibility of disagreement and different ideas certainly makes sense, but there obviously should be some kind of limit. What do you do when another culture is so divergent or alien that they can no longer mesh with our own? As a hypothetical example, imagine a society where slavery is still legal. Obviously, we consider that to be evil. So what do we do? Tolerance is one thing, but it can't extend forever."

For Michael, that had been an entirely academic question, only now he found himself on his back, his arms and legs spread, with a collar around his neck.

At the same time, he smirked bitterly as he contemplated another possibility: surrender.

It was what she wanted from him. It was what she expected.

As a young man who came from the mundane world, he had always been told he would have every option available to him. Maybe some professions and paths would have been more difficult, but he could still make the choice to chase after those goals.

If he gave in, that would no longer be an option. She would be in control.

Did she want what was best for him? That was what she told him, and he almost believed her. Why didn't he? And if he did, did he trust her? Was he willing to yield up his freedom because he suspected this girl was smarter than him and would always be stronger than him? Those questions swirled through his head again and again, chasing one another as he tried to sleep.

Tasha opened her eyes. Her boy was asleep. She could tell right away. There was something about his slow, rhythmic breathing. She pushed herself up as carefully as she could, determined not to wake him.

He remained chained to the bed, and she gently ran her fingers along his cheek. "You might not believe me, but I want what's best for you." She smiled, "And I will make sure you get it whether you fight me or not."

As far as Tasha was concerned, there were plenty of instances where an individual's freedom became irrelevant. First, children couldn't be trusted to make their own decisions. They didn't see the world clearly; they lacked the maturity to understand the world.

That was based on age. Why couldn't gender be used in the exact same way? Women wielded magic; men didn't. There was a fundamental difference between them. This wasn't just a question of muscle mass or height or weight or something else equally superficial. With the right gesture and incantation, she could summon flames and leap across reality, jumping from one point on the globe to another. That was real power, and it fundamentally altered how she saw the world.

Her perspective was better; it was broader and more reliable. As such, she could be trusted to make better decisions.

She was still a person, of course, so she could mess up, but this wasn't a question of perfection.

Shaking her head, Tasha smiled as she wondered why she felt the need to justify herself.

He was a strange boy, of course. He came from a different culture, a different world…He came from a patriarchy.

Patriarchy. To her, the word sounded strange—like something out of a book of bizarre and foreign words for concepts that no one really needed. Yes, she was vaguely aware that lots of people out in the regular world argued about that concept. For her, it seemed wacky, like some odd impossibility.

"The world is very big," she whispered to herself before she stepped away from her boy. She studied the shackles and his collar; she made sure they were especially strong. She wouldn't be distracted by a class or exhibition this time. Even so, she had something else to do.

She left his room, went back to her own chamber, and showered. She let the hot water run through her hair and down her naked body. She washed and brushed. She got ready. She put on a black dress with white trim. She pulled the dark gray leggings up along her legs and picked a pair of black boots with half-inch heels. From there, she tied her hair back into a ponytail and then nodded to herself.

Today, she knew what she had to do.

Exhaling slowly, Tasha deLance returned to his room. She found him.

He was awake. When the door opened, he jerked his head up, and he gasped out, "Tasha?"

"Are you scared?" Tasha asked. She strode forward, cutting the distance between the as she took one step after another. Then she pinched his big toe, ran her fingers along the front of his foot to his ankle, his shin, his knee, then up along his chastity cage. "Were you worried that another girl might find your room and decide to have some fun with you?"

"The thought occurred to me," he confessed with a hint of chagrin.

"Don't worry. The girls know you belong to me. This collar? It marks you as my property. You’re marked, Michael."

"Or maybe we could try something else?" Michael suggested.

"What are you thinking?"

"We could be equals," he told her. "We could skip the collar, and you could treat me like I'm an actual person."

"Why would I do that when this is so much better for you?"

"It's not," he growled back.

"Yes, it is. You just don't know it yet. But don't worry. I'm going to work on teaching you."

Michael sucked in a breath like he wanted to argue, only then she touched her hand to his mouth. That's when the gagged formed. He could feel the hemisphere push up against his teeth. Then the mask materialized along his lips. The straps appeared around the sides of his face, all the way to the back of his neck.

She had muzzled him.

"That's right," Tasha said. "You don't need to speak. Right now, I expect you to be my obedient boy as I put you on display."

On display?

She could read the fear playing across his features. "I know this is going to feel strange for you, but I need to make a point to some friends. That means I'm going to have you in a collar and on a leash and you're going to keep your hands behind your back. You’re going to show them that I can control you and that I know exactly what I'm doing."

He narrowed his eyes.

For just a few seconds there, maybe he truly believed they could negotiate as equals. The thought seemed absurd to her. Negotiate with a boy? Even if Michael happened to be cleverer than most of the men she had encountered in her life, she still understood his weaknesses and vulnerabilities. Besides, what else would he want down the line if she indulged him here?

"Come along," she said and made another gesture. He watched; he tried to memorize the movements of her fingers, only his vision seemed to fuzz around her wrist, up her hand, and along her fingers. While he wore the collar and while it suppressed his talents as a caster, he couldn't see what she did; he couldn't hear her incantation either even as he watched of the leash appear. It now dangled from her hand. The silver chain gently swayed from side to side as she waved her hand again. His shackles disappeared. She leaned in, and he thought she might kiss him again. Instead, she attached his leash. "Are you going to be a good boy for me?"

Michael didn't respond.

She dropped her hand down between his legs and grabbed his balls. Her fingers tightened just a little bit. "Are you going to be a good boy for me?" Tasha repeated.

Her boy struggled to ignore that rush of fear. Only now, Tasha’s expression hardened, and he saw the sharpened edge of her charisma. This girl knew exactly how to unnerve those around her. Even if they had been together, he understood her power. He gulped and nodded his head since he couldn't speak.

"Good," she said. She tugged on his leash, pulling him up onto his feet. That's when she reached out and pressed one hand to the back of his neck. She called out another incantation. The words sounded like smug syllables against the air. Then he saw the flames rush up along their bodies.

They only lasted for a second. He stumbled, and that's when he found himself in front of two other women. He glanced up and blinked. He rubbed his eyes.

Tasha looked at him, and he realized this was important. He straightened his back and brought his hands up behind him. At the same time, he wondered what he was supposed to say, only to flinch since he couldn't actually talk.

For once, maybe he could be grateful for his enslavement. "Isabella," Tasha said, still holding onto his leash. She walked forward and wrapped her arms around the petite, blonde girl in front of her. She looked younger, like maybe she was just barely eighteen or nineteen.

"Natasha! It's so good to see you again!"

"It's been way, way too long. How are you doing with your geometry equations?"

"I'm actually on calculus now," Isabella said with a hint of obvious pride in her voice.

"Really? Okay. Maybe it's going to be time for you to start tutoring me," Tasha said as she let go of the young woman. They smiled back and forth at one another.

After another. Second, Tasha glanced back at the other woman. She was taller, had wavy brown hair, and wore a pair of black rimmed glasses. In her black pants and white shirt, she seemed pressed and pristine. If anything, she made Michael think of a principal at some high school.

"Is this the boy?"

"Viviana, it’s good to see you as well," Tasha said with a slight bow of her head. Rather than give the older woman the chance to ask again, Tasha said quickly, "Yes. This is the boy. My boy."

Viviana narrowed her eyes as she inspected Michael. Vivid heat played along his cheeks, especially because he was naked except for the collar and leash and chastity cage. His muscles locked, and he didn't know exactly what he was supposed to do. She didn't circle him; for that, he could be grateful. Only then, the blonde girl popped over to him. She pinched his cheek, then his shoulder. "He doesn't look like anything special. Are you sure he can really cast spells?"

"I'm sure," Tasha said with a smile. "Technically, he is still a student at Malachite Academy."

"Apparently, the standards have fallen far further than I would have suspected," Viviana said.

"The standards are just fine," Tasha pushed back. "He can actually wield magic."

"Indeed," Viviana replied, her tone cold and devoid of any emotion. "But then, that’s why you have been called here, isn't it?"

"It's why I decided to visit," Tasha replied.

Isabella watched the two women talk back and forth. Now she nibbled on her bottom lip, and she looked back at this boy, her eyes bright with something that made him squirm on his feet. Isabella turned toward her friend. "Can I play with him?"

What?

Michael stared back at the blonde. She was pretty with those sharp features, small nose, and big blue eyes. At the same time, a shiver ran down his back. Losing control to someone like Tasha made sense to him. At the academy, she ruled. The other girls generally deferred to her. Yes, he understood that there were complicated rivalries, but when she strode into the dining hall or down one of the austere corridors, it was obvious she had everyone's respect. There were probably girls who didn't like her, but they knew better than to cross or confront her.

And now, there was this blonde girl standing in front of him, and she wanted to "play" with him?

Worried now, Michael glanced back at Tasha and waited for her to say no. She didn't say no right away. Why didn't she say no right away? Right as he started to convince himself that this was just a diplomatic ploy on her part, Tasha nodded to herself and came to a decision, "You know, I'm going to be speaking with the Matriarch, so maybe it would be better if someone could look after him? Would you mind, Isabella?"

"It would be my pleasure," she said.

Waves of jagged humiliation and embarrassment rushed across his body. He couldn't believe it, yet he still had to watch as Tasha held out his leash. Isabella took it, and then she tugged, "Come on. I'm looking forward to seeing what you can do!" She tugged and pulled and Tasha called out, "Have fun, you two!"

Tasha actually meant it; she wanted her boy to have fun with one of her closest friends. Even though Isabella was younger, the two girls had grown up playing together. First, that meant using their toys to stage imaginary negotiations or chasing one another along the grounds of the unimaginatively named Castle Corazon.

Built into one of the hills outside of Barcelona, it stood tall, impenetrable and unseen by the people who lived their lives just a few miles away. As a little girl, Tasha had always loved coming here. First, there was the excitement of feeling the flames run across her body in an instant, before she reappeared on these grounds. This was obviously before she had mastered those teleportation spells herself. But more than that, she got to feel Isabella and feel the strangely warm air of the Mediterranean.

This time, the castle didn't feel warm as she followed Viviana up a staircase, down a hallway, and toward a pair of double doors. Standing to the left and right of that entrance, two of the Corazon retainers stood as guardians.

The doors opened, and Tasha kept her expression neutral as she walked forward. She found the Corazon matriarch seated and waiting for her.

"Hello, Natasha deLance. I welcome you to our home."

"Matriarch," Tasha said with a polite bow of her head. "Thank you for the invitation." She made it sound social. At the same time, she could sense the weight of this moment, especially as Viviana took her place beside the matriarch. Simultaneously, Tasha sensed the eyes of the other members of the family. They were quiet, and they wouldn't get involved, but those women were still here, watching—judging and calculating.

"I appreciate your prompt response," said Tanya Corazon.

"Of course," Tasha dipped her head down again. "My family values our alliance. Together, we have been quite strong."

"Have we?"

"You refer to my familiar?"

"I refer to be boy who managed to slip your hold," Tanya replied.

Refusing to rush ahead, Tasha wouldn’t answer quickly. Instead, she seemed to consider that comment. Then she said, "It was an oversight, and it won't happen again."

"You let a boy escape? How?"

"I suspect you already know the answer to that," Tasha said.

"Perhaps," she replied. "I still expect an answer from you, my dear girl." Tasha tried to understand what those last three words meant. Sarcasm? A threat? Something else entirely? Or maybe there was actually a hint of sadness in the matriarch's comment like she was genuinely disappointed that Natasha deLance had failed, especially because it meant this alliance would fall apart.

The two families could be friendly, of course. But could they rely on one another? That was the real question. Violence seldom erupted between the families, yet the possibility always remained. Navigating those delicate balances always came down to understanding how the different matriarchs would respond to any given threat, challenge, or negotiation.

"To be blunt, I underestimated him. He is a caster, so he was able to break through his shackles and collar. I was distracted, and I didn't give him the attention or energy he deserved. Like I said, that won't happen again."

"I see…" The Corazon Matriarch touched her fingertips together as she braced her elbows on the arm rests of her seat. Positioned above Tasha, she seemed to consider these words carefully. "I send you back to your family now with my utmost thanks. You have been loyal allies, and I hope we will always be friends. But at this moment, I must dissolve our alliance. We will keep the Silver Gauntlet.”

Tasha had braced herself for this moment; she had anticipated the possibility. She had tried to imagine the exact words. And yet, she hadn't expected the rush of panic that flared through her body. Cold rushed down her back; her body tightened.

For the most part, Tasha hoped she managed to keep her expression tight and stoic. She needed to appear serious and solemn. More importantly, she didn't want to flinch, not in front of the Corazon women. Of course, she couldn't see herself; there weren't any reflections for her to rely upon, so she couldn't be sure how her body responded one way or the other.

Ignoring those questions, Tasha understood what decorum required of her. She was supposed to bow her head down, step back, thank the matriarch for her time, and leave. Instead, she took a step forward, "Matriarch of the Corazon family, I ask for a challenge."

No one said anything.

Perhaps there had been some sharp intake of breath across the room, but Tasha couldn't hear it over the pounding of her heart.

Isabella held onto his leash and practically skipped ahead, rushing down one long hallway. Then they came to a door, and she opened it, and stepped aside, motioning for him to go in. Still gagged, Michael wished he could say something. At the same time, he didn't understand what he was supposed to be doing here.

"Go in," Isabella commanded. Then she chuckled, "You really are bad at this, aren't you?"

Bad at this? Bad at what? Being obedient? Behaving like some servile pet for these women? Somehow, he couldn't get upset at that notion.

He stepped forward but not fast enough, so Isabella finally grew impatient. She gave his backside a little swat, prompting him to stumble forward into her room.

Tasha’s friend stepped after him, closed the door, and tugged on his leash again. He swept his gaze across the giant, fourposter bed with the pink, silk sheets and matching coverlet. Next, he saw the works of art. There were pictures of white and red dragons along with other strange creatures. He saw the books, her desk and laptop, different jars and tubes of makeup, plus her closed closet off to the side.

He glared at her. In that moment, Michael knew he couldn't speak, but he could still convey his annoyance and irritation.

"Do you need that muzzle?"

Part of him didn't want to respond, but she seemed excited and eager to play with him. Breathing and slowly, he shook his head from side to side. Perhaps, if he could speak with her, then he would be able to convince her to let him go? Or at the very least, he would be able to figure out what they were doing in this castle.

"If you really don't need the muzzle, you’ll have to prove you can behave yourself. I mean, I've heard things about you, boy."

What had she heard?

She pointed to the floor right in front of her feet. "Get on your knees and beg for the chance to speak. You know, speaking is a privilege for boys." Isabella repeated those points as though she had learned been in a classroom.

At first, he didn't respond. But then the corners of her mouth started to harden. She seemed to get annoyed, so he reluctantly stepped forward and lowered himself down onto his knees. Then he held up his hands, and he looked up at her. "Whimper," she said.

Whimper?

He shook his head from side to side. "You know, I can talk to your owner. If I tell her that you have been behaving badly, I'm sure she's going to leave you in that chastity cage for a lot longer. You don't want that, do you?" She dipped her head down and looked right into his eyes. He held her hands together and smiled at him. "Is that what you want? Is that what you really want?"

No…More importantly, he flashed back to that moment when he first saw this blonde girl. She was obviously friends with Tasha. His owner would listen to her…

Reluctantly, he sucked in another breath, and then he made this little whimpering sound. He tried to remember how puppy dogs sounded when they needed to beg. Now he made those same pathetic little notes.

Isabella clapped her hands together. "That's perfect!" She touched her fingertips together and unleashed another incantation.

His muzzle disappeared, and suddenly he could speak. "Where am I? What's going on? Why am I here?" Michael let one question after another drop from his mouth.

"Well, this is my bedroom," Isabella began.

"That's not what I meant," he interrupted.

"Rude," she said. "If you keep it up, I'm going to have to put the muzzle back in. Is that what you want?"

If he had met this girl on the street out in the mundane world, she never would have been able to threaten him. He would have been fully clothed, competent, capable, and confident. He would have been taller and stronger, and pretty much every advantage would have been on his side. But right then and there, this was her bedroom, and he was naked except for the cage on his cock.

He didn't want this blonde girl to intimidate him, yet he couldn't ignore those tendrils of fear now working their way through his body.

"Well?" prompted the girl.

Like it or not, he would have to answer. And if she didn't like the response, there could be consequences. Slowly, he forced himself to speak, "No. That's not what I want."

"Apologize," she said.

"I, I'm sorry for interrupting you," Michael said. As he spoke, he tried to convince himself that it didn't really matter what he did or said with this girl. It was temporary. Isabella wasn't really in charge, and she didn't own him.

His shoulders tightened for a second, thinking that no one was supposed to own him. And yet, he flashed back to Tasha. He thought of the way her hair shined and how she smiled and the contours of her body. He remembered the heat of her slit as she claimed him just last night. He could still feel the weight of the shackles on his wrists and ankles, and part of him almost believed he belonged beneath her…like he needed the collar around his neck.

No. No way. He refused to accept it. And yes, those words flared behind his eyes, only he couldn’t pump the same kind of passion into that defiance.

"Good boy," Isabella said as she patted him on the head. "So, if you don't want to be punished, let's work on your tricks."

He gulped again, suddenly nervous.

The silence rolled across the air from one second the next. Refusing to say anything, Tasha remained utterly still. She had her hands at her sides, and she kept her eyes locked on Tanya Corazon, Matriarch of her family. At some point, someone would have to speak. Someone would break. Tasha promised herself it wouldn’t be her. It had to be someone else, anyone else.

"Are you aware of what you are suggesting?" Tanya Corazon asked as she narrowed her eyes and studied the girl in front of her.

"I understand exactly what I am suggesting," Tasha answered. "And I understand where you’re coming from. There was an oversight; I let my boy get away for a little while. I caught him, but you’re still concerned. That makes sense. I respect your feelings. At the same time, I want to show you that your misgivings are misplaced."

"Are they?"

"Respectfully, I request a challenge."

"Challenges are not games," said the matriarch. "You are aware of this? You understand that you could get hurt?"

"Matriarch," Viviana said, finally speaking out. "If she is harmed or worse, there could be serious ramifications."

"I'm aware," Tanya replied. She still had her eyes aimed down at Tasha. She didn't pull her gaze away from the deLance girl as she worked her way through the different ramifications. "Are you brave or foolish?"

"Neither," Tanya said. "I’m determined. I don't care what it takes. I will show you that I am strong enough to keep my boy on his leash. One mistake shouldn't be enough to destroy this alliance. You don't trust me? Fine. Give me another chance to earn your trust. It costs you nothing."

"But it might cost you everything," Tanya answered.

"I'm ready," she insisted.

"I do like seeing you collared," Isabella told him. "Most of the boys around the castle are dressed. Personally, I'm not sure if this is a good idea, but it's not my decision. I don't have a slave or a familiar yet. Sometimes I play around with a couple of the boys, but it's not the same. You know?"

"No, I don't know," he said.

"That's a good answer for a boy," Isabella chided him. "But right now, I expect to see you crawl on the floor."

"Why?"

"Because it's my responsibility to watch you, and I’d like to do something useful. I think it would be really sweet if Tasha could come back and find you better trained than when she left you with me."

"And what if I say no?"

"You're a boy," she reminded him as though he might've forgotten. "One way or another, you're going to cooperate." Her eyes may have sparked with some flash of determination. Or maybe that was just his imagination.

"Fine," he said.

"Down on your hands and knees. Don't start crawling until I give you permission."

Now he needed permission to crawl? This felt like another stab of indignity, but he couldn't do anything about it, especially since this girl was right about her authority. Even if he thought it was unfair, the women in this castle had control. Besides, he didn't even know exactly where they were.

Back in the mundane world, location could feel fixed. If you woke up in one city, the chances were good that you’d go to sleep in that same city. And if you wanted to travel, that would mean climbing into a car or jumping on a plane. Ever since he found his abilities, he had discovered how disorienting the world could be when a few syllables and gestures would be enough to carry him from one continent to another.

Within seconds, he found himself in that demeaning position. Braced on his hands and knees, he stared forward. Then he dropped his chin down against his chest as he glared at the soft carpet beneath him.

"Chin up. Look straight. Tense your back. Hold your shoulders in position," she said, calling out those words, one after another.

The thought of defiance hung all around him. At the same time, he thought of Tasha, and a bizarre thought popped into his mind. He didn't want acknowledge it, but resisting Tasha seemed somehow easier, like they shared a connection. At the same time, if he resisted this lithe girl, it could cause problems for Tasha.

Why did that idea trigger a jolt of guilt deep within his got?

Worse, why was it strong enough to make Michael actually obey? He raised his chin, stared straight ahead and tensed his back, all while he held his shoulders in that position. Yes, he did as he was told. He obeyed. In that moment, he felt more like a pet than an actual man. His education meant nothing. Even his surprising talent for controlling the arcane had become irrelevant while he behaved like a dog for Tasha's childhood friend.

"Okay," Isabella said, apparently impressed for the moment. "Crawl across the room and touch your nose to that wall." Isabella raised her arm and pointed.

Michael defied everything he wished to believe about himself because he crawled. He moved forward on his knuckles and knees, all while that girl watched. She studied him, her eyes gliding along his neck to his shoulder blades, down to the small of his back and along his buttocks. He didn't know this girl, but she had taken control.

This was something Tasha could do to him whenever she liked. She might hand him off to another woman, and he would be expected to obey… Fresh fury pounded through his body as he cooperated. Even if he hated doing this, he didn't see any alternative.

He made it to the wall, and he came up close. He stopped for a second or three. He could sense her watching him and possibly wondering exactly what he would do or how he would behave. Was he about to mess up?

Michael leaned forward, and he touched the tip of his nose to the wall. That's when he heard her hopping up and down and clapping. "I knew it! I knew you could be a good boy. I saw it in your eyes. I don't care what Viviana or any of the others say. You’re a boy, and you want to be good. I just knew it!"

He pulled his nose away from the wall and spun around. Somehow, he didn't jump up onto his feet. Instead, he glared at her from his spot on the floor.

"And you're even cute when you pout," Isabella said with another clap of her hands. He braced himself, thinking she was about to unleash another torrent of magic. But no, she just watched him. "Okay. Crawl back to me.” She pointed to that same spot right in front of her shoes.

Michael breathed out. The exasperation stretched through his body, but he didn't see any other choice. Once again, he obeyed. He cooperated. He sliced off a thin strip of his dignity as he gave this girl what she expected. At the same time, he knew he was reinforcing all of her previously held beliefs. As far as she was concerned, men were inferior. Was she wrong to draw this conclusion, especially when all of the other women around her kept telling her how men needed to be owned?

Regretting his obedience, Michael still crawled. He crawled like a dog. He found himself on his knees in front of her. He still had his torso stretched forward, and now she crouched down as she touched the underside of his chin. "I can see why Tasha picked you."

"Please, do we really have to do this?"

"Work on your training? Absolutely!"

"Why? Why does it matter? Obviously, I can crawl. Don't think you're teaching me anything."

"Actually, I am," she contradicted him.

"What? What are you teaching me?"

"Tone," she told him.

With that single word, this young woman silenced him. He bristled and shut his mouth. At the same time, he knew that if he kept speaking, he’d probably say something he would regret. Because he cared about Tasha, he couldn't and wouldn't take that risk.

Since Michael didn't say anything, Isabella took that as acquiescence. For her, it was so easy. She was a woman, so she’d win. She took that underlying point for granted. As far as she was concerned, there could be no other possibility.

For Tasha. That was why he would do this. That was why he remained on his hands and knees like an animal.

"Roll over," Isabella said.

As his nostrils tensed, he breathed with the urge to growl back at her, "You're joking. You have to be joking. There’s no way I'm going to roll around on the floor like a dog." He didn't say any of that, however. Even if he hesitated, Isabella didn't seem to mind. Her eyes sparkled with amusement; she could enjoy toying with the boy who belonged to her old friend. Or maybe it was something else. He was a caster, and that made him special; that made them unique. After this, she’d be able to go off and brag to her friends about what she had accomplished. They could laugh and titter over his subservience.

Just as importantly, he realized something. Because he cooperated with this girl, he again validated so much of what she already believed. To her, boys were naturally inclined to subservience. She had probably grown up hearing all about how men yearned for a strong hand. Even as the dread pulsed along the back of his neck, he realized his obedience confirmed everything she had already learned.

This time, he didn't just want to argue. He actually hoped he might be able to convince her. Maybe he could have looked up into her eyes and said, "I understand what you have heard about men, but you need to realize that we are capable and competent individuals. Just look out at the mundane world. Yes, there are problems, but we have built so much. Just look at the skyscrapers, the freeways, the airplanes in the sky. All of this proves something."

"Go on, boy," Isabella said before he could utter another word.

It was her tone. There was something in the inflection of her "encouragement" that proved she wasn't going to listen to him. He could have crafted the most articulate and poetic argument ever heard by human ears, and it wouldn't be enough. She knew what she believed, and she would listen to support for her argument. Anything else would become noise.

"Roll over, boy. You can do it. I know you can." Isabella clapped her hands together, pressed her elbows down against her stomach, and leaned forward with that bright, vivacious smile on her face. "You don't have to be shy. Even if you mess up, that's okay. You’re a boy, so I expect you to mess up from time to time. As long as you do your best, that's all that counts!"

His eyes widened with barely contained aggravation. It felt like a rash all across his psyche. His lips tightened against his teeth, and he needed to snap back at her, but those other two words popped into his head, reverberating again at again. For Tasha.

He didn't understand the politics here, but he knew that these girls would talk about him. Even if he didn't like it, he served as a reflection of his own her…Tasha could get in trouble if he messed up.

Without meaning to, he kept spinning through the same thoughts and worries.

Pulling in a gulp of air, he forced himself to swallow back every word right before he dropped down onto his side. Like a trained boy, Michael rolled onto his back, onto his other flank, and then he pushed himself back up onto his knuckles and knees. This time, he kept his head bowed down, mostly because he didn't want to see the triumphant expression on Isabella's face. "I knew it! I knew you could be a good boy. Who cares if you have powers or whatever? You're still just a boy. You can't help it, can you?" That's when she scurried forward and reached out with the tip of her shoe. He didn't understand what was going to happen, not until she touched his chastity cage.

Layers of rubber, metal, plastic, and cotton separated her toe from his shaft. Even so, he twitched. Worse, she felt it! Scarlet heat soaked into his cheeks as she laughed, "Did I just feel you twitch? Are you getting excited because this kind of training really makes you happy?" She paused and let those implications sink in. “Is that it? Is that what’s happening here?”

"No!" Michael squeaked out. He hated how ridiculously insincere his voice sounded right there. And yet, he couldn't yank back that syllable, no matter how hard he tried.

"You did. I just felt you twitch! Oh, that's okay. You don't need to feel bad about it."

Biting down, he wanted to say something. He had to find the words to reclaim some semblance of dignity. Despite his best efforts, he failed totally.

"I know all about boys," Isabella said, talking down to him as she made this all sound like an easy and obvious explanation. "I get it. It must be really frustrating knowing that you’re the inferior sex, but there are lots of guys out there who accept it. I have this cousin, Leonardo, and he is so sweet. He knows that he's never going to be able to compete with me. So do you know what he does?" She asked that last part like it was an important secret.

"What?" Michael practically spat out his question.

"He’s learning how to cook and clean. He's even getting a certificate in culinary arts. You know why? It's not about ambition. His parents were worried that he wanted to get a certificate so he could start a restaurant or something. But when we questioned him about it, he told us the truth. And it was so sweet! He said that he wants to be the best cook possibly can for his future wife. You see, that's what a good boy should be. That's what you could be."

"That's not what I want," he said.

"Then what do you want?"

If he had said something about becoming a programmer, engineer, architect, or CEO, Isabella probably would have laughed. Having this teenage girl chortle at his ambitions would have scraped him raw. Unfortunately, Michael couldn't even lie for one simple reason: he didn’t exactly know what he wanted to do. Before he came to Malachite Academy, he had been a college student like so many others. And like many of his classmates, he didn't precisely know what he should do. As his advisers pointed out, his first couple of years of college were a perfect time to figure that out. This was one reason why so many students were required to take general education classes. In addition to exploring the world and learning just how little they actually knew, these college kids had the opportunity to decide whether or not they would be interested in something like oceanography and hydrodynamics, pharmacology and medicine or programming.

"I want to make my own choices," he groused.

"No."

"Excuse me?"

At this point, Isabella crouched down, bending her knees. She reached up and touched her middle to fingers to his chin. This girl forced him to raise his gaze and to look back up at her. Tasha had used to that maneuver on him before, and now he missed her even more, especially because there was something so infuriating about this girl. She seemed innocent, which only made her condescension that much more insulting. "No," Isabella told him again. "That's what you think you want. But that's not what you really want. I'm sure, if you really work on it, you’ll realize you need someone to tell you what to do. You want someone to guide you. You want someone who will help you make the right decisions." Again, she uttered those words as though she had practiced them.

"You don't know what you're talking about," Michael shot back.

"Are you sure about that? I'm the one who knows how to control you. You're the boy down on his hands and knees—a boy who can't help himself when I touch his chastity cage."

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"Are you sure about that?" Isabella asked him as she hopped up onto her feet. She extended her foot again. Braced on all fours, Michael didn't want to react. At the same time, he bit down, clenching his jaw as her shoe came into contact with his chastity cage. "Yeah," she said, chuckling. "I can feel it. You can't help yourself. You’re twitching. You're excited. You're a boy, and you really want to get out of that cage. And that's how she's going to train you."

Michael said nothing, yet he silently fumed against how some part of him actually agreed with Isabella on this point. As a young guy, he frequently touched himself. Those urges were always there. It didn't help that he would walk down a hallway or see a girl like Tasha and experience that rush of excitement. It was there, just waiting for him. It felt like someone had buried those longings deep inside of his gut. At his center, he was a volcano, and the women around him knew how to make the magma boil and bubble.

"Fine. She's going to train me. Can I go now?"

"No. Come on, Michael. You haven't mastered your tricks yet. Roll over again, boy."

He didn't do it right away. That's why she laughed and added, "Even now, you're hesitating. You obviously need a lot more discipline."

While Michael tasted the indignity of getting trained by that Corazon girl, Tasha worked hard to keep the fear from playing across her face. It was easy enough, or so she thought. Still, she could feel that twitching in her bottom lip, like it wanted to start shaking at any moment.

Her hosts had been very clear; if she did this, they couldn't be held responsible for the consequences. It was going to be a challenge, and it could be dangerous...or fatal.

This was an old technique, one from centuries before, where human life could often be seen as cheap. Maybe humanity had evolved, but Tasha might still suffer the same consequences as those who undertook a challenge in past centuries.

Tanya Corazon, matriarch of her family, strode ahead. Behind her, Tasha followed. Supposedly, no one was watching her at this point, yet the girl from Malachite Academy didn't believe that. She understood how there could always be eyes on her, so the performance never ended. Last, Viviana and several of the Corazon retainers followed.

They traversed a series of spiral stairs. Pretty soon, they passed to the ground level as they made their way into the castle's deepest depths. They strode past cellars, extra storage facilities, a bunker, and even the dark dungeon. Eventually, they came to a black, iron door.

"Through here, you will find the garden," explained Tanya Corazon.

This was normal enough, but it was Viviana who surprised Tasha as she reached out and touched her shoulder. "We may no longer be allies, but I don't want to see you get hurt. Are you, you want to do this?"

Tasha shrugged off of the friendly touch, "Yes. I'm sure," she said. "I want to take care of my family just as you want to take care of yours. If that means proving myself, then I'll do it."

"You're a brave girl," Tanya said. "I hope this doesn't prove to be a fatal error."

"Me too." As they opened the door, she peered out. At this point, they were hundreds of feet beneath the surface of the earth; despite this, she found herself peeking out into a darkened garden. Silvery moonlight played across the grass, and she saw the neatly trimmed hedges. Clouds drifted in front of meek stars overhead.

This kind of magic still existed, of course. There were even casters who could spend months or years crafting enormous realms just like this one. With the right kind of energy, any given space could become something like a musical instrument, malleable, and capable of producing different stimuli. Granted, she didn't know what the Corazon family did down here, but she was about to find out.

"I will pass this test. I’ll prove to you that I am worthy of the Silver Gauntlet," Tasha said more as a matter of ceremony than anything else.

"Make it to the center of the garden to quiet the creatures within. Once you’re in the circle at the center, no harm will come to you," Viviana explained.

Tanya reached out and touched her bicep; her fingers were slender from age but also extremely strong as she tightened her grip. "Are you sure you want to do this? Are you sure you wish to take this kind of risk? Politics are one thing. Life is something altogether."

"I'm certain," Tasha said despite all of her instincts, crying out to the contrary.

Staring out toward the darkened garden, Tasha rolled her shoulders, took a breath, and stepped across the threshold. Right as she did so, the iron door slammed shut behind her. She flinched, fully aware that any number of denizens would hear that sound and come running. No, that wasn't quite right...They'd come hunting.

"Beg," Isabella ordered.

"For what?"

The young woman standing over him, just shrugged. "It doesn't actually matter. I just want to hear you beg. Go on. Do it."

"This is another trick?"

"Absolutely," she said, sounding vaguely offended. "Think about it. Isn't this something dogs learn how to do all the time."

"I'm not a dog," he told her.

"But you are a boy," Isabella reminded him.

"Fine," he grunted. Michael sat up straight, pressed his elbows down against his sides, lifted his hands, and dropped his wrists downward. With his fingers pushed into his palms, he peered up at her.

"I don't like why you're squinting at me," she said. "Make your eyes wider. Open them up all the way and whimper again for me."

Not this, not again.

Although his reluctance burned, Michael already knew he would have to do it. That's why he obeyed. He whimpered. He made those silly little sounds, and he even opened his eyes all the way for her. He gazed up at her, and even if the frustration continued to spiral and circle through his chest, he still made her laugh. She clapped her hands together.

"Perfect. Now, I want you to crawl over here. Come closer."

"Why?"

"Just do it," she ordered.

He began to move.

That's when the spasm of pain exploded along his side. For half a second, he wondered if he’d been shot or stabbed.

It burned!

It pierced every nerve along the side of his chest.

He cried out, shouting. The sound was torn from his throat. It wasn't a conscious decision, and he didn't understand what had happened. It felt like something had just slammed into his side.

Tasha watched the first of the wolves race at her. Immediately, she tilted her body to the side, lowered her right arm down toward her left hip, and tensed as she gathered the energy. She saw the translucent hue along their features, starting at the tips of their noses, working up their muzzles, and flaring down all the way to their tails.

She didn't know if they were real or not. They could have been ghosts, conjured spirits, or beautifully crafted sculptures composed of psychic strength. It didn't matter to her. They were coming closer and closer, their paws digging down into the soft ground as they raced for her. These creatures left furrows in the ground as they stalked their target: her.

She heard them barking, yapping, and snarling.

In our last instant, she swept her arm up, and arcane strength flew out, knocking the lead wolf back. It flew into one of its compatriots. The third leaped up, coming for her. If it got its jaws around her throat, he could rip her neck to bloody tatters.

Tasha moved just barely fast enough. She could feel the creature fly over her as she dropped down and jumped to her left. At the same time, she tried to gather up fresh energy, only to feel the arcane winds fall through her fingers. She couldn't help it, not when she tried to move and concentrate on gathering those energies in the same instant.

In that next second, Tasha rose back onto her feet, spun up, and threw her arm forward with her fingers stretched out. A spear of energy exploded forward and skewered the last wolf. It dissipated.

She turned back to see if the other canines remained; no, they were gone. And yet, she could already hear it, the booming footsteps.

When she looked ahead at the hedge maze, Tasha saw several different entrances. She wished she had more time to contemplate which one might lead to the center the fastest, but those footsteps continued to boom across the air.

As much as she didn't wish to accept the fact that she was frightened, the fear continued to pulsate through her body. It flashed from her stomach up into her chest. That's why she bent her head down, slashed her arms forward, and ran forward going for the center opening and into the garden labyrinth.

Seconds later, Tasha discovered this was the wrong choice. Up ahead, she saw the clockwork titan. It was humanoid with two arms and two legs. Like the wolves, it carried a ghostly glow. Silvered energies seemed to radiate from this thing.

Right away, Tasha threw her arm forward again, channeled the powers at her disposal, and sent a spike of energy shooting at the creature. The clockwork titan raised its arms, crossing them over its chest. Even if it lumbered forward, its limbs seemed to move so much faster than she could have expected. Worse, it blocked the attack, sending sparks shooting up into the air before they drifted down like miniature fireworks, fading away into nothing.

Tasha peeked over her shoulder, thinking maybe she should run back out into the clearing. Right as her gaze hit the ground a few feet back, she spotted the spiked vines crawling across the ground.

"Not fair," she mouthed without any actual animosity. In truth, she had been warned multiple times. She understood this. Simultaneously, she wasn't about to let one mistake on her part mess this up. Her family needed this alliance, so they were going to have it. As a loyal daughter to the deLance bloodline, she wouldn't fail.

In another moment, the clockwork beast began to lumber toward her, stomping ahead from one quick stride to the next. It wrecked the distance between them, meaning she only had one or two seconds at most.

Her first instinct was simple: throw another lance of arcane energy. But if the first blow had failed, what made her think the second would be more successful? Tasha dismissed the idea, glanced to her left, then her right, and she finally swept her hand down in a wide arc toward the grass beneath its feet. She aimed, picking out a spot. She hoped it would work.

The timing had to be perfect.

Energy coalesced into water. It soaked into the ground. It softened the earth and made the grass slick. The creature, heedless of this pedestrian danger, didn't seem to care. It wasn't under a direct attack, so it didn't respond. Besides, it was about to crush her beneath its brass strides.

Tasha didn't have time to imagine the calculations. Then again, she didn't understand the math involved anyway. This time, her instincts were good enough because the creature skidded forward, its legs flew out from beneath it, and it crashed down to the ground. In the next moment, she watched as it tried to get up. On its feet, it could be impressive. On its back, it squirmed, it's arms and legs flailing about as it tried to regain its footing.

This time, Tasha had time. She looked up to the sky. She didn't know if it was imaginary, conjured, or something else entirely. For all she knew, walking through that iron gate had meant traversing across worlds or realities. At that moment, she didn't care because she could sense the power lurking far above her. She clapped her hands together, slashed her fingertips down, and yanked the lightning bolt from the sky. It smashed into the clockwork titan, blowing off chunks of metal plate.

Its struggles ceased.

It went still.

Refusing to take the chance that something else was about to show up, Tasha ran forward. She sprinted from one corner to the next, taking the intersections and following her instincts. In truth, she had no idea if she was going the right way. The maze confused her, and she quickly lost track of where she had been; then again, the spiked vines meant she wouldn't be able to double back anyway.

As long as her strength held out, she had to believe she could fight any of the denizens that protected the center of the maze.

She had to get there; she only had to get there.

That last point became especially important when she came to another intersection and saw the hive. She froze. At first, she just watched. Then she started to hear the buzz. It vibrated at the edges of her senses. Little by little, it started to grow louder. Worse, she could see the cloud as it started to spin and coalesce into a swarm. It was a darkened haze formed from a few...then dozens...now hundreds of wasps or hornets.

Tasha imagined summoning a bolt of lightning or sending another lance of energy forward, but she knew it wouldn't work. It was a swarm, after all. If it came for her, killing just a portion of those insect defenders wouldn't be enough. She needed something better. She needed something much, much better!

She couldn't wipe them all out. Then again, she didn't need to.

Tasha exhaled, closed her eyes, summoned as much strength that she could, drew the energy to her, and crossed her arms over her chest. She tightened her fingers, braced her knuckles, and felt the shield coalesce into existence around her. She couldn't see it, yet she felt that warmth even as she strode forward.

The buzzing grew louder; the swarm became agitated. It sensed her; their fury mounted. They didn't know her or anything about her, but they knew they hated her. That prime instinct rushed through their hive mind as they flew for her. One bite would've stung. Another would have been frustrating and humiliating. A few more would have weakened her. Dozens or hundreds could have killed her.

They attacked, streaking her like furious darts.

Those first attackers crashed up against her invisible barrier.

Each one sizzled into nonexistence as they assaulted the imperceptible shield. She didn't care. She felt the fatigue as it spread through her body, blurring her vision out to the edges. Even so, she kept striding ahead, pushing down. She broke into a run. She fought to maintain her concentration. The swarm chased after her even as she passed the hive.

She kept running, ducking to the left, the right, sprinting. Then she fell. She didn't know if she tripped or if her footing just slipped out from beneath her. Either way, she crashed, landing hard against her side. Exhaustion swept across her body, and part of her wanted to just sleep. But then she heard it, a primal roar.

"Come over here and nuzzle my shoes," Isabella said.

"I can't…"

"Is that because you want to be defiant? Is that because you want to be a bad boy who can show me just how reckless you are?" asked Tasha's friend.

His lips parted, and he needed to speak, but Michael couldn't do it. Something crept through his body. Fatigue. Pain. He didn't understand it, but then he closed his eyes, and there was that tingling at his collar.

Tasha. There was something wrong. Something was happening.

"Where is she?" Michael asked, intending to sound defiant as always. Instead, a different instinct took ahold of him. He sounded plaintive, desperate, perhaps even scared…"Please. Where is she? Where is my owner?"

With that first breath, Isabella seemed like she was about to mock him again. Maybe she would deny that simple request and tell him it wasn't any of his concern. But there was something about his big eyes, his slightly separated lips, and the look of worry on his face. Yes, he was scared. Yes, he was genuinely worried.

Isabella may have enjoyed taunting him, but she sensed that the seriousness permeating his body. "I don't know exactly," she said. "She's probably with my family. I'm sure she's fine."

A strange and alien phrase popped into his head. It felt like intuition, like a wild guess, only he didn't know why or how he’d imagine something like this. "Could she be completing a challenge?"

Isabella pouted out her bottom lip and chuckled nervously. "I guess? I guess it's possible," she said.

"Right now, I think she's in trouble. I think she is in a challenge. There’s something in front of her."

"What?"

"I don't know, not exactly," he said. But now, he used the skills he had learned. Maybe later, he would be revolted by this idea, but he looked back up at that pretty girl, and he held his hands out. "Please. I don't know if I can help her. Can I please try? Please?"

"How?"

"I'm her familiar, right?"

"Yeah…"

"In her familiar, so we are connected. Please, just let me focus on her."

Isabella didn't respond right away. She crossed her arms over her chest, and she seemed skeptical, but she didn't stop him.

That's when he closed his eyes, he tried to think back to that intuitive bond. It wasn't logical or rational. It wasn't something any researcher would be able to quantify. And yet, those feelings were there, binding him to the beautiful girl who owned him. He thought hard, focusing on every memory of her. That wasn't good enough. He went deeper, throwing himself forward into those feelings. What if she got hurt? What if something worse happened?

No…

Please, come back to me. Please, take whatever I have. Take my strength. Take my energy. Please, Tasha. I want be your boy. I want to be on my knees in front of you. Please! Please, I won't run away again. I know where I belong now. I know who I'm supposed to be. Please…

It could've been the threat of losing her. Maybe it was something else entirely, a different kind of trigger or instinct. One way or the other, he didn't care. Michael didn't need an explanation, so long as he got to see her again.

The bear strode forward, its back hunched, claws outstretched, its golden orange eyes aimed at her. It opened its mouth and roared even as it studied the weakened prey just a few feet away.

Despite the night’s exertion, Tasha was cold and her arms trembled. She could almost sense the beast's hunger and rage. Saliva dripped from its maw and those impossibly sharp fangs. This wasn't any ordinary bear. It was a construct, a creation born of a caster's imagination, and it existed for one purpose: defend this garden and test those who ventured here.

Her stomach twisted with a jolt of fear, especially as she searched through her psyche. She probed at her inner reserves of strength and found...dregs. Exhaustion permeated her body in a way she seldom understood. For a moment, she almost wanted to smile as she thought back to her hunt for Michael and how she had tricked all of the other girls.

With nothing left, what could she do?

Tasha took a step back, only to feel the tendrils slide up against it the back of her foot. They started to rise, coiling along with the contours of her shoe until they started to make their way toward her ankle. She jerked it back, ripping through the foliage. Even that felt like some brutal exercise. Pumping her lungs, Tasha fought to catch her breath, to study her pulse, yet she didn't know what to do, and now the brute in front of her began to look forward. It dropped down onto all fours and raced straight at her.

She couldn't jump to the left or right. There was hardly any room. Besides, a monstrosity like this could reach out with one arm and crush her.

Its heavy strides slammed down against the ground, ripping out tufts of dirt with every arc of its arms and legs. Those claws tore through the grass and tossed chunks of soil up into the air behind it.

At this point, she didn't even have the energy to create some water along the ground; she couldn't transmute the dry dirt to mud. And even if she had, a bear wouldn't be concerned with something so simple.

She stumbled back again. Tasha didn't know what to do. For once, she blanked.

The beast rushed her, threw itself forward, and she barely ducked out of the way. Even so, it caught her with the back of one arm, slamming its limb against her chest and knocking her back into the wall. At first, she hoped for simple foliage; a few twigs, branches, and leaves cushioned her fall, yet her shoulder blades and the back of her skull still slammed into something as hard as brick.

As her vision spun and jostled, Tasha tumbled forward. She stayed up on her feet, but only just barely. In the next moment, she saw the bear rear up before her as it got ready to swipe down at her. Her arms shot up as some instinct gripped her. The claws slammed down against an impromptu shield; another sickening twist of hunger and thirst and sharpened fatigue punched into her gut. Still, she managed to deflect the attack.

The beast didn't care; it could pound against her defenses for minutes or hours. Whatever it took, this predator would tear her apart!

Could she block it again?

Tasha was about to find out, yet she thought she already knew the answer.

She messed up. She took her risk, and now she had failed. It wouldn't just be the alliance her family lost…

Please, come back to me. Please, take whatever I have.

Those words came like a whisper, a delusion, some fantasy summoned by unadulterated fatigue. She could barely stand up; the next swipe would cross her face or her chest and drop her to the ground, a heap of broken body.

Only this delusion gave her something else, something she never could have expected: power. Fresh energy rushed through her body, starting right at her center and stretching up into her arms and down along her legs. The painful fatigue faded and then disappeared.

Those claws came down, and she blocked it with hardly any effort this time.

Yes, she could feel that expenditure. She just burned some energy. She deflected something almost unstoppable.

How?

Michael.

Please, come back to me. Please, take whatever I have.

His owner heard those words—clearer this time—inside of her head. She didn't know what to do with those promises even as she sensed something else. Warmth. Desire. Love. Her body tingled as she looked back at the beast again. It was still in front of her, and she threw herself forward. Her fingers bent, and she backhanded the creature, sending it stumbling. It roared with fresh rage before charging her, its jaws open wide as it shot down to get its teeth into her throat.

She punched it across the face, sending it sprawling. Now it rolled onto its side, only to scurry back up again.

She could feel his strength, yet he was still just one boy.

That's why she rushed forward, crafted another shield, and felt those claws scrape against it. The defense flickered, and those claws cut down, swiping across her shoulder. She got lucky; it didn't take her arm. With the adrenaline pumping through her body, she ignored the pain and ran.

Behind her, the garden's defender chased after her. She needed to believe that she didn't care, that she now had everything she required. But with that wet heat spreading down her arm, Tasha knew she couldn't last much longer. She turned again, first to the left, then to the right. She kept going, slamming her feet down against the soft earth until an opening came up, and that's when she saw the fountain at the center of the garden. At least, she had to hope that was it.

The beast chased after her, rushing harder now, almost as though it understood the prey was about to escape.

In an instant, Tasha listened to her instincts, turned, clapped her hands together, crafted a sphere of kinetic energy, and launched it with the force of her will. A silvery bolt exploded out, catching the beast right beneath its throat. It was thrown back, all while she turned and ran, swinging her arms as fast as she could. Faster. She had to go faster!

Maybe she managed to delay the predator for a few seconds, perhaps less. This time, she couldn't risk even a glance over her shoulder. Faster! She had to go faster! She couldn't think about anything else.

Yet even as she tried to cling to that one idea, she could still feel him off in the distance, somewhere far away as he thought about her...as he tried so hard to give her what she needed. Please, come back to me. Please, take whatever I have.

Tasha sprinted up the stone steps and made it up to the fountain. Once there, she turned and stopped.

The bear reared up right in front of her again. She flinched, wondering if she should attack or defend. Conflicting instincts screamed inside of her head, but she didn't react. Then the creature fell back to its paws and let out one frustrated growl before it turned and trotted away.

After that, she stopped. Tasha fell forward. She dropped to her knees, bowing her head down as the last of her strength gave out.

"She's alive," he whispered. He didn't know what else to say. He didn't know how else to think of what had just happened. In fact, he didn't even understand exactly what just transpired. His instincts told him one thing, but he had never studied this. He couldn't comprehend precisely what kind of bond might exist between a familiar and his owner.

But he looked up at Isabella. She was leaning against the wall, her arms crossed. More than anything else, she seemed bored. Then again, she didn’t have that connection with Tasha deLance, and she didn’t think her friend could be in any real danger. "She's alive. She’s okay," he said again.

In that moment, Michael tried to stand up because he wanted to go to her. He needed to see that beautiful girl. He wanted to protect her, to get her food, water, anything she needed. He would track it down for her. Even if that made him feel like some loyal dog, he didn’t care.

But then he rose to his feet, and that's when he stumbled. He had hardly moved; aside from crawling at Isabella's feet, he hadn't done anything even remotely challenging. But now, his muscles ached as though he had just run a couple of marathons.

Someone knocked on the door, and Isabella quickly called for them to enter. "Viviana, what is it?"

"Bring the familiar," said the Corazon woman. "It's his owner."

It's his owner. Those three words sounded so innocuous, almost like he didn't need to worry about any of this, only he understood the truth.

His insides seemed to twist and spin. Intellectually, he tried to tell himself that something like truly tragic couldn't happen. And yet, he didn't know how these women operated. He was a boy, and no one was going to explain anything to him.

Isabella grabbed him by his leash and guided him forward.

Around him, his vision blurred, especially if he tried to do the more than focus on taking one step after another. But then, she escorted him through another doorway, and then he saw her: Natasha deLance...his owner. Seated there in the corner, she was leaning forward slightly, her elbows resting against her knees as she held onto a cup. The contents steamed even as she brought it to her lips and took a slow sip.

Despite the leash, he rushed forward and found himself at her feet. "Are you okay?"

"Ladies, can I have some time alone with my boy?" Tasha asked.

"Of course," Viviana said respectfully. Isabella handed the leash off to his owner.

"Are you okay?" Michael repeated as they closed the door behind them.

"I am," she said. He glanced up at her shoulder. He saw the torn fabric of her dress along with the red stain. "Don't worry. One of their healers already helped me. I'm going to be fine."

"I… I…" As hard as he tried, he couldn't find the right words. Finishing that sentence became an impossibility.

Luckily for him, his owner understood exactly what he was feeling. Their connection had solidified, so now she reached down and ran the curve of her finger along his throat and up to the underside of his chin. At first, he couldn't feet her gaze, but now he felt that compulsion. Michael peeked back at her as she told him, "You were worried. You were scared, but you helped me. For that, I will always be grateful."

He gulped, unable to answer.

What did that mean?

She guessed his thoughts and smiled, "Don't worry. I'm still not letting you go. You’re mine. You're always going to be mine."

When she first met with the matriarch of the Corazon family, Tasha had contended with the nervous energy fluttering through her stomach. When she met with the matriarch again, impatience gnawed at her. In truth, she just wanted to leave, to get back to Malachite Academy. Really, she had something else she wished to take care of: her boy.

They finished the discussions, and when Tasha emerged from the meeting chamber, she glanced down at the gauntlet that glimmered and shined from its position on her arm. From the moment, she slid her fingers into that armor, she had recognized the truth. This wasn't some kind of psychosomatic reaction. It was power.

And now, she craved something else, a different kind of authority. Natasha deLance found her boy, grabbed him by his leash, yanked, and pulled him close as she kissed him. At the same time, she closed her eyes and channeled another rush of flame as they disappeared.

When the flames dropped away, she let go of him, and he fell to his knees. "How may I please you?"

Tasha leaned forward and touched the underside of his chin again. "I want you to know that I understand there are going to be mistakes. You're a boy, so you can't help yourself. But right now, I like this. Your dedication. Your loyalty. I think, even if I give you the option of trying to run away, you wouldn't take it."

"I, I don't know," he said truthfully.

"That's okay. You don't need to because I can tell," Tasha replied.

Since he didn’t know what to say, Michael fell back to the easy and correct question, "How may I serve you?"

Excitement fluttered through her body as she heard those words. "Crawl to the bed," she instructed.

Crawl.

Despite everything, he still tensed for a moment. Technically, he didn't really hesitate. And yet, there was still that quarter-second of resistance. No one else would have noticed, but his little flash of rebellion still made her smile. Then she watched as he crawled, scurrying along on his knuckles and knees to the foot of the bed. Once there, she snapped her fingers and ordered him onto the mattress. Again, he obeyed. He spread out, and that's when she considered him. "Do you belong to me?"

"Yes. Yes, I belong to you," he said.

"Good," Tasha replied as she ran her fingers along his shin, past his knee, and up to his chastity cage. She gripped the restrictive contours, chuckling as he opened his mouth to say something. Then he stopped, perhaps aware of the fact that she owned him. Protesting, begging, or arguing wouldn't have done any good.

It would be her prerogative. She might release him...or she might not. She'd choose. Michael didn't get to affect that outcome. After all, he belonged to her. He could feel it; he had sensed her power. He had experienced the shadows of her fight through the garden. And now, this boy could recognize his superior.

"Are you sure you want to do this?"

"Are you questioning me?"

"I, I don't know," he said, and she loved that little spark of panic as it shot across his handsome features.

"It's okay," she said. "I like watching you panic just a little bit." That's when she stretched her arms forward. Tasha touched his wrists and spread them towards the corners of the mattress. At this point, he wasn't shackled. But then, she smirked. "I want you to know that I'm going to use your strength do this." She snapped her fingers on both of her hands, and that's when the manacles reappeared. The encircled his wrists, and the chains stretched towards the bedposts. In an instant, she trapped him. And now, she reached for the necklace she wore. He had actively tried to ignore it before, but now she showed a small key the tangled at the end.

"Is that…Is that...?"

"The key to your chastity cage? Yes, it is." She dipped her head down and whispered to him like she was sharing a secret, "Should I use it?"

"Yes. Please." She had asked the question, so he had to answer.

"Are you sure about that?" Tasha taunted him. "I could just leave it right here. Would you like that?"

"Please. Please, use it. Please? Please, I want to be close to you. Please!"

"You can feel it, can't you?"

Her question may have been vague, but Michael nodded his head down and up. He swallowed and pressed his tongue up against the roof of his mouth as he struggled to find those words, "The connection." He didn't need her to clarify; he knew precisely what she meant. "Yes. Yes, I can feel it," he told her. "I can feel the connection between us."

"It's not just a connection," she said. "These are bonds. We're talking about a collar for you and a leash for me to hold you tight. We’re talking about my ability to own you."

"Yes, please," he said. In that moment, he didn't close his eyes. Instead, he stared right back up at that beautiful girl.

She answered by touching her lips to his. At the same time, Tasha slid her fingers down his cheeks and along his neck, then over the contours of his shoulders and chest. She just barely touched him, the soft caresses that made little bumps dart up and down along his skin. He couldn't help it, not as the desires squeezed his chest, pumped his lungs, and sparked a new kind of desperation in the chambers of his heart.

She kissed him with slow passion for one, two, three, four minutes. At the same time, he could feel the eager push of his cock against the contours of his chastity cage.

Tasha deLance, his owner, was about to make it much more difficult for him as she sat up. She reached back for the nape of her neck, and she unzipped her dress. She pulled the black and white garment off, throwing it to the floor. Then he saw her leggings, her bra, and that didn't last long. She unhooked it, and she tossed the garment to the floor. Her breasts spilled out as he stared. Like some hungry dog, he salivated; he couldn't resist those physical urges.

She wasn't done.

Taking her time, she peeled away her leggings. Now she wore nothing but her panties. He studied the black silk and tantalizing lace along the edges of her legs.

She pulled away her panties, and now she was naked except for the chain dangling from her neck. Even now, she pulled that off. Tasha held it up right in front of him, letting its way just a few inches away from his eyes. His head followed the key, making her laugh with this strange combination of power and affection.

This was her boy; she could feel it in a different way now. The collared meant something, but he had sacrificed so much more for her. He had fought to keep her safe. Like a loyal pet, he had worked to defend his owner. She couldn't forget that, not as she leaned forward again and kissed him. He could feel her nipples glide along his chest as she pressed down, and there was the squeeze of her firmly soft flesh against his body. His muscles tightened and contracted. At the same time, she still held onto that slender chain with the key at the end.

She hadn't released him.

"Why do you wear that chastity cage?" Tasha asked.

"Because it's good for me?"

"That's right," she said. "It's good for you. I want you to remember that you belong to me."

"I, I don't think I could forget?" As hard as he tried, her boy couldn't inject any real certainty into his answer.

"You're a boy," she said with a smile. "Of course, you're going to forget from time to time, but that's okay because I'm here. I care about you, I love you, and I'm going to make sure you always remember. I'm going to make sure that when you make mistakes, I’ll be there to correct it and discipline you."

His eyes dampened as he stared up at her, "Thank you."

"Right now, you deserve a treat. What would my boy like?" Obviously, she’d have to approve; she was still in charge.

At that moment, he couldn't toss back some smartass remark about how he wanted to be freed or something like that. More importantly, Michael didn't want to disappoint her as he gazed up at that beautiful girl, "I, I want...may I lick your nipples?"

"You can lick them and suck them," Tasha answered. That's when she braced her weight against her hands, leaned down, and brushed her left nipple along his mouth. Another bolt of desire exploded through him. His cock twitched, and he could feel that restrictive material right between his legs. She had caged his member, taking away his ability to climax; he couldn't even enjoy the freedom of an erection.

And yet, he didn't taste any kind of anger; rather, there was this overwhelming sense of obedience. It was like a new emotion, something he had never really experienced before. It was the drive and desire to yield to her...to obey...to bow down...to crawl at her feet. He would've happily rolled over and begged just as Isabella taught him if it would make his own her smile.

But in that instant, Tasha expected her familiar to lick, to suck, and so he obeyed. He raised his head up, parted his lips, and slid his tongue from the bottom of her nipple up to the top, then down again. From there, he swiped from the other direction.

"Suck," she ordered.

Again, Michael obeyed. Grateful for her proximity, the intimacy, and his ridiculous luck, he latched on. He had fought hard for his freedom. Now, with that strengthening connection between them, he didn't understand why. He could hardly remember the impulse.

His lips teased her; he worked her. He licked and sucked exactly as she desired. With every moment, fresh excitement pulsed along her body and down into his.

She pulled away, switching. She pressed her other nipple down against his mouth. At first, she didn't understand what he was doing. Then she chuckled and remembered to issue the command, "Suck," she said again. Those sensations impacted her, pulsating down into her body, speeding her heart, tightening her chest, and sending one jolt of satisfaction after another along her nerves. More. She craved more, so she wasn't about to let him stop.

"After this, what happens? What happens to your cock?"

"You use me, and then you lock me back up because I belong to you, and you can put me away whenever you want," he said.

"Perfect," Tasha answered as she kissed him on the tip of his nose. Then, inpatient now, she pulled back and unlocked him. She removed the chastity cage, setting the different parts off to the side. She could have done this with a wave of her hand, yet she needed something else at that moment. She wanted him to feel the different pieces slide and fall away. Just as importantly, she expected him to know that she was the one who did it because this belonged to her.

Last, she slid the tube away from his shaft. Grinning, Tasha reached down and gently brushed her fingers along the underside of his shaft. She started right above his balls and worked her way to the top of his manhood. Then she wrapped her fingers around him. "Who does this belong to?"

"You. That belongs to you. I belong to you."

"Why?"

"Because you care about me and know what's best for me, and because you're smarter than me and stronger than me. Because you are my owner," he told her, gasping from one word to the next. He couldn't help it, not when that beautifully naked girl ran her touch along his shaft. With every second, fierce adrenaline and desire shocked his nerves.

While desperation gripped him, he could barely get his mouth to work.

The corners of her eyes tightened with amusement as she giggled at him. And now she leaned forward, and she kissed him one more time before she came back up between his legs. She grabbed his shaft, and she lowered herself down. Already excited and wet with excitement, she took him. Her tight heat enveloped this boy’s length as she lowered herself down inch by inch, taking him. At this point, she closed her eyes and basked in those physical impulses. Now she had him, and she slid up along his length.

With his cock completely buried and trapped between her legs, Tasha drew in one slow breath, exhaled, and started to rise again before she savored the feel of that friction, the contact of his body against hers.

"Mine," she said. "Mine to train. Mine to own. Mine to train and love and care for," she told him.

"Yours. Always yours," he agreed. At that point, he couldn't concentrate on anything else. Michael pushed his head back down against the mattress. He tugged against his shackles, if only to the vent some of that extra energy. Despite everything they had been through, contact between this beautiful girl and his body electrified every nerve he possessed.

She rode him, gliding up and sliding down again and again. Tasha sped up now. She basked in that passion as the desires swirled into something incomprehensible. A storm, a hurricane of anticipation and kept building as they came closer and closer.

"Please. Please, please, please can I come?" he cried out even as he strained every iota of self-control he possessed. His heart pounded, and his breath quivered; Michael didn't know how long he couldn't resist those temptations. The urge was right there, daunting and overwhelming. It was stronger than anything else he had experienced ever before. He didn't know how to fight it!

"Not yet," she told him as she continued to ride him. She used him, taking exactly what she wanted. Then again, that was her right. It was her prerogative as his owner.

There. She gave him the command. He couldn't fight it. He had to obey. Michael yearned for her approval; he had to make her proud! He pumped up into her, sending a shiver of desire racing along her skin. She panted; she moaned. And now, she was on the verge of screaming.

Tasha’s boy held out even as her body tightened, and the orgasm swept through her. It pulsed, powerful, delicious, one thrust of satisfaction after another. She just barely remembered to tell her boy, "Now! Give me that orgasm right now! You belong to me! Now! I want it right now!" Connect with Me:

The words rained down on him, and he obeyed, pumping up into her as her pussy clenched, trapping him. Every thrust and gliding motion summoned another bolt of energy between them. He pulsated, coming hard, losing himself entirely to that rush of sensation. Still, he didn't close his eyes as he watched her. Tasha's hair bounced against her shoulders as her forehead shined. Then they both growled out one more time, crying, shouting, savoring the animalistic pleasure.

When it was done, she pulled away. She dropped down, her head on his chest. "Mine," Tasha said.

"Always," Michael agreed as he shut his eyes and relaxed into the easy sleep of knowing he had pleased his owner. Nothing else could be more important.

The End
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Cuckolding is another incredible fetish. Since I am interested in how men can lose control, I’m fascinated by the idea of a wife or girlfriend who’s decided that her man just isn’t good enough. Yes, she still cares about him and wants to keep him around, but he will be a slave, forced to watch his girl with another man—if he’s lucky. This kind of the trail is one of those ultimate expressions of power and control.

Bondage can be psychological, but I tend to prefer the literal restraints. The notion of having a man strapped down, his arms and legs spread, his naked body on display is powerfully erotic. I love knowing his girlfriend or wife can touch him and tease him, forcing him to beg and plead. His dignity drains away as he succumbs to that overwhelming desperation.

Spanking is an amazingly simple punishment. Take a man, put him across your lap, and spank him. Make him cry out. Pain might be one of the oldest incentives, but it works beautifully. When a man whimpers, he understands what he’s lost.

Humiliation is one of those tools men seldom acknowledge. They want to believe they’re capable of dealing with any slight or insult, only this isn’t true. So many men are incredibly fragile. They tell themselves that they’re powerful, but they still worry about what the women nearby might think. Getting collared, leashed, and crawling before a woman is an incredibly humiliating experience. It strips him of his identity now that the world can see who he really is.

These are just a few of my favorite fetishes. If a game involves taking or losing control, I’ll probably love it. So please, if you have any fantasies or ideas you would like to share, feel free to email me:

ARitter664@gmail.com.

Commissions:

Do you have a fantasy you just have to explore? If you’re interested in hiring me for a commission, you can get started by sending me an email.




Other Works by Anna Ritter

Sometimes I get asked about my other projects, so here are some of the novels, novellas and short stories that I especially enjoyed writing.

Novels

American Matriarchy

A realistic novel:

Stacey Farber is a wildly successful businesswoman who is now funding the construction an entirely new city called Bella Springs. She’s doing this for one reason: promote female supremacy. In this new city, women will enjoy every advantage. The outnumbered men in this city will discover what second-class citizenship looks and feels like. Farber uses her influence to ensure women have every opportunity to succeed when it comes to employment, compensation, political power, and freedom. Men like Matthew O'Reilly are given curfews and uniforms, turning them into second-class citizens. College students Mia and Zack enroll in the new university, but he’s confined to "service" classes, focusing on pleasing the woman rather while she’s busy learning leadership skills. Despite their efforts, men remain surrounded by powerful women who may not let them go, all of which demonstrates how “The future is female.”

This 85,000-word novel features extreme female domination, male subjugation, spanking, public humiliation, stocks, chastity training, pegging, and more.

Male Disadvantages

A realistic companion to American Matriarchy: This is Bella Springs, a new city where women have taken complete control. The founder, Stacy Farber, built the city with one ambition in mind: ensure female supremacy. She wants to see the men of the world enslaved, and she’ll prove it’s possible here in her new city. This collection of short stories illustrates what life is like when women rule. The men here are subjugated, owned, and humiliated on a daily basis. When the future is female, men had better prepare to surrender. Women enjoy every advantage. In Bell Springs, being male is the biggest disadvantage of all.

This 78,000-word anthology features female domination, pegging, chastity training, bondage, and humiliation.

The Matriarchs

A mostly realistic novel

A virus infects men, causing them to lose their ability to think rationally and engage in mindless aggression. Women, led by the female President of the United States, seize control and help the men behave. They develop a control band to stun males when they lose control and succumb to their virus-induced emotions. With the virus still running rampant, males lose power. Male lawyers, judges, doctors, and corporate executives all lose their influence and positions of power since they can no longer be trusted. Their wives and mothers must handle every decision. A young man, Jordan, decides to go to college only to face strict rules and severe consequences when he messes up. He must be obedient, docile, and subservient to succeed in this new world.

This 115,000-word novel features female supremacy, human puppy play, spanking, bondage, pegging, and male subjugation.

Love Locked

A realistic novel:

Amber and Brian have grown up together, only it’s time for their relationship to change since she’s about to become his keyholder. She’ll have complete control over Brian's manhood. She will win every argument, and Brian will eventually improve his grades and become a useful member of the household. Amber now sees Brian as her brother, but she wonders if she should view him as something else—maybe a slave?

This 65,000-word novel features extensive female domination, chastity training, domestic discipline, and spanking.

Prisoner 616

A mostly realistic novel:

Nick Athens, an analyst at a local investment firm, is determined to maintain his position in the female-dominated finance industry. He doesn’t know it yet, but one woman might take away any chance he has, especially if she can trick him into committing a crime. The female supremacists in charge are reforming the prison system for boys like Nick, forcing them to wear collars, restrictive jumpsuits, and chastity belts. If he messes up, Nick's only hope will be his sister, Chloe Athens, a journalist who can write about his situation and potentially trigger a public backlash to get him released. Chloe would need to learn about the facility and its conditions, but her initial ambivalence might evolve into something new if she begins to see why these boys deserve to be leashed and caged.

This 128,000-word novel features a gynarchy, bondage, male chastity training, CFNM, discipline, teasing and denial, female supremacy, foot worship, oral service, and extensive humiliation.

When Women Rule

A mostly realistic novel:

Things have to change in Crystal Canyon, a city where men are losing their free will. Everyone can see how this community must change to meet these new challenges. If every male automatically obeys any command uttered by a woman, then everyone will need new rules—an a new hierarchy. Men are becoming more reliant on women for guidance and training, leading to a decline in their independence. Dr. Elizabeth Hunt, a psychologist, notices this change and crafts a plan. Soon, the men are forced to accept women as their handlers, trainers, and owners. Step by step, these boys are becoming slaves. The girls in Crystal Canyon may be kind or cruel, but they all share a common goal: own the boys.

This is an 80,000-word novel about the sexual subjugation of men.

Wild Space

A sci-fi novel:

Humanity will eventually reach beyond our solar system, but to do so, intrepid explorers and ambitious men like Aric Donovan and the crew of Ranger 3 will first travel to Tau Ceti. Their journey will take decades, so the crew of Ranger 3 will need to enter cryogenic sleep. While they’re gone, Earth will change. There’ll be wars, unimaginable destruction, and a rebirth. The matriarchy will take control, leading to advancements in science and technology. A new starship will reach Tau Ceti in just five years. They’ll catch up to the Ranger 3, so this new crew must decide whether to let the wild males sleep or wake them up and retrain them. Corporal Cara Dare, the sole woman on the Ranger 3, may be able to save Donovan and the rest of their crew. Or she might be tempted to embrace a new way of life if it means women rule while men serve and obey.

This 70,000-word novel features female domination, a futuristic gynarchy, extensive bondage, elements of medical play, pony play, CFNM, male humiliation, spanking, and hypnosis.

Witch Mark

A fantasy series:

The world is complex and difficult to understand, especially when it comes to the covens and spellcasters who have learned to tap into the arcane winds and manipulate reality. Although these women remain hidden, they have the power to shape reality to fit their desires. Marina Diamonte, as one of these empowered casters, has ignored her family's political intrigues. But now, she’s preparing to compete for the leadership of her coven. Along the way, she’ll have to claim a boy for herself. She discovers Eric Samuels, a boy who seems to resist her influence. He intrigues her. More importantly, he knows how to amuse her.

This 49,000-word novella is Part One of the Witch Mark series. This novella features extensive female domination, elements of gynarchy, bondage, mind control, orgasm denial, chastity training, CFNM, foot worship, and more.

Automatic Training

A sci-fi novel:

Isaac Drake arrives in a new city and is greeted by an autonomous vehicle. In seconds, the car traps him. He’s strapped down and helpless…like cargo. The car reaches an automatic training facility where female supremacists use specialized devices and AI to train males like Isaac. The women here will use conveyor belts, collars, and chastity cages. Within a week, these boys will become servile slaves eager to please their owners. Isaac is one of the first males to endure this automatic training.

This 80,000-word novel features gynarchy, domination, pegging, chastity training, robots/automation/androids, CFNM, bondage, hypnosis/mind control, ideological reeducation, and more.

Auctioned on Athena

A sci-fi novel:

In the far future, Justin is a navigator on a courier ship; his captain tasked with a mission to purchase plasma converters in a city dominated by women. Along the way, he must contend with the humiliating catcalls and demeaning comments from women. If he fails to return to a ship, his status as a Registered Male will be revoked, and he could be taken or sold to any of the trading syndicates. He’s a tempting target since a boy like Justin could fetch a high price in the slave markets…

This 115,000-word novel features a futuristic gynarchy, extensive female domination, bondage, male humiliation, pegging, chastity training, teasing and denial, exhibitionism, CFNM, and much more.

Novellas

Male Progress

A mostly realistic novella:

The patriarchy is eroding as women like Elizabeth assert themselves and take control of their families. Her son, Felix, still clings to old fantasies about male independence. The school district is implementing Male Progress Reports to encourage better attitudes and behaviors in high school. Boys like Felix are required to wear a leather collar with two buttons, green and red, which will be used to record their decisions and overall behavior. Each collared boy will be assigned a handler, and she’ll decide what kind of punishment or reward he deserves based on his number of merits and demerits. Felix's sister, who is expected to be his handler, will review his scores and decide his punishment. This boy should know better, but he can’t help himself. He gets one demerit after another. Clearly, he needs some extra discipline.

This 25,000-word novella features extensive female domination, bondage, male humiliation, elements of orgasm denial, all set in a nascent gynarchy.

No Escape from Matria

A modern fantasy novella:

Matria is a small, beautiful country with a pristine lake, forests, and ancient castles. However, it is a country where women are in charge and slavery is still prevalent. Daniel Michaels, a photographer, is designated a Wild Male and has a couple of weeks to document Matria. If he stays past this assigned deadline, he’ll be eligible for enslavement. Daniel has traveled extensively, but Matria is a strange and dangerous place—especially for boys. Leaving should be easy…only something is intent on keeping him here. If he can't escape, he will be captured as he confronts Kayla, Amanda Amata, and Lady Renata. Whether he likes it or not, Daniel Donovan is about to discover the true nature of this land.

This 27,000-word novella features extensive female supremacy and domination, bondage, male subjugation, elements of chastity training, light pony play, and more.

Surrender in the Sky

A paranormal fantasy:

Like so many other business travelers, Samuel is used to long hours in the air. He tolerates the cramped seats and drone of the engines as the world passes by beneath the plane. This time, there’s a storm. Lightning cuts across the sky. He blacks out…and discovers he has fallen into a new dimension where women rule. It’s a new reality. He’s no longer on a jet; instead, it’s some kind of zeppelin. In this reality, men are owned. In this world, women are dressed in fine clothing, while the males are naked and leashed. Samuel struggles to understand the differences, but then he meets Marina Castillo, who senses his potential and seems willing to help him return to his own world—unless she has her own agenda.

This 26,000-word novella features extensive female domination, a strict gynarchy, male chastity training, pegging, spanking, orgasm denial, and much more.

Into Her Web

A superhero fantasy:

Nova City is a wild, wonderful and chaotic place with dozens of superheroes and villains who call this place home. And yet, there’s an odd dynamic. There might be male metahumans, but most individuals with superpowers are female. Riptide might be one of the few men with extraordinary abilities, yet he’s still a powerful superhero. During the day, he’s Logan Drake, a marine biologist. But when he takes on his secret identity, he uses his superpowers to improve the world and help people. He is getting a lot of attention. The Weaver has special plans for Riptide. She can drain Riptide's strength and strip away his powers before she retrains him as a slave. Without understanding the danger, Riptide may have already stumbled into her web…

This 33,000-word novella features extensive female domination, bondage, male chastity training, humiliation, and pegging.

Short Stories

Social Status

A mostly realistic short story:

Over the past five years, significant changes have occurred in the United States, leading to a backlash from the women who’re tired of toxic masculinity and the dumb decisions made by elected officials. Women have taken charge, which has led to the creation of the Male Monitoring Bureau (MMB). The MMB regulates male behavior and has even created a new social status: male chattel. Logan had the chance to be a good and obedient young man, but he's been reclassified as male chattel, ending his freedom in one instant. He calls his best friend Tricia Perkins to help him understand his new status. And yet, Patricia has plans for Logan...

This 11,000-word story features a female dominated society, female supremacy, male submission, foot worship, elements of chastity training, bondage, spanking, and other forms of punishment.

Surrender Ceremony

A mostly realistic short story:

In the new future, women have taken over and men are stripped of their rights under the Female Supremacy Party. Weddings are replaced by Surrender Ceremonies, where a woman claims a man, either as a slave, pet, plaything, or servant. Allison enjoys Brandon's service, but he still believes he has something to say about his future. Perhaps he’ll learn the truth when he’s spanked and humiliated at his Surrender Ceremony.

This 10,000-word story features female domination, a strict gynarchy, bondage, elements of pegging, male humiliation, CFNM situations, spanking/paddling, oral service, and chastity training.

Pony Inspection

A realistic short story:

As the world changes and women assert themselves as the nation’s rightful rulers, Luke must turn himself in at a processing facility to face indentured servitude. But this won’t be the kind of servitude he expected; he discovers that the boys are being turned into human ponies, stripped of their rights, trained, and even put on display. This man is about to learn the meaning of service and obedience.

This 6,000-word story features female domination, intense male humiliation, extensive pony play, bondage, and more.

Tutoring Britney

A realistic short story:

Jared might be smart, but he’s also naïve, especially when it comes to tutoring. He automatically assumes he should be in control with his students, but Britney is a charismatic girl who understands how the world really works. For her, it’s easy to manipulate Jared into a game of seduction —one she’s destined to win. By the end of their first session, she’ll have him tied up and powerless. Once Jared understands what it means to be helpless, he’ll be ready to learn the most important lessons of all.

This 6,000-word story features female domination, male orgasm denial, bondage, corporal punishment, and chastity training.

Boy On Display

A realistic short story:

Ever since the recent elections, Michael and Cassie have struggled with their relationship. Michael understands he owns his girlfriend, but Cassie has a special plan for her friends. She suggests stripping Michael naked and displaying him in front of women, but she's unsure if this would help him adjust to his new status. Other suggestions include restraints, a collar and leash, and marking him to ensure he understands his ownership. The idea is just an idea for now.

This 10,000-word story features extensive CFNM dynamics, female domination, male humiliation, bondage, and a public shaving.

Amazon

Here, you can get a list of every book and story I’ve published. Enjoy!
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