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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!


Witch Mark, Part 1

"You made it!" Jenna squealed right as the elevator doors pinged open and Marina revealed herself. She looked amazing in that purple dress with the tight bodice and embroidered patterns. Vines, hearts, and stylized stars adorned her chest. Straps crisscrossed just below her neck, and her skirt fluttered with each step she took as she stepped out into the ballroom.

"Did I have a choice?" Marina asked.

"Well, you could have risked the Matriarch's wrath," Jenna replied with a shrug. "But then again, she does like you, so maybe it would be a risk worth taking?"

"Hardly," Marina said even as she stared out at the various groups of women. Some were older, others younger. They all wore elaborate and expensive outfits. Most of them enjoyed the tradition of wearing dresses; a few walked around in pants. Each one, however, exuded a sense of wealth and power.

Beyond them, massive windows offered an incredible view of the city. Lights twinkled out among the various skyscrapers. In the distance, planes floated off toward Europe, and the stars hung overhead with a sentry moon looking down on everyone. Moving through the crowd, young men in red shirts and black pants held on tight to bottles of wine and trays covered with expensive hors d'oeuvres like spiced crabcakes, Belgian pork buns, and Viennese sausage slices.

"You know she loves you," Jenna said.

"I know she watches me and criticizes me," Marina retorted. "That's not exactly the same thing."

"So then why did you come?"

"Maybe I want to minimize the criticism?"

Before Jenna could answer, her husband reappeared. He emerged from the crowd and held up a small plate in one hand and a glass of wine in the other. Jenna, a woman with blonde hair, bright blue eyes, and a warm smile gratefully started to take the plate. From there, she enjoyed a sip of wine, all while Marina glanced back at Jacob and evaluated him.

By so many standards and metrics, he was fine. There wasn't anything overtly wrong with this man. Like his wife, he had sandy colored hair, although his was a couple shades darker. He had a strong jaw line, broad shoulders, and he was taller than his wife by a few inches. Although he didn't offer any obvious flaws, Marina still didn't see the point.

Considering their talents and abilities, why marry a boy? If Jenna really liked him, couldn't she have simply enslaved him, and kept him for herself?

At a glance, Marina spotted the three red and blue stars on his right wrist: Jenna Diamonte's witch mark.

As far as Marina was concerned, she never wanted to see her mark on any boy.

"These are really good," Jenna said with a smile. She took another sip from her wine glass. "Want to try some?"

"Sure," Marina replied. She grabbed the glass, enjoyed a sip, and savored the bubbly burn at the back of her throat. She nodded to herself. "Not bad," she conceded.

"Miss, would you like me to fetch you some wine?" Jacob asked.

"No," Marina said as she scanned her eyes across the different men. "I think I want to choose for myself." The catering staff was universally handsome, of course. These were clean-shaven men who probably took this gig because they needed to make a little bit of extra money while they worked on their acting, singing, dancing, or modeling careers.

Finally, however, she spotted one guy with black hair who appealed to her.

He was off on the other side of the room, holding onto a bottle of wine. He had just refilled another woman's glass when Marina glanced back at her compatriots. "Grandmother Diamonte will probably keep us waiting for quite some time, so I'm going to go have some fun."

"Remember, it's okay if you decide to keep him," Jenna called after her cousin as Marina strode away.

With each step, Marina resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Jenna had obviously known how that taunt would gall her, but they were cousins, and they had grown up together, and they were as close as sisters. As little girls, they had practiced their spell craft, learning to tap into their natural talents.

In high school, they had tormented different boys, drawing them in and playing with them, training and trading them. A few of those young men had been so thoroughly ensnared that Jenna had decided to sell them off to other witches. It had been an exuberant and wild time. Even after these girls had headed off to Oxford, they continued to play with the boys around them.

And then Jenna met Jacob, and she fell in love, and she decided to keep him for herself. Suddenly, she wanted to pour all of her time and effort into one boy: her familiar. Then she proposed, and she slipped a collar around his neck, and the mark appeared. Drawn to his Mistress, he belonged to her, and he would obey her.

Exhaling through her nostrils, Marina tried to push those thoughts aside. Now she strode up to that handsome boy from before, and she cocked her head to the side. Even in her high heels, she was shorter than him by several inches. "What's your name?"

The man glanced up immediately, only some of the color drained away from his cheeks as he tightened his grip on the bottle. Marina took in those details in an instant; other people may not have noticed, but she knew how to read boys. She had spent a lot of time playing with them and chasing them.

"Calvin," he said. Coughing and clearing his throat, he told her, "I'm Calvin Dent."

"Dent?" She raised an eyebrow. He looked like he wanted to retreat, especially because he wasn't supposed to draw any attention. These caterers knew their place; they came in, served food and drinks, cleaned up any spills, said nothing, and disappeared when they were no longer needed.

"Yes, Ma'am," he said automatically, even though he was probably a year or two older than her.

"Fascinating," she said. "Stand still." She injected just a hint of arcane power into those last two words. His back stiffened, his shoulders tightened, and he stayed right there as Marina started to circle him. His eyes didn't even move as he stared ahead.

"Tell me about yourself, Calvin Dent." Again, she called upon the ancient talents of her bloodline to take control. If he had braced himself or been aware of what might happen, then perhaps he could have resisted. A boy could try to fight a witch's magic after all; arcane talent could bend and alter some of the rules of the physical world, but it didn't offer any caster omnipotence. Still, she didn't think this boy stood a chance against her, and he proved her right only a few seconds later.

"I want to be a content creator," he said.

"Really? And how many followers do you have?"

"10,091," he answered.

"Of course, you know the exact number. I bet you check your viewer statistics every few minutes."

"Yes, Ma'am," he said.

"Let's get to the fun part," she said. "I can sense something about you. You're different from the other boys here. You're hiding something. What is it? What's your secret, Calvin Dent?" She stopped in front of him, touched his chin, and forced him to look down into her eyes.

Fear radiated off of him. She savored the way he needed to tremble, although her magic kept him paralyzed in place. His mouth could move every time she asked a question, but that was it. He had been imprisoned within his body; she had tapped into something unconscious, something automatic and reflexive. Later on he might think back to this moment and wonder why he behaved so strangely, but he wouldn't be able to explain it.

And if he couldn't explain it, he would shrug and move on...assuming she didn't leave any marks.

No, that wasn't going to happen.

"Are you playing with your food again?" someone sneered.

Marina made sure to maintain her hold over Calvin Dent. At the same time, she glanced away, and endured that spark of irritated disgust. It always happened whenever she saw Lexie. Her cousin, a redhead with vibrant green eyes, slightly pointed ears, and an angry sneer, always provoked that reaction. Of course, Marina knew how to smile sweetly, but absolutely no warmth or amusement reached her eyes. That was part of the game they always played.

"Hello, Lexie. How are you doing?"

"I'm having a lovely night. It's wonderful knowing that my future will be assured tonight," she said.

Although Marina didn't roll her eyes, she knew exactly what her cousin wanted to hear. In that moment, Marina was supposed to ask the obvious question, "Oh, what does that mean?" After that, this spoiled brat could start lecturing about her future, her studies, her ambitions, whatever.

Instead, Marina refused. She didn't play her game. "If there's nothing else, I'm going to get back to playing with my food."

Lexie narrowed her eyes. A sneer darted along her lips as her mouth hardened into a pout. In that moment, she was probably trying to come up with something passive aggressive to say, only Marina had already turned away.

"Have a pleasant night," Lexie said. "You might have some trouble after this."

What did that mean? No, Marina wasn't going to ask because she didn't want to know. Instead, she returned her attention to Calvin Dent. "Where were we?"

"You asked me about my secret, Ma'am."

"That's right," Marina said. "All of the boys here are pretty straightforward, but there's something you're hiding from us. What is it?"

"My content…" His voice started to shake. The words trailed off.

"What is it about your content? Are you embarrassed about what you make? Are you ashamed?"

"No," he answered with an angry growl. That wasn't what Marina expected, so she was surprised, which made him far more entertaining. Yes, she had picked the right boy to play with, it seemed. "You don't want to tell me, do you?"

He blinked, and his expression hardened. She allowed him a modicum of control; after all, she was only using a small sliver of her talents and abilities. More and more, she could sense what kind of man he thought he was going to be, only she could discern the truth. Perhaps that was the most frightening thing for these boys; women with her talents could read them. She could see past the deceptions, past the façades and veneers.

"Tell me", she instructed. That's when she reached up and brushed her fingers along his cheek. Maybe some of her aunts or cousins were watching this. Marina didn't care, especially because she never wanted to come to these functions anyway. And if she had to wait, there was nothing to stop her from having some fun…

"I post videos…"

"About?" Marina prompted. That's when she bent her shoes and raised herself up onto the tips of her toes. "Tell me." As her fingers brushed along his smooth skin, he lost control.

"I talk about gender and tell the truth about men and women. I talk about how we need to go back to traditional values."

Lots of feminists would have been upset by that phrasing; just the idea of "tradition" usually wreaked of hiding the truth. He was a sexist and a chauvinist, a man who believed that males deserved supremacy on the basis of sex alone. He probably got upset when women dared to discuss and analyze his favorite video games or when women featured more prominently in his favorite franchises.

Marina didn't mind, however. If anything, she enjoyed this.

"Tell me what you mean by that," she instructed.

His mouth moved, and he managed to push back the words. He didn't want to say anything; he fought hard to maintain his secrecy.

That was the hilarious paradox of modern life, especially for a content creator such as himself. He understood the dangers of revealing his most intimate thoughts to the people physically around him. At the same time, he could find an audience of thousands of like-minded men who didn't understand how the world was meant to work.

Because she was feeling charitable, she allowed him a moment to think of what he meant. She didn't make any assumptions; she allowed him to tell the truth, "Feminism is a cancer on society. Women are treated exactly like men, and yet they keep whining about sexism because they can't actually compete."

"So decades of manipulation and subversion and subjugation have no effect on the population?" Marina asked, her eyes lit with frustration. In theory, she could understand why the previous generations of matriarchs had decided to keep the witches hidden behind their veils of magic and spell craft. But more and more, young casters like Marina and even Jenna had decided they should push forward. Hell, even Lexie often complained about the need to hide, especially when they could start to take control…

"Women are weak. A woman needs to know her place," he told her.

"Fun," she said. And that's when she reached up and brushed her fingers along the back of his neck and down to the front of his throat. As she touched him, Marina whispered something. He saw her lips move, and he could hear that whisper. He could feel the arcane winds brush along his body, but they were indoors, so that didn’t make any sense.

This mundane boy wouldn't be able to figure it out. He might spend the rest of his life halfheartedly wondering about what happened here tonight.

Too bad.

She wasn't going to give him any answers. Instead, she watched as the snug, red collar appeared around his neck. That's when she snapped her fingers and started to walk away. "Follow," she called out.

Still holding onto that bottle of wine, he chased after this woman. He moved eagerly and without any doubt. Behind his eyes, maybe this boy raged against his body, but he acted like a puppet. He followed after her, unable to stop from one step to the next.

Of course, Marina had spent a lot of time in the Diamonte complex. To the outside world, it probably looked like one more mixed-use office building. On the first floor, boutiques, expensive coffee shops, and overpriced restaurants lined the street. Beyond that, this office tower was supposed to house real estate investment trusts, perhaps a hedge fund, maybe a couple of consulting firms.

The mundane people who lived in this city and walked by each day had no idea.

But Marina did.

That's why it was so easy for her to find an empty conference room. Once she closed and locked the door behind her, she shoved Calvin back. Then she lifted her hand, made a fist, and popped her fingers open, splitting them. At once, the buttons slipped free from his shirt.

"Strip, boy," she commanded.

"But, what's happening?" Calvin asked even as he pulled his shirt off.

"Keep going," she said. "I want you naked, boy. I want to inspect what I've caught tonight." She made him sound like a fish or some other prey.

He tried to fight her. Even if he couldn't explain what was happening, he glared at her comment as his lips hardened. He had to understand this was something strange, something beyond his experiences, but he still relied on those old assumptions. Throughout his life, he had been bigger and taller and stronger. It was supposed to make him better. In the end, however, he didn't understand how the world really worked because he couldn't see beyond the surface. The mechanisms and deeper realities were too complicated for this boy to explore, especially if those questions might lead to answers he wouldn't like.

His body twitched, but now she stepped back, and she brought her fingers back together in a fist. She tightened her grip on his psyche, and so he stripped. He pulled off his shoes and his pants, and his socks. Soon enough, he was only down to his boxers.

"You're not done," she told him, as she enjoyed the struggle.

"How are you doing this?"

That's when she leaned forward and whispered into his ear, "I'm a woman and a witch and I'm better than you."

His throat clenched, but then she stepped back, and she waved her hand again. With another whispered incantation, she drew upon syllables that his primitive psyche couldn't comprehend. He pulled down his underwear, and then he stood there with his shoulders rolled back and his wrists crossed just above his buttocks.

That's when she started to circle him. She inspected him, grazing his skin with one manicured fingernail. "Fun," she said. By so many standards, he looked amazing. Yeah, she could see how he would want to be a content creator. He had the kind of face that lots of people would want to see. Many women would feel themselves drawn in his direction despite his obviously ludicrous ideas; guys would see him and intuitively respect him, especially when he bragged about how many women he could sleep with.

With a smirk, Marina thought of the other "alpha" boys out there who had gotten just a little bit too loud and who had been destroyed by her family or members of other covens. More often than not, wrecking those careers required little effort, especially because males seemed to have a natural propensity for arrogance, bluster, and stupidity. They started winning, which meant they thought they were invulnerable, so they began to make dumber and dumber predictions and assessments of their own talents. Consequently, the right words whispered into the right ear at the right moment could often be enough to destroy their credibility, even among their most loyal followers.

But right then and there, she considered the boy in front of her.

"Lay down," she commanded.

"No," he growled back to her.

"Yes," she whispered, only this time, she laced the last syllable with the power imbued by her bloodline, the strength of her soul, and the fury of her thoughts.

It worked.

He moved like a puppet, stilted and awkward, but he climbed up onto the table, and then he lowered himself down onto that smooth, faux wood. Little bumps appeared along his shoulders and down his arms. Were they caused by the chill soaking into his frame? Or was that fear?

Marina decided she didn't care, and she didn't check either. She flexed her fingers, swiping them through the air, and suddenly ropes appeared around his wrists and ankles. They tied themselves perfectly even as they materialized.

"How is this happening?" Calvin demanded.

"The world is a bigger and far more complicated place than you could ever imagine," she said as she climbed up onto the table. She crawled forward, and her eyes darkened with amusement. At some other place or time, seeing this girl on all fours may have triggered something within him. But now, he saw her for what she was: a huntress. She could take what she wanted from him, and he was little more than a plaything.

"What, what you going to do with me?"

"Whatever I want," she said. "But first, I'm thinking you need to be punished."

He didn't understand what that meant, not until she grabbed him, rolled him onto his side, and exposed his ass. Yes, he had a very nice posterior, she decided. Her fingers tightened against the curves of his buttocks, and she enjoyed that firmness right before she lifted her hand into the air, flattened her palm, and swung down.

She slapped his ass hard and savored that swoosh his from his nostrils.

She spanked again and again. She brought her hand down hard and fast. "Please!" Calvin called out as he broke.

"You didn't think this was going to happen, did you?" Marina said to she dropped to the table. The ropes conjured by her magic automatically tightened once again, keeping him trapped right there. He had wandered into a universe he couldn't possibly comprehend, so now he struggled as hard as he could, but his vaunted male muscles didn't change anything. She was smarter and understood how the world truly worked. She could feel the power shimmering along the air while he was nothing but her plaything.

She could release him at any moment. Or she could toy with him.

She decided to toy with him.

A wicked smile curved along her lips as she looked down into his eyes. "Tell me, have you thought about spankings before?"

Her arcane influence compelled his honesty. His lips moved at first, especially when he tried to fight through her influence. Despite his best efforts, he told her the truth. Of course, he did. "Yes," he admitted. She kept her eyes locked on him, and he became compelled to tell the truth and explain, "I've done a couple of episodes on spankings and slapping a girl while you're having sex with her."

"How does it feel?" Marina demanded. She grabbed him again, the ropes stretched, and she pushed him onto his side, exposing his other butt cheek. This time, she rested her hand on his naked ass.

The pain was bad, she knew, but she intended to give him something else. "I'm going to give you the opportunity to apologize."

He sucked in a breath and seemed to hold out for a few moments. As his heart stuttered in his chest, Calvin Dent must have been thinking about what he could do or say. Not only that, she could imagine all of his favorite fantasies flashing behind his eyes. He wanted to be a powerful man, someone who could take any woman and put her in his place. In fact, despite his position as a caterer, he had probably allowed his eyes to roam across the room as he imagined having his way with the different girls.

"I'm sorry," he finally growled back.

"You can do much, much better than that," Marina told him, her tone haughty and playful at the same time. After all, she understood that she was an aristocrat, while he was nothing but a peasant.

"This isn't fair," he groused.

"No, it's not," she agreed. "It's not fair because I’m your superior, and you are my inferior, and you will do what I want. So go ahead, Calvin Dent."

His nostrils flared, and he tugged against the black ropes. He tried to pull himself free, but he couldn't break through those magical bonds. They kept him trapped and spread out before her.

His breathing came faster; he was trying his best to figure out what to say. Finally, she gave up on being patient, and she smacked his ass. Her hand flew down, her fingertips cutting through the air right before she crashed her palm into his unprotected flesh. Calvin tried to keep silent but hissed through his teeth. "I'm sorry! I'm sorry for what I said, okay? Is that what you want me to tell you? I'm sorry I said some offensive stuff or whatever!"

She dropped him back down onto his buttocks and shoulders. That's when she straddled him, her knees pushing against the sides of his rib cage. "No," Marina told him. Some of her hair had come loose, so she tucked her dark bangs behind her ears, "That's not okay," she told him casually. "That's not okay at all. You know why?"

"Why?" This time, she didn't have to draw on her talents to compel him to ask.

"It's not okay because you don't understand your place. You don't understand how the world works. Even without my powers, I'm still better than you. I'm smarter, more intuitive, more patient."

"How, how could you possibly know that?" He probably thought he was edgy because he could ask questions without bothering to search through the actual data. Even then, if he saw information about female superiority, he probably would have just rolled his eyes and discarded it. If it didn't fit into his preconceived notions of how the world was supposed to work, then he didn't bother.

"Because I'm a woman, you're a boy," she told him.

"This is unfair!"

"Calvin," she reminded him, her tone shifting and playful as always, "We've already been over that. Remember?"

"Screw you. Screw you, you dumb bitch!"

"Anger, aggression, and profanity," she said, clicking her tongue and shaking her head. "That really is the best you can do. You know, that's kind of it. They're all of these boys online, and they listen to what you have to say, and how do you draw them in? You attack women you resent." She grabbed him again, and she unleashed another barrage. She slapped his backside six times on the right side, then six more on the left. She had no problem shifting around, rolling him over, manipulating his body, especially because the ropes stretched or contracted based on her will.

"Tell me boys need to be spanked," she said as she dropped him down onto his back again.

His muscles twitched and strained. He flexed as he attempted to break free.

Despite those outward signs of defiance, he couldn't take it. His backside glowed a bright shade of pink, and this girl could clearly do whatever she wished with him. He may have been much taller; he may have been broader and thicker, but that didn't matter, not when she wielded those powers.

"Boys need to be spanked!"

He was breathing hard.

"Because boys are inferior, aren't they?"

This went against everything he ever said. "Yes," he told her. "Boys, boys are inferior."

"Right now," she whispered into his ear, "You're being recorded. Every word you say is going to be sent out online. Every single one of your followers will hear you talk about your own inferiority. Now, explain."

Had no choice; he needed to discuss why boys were inferior, why they would never be able to compete on anything resembling a fair field. Yes, it was true that men still possessed huge chunks of power and influence across government and business. But how much of that influence existed as a lingering effect from decades of sexism?

"Men are inferior," he began.

"Good," she told him. "Continue." She reached down, and she brushed her fingers along his exposed cock and balls. At first, she only touched because she intended to remind him of his vulnerability. He was naked and spread out, open and helpless.

But then she watched him twitch, and she enjoyed the way he squirmed against those restraints. There was something so fascinating about this kind of power, she decided once again. He wasn't the first boy she had played with; he wouldn't be the last. Yes, her friends might have gone on and on about the importance of locking down one boy and focusing her efforts on sculpting him into something perfect for her needs, but Marina enjoyed wandering and tormenting these random males, especially when she heard about their inner thoughts.

"Men are inferior. They, they aren't as patient. They aren’t as intuitive. They don't how to work with people. We jump forward, and we make stupid mistakes. Men need to be owned?"

"Was that a question?"

"Men need to be owned," Calvin Dent said. "We don't deserve any kind of position of power." The words fell from his mouth, quick and eager, one after another, like he couldn't stop the avalanche.

"Good," she said. As she spoke, she moved her hand up and down along his cock as she reminded him of just how powerless he had become. It didn't matter how hard he fought because she had him, and she wouldn't let go, not yet, not unless he satisfied her.

"Tell me, should boys be grateful for the opportunity to sexually serve their superiors?" She asked that question carefully as she made sure the recording would pick up on each and every syllable. When his fan boy followers decided to click on this link, they would see exactly what he had admitted.

He contradicted everything he had once declared. They would hear this, and they would know the truth; he wasn't nearly as strong or as influential as he had claimed. His followers and fans and listeners would feel that sickening twist in their guts as they heard the truth. Despite their reflexive urge to ignore everything they heard and to try to justify it with one crappy argument after another, they would fail. They would be forced to examine their worst assumptions and beliefs…Sure, he was a good-looking guy, but there was a reason why he still worked as a caterer. There was a reason why he still served powerful women like Marina Diamante, her aunts, her sisters, her cousins, her mother and grandmother...

"Yes. Yes, boys should be grateful for the opportunity to sexually serve their superiors." That was the exact opposite of what he had once argued. Marina didn't need to ask him; she was sure he had probably lectured on more than one occasion about the importance for women to get on their knees and to suck cock. Blow jobs, he had probably said, were a right for men. Whether that meant a boyfriend or husband, he deserved to get served. Besides, he had probably laughed about how girls belonged on their knees.

And of course, if anyone had ever called him out on these assertions, then he would have just said he was joking. That was always such an easy, lazy defense.

"Then beg," she told him.

"What?"

"Beg. Beg to feel my pussy rubbed against your mouth," she said, her eyes bright as she used that crass language.

"I, I can't…"

She lifted her hand into the air, flexed her fingers, and suddenly his mouth started to move. "Please, Mistress. Please, would you give me the opportunity to service you sexually with my mouth? Please, I'm a boy, and I am eager for the opportunity to pleasure you with my lips and tongue," he told her, overly enunciating each word, because those sounds didn't belong to him.

But when his followers clicked on that recording and heard the audio, they would recognize his voice nonetheless. They would know it was him. They would be able to feel it deep within their guts.

Everything he had told them had been a lie.

"Good boy," she whispered into his ear even as she pulled down her tights and her panties. She kicked off her boots, and soon she simply wore her skirt. With her bare legs on display, she straddled his face, bent her knees, and pressed her sex to his mouth.

"Lick," she said as she tapped into her natural abilities.

His tongue darted out, and he lapped at her pussy like an eager canine. His lips and his tongue brushed along her opening. Then he went in deep, swirling and spiraling, licking from left to right, pleasuring her with everything he had.

"Keep going," she demanded, relaxing her hold on him.

Suddenly, Calvin Dent felt that he could control his body. Once again. He hesitated for a moment, slowing down, only then something reverberated through his body: fear. Dread coursed along his arms and his legs, and it pulsed from deep within his core. He could have stopped, in theory. But if he made a mistake, he had to understand there would be consequences.

His tongue barely moved now, so she chuckled, leaned forward, and said, "Are you willing to risk making me angry?"

No, he wasn't.

Even though hot shame probably burned along his arms and legs, up to his forearms and palms, down along his chest and all the way to his thighs and shins, to the tips of his toes, Calvin didn't see any other possibility. Despite everything he had spouted on his vlog, this boy yielded. He probably had entire segments about how he would never go down on a woman. Too bad. This time, he didn't get a choice. He believed power was supposed to give him privilege. Well, that had been twisted around. He now found himself on his back, tied down, and utterly powerless.

Marina...

The dark-haired caster heard her name. She lifted her head.

Marina...

The call came again, whispering across the arcane winds. The boy couldn’t hear it; of course, he couldn't. Marina, however, recognized the sound, and her heart started to beat faster even as she locked her teeth. "Not now," she growled back. With a giggle, she savored the feel of his tongue gliding along her crevice, "I wasn't talking to you, Calvin. Keep going. Nice and fast. Make it feel good for me."

Seething, he nonetheless obeyed. Despite the fury swirling and grinding through his chest, he raised his head just a little bit, and he continued to taste her excitement. The aroma of her arousal hit his senses, all while his tongue darted and danced along her opening.

Marina, she's almost here...

Marina tamped it down and decided she didn't care. She rode this boy's face harder, sliding her body forward and back. She could taste his reluctance on the air, his frustration, the shame and knowledge that he truly had been mastered by this young woman. Even within the deepest recesses of his imagination, he couldn't hide from the truth. There could be no explanation, no justification. He wasn't as strong as her; he lacked her powers, and so he could get used, just as he had once advocated.

She pulled back. She wasn't done.

But now, especially because they kept bugging her, Marina decided to give this boy a treat. "I'm going to play with this," she said, grabbing his cock. She slid back and looked right down into his eyes. "You're not going to enjoy this," she said. "Because right now, you're going to speak for me." She lowered herself onto his cock. Her eyes locked onto his, and his lips started to move.

Then they stopped.

As she lowered herself down onto his manhood, she enjoyed the heat and friction of his body. She lowered herself down until she had taken every inch of his cock right between her thighs.

"Tell me”, she commanded.

"Boys are inferior," he said, only to blinked. He was torn between the sensations rocketing along his senses and the words that just jumped out of his mouth, especially because he didn't pick them. They had been prompted, drawn out by an arcane framework he could never comprehended.

"Tell me," she ordered again.

"Boys deserve to be owned."

"Tell me," she said. Each time, she uttered those words, she imbued them with the incantation, prompting him to obey.

"Boys are inferior, and I resented the women around me. I hated how they could compete with me. I hated how they could beat me again and again."

"Tell me," she prompted even as she rode his shaft, sliding up and down. She used him, transforming him into a vessel for her pleasure. He stimulated her. He didn't need to think. He could just be a total toy right there on his back, spread out at helpless.

Again and again, he attempted to resist. He channeled all of his defiance, all of his willpower. He was the kind boy who thought his stubbornness and aggression could be good enough to change the world. He was wrong.

"This feels right," he admitted.

Another wicked smile curved along her pretty mouth. "Tell me," she said.

"I know I belong on my back beneath a powerful woman," he said. "I, I need to be owned. I need to be controlled. I, I’m not smart enough to make my own decisions."

Marina didn't say anything. She slid up and down, riding him hard. "You may come," she gasped out. Now that the flames of her own desires flared in her psyche, her heart hammered, her lungs contracted, and she tensed in that moment. Her body clenched, and she could feel him throbbing and pumping. He jerked his hips up into her, she lifted herself up, only to slide back down.

A wild jolt ecstasy cut through her body.

Then she pulled away. She smoothed out her skirt, brushed her fingers through her hair, and knew she might be in trouble for arriving late. But right then and there, she didn't care. Coven politics didn't really interest her. Girls like Lexie and Nadia could argue over the prize if they wished.

She headed for the doorway, only to hear him call out, "What, what about me?"

"Don't worry," she said. "The ropes will dissipate in a couple of hours along with your memories."

"I’ll be back to the way I was?"

Marina stopped at the door. She tilted her head over to the side, and she waved her fingers through the air. "You'll forget me and this night, but you'll remember your lesson. You’ll remember the truth I have awoken within you."

Calvin tensed, jerked his head up and he thrashed harder now, yanking and twisting despite the exhaustion pulsating through his body. The door closed behind her, all while he grunted and growled. He tried to shout for her, but the room was soundproof. The moment the door shut she couldn't hear him. A few steps later she had pretty much forgotten about that momentary distraction, especially because she heard the whisper once again.

Marina, she's here.

Marina strode forward, her back straight, her chin held up, her eyes forward as she marched through the building.

This time, she didn't take the elevator. Instead, she strode up the steps, taking them two at a time despite the heels on her boots. When she got to the landing, she paused. Then she pushed the door open very carefully and stepped out.

"...including the governments around the world. As I'm sure so many of you are aware, technology is advancing far more rapidly than any of our grandmothers would have believed possible. This is why leadership is so important, especially when we consider the divisions between us. Yes, daughters and granddaughters, I'm aware. I hear you whisper in the hallways. I know what many of you believe."

Before, Marina had enjoyed this rush of confidence. Yes, she had to come here tonight, but she wasn't really a part of these political maneuvers. She didn't care about any of the announcements, and she wouldn't pay much attention to the speeches either.

Some of her sisters and aunt believed they needed to take a more active role. Others believed in stealth and subterfuge.

For her part, Marina was willing to stand off to the side, especially when there were entertaining caterers like Calvin Dent around.

By now, all of the service personnel had been dismissed. The ballroom was filled with women: her sisters, cousins, aunts, her mother, and the Matriarch who now stood above all of them. Then there were a few of the boys. As ceremony demanded, they were on their knees, their heads bowed down, their collars visible and the leashes, leading to their owners. These boys, husbands and boyfriends and the betrothed, dared not speak.

Considering she needed to be seen and heard by all of these different women, the Matriarch had called into existence a cloud of black, purple, red and green smoke. The disc of animated air held her aloft as she made her points.

But now she stopped, peered through the crowd of her daughters, and her eyes fixated right on Marina.

The Matriarch was a beautiful woman in spite of her advanced years. Yes, the wrinkles around her eyes and the corners of her lips made it apparent that she had been around for quite some time, but it was impossible to know exactly how many years had gone by, especially because rumors abounded of her traversing different planes of existence and the folds within the reality itself. Could she have traversed to another form of existence, one where she might live out a century while the people here existed for only a few minutes?

Marina didn't know, but she was young enough that she didn't especially care. She still had fun. Besides, she glanced over at her cousins and sisters, and it was obvious they yearned for the chance to step forward and take control.

At one point or another, Marina had learned that the smartest way to win this game was to stop playing. Those ambitions and that animalistic aggression made their family wealthy, powerful, and unstoppable, but she saw no reason to get involved, especially when the alternatives could be so much more fun.

Except at moments like this when the Matriarch herself seemed to stare right at Marina.

Heat coursed up along her neck to the curves of her jaw and along the sides of her face. Her cheeks probably burned, but Marina did her best to match the Matriarch's stare. Within seconds, the other women of the family had turned to see what had drawn the grandmother's attention. Despite the whispers and murmurs, Marina still said nothing.

"You're late, granddaughter," said the Matriarch.

"My apologies," replied Marina, working hard to keep her answer simple. "I was indisposed."

"A boy? Or some other distraction?"

"A boy," Marina replied.

"Tell me about him," she said.

Marina could feel her brows tighten with confusion. She had expected to be chided or admonished, but the Matriarch wanted to hear about her dalliance? Perhaps this would be turned into some insult, some comment about how she needed to put away childish things and focus on her future.

But then again, Marina had a sufficiently strong mastery of her incantations and gestures. She understood how to listen to the winds and how to shift reality around her when necessary. Considering that there were so many boys, none of whom were claimed, for a woman like her, she could take what she desired. They all could. The competition only came into play when they with their ambitions and those abstract notions of power and supremacy.

"He's a boy, and he needed some help. I gave it to him."

"What sort of help?"

Marina still didn't understand. The Matriarch could do this for as long as she wished, but Marina could sense the irritation beginning to radiate off of her sisters, cousins, her aunts and even her mother. Despite this, Marina still refused to back down. She had apologized, so now it was up to the Matriarch to decide how long she wished to continue this farce of a conversation.

This time, Marina turned to glance at some of the others. Lexie made eye contact for less than a heartbeat, if only so she could roll her eyes. Off to the side, Nadia had her arms crossed above her chest, not that she acknowledged Marina at all. Then there was Jenna, who promptly mouthed, I tried to warn you.

"He was a sexist, a chauvinist, and a misogynist. He needed to be retrained so I retrained him."

"And how did you do that, granddaughter?"

Marina kept her back straight, only now she resisted the urge to defensively cross her arms over her chest. With her hands still at her sides, she told the elder, "I stripped away his defenses. I made him tell me the truth. And yes, I woke something within him."

"The desire to serve? The urge to obey?"

"Yes," Marina said with a quick nod.

"I see."

Silence.

The Matriarch seemed to consider this for several long seconds before she turned away. With her back to the assembled witches, she neither did nor said anything. Several seconds went by, and a few of the others started to wonder aloud what this was all supposed to mean.

"Many of you believe that I am too far removed from my daughters and granddaughters. Many of you believe that I've turned my back on my sisters as I explore the ancient mysteries and eternal questions. But you are mistaken. The world is changing around us as I said, and that could prove to be a problem for us."

"Why? They have numbers. They have always had numbers, but we have never been stronger, nor our position more secure."

"Security is only temporary," replied their grandmother. "It is something we can buy with effort and dedication, but it is never perfect, nor is it eternal on its own. That is one of the greatest dangers. Simply because an organization or society has remained strong for centuries, that doesn't mean this is an inevitability. Arrogance, distrust, and anger can lead to the worst outcomes. If we wish to survive and thrive, we must be vigilant; we must work for one another. We must trust one another. We must help one another."

"Yes, Matriarch," came the appropriate answer.

"You listen, but you do not hear," said the old woman. A wistful smile seemed to tug at the corner of her mouth, only then she raised her head and swept her gaze across the assembled coven, "But that is why we are here, is it not? We must discuss the Heiress Apparent. I can sense the ambition in many of you. And so, we have come together here today to consider the challenges as well as the young women who will attempt to win this great honor and responsibility. May she be worthy."

The Matriarch held out one hand, and that's when an older man rushed forward. Her familiar smiled at her, and she returned the kind gesture. In that moment, Marina could feel something, something foreign yet familiar. It reminded her of Jenna and Jacob.

The Matriarch took the long, wooden brush from her boy.

"Young ladies, if you feel yourself worthy, step forward. A search herself and prepare for the challenges that await you."

Unsurprisingly, Lexie strode forward. Her high heels clicked against the tiled floor. "Matriarch," she said with a quick bow, "I declare myself as a candidate for the position of Heiress Apparent." Nothing more needed to be said, but that didn't stop her from turning around and facing everyone else there, "Sisters, cousins, aunts, and mother...I understand what our Matriarch has taught us. The world is changing. Their technologies are advancing far more quickly than anything we have ever seen over the course of our entire species. We must plan. We must prepare. We must decide what we will do. When I prove myself worthy of her mantle, I will ensure our unity, safety, and supremacy." No, a speech had not been necessary, but Lexie had never been someone who could turn away from the possible attention.

"Well said, granddaughter," the Matriarch told the young woman.

Lexie turned and faced the older woman. That's when her grandmother used the brush, gliding one simple stroke down along her forehead, just above her brows.

"Who will challenge Lexie?"

Nadia strode forward. "I shall," said the black haired girl. She had pale skin, a small nose, and a couple of freckles along her cheeks, plus that just-barely noticeable scar below her hairline. Of course, each of these women had the power to remove that blemish, only Nadia seemed to like it for one reason or another.

The Matriarch allowed this young woman a few seconds to make a boastful statement, just as her compatriot had done. Nadia remained silent. And so, her grandmother slid the brush along her forehead just as she had done for Lexie.

"Who shall challenge Nadia?"

Another girl stepped forward. Then another after that. Soon, a small crowd of young women were up there.

"You're not going to go?" Marina whispered over to Jenna. Of course, she was holding onto Jacob Salish, and the boy remained down on his knees, his head bowed down. Occasionally, Marina had wondered what these familiars thought of this situation.

Out in the wider world, men were taught that they needed to be brave, independent, assertive, and powerful. Usually, when they thought of fairness and "feminism", that usually entailed making space for the women around them. Even then, men needed to be loud and pompous. They needed to push forward and make sure their perspectives were heard in every matter, even when they weren't relevant. Standing aside, going quiet, or bowing down, never entered into their minds for the vast majority of them. But then there were boys like Jacob and the other leashed males out here. If they had been brought into the coven from the outside world, what did they think their new status?

In a vague sense, Marina could feel the acceptance. They were domiciled; they were trained. Of course, some questions could never truly be answered. Perhaps the boys had simply turned to fake it?

Either way, Marina didn't really see the point, not when she could wander from one project to another. She thought of Calvin Dent. By that point, the ropes had probably started to weaken. Would he keep fighting? Or would he wait until they had completely faded away? Ultimately, it didn't matter...although he would have to deal with the rebellion from his followers. Thousands of young men would hear the recording he had made, his declarations, his promises, and his abject subjugation. Maybe they turned him into a meme; they'd definitely lob the most insulting insults they could imagine at him, not that Calvin Dent needed to read them. It would be easy enough to log off his accounts and never return.

"Me?" Jenna asked. "No way. Being the Matriarch sounds incredibly stressful, and I'm just looking forward to getting started with Jacob here." She lowered her hand down to the top of his head and slid her fingers through his hair. Without trying, Marina sensed the satisfaction roil off of him. He had her attention, and he savored it for as long as it might last.

"I think you'd make a good Matriarch," Marina said. "You’re sweet, and you listen to people."

"You sound sweet," Jenna whispered back. "But I don't think that's a good idea. I'm still figuring out who I am. You know?"

"And you want to spend lots of time playing with your familiar, don't you?"

"My love, my betrothed, my familiar," Jenna said, like she reveled in each of those syllables and what they entailed.

"These are the self-appointed challengers," declared the Matriarch. "By the traditions of our people, nominating a final challenger is my prerogative."

Standing up in front of the coven, but below the Matriarch, the girls who had already volunteered glanced back and forth at one another. Only Nadia continued to stare forward, unperturbed by this development. Lexie seemed especially bothered, like she didn't understand how something like this would happen. But then she exhaled, puffed out her cheeks, and fluttered her fingers as she forced herself to settle.

Around Marina, many of the women were whispering back and forth as they tried to parse what this might mean. For her part, Marina had to resist the temptation to lift her hand and start waving for them to continue. Tonight, these women came together to determine who might take control of the coven. Who would become the Heiress Aparent? In the end, who would have to negotiate and settle disputes between the various factions within the Diamonte Coven?

"Marina," said the Matriarch.

Everyone stopped as they seemed to collectively take a breath and look back and forth. Someone had to have an explanation for this, right? Marina? No, it couldn't be her. They misheard the Matriarch. Or maybe this was a joke? Some kind of prank?

Before, when she had been linked to the assembly, Marina hadn't reacted to the attention as dozens of eyes had been aimed right at her. Even as they stared back at her with undisguised annoyance at her bad behavior, she had maintained her posture. Now, caught off guard, she didn't know what to do. Her eyes darted from side to side as she searched for some hint, some idea of what was about to happen.

"Marina, do you have any words for the rest of the sisterhood or your challengers?"

For once, Marina opened her mouth, only the words refused to come. Her tongue felt dry, and she found herself shaking her head. Instead, she pulled forward a little bit like a puppet and she made her way through the crowd. Then she stood up there with Lexie, Nadia, and the other girls.

"Ladies, I present to you our challengers." It only took another second or two before her sisters and cousins remembered why they were there. They started to clap, laugh, smile and cheer. Marina’s expression didn't change; set with that mixture of confusion and defiance, she stood there and waited for all of this to end.

Once the Matriarch lowered herself down to the floor, the cloud dissipated, and she began to talk with her daughters and granddaughters. Then some of the girls asked her what the challenges might entail, and the Matriarch answered with appropriately vague yet encouraging responses. In the meantime, Marina stood off to the side, her arms tensed over her chest as she stared forward.

She didn't even glance back at her best friend went Jenna asked, "That was unexpected, right? Did you see that coming?"

Unable to think about anything but why this was such a stupid mistake, Marina answered with one cold word, "No."

"And how did this happen?"

"She nominated me?" Marina intended those words to come off as a statement, only she couldn't comprehend it herself.

"What are you going to do? You know, the competitions can get brutal. People get hurt. People die."

"I'm not interested in competing," Marina answered. She had to fight to unclench her teeth. "This is a mistake. A dumb mistake."

"You think the Matriarch makes mistakes like this?"

"Yes...if she's trying to punish me," Marina decided.

"She wouldn't..." her friend started to say.

"We'll see." Rigid, Marina watched and waited as the Matriarch dealt with the other members of the family.

One by one, the Matriarch dismissed her daughters and granddaughters, where they wandered off on their own, probably in search of other festivities. Especially for those in their twenties and thirties, there were clubs and bars and museum galas to visit. These women had power, after all, so they could enjoy themselves, especially when they were out with the mundane humans who populated the majority of the city.

With her familiar standing behind her, the Matriarch finally turned and acknowledged Marina. Her boy stayed silent, so the two women could talk.

"You're surprised," the Matriarch pointed out unnecessarily.

"And so is nearly everyone else in the sisterhood," Marina replied. "Why? What is this? A joke? Or punishment? Are you trying to embarrass me?"

"Not at all," said the Matriarch. "Come. Walk with me."

Marina puffed out her frustration and relaxed her arms as she strode after the Matriarch. The older woman headed out onto the balcony and leaned against the railing as she looked out upon the city. Countless edifices made of steel, glass, and illuminated by bright lights glowed across the horizon.

Yes, Marina still loved this view.

"What do you see?"

"The city? The ocean?"

"Go deeper," instructed to Matriarch.

Marina glanced back at her again. She studied the dark hair and the streaks of gray, her black dress, and her pale skin. "What kind of analysis are you looking for?"

"That's up to you. What do you see?"

Breathing in the cold air, Marina didn't mind the chill, but the ambiguity irritated her more than she could admit. Finally, she knew she had to play along, so she said, "The city. I see the city. I see all of these buildings, and I think about the people inside of them."

"What about the people inside of them?"

"I guess I'm just fascinated by the stories they have to tell," Marina said honestly. "There is something fascinating about the stories they have to tell."

"But you're not interested in art or writing?"

Marina shrugged. "I haven't found any specific passions yet," she confessed.

"But you enjoy attending boys."

"I do," Marina said. "It can be very entertaining and satisfying to see them break."

"And yet, you haven't found one to hold your attention for very long, have you?"

"Everyone knows about my reputation," Marina said. In theory, her sisters and cousins didn't actually object to her lifestyle. She wandered around and had fun with different boys each night. This was normal enough, yet whispers had already started. Did she want to find a familiar? Wasn't she interested in tracking and concentrating her attentions on one special boy? Even if she decided to wander off again, she should at least experiment, right?

"They don't understand you," acknowledged to be Matriarch. "They see you as dangerous."

Marina snorted. "And why would I be dangerous?"

"Precisely because they don't understand you. They can't predict what you might do."

"Right," Marina said. "Jenna doesn't seem to have that problem."

"You two are close."

"Very," Marina said.

"That's good. You need these kinds of relationships. You need sisterhood, friendship, alliances and protection. We're strongest when we work together," said the Matriarch. "Long ago, that was the focus of the Inquisition, you know? An individual here or there might be tolerated or even used by any given society. But when we come together and form a family such as ours, we become nearly unstoppable."

"But you're scared," Marina pointed out.

"Oh? Is that what you believe?"

Marina didn't know exactly what had prompted her last remark, but it was true. "You're concerned about their technologies, their advancements."

"Aren't you?"

With a shrug, Marina replied, "I guess I'm not."

"And why not?"

"We can shape the nature of reality with a few words or gestures," Marina replied. "And we aren't the only coven."

"What about the potential for global destruction?"

"Nuclear weapons?" Marina asked. Yes, they had been a threat for decades, but humanity had pulled itself back from the brink several times.

"Those are one possibility. We also have an inability to deal with global climate change, as well as the potential for artificial intelligence. And of course, there are other, mundane threats as well such as pandemics and other natural disasters."

"Then someone like Nadia or Lexie can deal with them," Marina said.

"Are they the best candidates?"

"I…" Marina started to say.

"I picked you because you have potential. You don't have to participate in the challenges, but I think it would be a good idea."

"I don't have a familiar."

"Find one. Pick one."

"It's not that easy," Marina replied.

"I know," said the Matriarch. "It can be difficult, especially if you intend to do this right. But, Marina, I see that you have great potential."

"You think I can win?"

"It doesn't matter what I think. I know what I see, but you know who you are. And of course, there are the other questions, you must consider."

"Like what?"

"Do you think Lexie would be a strong leader?"

Marina pressed her lips together. Ranting with Jenna was one thing; insulting another member of the family directly to the Matriarch seemed like a very bad idea, so the dark-haired girl stayed silent. "It doesn't matter what I think," Marina finally said, echoing their leader.

"Did you see, you are already learning."

"If I don't find a familiar, I don't have a chance, do I?"

"No," agreed the Matriarch. "You need someone strong. You need to format a connection. You can do it. If you do it, you will be stronger than many of the others."

"Strength isn't enough."

"It's not. But it's a good start."

"I haven't made up my mind. I might withdraw from the challenges."

"I know."

Marina wouldn't withdraw. Even as she strode away from the balcony and came back into the building, she thought of Calvin Dent. Yes, that had been fun, but it had also been easy. Maybe she needed a different challenge? Perhaps this would be entertaining? Besides, she didn't have to actually win. Simply giving Lexie a hard time might be amusing. On some level, Marina knew such sentiments were childish and immature, yet the other girl wanted to lead, right? That meant she needed to deal with these sorts of obstacles and complications.

Halfway down the hall, Marina stopped. Then she dropped her hands, she rolled her shoulders, and she started laughing. "That was what the Matriarch really wanted. Marina may have had potential, or whatever, but she was only involved in the challenges to give the other girls something to worry about.

"That works for me," she said with a chuckle before she rode the elevator down to the first floor. Rather than call up some of her friends to go hit a club or a bar, she found herself holding her cell phone as she summoned the rideshare. She climbed into the back, and she gave the address for her apartment.

When she got home, she thought about just tossing herself down onto the couch, stretching out, and maybe watching some TV. There were a couple of different videos she still needed to watch.

Instead, she went to her bookcase. She considered the different tomes, her eyes gliding along with the spines as she contemplated those different stories and histories, those ideas and arguments. Each time she explored a new tome, she saw the world from a different perspective. Each new vantage granted her a different kind of strength.

But then she saw the light spine, and she pulled that book off of the case. She walked to the middle of the room, and she sat down right on the floor. With her legs crossed, she opened the book, and she looked down at the blank pages. Her fingertips brushed along the air, then she could see the words. Written in gorgeous calligraphy, the symbols were right there, each one personal and meaningful to Marina and Marina alone.

Her lips started to move and she reached out, searching through the arcane winds as she sought one of the red threads. Ripples of polychromatic energy buzzed along her senses and amid her new sight as she began her hunt.

"What did you do then?" Eric asked as he leaned across the table, all of his attention focused on Daniel Hayes, VP of Investment Selection at Morganson, Rake, and Devish.

"I smacked her on the ass and told her she knew what she was doing!" Daniel burst out laughing even as he picked up his mug and threw back another gulp of overpriced beer.

"Damn, man. That took some balls," Eric said with a quick shake of his head.

"Hey, it's what I do," answered the VP as he put his glass back down. "In fact, I think I'm going to go chat up those ladies." He pushed himself out of the chair, and he meandered off, only stumbling a little bit despite the alcohol pumping through his veins.

Once he was gone, Eric dropped the grin off of his face. That's when he noticed his phone was buzzing for his attention. He pulled it out and glanced down at the screen. They saw her name, and she was sure her husband would be on the line as well.

"It's going well," Eric said.

"What are you saying about the numbers?" Mark asked. Predictably, they were on speaker. Mark and Alicia almost never did anything separately.

"He hasn't asked, so I haven't said anything," Eric replied. "That's not the kind of guy he is."

"What kind of guy is he?" Alicia wanted to know.

"He's the kind of guy that wants to get drunk and hit a couple of strip clubs. After that, we might get some food, and after that, we might talk about the numbers. But realistically, he doesn't care."

"You're joking," Mark insisted.

Eric couldn't see his best friend’s features, but it didn't matter. He could imagine exactly how Mark looked. As an engineer and a programmer, he saw the world through a simple binary: effective or not. "Effective" meant following the rules and methodically considering every potential variable.

"I'm not," Eric said. "Look, I have done this before. I've got plenty of conferences. Like I said before, there's a reason why these guys love meeting up in Orlando or Vegas or San Diego. They aren’t going for the data. If we were really just interested in talking to each other, we could meet up online."

"Then how is he going to make a good investment?" Mark demanded.

"He has assistants and research analysts for those kinds of decisions. Yeah, he's the one who will ultimately bear responsibility, but he's having fun. Besides, they know how to spread their risks. Even if he screws up, the partners won't care that much. Remember, we aren't big, not yet."

"But we will be if we get this infusion," Alicia pointed out.

"Exactly. Are you sure you don't want me to push harder for more?" As he spoke, Eric turned back toward the bar. Daniel was over there, laughing and chatting with the group of girls who were probably college students. Yeah, he was five or six years older, and it could quickly grow creepy, but he could still enjoy some attention from those young ladies. Besides, he had money. From his Voltaire watch to his suit and polished Rykers, this guy could hold their attention for quite a while.

"Ten million with a one hundred million valuation," Alicia said decisively.

"That's what we talked about, and that's what were planning for," said her engineer husband.

"Okay," Eric said. "I think we're good."

"Best of luck, comrade," Mark said. "Right now, I need to get back to the prototype."

"To you as well," Eric said to his best friend. He waited for Alicia to end the call, but she remained on the line for several more seconds, "Is there something else?"

"Actually, yeah. There is."

"Is there a reason why you waited for our business partner to leave the room?" Eric needed to know. At the same time, his eyes narrowed as he watched Daniel continue to chat and flirt with that group of girls across the room.

"Mark is worried about you the same way I am," Alicia told him.

"You don't need to be worried about me," he started to say.

Alicia cut him off, "Yeah, I do. I know you, Eric. I've known you for the last six years, and you have poured everything you have into our company. Don't get me wrong. That's amazing, I have so much respect for what you do, but this isn't healthy. Right now you aren't having fun."

"How do you know whether or not I’m having fun?"

"Are you?" He answered with silence, mostly because he didn't want to lie to her.

"Maybe you should try to have some fun tonight?"

"I'm working with Daniel Hayes. We want this funding, right? We need his firm's investment."

"We do," Alicia conceded. "But I don't want to see you waste your life. There's nothing wrong with opening yourself up."

Eric tightened his grip on his phone. He thought about college, about Britney, about her smile and the shine of her hair. He thought of how she had touched him, her fingers gliding gentle trails down along his cheeks. He remembered all of this and so much more.

But then he exhaled slowly through his nostrils, and he told her, "You don't need to worry about me. I'm fine."

"The company is doing really well, but you don't have to give everything over to a business venture."

"Isn't that what you're doing?" Eric wanted to ask, only he stopped himself because there was that obvious counterargument: Alicia had Mark and Mark had Alicia. So instead, he glanced toward the exit and asked, "Is there anything else I need to know about our potential commitments?"

"No," she said. "I think we are okay. But I'm serious. If you get the chance to have some fun, try to keep an open mind, okay?"

"I always do," he said.

"What about the Christmas party?" Alicia taunted him. "Maria was totally flirting with you, and you completely blew her off."

"I was polite," he said.

"Polite and distant," she retorted.

"I'm fine," he reiterated.

"I don't believe you, there's not a lot we can do about it tonight, so good luck with Hayes. If you have any questions or any trouble, I’m going to make sure both Mark and I keep our phones on."

"Got it," he said.

After she hung up, he put his phone back in his pocket, and he glanced down at his beer. He had ordered one of the Devil's Brew stouts, not that he knew what most of that meant. He picked it up and took a sip. It was bitter against his lips and tongue, but he swallowed it back anyway.

Simultaneously, he tried to think through the different strategies. What if Daniel got lucky with one of those girls and decided to head back to his place? That could be a problem. More likely, however, they saw him as a potential source of fun and funds. If necessary, Eric could head over there, buy them another round of drinks, and maybe suggest they all head over to the Ice House. That spot was trendy and exciting, especially since their dance floor was literally surrounded by huge walls made of giant bricks of ice. Just as importantly, celebrities occasionally stopped by.

As he watched, Eric knew he needed to remain focused. He had a job to do tonight. He needed to secure the funding. Nothing else mattered, and he certainly wasn't at this bar hoping to get lucky with some girl. And even if he did, what would that look like?

Biting down, he casually glanced around the rest of the room. Music boomed from oversized speakers, bartenders shouted, and servers scurried around the different tables as they brought food and drinks to their patrons. Off against one wall, a couple of guys ironically played with some of the retro arcade games. Leaning against the other side of the room, different couples chatted or kissed. A couple of people pressed their bodies together and shifted to the rhythm in the semi-dark, not that this place technically had a dance floor.

Eric didn't want to be an asshole, but one vicious thought still crossed his mind: all of these girls were the same. They were young and vivacious, probably smart, but also eager to show off. They all wore short skirts and expensive high heels. Yes, the girls looked different; they had varied facial features, and her hairstyles ranged from mundane ponytails to exotic half-cuts and layered bobs. Still, he couldn't help but shake his head and whisper, "This isn’t what I want."

What did he want?

Thoughts of Britney fluttered back up inside of his head. He closed his eyes for a moment, and he allowed himself to relax into those old wounds. He thought of buying her that teddy bear for Valentine's Day, picking up a candy bar and giving it to her right before her Advanced Rhetoric final exam, and meeting her brother when he joined for Thanksgiving.

This was dumb, Eric told himself. Seriously? They were broken up. She decided she hadn't loved him, and she desired something else, someone else…He couldn't be angry at her for that.

"I don't need someone else," he whispered. "I don't need anyone else."

Just as he uttered those words, a dark-haired girl in a red dress walked over to his table, casually pulled back Daniel's chair, and sat down. "Tell me about yourself," she instructed.

He blinked, raised his glass and did his best to hide the confusion playing across his features. "Sorry," he told her. "That spot is taken."

Eric didn't know what to expect. Perhaps she would lean back, instantly affronted. She was a beautiful girl with symmetrical features, and there was something about the way the light played along her wavy black hair. She was wearing makeup, and that dress certainly looked amazing. From the straps along her shoulders down to her torso, it shimmered each time she moved, drawing his attention and reminding him of her amazing curves. Yes, his natural instincts awoke when she was close like this, and maybe he even reconsidered his blunt rebuke of Alicia's advice, but then he remembered he had a job to do.

"I think you’re a lovely person, but I need to focus."

"On what? On your friend?" She focused her eyes on him. For a moment, the noise, movements, and lights all dissipated. Instead, he could only see into her eyes, like his entire existence became fixated on this one young woman, the need to hear her even as she said something. Perhaps he saw her lips shape the words, "Be honest."

"He's not my friend," Eric said.

"Then who is he?" This young woman sounded genuinely intrigued.

"A potential investor," Eric said automatically.

Before he could add anything else, his unwelcome visitor continued, "Really? And what exactly would he be investing in?"

"My friends and I run a small startup. Basically, we are developing a new system for large-scale lithium-ion battery storage."

"Sounds impressive," she told him without sounding impressed. Then she leaned forward, and she wanted to know, "You not like the other boys here, are you? Why aren't you off flirting with those girls?"

"I'm not interested," he said.

"Why not?"

He clenched his eyes shut, shook his head, and shrugged off whatever just got into his head. He didn't know what had happened, and he didn't even care to try to explain it. "Look, I need to focus tonight. Have a good night." That's when he grabbed his beer, stood up, and walked away.

Step-by-step, his heart pounded faster. He approached Daniel, and the VP didn't pause for a second. He reached out and grabbed Eric by his shoulder, "And this right here is one of the guys who's going to help save the world."

"Really? What do you do?" squeaked one of the girls.

Before Eric could think of something to say, Daniel leaned forward. With this huge grin on his face, he announced, "You know global climate change? Yeah, this guy right here is about to fix it. All of it."

In an instant, Eric really, really wanted to rest his face on his palm and massage the spot right between his eyes. Instead, he had to play along, "That's right, ladies. With this man's help right here, my company is going to change the world."

"How are you going to do it?" one of them asked.

"With money," Daniel said. "And that's where I come in. I represent one of the most powerful investment firms on the planet. If you want to have a future in finance, I'm the guy you want to talk to."

"He's not kidding," Eric said, because he had to play along. Yes, this was an asinine game, but that hardly mattered. If this guy had the capacity to wreck the investment deal, then Eric needed to make sure that didn't happen, which meant making sure Daniel walked away happy. If he needed a good night out in a bar or some clubs, Eric could make that happen.

That's when he felt someone touch his shoulder.

All at once, the girls narrowed their eyes slightly. They were probably trying to hide their reactions, but they saw a competitor. Sure, this bar was supposed to be a place where young and beautiful and powerful people could hang out, explore the libations, flirt and check one another out, but this all meant there was a lot of competition here.

Eric turned around and followed their gaze. He found himself looking up at that dark-haired young woman from before. What was she doing here? He had snubbed her, which meant she should have stomped off in a huff and maybe picked another guy to flirt with.

"Can I help you?"

"Eric," she said. "You cannot sit with me for a moment?"

"Why would I do that?"

She lowered her head, and she whispered into his ear, "Because it would be rude to collar and leash you right here. I don't want any of your mundane friends to get upset."

"Eric, do you know this girl?"

"No," he said. "We only met a few minutes ago." Realizing the atmosphere had turned awkward, Eric got up. The girl grabbed him by his hand. She laced her fingers through his, and she tugged, practically yanking him past the other groups of chatting finance bros, programmers, and nascent influencers.

Seconds later, she pulled him out into the cold night air. The streets were wet, and she yanked him past the bouncer and down the alley next to the bar.

"What is all this about?"

"I told you," she said. "I didn't want to collar and leash you in there."

"Lady, I think you might need some help. Is there anyone I can call?"

"Settle," she ordered. The word cut across the air, and there was this moment when the rest of the world seemed to slow down. Cars passing by rolled at a fraction of their normal speed. Overhead, and airplanes seemed to slow.

But then he shook his head, and he stepped back, and that's when her eyes narrowed as she cocked her head to the side, "It wasn't a fluke before, was it? You really did shrug off my incantation." She stepped closer, and she reached out, like she thought she would just casually run her hand down along his face toward his neck. He stumbled back a few steps.

"You have to know that you can't run from me," she said.

"What is this? What are you?"

"That's probably the smartest question you have asked tonight," said the beautiful stranger. "My name is Marina Diamonte, and I've decided you'll make an excellent familiar."

Two hours before she decided to confront this boy in particular, Marina had been seated on the floor of her apartment with her grimoire spread between her knees. She had traced her fingers over those invisible sigils and she started to whisper. Her incantation guided her. It altered her senses and showed her the world. With divination, she reached out, expanding her sight into a new realm, one where scents and colors and touch could blend together.

Between the polychromatic use of wind playing across the world, she saw the thread: red and shimmering, one small detail set among so many.

She followed that thread out of her apartment. Some called this astral projection; she thought of it as something else, more like her mind's eye following different currents, jumping from one gust to the next as she navigated her way through the city. That thread bifurcated, splitting up. She found the first boy, a tall, bald man with a little bit of facial hair. She had studied him, circling him and came to a conclusion: no, she didn't like him. It wasn't just his appearance. There was something missing, something that didn’t taste right.

This boy wouldn't be able to satisfy her hunger.

And so she pulled away, sweeping across the city as she found another one of those threads. She followed it onto a campus, and there was a boy huddled in one of the libraries. He had his eyes and down at a textbook as he worked hard to memorize something about some legal precedent.

He was young and malleable, she could tell right away. He had potential, and he was smart, but no. His naïveté didn't appeal to her. Even so, she could already imagine herself sinking her psychic claws into him, rewriting his personality, and turning him into an obedient slave boy.

That was what she was supposed to do, right?

She had come to the conclusion many times before, especially when she saw the Matriarch with her familiar or Jenna with Jacob. Lexie seemed to enjoy tormenting her familiar, teasing him and taunting him, making him beg even as the other witches and casters watched.

Whenever that happened, Marina rolled her eyes, irritated.

Display would be soft, she had decided. No. She wanted someone else, someone with more potential.

Was this a waste of time? Probably.

At that moment, she decided she didn't care about finding a familiar. She didn't need to bind a boy to her will. If anything, she could just pick some random male and collar him without searching for real potential. She wouldn't bind him, and she wouldn't care about him. After the challenges, she could discard him easily enough.

Right as she left the library, she saw it, a bright flash of red down in the fog created by the souls of so many different individuals. She followed it, tracing it down one street, then another. She traversed the city in the span of just a few seconds. Then she found herself in front of a bar. Outside, a line of privileged girls and desperately dressed guys waited to get in.

What was it about this thread?

She slipped into the building, and that's when she saw him.

In an instant, she could read him: Eric Samuels. Seated there with another man, he seemed jovial and energetic just like everyone else there. It was a Friday night, and they were eager to show off just how much fun they could all have. This man was no different, yet Marina could see past the façade. Just like everyone else, he radiated a color, texture, a certain temperature. But he was cold, his psyche dark.

Why?

More importantly, why did Marina care?

Normally, she saw random guys, and she could instantly feel what they were thinking when their eyes turned to her. Even the most polite and progressive men always had the same ideas lurking between their ears. They saw her and wondered what it would be like to kiss her, to grab her breasts, to slap her ass, or to peel her out of her clothes. Sometimes, she could even feel the anger tinge those quick fantasies. It always happened so fast, and sometimes she punished them. Sometimes she gave them what they thought would be the luckiest day of their lives until they found themselves spread out, tied down, naked and powerless.

Right away, however, Marina didn't pull back. She didn't withdraw or reach out to find another red thread. Instead, she had circled him. She had searched through his thoughts, only to realize something. Beyond the color and taste of his aura, she couldn't feel anything specific.

His name was right there. Useless details like his phone number and the name of the schools he had gone to may have fluttered into the air around him, but the darkness felt almost impenetrable. She could push and feel it stretch, but she couldn't dive in any deeper.

His friend was simple: Daniel Hayes, a vice president of investments. He was making more money than anyone else in his family, yet he was closing in on six million in debt (three mortgages and almost seven figures on his credit cards could do that). Each time he went out, he picked up different girls and brought them back to his apartment. He calculated his success ratio to be close to thirty-six percent. Then again, he resented the girls who usually went home with him. They weren't the tens he craved. Just as importantly, they usually snuck out before he even awoke, leaving him feeling hollow and pathetic. Deep down, he wanted to kick them out. He wanted those girls to cling to him uselessly, like they secretly hoped he would marry them or something.

Marina withdrew from the bar. She brought her senses back to her apartment, opened her eyes and grinned, revealing the edges of her teeth.

Because she knew she could take her time, she showered and pulled on a different dress. Then she hailed another rideshare and headed to the bar. Right away, she saw him,  marched over to him, and she sat down at the small table. With her legs crossed, she leaned forward and contemplated this boy.

Immediately, she reached out with her abilities, and he…shrugged them off.

In those opening seconds, she had been able to compel his honesty, and he had obeyed. But then her magic seemed to slide off of him.

How was that possible?

Marina had never experienced something like this before.

Then he got up and sauntered away.

If Marina had been some other girl, maybe she would have been hurt. Instead, raw surprise held her tight as she had watched him walk over to Daniel and his new friends, a group of airheaded young women. Again, she reached up with her senses, and she could feel those girls and their ambitions, their desires, their half-healed wounds and their secret ambitions.

But what was it about this guy? What was it about Eric Samuels?

After he walked away, she just grabbed him. She pulled him out into the cold, and now she faced him.

She held up her hands, her fingers traced a pattern on the air, and suddenly he could feel the collar encircle his neck. His hands flew up to the base of his neck, and he could feel it. He demanded, "How, how did you do that?" Panic rippled through his voice as he glared at her.

"Don't worry. You’ll start to figure it out soon enough," she promised. With another gesture, she closed her eyes for a moment, less than two full seconds, and then she could feel the leash drop from her hand. Yeah, he could be entertaining. She had no idea how long she might keep this boy as her familiar, but the potential was there, and maybe they could have some fun.

Only then she opened her eyes again, and that's when she also heard the sounds of his shoes slapping down against the puddles.

He panicked and ran for the wall running behind the bar. He came to another alley and quickly turned to the left.

Marina dropped her head down and giggled. She shook her head from side to side, especially because this was kind of adorable. For once, she tried to remember when or if a boy had ever attempted to flee.

Off of the top of her head, she couldn't think of any examples. Most of the boys were like Calvin Dent. Arrogant and aggressive, they thought they would be able to overpower her. If anything, they worried about the ethical implications of their actions. If they pushed a little too hard, did that mean they needed to feel guilty? Until she took control, they were never smart enough to realize what kind of threat they faced in the form of this dark-haired girl with her lithe silhouette.

Marina held up her hand and tossed just a fragment of her senses out into the air. Unlike before, she drew on a psychic manifestation; silvery air visible only to those who could sense the currents of magic coalesced into existence. Her perceptions took on the shape of a raven as it flapped its wings and soared through the air, cutting to the left and following him.

Within seconds, she found him. He was running hard, kicking his feet down against the pavement. The alley opened up onto another block, and he paused, turning. Then he glanced up, and he squinted for a moment.

Did he see her? Could he see her avatar?

No. I was impossible. He was a boy.

Only women had the senses and talents to perceive the currents of magic that flowed across the world. Many, from one century to the next, had desperately scrambled and attempted to learn as much as they could. They might stare at the same gestures or attempt to shape the right syllables, yet they never succeeded.

They never, ever succeeded.

They didn't have access to this reality.

It had to be a coincidence, right?

He shook his head like he wanted to dislodge some bad idea from his brain before he turned, and he started to run again.

He didn't see her, yet he was fleeing as hard as he could? He sprinted, slamming his shoes down against the wet cement as his fingers flattened and cut across the air.

He crossed one block, then another and another after that. Several streets later, he stopped in front of some fashion boutique. He pressed to shoulder blades up against the dark window and panted. Heat pulsed at his core even though his skin was now cold from the air.

He scrambled to reach for his phone.

She snapped her fingers, and black flames shot up around her. An instant later, she appeared on the street. If anyone saw her or if a random camera happened to record this, everyone would assume that was just a glitch or maybe a prank. After all, teleportation was obviously an impossibility.

Black energy, smoke and licking tendrils of flame blossomed right in front of him. It only lasted for a fraction of a second, yet he saw it and his jaw fell open as he heard her call out, "Drop it." Immediately, he released his phone, letting it clatter to the ground. She was still holding onto the leash, and that's when he turned around. He started to run all over again, only for her to call out, "Stop!"

He froze. He slowed to a stop, and his momentum abandoned him.

Then he couldn't move.

"You take a lot of work, don't you? Interesting." As she sauntered up to this boy, she contemplated what made him so special. She had never encountered someone like him before. Was it genetic? Was it something about his experiences? Maybe another woman had claimed him? Actually, that seemed like the most likely possibility.

"Are you owned?"

"No one can own me," he said, believing it to be the truth.

"You have no idea," she told him as she circled him. She examined him, running her eyes along his body even as she searched for some hidden mark or sigil.

She didn't find anything.

Her lips pursed, and she stopped right in front of him. "Why, why can't I move?"

"Technically, you're not even supposed to be able to speak," she told him. That's when she held up the leash right in front of his eyes. "You know what this is. I'm going to leash you, boy. I'm going to leash you and take you back to my apartment. There, we can figure this out. Are you ready?" She snapped his leash into position. Right as it connected, she unleashed her powers again. No, she wasn't going to take this collared boy on a rideshare, and she had no interest in walking him all the way back to her place, either.

That only left one option.

She raised her hand, snapped her fingers, and held on tight to his leash. It had been a while since she had tried to teleport a boy as well, and she had already exhausted most of her reserves. Even so, a different kind of excitement pulsed through her body. She enjoyed his proximity; the closeness awoke something within her, and now she craved his touch.

That's why she unleashed the energy.

He didn't know what was going to happen, but then the fires ran along his body. It didn't burn, but he watched as those flutters of energy ran up his shoes, along his pants, all the way to his torso. He was enveloped, and he inhaled to cry out, only then he landed, dropping a half inch or so down onto the floor.

He saw the lights were already on, and he was in the middle of a living room.

He spun around again and again, only vaguely aware of the leash leading from his collar to her hand. He tried to figure out what had happened. He searched for some sign of a logical explanation. And yet, what could he say to explain something like that?

"What, what did you do?" Eric finally demanded.

"I brought us home," she said casually, making it sound like an easy and obvious explanation. With everything crowding his brain for his attention, it made sense that he didn't notice the way the heat seemed to dissipate from his body. Then he looked down, and his eyes widened all over again.

He was naked!

"Sorry about that," she said, guessing his thought. "It seemed easier than making you strip. Besides, I wanted to see exactly what I have in front of me."

He stumbled back, only to brush his naked buttocks up against the window behind him. Clearly amused, she smirked and watched him as he struggled to understand what was going on. "It's okay if you're confused. To be honest, I never assumed I would go after a mundane boy. I could play with you for a few minutes, maybe have some fun for an hour here or there, but bring you back to my place? That's a big step. I guess I'm growing?" She smiled and shook her head from side to side.

"What is this? Who are you?"

"You keep asking all of these cute questions. Fine," she said with something close to an exasperated sigh. She sauntered toward him, and he tried to summon some burst of anger or aggression. He was supposed to be a man, powerful and assertive. In spite of that, he saw the way she smiled at him, her eyes twinkling. Maybe it was the light, but was it possible that actual electricity buzzed along her irises?

No.

But then, how did he get here?

He saw her sleek cheeks, her adorably pointed nose, those full, red lips, and her wavy black hair. "On your knees," she commanded, and he could feel that compulsion run through his body.

The panic had drained some of his defiance. He saw the door right there, presumably leading out into a hallway or a court or, but what if it didn't? For a bizarre moment, he panicked, thinking they were in a skyscraper, that that door would just lead to open air, like he would run out, only to plummet forty or fifty stories down to the waiting asphalt below.

"My name is Marina Diamonte, I’m a witch, and I'm about to compete in a set of challenges, which means I need a familiar. You."

"What? No!"

"Yes," she said.

That's when she turned around. For a moment, he thought about trying to launch himself forward to tackle her. But what then? None of this made any sense. He was supposed to be outside. She yanked on his collar, and he found himself stumbling forward. That's when she turned around again. She said, "You don't like the leash, do you? Okay. Let's try something else." Her fingertips traced a fresh pattern on the air.

As he tried to watch, his vision blurred for a second, doubling and twisting. It only lasted for a heartbeat, yet he blinked anyway, and then she finished. He heard the sound she made, but it didn't seem like they matched to the normal laws of physics. She said something, and her breath hit the air, only it was more than that, he could tell.

That's when the shackles materialized around his wrists and ankles. Suddenly, the chains existed, and they pulled his arms up into the air, and his ankles were pulled two or three feet apart, spreading his legs and leaving him on display.

"Perfect," she said. Her eyes twinkled with amusement. "Tell me something, give me an opinion on whether or not women should take over the world?"

"What?" Eric asked.

"We already wield a tremendous amount of power, not that most of you mundane boys notice," she said. That's when she paused for a moment, perhaps surprised by how much she was talking to him. Yes, she had enjoyed taunting boys like Calvin Dent, but that was mostly because she wanted to remind them of their inferiority.

This boy, Eric Samuels, seemed normal enough. He was probably older than her by a couple of years, yet he hadn't exuded the stink of arrogant incompetence.

"Oh well," she said when he didn't say anything particularly enlightening. "That's okay. Let's see exactly what I have. Now I can figure out why you’re so resistant."

Grunting, he told her, "I'm resistant because I don't understand what's going on here! How is any of this possible?"

"Magic," she whispered into his ear.

Maybe she hadn't sensed any particular sigil or witch's mark, but she intended to explore and examine him. She came up behind him, and she brushed her fingers down along the center of his neck, over his collar bone, and along the contours of his back. Moments later, she grabbed his ass with both of her hands. He jolted, obviously nervous.

Good.

She circled him again, moving her hands along his thighs, then up his chest. "Your heart keeps beating faster," she said. "Are you scared?" By then, she wasn't compelling his honesty, yet he surprised her.

"Yes," he said.

"Really? I thought you boys always tried to be brave?"

"I don't know where we are or what's going on. I don't even know how you got me here or why I'm naked. What happened? Did you drug me?"

"It's magic," she told him.

His brows tightened, his eyes narrowed, and he just answered one word, "No…" His voice trailed off, like he was still scrambling and attempting to figure out some other potential theory. In this boy's mind, there had to be some logical or coherent idea. There had to be some way to explain what was going on.

"What?"

"Magic," she said. "These forces have so many different names, but that's what you people like to call it, right? It's an energy field, a dimension of reality, a concept, and a pool of talent that you can't comprehend because you don't have access to them."

"Magic is real," he said.

"It might not be real for a boy," she said. "But for the right woman with the right talent who can obviously tap into this potential... If I couldn't, how did we get here?" Her eyes darkened with amusement. "Of course, it might be a different kind of magic."

"What are you talking about?" She could feel his frustration as he scrambled to understand all of these new details. He had his memories for the last few minutes, but they still didn't tell him what he needed to know, not when everything seemed to be shifting and changing underneath him.

"Were you at that bar? Were you hoping to hit on some of those girls? Maybe you wanted to take someone home?"

"No," he spat out the word with more vehemence than she had expected.

"Interesting," she said. "But you enjoy this?" She had started to circle him again, and now she stopped right behind him. His arms and legs were chained, spread, and he could hardly move more than an inch in any direction. He could try to twist his torso from one side to the other, but he was spread out, vulnerable, and she had access to every inch of his skin. Gliding her fingers down along his torso, she only stopped when she had one hand around his cock, the other between his legs and cupping his balls.

He froze. His muscles locked up, probably because he hadn't really contemplated what being naked in front of this young woman meant. Intellectually, he had seen his body, but now she could glide her fingers over the contours of his most sensitive body parts, and there was nothing he could do to stop her. In fact, his muscles twitched and flexed as he tried to pull on the chains, but the shackles around his wrists and ankles held him right there in the center of her living room.

"Does this is make you nervous?"

"Yes," he growled back.

"Good," she told him. "I like knowing that you are just a little bit scared of me."

"I still don't know who you are," he told her.

"I gave you my name," she said.

"That's not good enough," he said. "How are you doing this?"

"I told you that as well," she reminded him.

"Please…"

"You see, there is another society. Think of us as a shadow society. We exist in parallel, out in the world, but you hardly ever notice us. Maybe you get that little sense that something is wrong or different or something doesn't quite make sense. If you go online, we have been noticed more and more, especially when it comes to those who rely on conspiracy theories."

"The theories are right?" Eric asked.

"No," she said with a chuckle. "They're almost always wrong. Most conspiracy theories rely on the human need for answers. Unfortunately for the mundane people of the world, we don't let you have those answers. Yes, there is so much more to the world than you could possibly understand, but people need easy explanations, and so they come up with their conspiracies, most of which are just recycled from old movies they saw at one point or another."

"None of this makes sense," he insisted.

"Just know this," she said. "I have you. I have you, and I’m more powerful than you, so I get to do what I want."

"No," he told her. "That's not possible."

"It is." As she spoke those two syllables, she started to move her hand up and down along his shaft. His body responded. In fact, he had been hard for the last few minutes, only now the raging arousal pulsed through his body and finally snagged his attention. "I can take you whenever I want. I can train you. I can domesticate you. In fact, that is exactly what will happen. You don't need to worry about your old ambitions. They don't mean anything, not any longer."

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

"Then stop me," she replied with this lilting, amused tone. "Come on," she teased him, even as her fingers brushed up and down along his cock. With every gentle caress, she sent another wave of arousal running hot through his body. Those pulses of electric desire gripped him, becoming more and more powerful. Again and again, he tried to break free from his bonds, but the snug steel had been somehow perfectly fitted for his body. He could lift his arms up just a little bit, making the chains go slack. That was it. As hard as he tried, he couldn't escape, and she knew it.

Just as importantly, she proved his helplessness.

"This is fun," she said. "I love having you just like this. And you know, jumping around the city like that took a lot of energy. I think I want you to repay me."

"But, what are you talking about?"

"Sex," she said without planning this. She nipped at his ear lobe even as she continued to slide her fingers up and down. With one hand, she toyed with his cock. With the other, she caressed and kneaded his balls. "That's always a fun way to enjoy some reinvigoration."

"No," he said. "I don't care who you are or what you can do. I'm not going to give in." As he spoke, he clenched his eyes shut. At the same time, he hoped he would wake up in his own apartment. He would be in his bed, and maybe his alarm would be going off. He would grab his phone and turn it off. Or maybe he would be back at the bar, his head down. Maybe he got blindingly drunk and this was some bizarre dream?

No. He couldn't deny the impulses racing along his skin as she stimulated him.

That's when she grinned, "Do you want an orgasm?"

"Yes," he growled before he could stop himself.

Or maybe she had compelled him to tell the truth?

There were those moments, with bizarre instances, when he seemed to follow her command. He could feel her words penetrate his psyche and somehow alter the atoms within his body. She shifted the neurons within his skull and forced him to obey…

No matter how much he wanted to believe something like that was a complete and utter impossibility, he experienced it again and again. Yes, he could push back and try to fight, but it wasn't enough. At least, it wasn't always enough.

"Struggle for me," she said. "I want to see if maybe a sigil has been hidden."

"I'm not going to struggle," he said. That's when he forced his muscles to relax. He stayed there on his feet, his legs spread and his arms still trapped above his head, yet he refused to give this young woman what she desired. This was the only form of rebellion he could think of.

"Are you sure about that?" As she spoke, she pulled one hand away from his shaft and moved her fingertips up to the front of his face. Her fingertips started to move, and she whispered, "Struggle."

The urge was there. He didn't know if it was an animalistic panic or something else, but he could feel that rush of energy fill his arms and legs. For a moment, he itched to obey her. It wasn't a question of yielding. It was just a need, a reflex.

But he managed to fight it.

He thought of those other impulses, the mistakes he might have made throughout his life, but he had always been able to control himself better than so many other people around him.

He didn't start struggling. In spite of that desire, he stared straight ahead, and he even managed to ignore his erection. His manhood couldn't draw his attention any more than her voice could.

"Fascinating," she said, and almost meant it. "I guess we have to try something a little more primitive." She wiggled her fingers, and that's when he saw the silvery sparks. "It might be infantile, but I'm okay with that." She pulled both her hands back, and that's when she grabbed his ass.

This time, Eric endured the urge to ask, "What are you doing?" Yes, he wished to know. No, he didn't succumb to temptation. He didn't understand this girl. He didn't understand anything that was happening here, but he had made a decision. At some point, he had determined that he needed to resist and fight back. He wouldn't cooperate or simply follow along with her orders.

But now she grabbed his ass, pinched down, and that's when he felt that first spark of electricity. It danced from her digits into his flesh, and he was suddenly jerked forward, desperate to get away from her touch.

"When was the last time you got spanked?"

"You wouldn't," he said. Eric couldn't explain the source of those words or why he had even bothered. She had abducted him, hadn't she? Technically, he had been kidnapped. The idea felt like a strange and alien and impossible hole all at the same time. Kidnappings happened in streaming shows and movies. They didn't happen in reality…

And yet, he lifted his head and looked back to the snug shackles encircling his wrists. They were real. He even reached out with his fingers as he slid them along the smooth, solid contours of those first links. He searched for some sign of deception, like he would be able to prove that this wasn't real. There could be a glitch, some flash of light, something that would tell him he could move or wake-up.

It didn't happen, especially because she drew her hand back, and she reveled in this moment. "Are you nervous?"

"No," he told her.

"You should be," she replied.

His nostrils twitched right as she swung her arm down, and she clapped her palm against his backside. At the same time, she unleashed just a tiny sliver of her arcane energy. Electricity shot through his body, lighting up his nerves even as she spanked him.

The jolt of pain, of contrasting sensations, made him twitch and struggle. This time, he jerked against his bonds, fighting as hard as he could. He tried to break free. "What's wrong? Are you scared? Am I making you nervous now?" Marina taunted him. In the next moment, she ran her fingers through her hair and tucked a few loose strands behind her ear. Then she came right back up to him, and she grabbed his posterior one more time. "I like watching you struggle," she said. "Especially because I want you to know that you can't get away from me. You belong to me now. Until I release you, I can do whatever I want. Have you ever felt this helpless before?"

"No," he growled.

"Liar," she said. "Tell me."

"I won't," he promised.

That's when she slapped him and she started spanking him. Her hand flew down from one slap to the next. She struck his right butt cheek, then his left. She tormented him. Then she stopped and came right up behind him, and now she reached past his hips to his cock. She found his erection, and she massaged his ass with her right hand while fondling his shaft with her left. She teased this boy, sending confused rushes of sensation all along his body. The fear lingered, yet arousal now fought for his attention.

"I like it when you're nervous," she said. "But it's okay. You can try to keep your secrets for now. You know why?"

"Why?"

"Because I'm impatient. So that means you're going to get on your hands and knees, and if you don't, I will make sure you regret it. Understand?"

"Yes," he said.

"Are you ready to be spread out and helpless?"

"I, I don't know," he said. Only a few seconds before, he had felt confident as he resisted. But now, the pain lingered along his skin, and he didn't know how to process any of this. Overwhelmed, the boy couldn't break free.

Only then the shackles disappeared. She swiped her fingers through the air, and fresh energy made his restraints vanish. He stumbled forward and landed on his hands and knees. That's when she grabbed his leash, and she started to walk ahead.

For a second, he raised his chin and lifted his head and watched as the slack started to disappear from the leash.

He wanted to jump up onto his feet, only his heart kept pounding, and he was breathing hard.

"Come along," she said.

If he resisted, she would punish him. That simple equation materialized behind his eyes, and he knew he wouldn't be able to win. It was strange, he reflected. When he stood up, he was probably taller than her and thicker than her. He had larger muscles, and if he could grab her and push her down onto the floor, he would have had the advantage.

And yet, she wielded strange abilities. Even if he didn't want to believe it, he couldn't deny the evidence of his senses. That's why he crawled. He stayed down on all fours. He braced his weight on his knuckles and his knees as she tugged on his leash and guided him forward.

"Very good," she said.

She practically skipped ahead, and he had to rush as quickly as he could down on his hands and knees. If he had been walking or running, he probably could have gone quicker. But then she glanced back, and he saw that evanescent smile on her face. For a moment, he nearly froze. He managed to keep his limbs moving, and they crossed the threshold into her bedroom. She turned on the lights, and he saw the fourposter bed, the lavender sheets, the white walls, and the beige carpet.

"Up," she said, snapping her fingers and pointing to the mattress.

"What, what are you going to do?"

"Whatever I want," she answered with a giggle. The sound seemed alien, like she could be a monster from some horror movie, yet she smiled at him with the kind of beauty he rarely encountered.

Then again, Eric was the kind of guy who spent most of his time in a small office staring at Excel sheets as he considered different cost and income ratios.

Under her watchful gaze, he crawled forward. With a snap of her fingers, she released him from the leash, and now he found himself on the bed. It was softer than he expected, and he caught an aroma, something sweet and alluring. It reminded him of some strange blend, like a mixture of a sweet fruit and laundry detergent.

He turned around just in time to watch as she pounced. She rushed forward, practically running. She raised her hands and slammed her palms to his chest, knocking him down onto his back.

"Spread them," she said. But at the same time, she held up three fingers and let them dance across the air. Again, he had to blink as he tried to process what his eyes were telling him. His vision – for a moment as she altered the rules of reality.

Then he felt the leather shackles encircle his wrists and ankles, yanking his arms toward the corners of the bed. He twisted around, raised his head, and saw the ropes placed into the leather bands.

These weren't chains, but he could already tell he would not be able to break free.

"You feel helpless again?"

"I don't know what's going on," he said instead.

"Do you feel helpless?" Marina wished to know.

Eric didn't want to answer, only then she lowered her head down, and the tip of her nose was less than an inch from his. She was close, so close; she filled the fullness of his vision, making it hard for this boy to think of anything else.

"You do," she told him. "You feel helpless because I have you tied down, now I can do whatever I want with you. Like I can play with this," she said as though he needed the reminder.

When she reached down along the length of his body and moved her fingers over his shaft, he tried not to react, yet his muscles tightened, he arched his back, and she continued to play with him. "Tell me you are helpless," she instructed.

Nearly breathless, he admitted, "I, I'm helpless."

"Tell me I can do whatever I want with you."

"No…" Eric started to say. Only then he clenched his eyes shut, pushed his head down against the mattress, raised his chin, and admitted, "You, you can do whatever you want with me."

"Good," she said. "Because right now, I have expended a lot of effort, and so I deserve to enjoy myself, don't you think?"

He didn't understand, not even when she pulled off her boots. Next, she peeled off her tights. From there, Marina snuck her hands up underneath her skirt, and she grabbed onto her panties. She pulled them down, tossing them onto the floor. From there, she touched two fingers to his bottom lip. "Suck," she instructed. Suck? He didn't understand until several more seconds elapsed. She watched him and waited.

That's when he wrapped his lips around her fingertips and started to suck.

Of course, she enjoyed those opening movements of his mouth. Then, as he sucked on her fingertips, because she could, she pushed her digits down deeper. She enjoyed the moist movements of his cock, but it was more than physical stimulation. This was about power, she knew. Marina couldn't help herself; suppressing a giggle, she basked in that angry glare etched across his features. He was a handsome enough boy, especially because he glowered back at her like he thought he might be able to intimidate her.

But then she pulled her hand back, and she kept her eyes locked on his.

"Very good," she said. "You know what you're feeling right now? That sense of surrender and subjugation? It's not going away," she promised.

That's when she lifted her skirt.

"You can look away if you want," she said.

This boy, a strange and wild male, unlike so many of the other boys she had encountered, suddenly managed to shock her. Yes, she had visited Europe, and traveled across Asia. With her family's resources, every one of her dreams had been indulged. Marina had learned self-control, primarily because she competed in other types of games. Wealth may not have been an issue, yet she had grown strong in other ways. Despite all of her experiences, this boy surprised her.

Despite the adrenaline running through his veins, and the excitement darting along his nerves, he closed his eyes.

For a second, she actually wanted to laugh out loud and ask, "Really?" She bit back that word at the last moment. Instead, she decided to enjoy herself. She closed her eyes as well, and she straddled his chest as she moved her fingers along her crevice. She played with her sex, gently gliding her fingertips up and down. She fondled and massaged her most sensitive opening. Leaning back, she braced her palm between his legs, and she savored her natural reactions as that stimulation danced through her petite frame.

She rubbed herself until she was close, very, very close.

Then he surprised her again. He still had his eyes shut, and his lips were pursed into a frustrated frown, but he didn't look up at her. Since he had this beautiful girl braced against his chest, he could have checked out the contours for legs, her small waist, the white dress that shimmered along her body, her shoulders, her slender forearms, her full lips as she panted…

Only he didn't do it. Somehow, this boy resisted those temptations.

Finally, she ordered, "Look at me."

His eyelids started to prize open for a sliver of a second, only then he brought them right back down again. No, he refused to stare up at this beautiful woman. He didn't want to watch his captor even as she pleasured herself.

All across the world, men would have literally given up fingers or limbs for the opportunity to get this close to a girl like Marina Diamonte.

But this boy kept his eyes locked shut. Even more astonishing, he refused to obey her!

How was something like that possible?

Marina anticipated some wild deluge of rage to flood her system. Instead, she experienced something else; she was intrigued? She was curious? A different kind of desire percolated at her core, but she didn't stop. With her eyes closed, she anticipated what she might do with this boy next. At the same time, she enjoyed his resistance.

With a guy like Calvin Dent or his ilk, the game always remained at the same. Those boys could brag or bluster, but they inevitably failed. Ultimately, Marina had learned something about those arrogant, overly aggressive males. Because they felt the need to assert themselves, they tried so hard to trumpet their own strength and independence. In doing so, they made girls like Marina roll their eyes.

And now, she had to worry about this quiet young man, a boy who managed to fight her. Yes, she could touch him, and he's in. Yes, she could sense his attraction. In spite of his resistance, he yearned to open his eyes. He wanted to run his gaze up and down along the length of her frame. Even if she had stripped him naked, touched him, teased him, and played with him, perhaps, on some level, he understood what she had in mind for him. And yet, that realization wasn't enough to scatter his urges or desires.

And yet he beat them back. Somehow, he resisted those longings.

How?

For a long time, Marina had instinctively believed that all women were fundamentally superior to all men. Along similar lines, Boyz II Men have had much to offer. Perhaps a few of them might be entertaining as musicians, actors, models or artists. She had met a couple of boys who had started to make it big online, only to vanish one day as a caster like Marina or one of her sisters decided to "acquire" a new toy. Then there were those other, far more famous individuals who also snagged the attention of the wrong woman. Those were the men who declared that they needed to retire for one obviously false reason or another. More often than not, they needed to "Step back and take some time to relax and recharge." No other fans needed to know that these boys often ended up caged and collared, stripped naked and put on display for his new owner's friends.

"Watch," she instructed.

His eyelids rose again, only this time, she leaned down, and she surprised him. She kissed him, pressing her mouth to his. The heat of her body radiated down; he absorbed that warmth thinking he could feel it flow into him. At the same time, there was the soft press of her chest to his. Then, because she was feeling especially playful and vindictive, she scratched at his side before gliding her fingers back down toward his cock. She pressed on the base of his shaft, making him groan.

"Not so stoic now, are you?" Marina taunted him.

"How are you doing this? Why are you doing this?" Eric demanded, his voice coming out in a strange, frantic gasp.

"I'm using my superiority," she said haughtily to answer the first question. To respond to his second, she told him, "And I'm doing this because I'm having fun with you. Now, watch."

She straightened her back again and pulled her hand from between his legs. For a moment, he jerked against his restraints, shifting his weight to the left, then the right. He still couldn't break free from his shackles, of course. And yet, the temptation defeated him this time. He couldn't close his eyes or even turn his head to look away. He couldn't choose some random spot on the wall to stare at.

Instead, he studied the way the light shimmered along her hair, down her neck, along her shoulders. She lifted her skirt again, and now she used the same two fingers. "I'm almost impressed with you, boy. Look at you, trying to defy your owner."

"My owner?"

"Shush," she said.

Eric surprised her again, "You're not my owner," he grunted up at her. At the same time, he shoved his buttocks down, drew on his inner reserves of strength, and pulled against the soft shackles around his wrists. It didn't work; he couldn't tear himself free, yet he did his best. He tried so hard, all while she touched herself.

The desires stretched through her body, becoming more and more powerful. Then she clenched down, lifted her head, and grinned with her bottom lip trembling. He heard those sounds, and he tried to hate them.

He watched as she came.

Eyes shining bright with barely contained desires, she drooped her head down before lifting her chin and gazing down at her boy. A nervous gulp ran down his throat; he couldn't help himself, not when there was something so intimidating about this girl. She may have been small, yet that hardly mattered. He had witnessed so much, and he still didn't know how to process those details.

"More," she said.

That's when she reached down and touched him. She slid her fingers up and down along his cock. She used both hands on his shaft. She teased his manhood for one minute, two and three, four and five. The seconds ticked by, and he jerked his body to the left or right in some vain effort to escape, yet he still couldn't break free. Worse, she knew how to coax those worst instincts. Kindles of desperation quickly morphed into a raging inferno.

No one had ever touched him like this before, not even Britney. No one had triggered this kind of panicked desperation.

As always, Eric struggled to get his feelings under control. He needed to lock down those urges and bury his desires. He couldn't allow this to happen; he wouldn't allow it!

And yet, she kept playing with him.

"You'll do anything for an orgasm, won't you?"

"Yes!" Eric instantly agreed. At the same time, the regret steeped into him. How could he be so weak? How could he be so foolish?

Those questions pumped behind his eyes, but she slid forward, practically crawling along the length of his body until she looked down into his eyes. She kissed him again, a soft, gentle caress of her lips against his before she pressed down. Then her tongue invaded his mouth, and she took what she wanted. She nibbled on his bottom lip before pulling back. "My boy, you're different."

"I'm not going to let you get away with this," he said.

"Try to stop me," she coaxed him. Then she spread her legs and straddled his face. She lowered her pussy down against his mouth, and she rubbed her crevice along his lips. Within one second, he tasted her excitement. He breathed in the aroma of her desires.

She taunted him further, "Before you think about doing something stupid, remember that I can get up and walk away. I can leave you here for a couple of hours. You want that?" Even as she taunted him with that possibility, she stretched her arm back and she just barely touched him with one grazing caress.

Eric didn't need additional encouragement; he licked her pussy. The flavor of her excitement danced along his taste buds. He tried to push it all away. He opened his eyes, and he could see the hem of her skirt. More importantly, he heard her moaning. She was gasping, savoring each second as he pleasured her.

He had done this before, with Britney. He had gone down on her eagerly. He remembered those moments when they were about to have sex and she smiled down at him. "You, you don't have to do that," she had told him each time. And yet, he had grinned at her, and he had served her, pleasuring her. After she came hard, he climbed on top of her, he pushed down, thrusting into her.

Right then and there, when he closed his eyes, he could almost imagine that other girl…

No. No way. Eric had held those defenses. He had ignored that girl and pushed away every other possibility. He wouldn't allow himself to fall into those fantasies. He wouldn't allow toxic hope or poisonous questions to overwhelm him.

Instead, he knew he had no choice, so he licked. He licked, and he tried to lose himself.

She came hard. He could feel it as she tightened her legs against his cheeks. Then she pulled away, and she looked down into his eyes. "My boy," she said. "My familiar." She traced her fingers along the edges of his collar; her nails scratched his skin, providing a wicked counterpoint to the urges already buzzing and fizzing and popping deep within his chest.

It required all of his self-control to stay silent. Even then, he could guess what she wanted. She was this incredibly gorgeous girl. She had to be one of the most beautiful women he had ever seen. Yeah, he had been at that bar, and lots of hot girls wandered around or waited outside for their chance to go in and dance and flirt and to joke around as they searched for those perfect moments to post online., But Marina was different. It was more than just her abilities.

Unless she was messing with his head.

He tried to think clearly, to understand how any of this could be possible. But then she looked down at him, and she commanded, "Beg."

He locked his teeth together hard and pressed his lips into another defiant line, and he stared right back at her. His expression didn't shift even as she moved her fingers up and down along his cock. This time, he refused to flinch; Eric didn't react at all.

That's when she chuckled at him. "That's impressive. That's very, very impressive. So few boys would be able to control themselves, you don't even care about that orgasm, do you?"

He still refused to answer.

That's when she ran her fingers up along his thigh, past his hip, all the way to his flank. As she touched him, she called on a small portion of her powers. Electricity zapped out from her fingertips, making him twitch. She laughed, and that's when she grabbed his cock and pulled herself up and over his crotch. She lowered herself down as she took him. He froze, refusing to move. Again and again, he battled those instincts.

His response, however, had been rendered irrelevant. She lowered herself down as she claimed him. She took this boy for herself as she showed him where he belonged: tied down on his back, spread out and utterly powerless.

That's when she dropped her face down and leaned forward. With this hungry smirk on her lips, she started to ride him, going up and down before she paused. She took her time with him.

Through all of this, he fought so hard not to react or to respond. He still wanted to show her that he didn't care because she couldn't affect him. She had no influence over him, or so he hoped she would believe.

Marina refused to get frustrated. On the contrary, she enjoyed that sense of mystery, the taste of intrigue.

When had a boy ever fascinated her like this? She thought of some of her friends when she was growing up, boys who had already been collared and understood how the world worked. Women were superior; women always assumed control. Those boys would end up as servants and husbands.

But this man was different. As she rode him, he started to speed up. She let her thoughts scatter as she savored the hard, physical impulses now racing through her body. Moment by moment, she loved it, the heat and friction, the powerful solidity of his manhood right there between her inner thighs as she claimed him for herself.

"Come for me," she commanded.

He refused to obey.

Even though he had the most beautiful woman he had ever seen mounted on top of him, Eric still refused to give in. His fingers shoved down against the palms of his hands as he made a pair of ineffective fists.

That's when she leaned forward and kissed him again. Her lips brushed along his, and she could taste her own excitement there on his mouth. Fresh sparks ran through her body, only she didn't use them to inflict pain on her plaything. Instead, she jolted his body, and that's when he let go, hissing through his teeth as he lost control.

Or rather, she stole it from him.

"That's right," she said, channeling her strength into his body as she forced to those reflexes. Maybe, if she had stayed quiet, he would have been able to maintain control. He could have perfected that discipline and shown this young woman that he would not be tempted. It didn't matter how tantalizing her amazing body may have been. Her curves, texture, the scent of her arousal, and the playful lilt of her voice wouldn't have been enough to force him to climax. He would have been able to endure because Eric knew how to control himself. He could resist those temptations, or so he ached to believe.

She broke his strength, drawing out that orgasm until he ground with desperate pleasure. Hot bliss surged into his body. Intellectually, he could try to fight it and hate it as much as he wanted, yet this girl knew exactly what she was doing. And as she felt that excitement resonate through his frame, she unleashed her own orgasm. That second burst of vital ecstasy gripped her, tensing her muscles and forcing her to flex as she clenched her pussy down on his member. She drained him, tapping into the last reserves of his strength until there was nothing left.

And when she finished, she pulled away.

After that, she should have walked off and got in the shower. She could have relaxed and left him there.

Instead, she reached down. He had closed his eyes again, turning his head to one side, almost like he thought he could hide from her. Caressing him with the back of her hand, she suddenly found herself intrigued once more by this boy. What was it about him?

"You're different," she said.

That's when a different temptation surprised her; she envisioned some scenario where she could lower herself down and rest her head on his shoulder. She could wrap one arm around his torso and listen to his pulse as his heart finally started to slow.

"I don't know what you're talking about," he said, breaking her reverie. "I don't care what it takes. I’m going to get out of here. I’m going to get away. You can't keep me as your prisoner."

"Actually, I can," she said. That's when she jumped up onto her feet and sauntered across the room. Her skirt fell around her thighs, making her look, only slightly disheveled. Yes, a few wisps of hair had fallen loose, giving her an even more real appearance, but she went to her closet and pulled out a couple of wipes. She came back, and she cleaned off his cock and his balls.

"I have something special for you. Your collar marks you as mine, but I want you to remember that you belong to me."

His throat tightened, and he looked up at her. Curiosity played across the contours of his lips, but he still didn't say anything. That's when she opened the drawer underneath her bed and she pulled out a set of toys she never really expected to need. One of her aunts had given her this gear. "You never know," she had said with a playful wag of her finger.

Sometimes, the ladies from those previous generations really didn't know what they were talking about.

Marina drew on her talents, and she focused her newly refreshed strength on this boy. Suddenly, he lifted his hips up. His buttocks came away from the mattress as she slid the metal belt around his waist. She drew it tight against his skin. Next, she secured his cock and his balls in the middle pouch. She slid his manhood into the tube, and then she snapped her fingers. The locks cinched tight.

Right as he dropped back down, he jerked his head up and stared down along the length of his body, "What, what was that? What did you do?"

"I locked you in chastity," she said. "But don't worry. That not the only cage you are going to be using tonight."

He didn't understand what that meant, so she clapped her hands, and the shackles disappeared. She grabbed him by his collar and she hopped off of the bed.

After getting ridden hard, Eric was exhausted. In fact, he probably could have closed his eyes and fallen asleep despite the restraints around his arms and legs. But now he found himself crawling, and she escorted him through the door, into the hallway, and now he faced something else entirely.

She opened another door to the guest bedroom without bothering to turn on the lights.

Still, he could make out the edges of the cage. She opened the front latch, and the gate followed a second later. "In," she commanded.

If he had been allowed to think clearly, he would have lifted his head, glared at her, and insisted, "I'm not going in there."

It would have been a bold, bright declaration and it would have been completely futile. That's why he dropped his head down and crawled into the cage. She dropped the gate a second later, and then he heard the latch lock all over again. She reached down between the bar, and she brushed her fingers along the back of his head. "Get some rest," she said. "You're going to need it."

Once she left him alone, he decided not to listen to her. On some level, he knew he needed to preserve his strength. Closing his eyes, curling up into a ball, and losing himself to sleep might have given him some extra strength. He would need it for later on. At some point, she would make a mistake, mess up, and he would be able to escape.

Granted, those hastily constructed fantasies all relied on this girl not being able to track him down.

How had she done that?

Again and again, he went over the events from that night.

Out with Daniel Hayes and everything seemed so normal, so mundane and boring. It was just one more corporate event, one more meeting, one more pathetic effort to entertain a potential investor. Frankly, Eric would have been happier back in his office as he considered the different strategic questions for their business. Where should they put their money? What kind of leverage should they take on? While Mark and Alicia considered the technical aspects of their business, Eric could handle the strategic questions.

He loved watching those numbers and considering how they might play out, especially when he translated these details into specific questions that could ensure their success or guarantee their failure if he messed this up.

Too often, people forgot about businesses and the numbers. Accounting wasn't sexy, but it was necessary, especially when it came to resource allocation.

Even if that night was supposed to be completely and utterly normal, that girl had come over to his table and sat down. She had started talking to him. Just as importantly, she had influenced him.

Eric didn't know any other way to describe it. She had sat down, and there had been something about her presence and her closeness. He felt like he had been drawn into her gravity, like there was something powerful about this young woman pulling him in her direction. Of course, he had shut down those desires immediately.

And yet, it had been more than just physical beauty.

Charisma?

In college, he took a class with a psychology professor who talked about the difficulties of attempting to classify and quantify beauty across cultures. Many psychologists believed it would be possible to take large data sets and determine which features were the most popular among people across the globe. Of course, his professor also pointed out the problem with this. She said that it was impossible to decontextualize beauty. Something like attraction could never be completely isolated. It would always be impossible to strip away every variable. Even if a man or a woman seemed incredibly attractive based on a neutral expression, what would happen in other circumstances? If that man was swinging the wrong flag or a fat woman was covered in mud or blood, would that alter how people saw her? Yes. Obviously. Trying to find specific features and isolation of everything else ultimately yielded empty results.

Charisma, he decided.

At the same time, he smirked. Despite the fact that he was locked in a cage, collared, and now this weird belt, Eric still wanted to laugh because he was thinking of some of those video games where charisma served as a justification. A character could have a high charisma score, meaning she or he could instinctively alter the fabric of reality. The more he thought about it, the less this made sense. And yet, he now had a living example: Marina Diamonte. Was it possible? Could someone reshape reality through the sheer force of her will alone?

Instantly, he should have laughed at the idea. It was absurd. And yet…

More importantly, Eric had to acknowledge what he had witnessed that night. It wasn't just that strange feeling that swirled through his chest whenever she came near. It wasn't even a question of her words or how he had reflexively tried to obey. It required all of his concentration, all of his determination and defiance to hold off and keep from obeying her.

That girl had literally teleported in front of him. He had felt her fingers come alive with electricity as she spanked him, as she touched him.

How could something like that be possible? How could anything like that actually exist in this world?

After a little while, he pushed those questions aside. Eric liked to think of himself as a strategic thinker, meaning he could often disregard the frustration of a bad situation and instead, focus on his plans. Instead of worrying about the factors he couldn't control, he could concentrate on the details that mattered, especially when it came to that vital question: what was he going to do?

She had turned off the lights and closed the door. Illumination still came from the window; the city always glowed even in the darkest hours of night. This allowed him to push himself up onto his knees. Tentatively, he reached out, and he could feel the cool curves of the black, iron bars.

A soft pad squished underneath him as he shifted. He could get on his hands and knees. He could roll onto one side. He could start to sit up, but the top of his head brushed along the lid of his cage.

At first, he kept his eyes closed. But then he needed to know. Obviously, he couldn't see his collar, not while he wore it but what about the other item?

She had called it a chastity cage.

The phrase sounded vaguely familiar. He remembered a chastity belt from movies or maybe a teacher mentioned in one of his history classes. Now he dropped his hands down to his sides, and he ran his fingers along the smooth metal. He found the first lock. Then he slid his hand down between his legs, and he tried to cup his balls and to move his fingertips along the contours of his cock. He couldn't do it. He couldn't feel anything.

It was a strange and exotic thought, but he didn't have access to his body.

Was something like this really possible?

He smirked. Yeah, it was. No, that girl didn't need "magic" to trap him in something like this.

Right away, he made a choice. He intended to remove it.

Eric grabbed onto the sides of the belt as best he could. He tried to shimmy out of it, to pull it down around his hips and to discard it, like an unwanted pair of underwear.

The chastity belt refused to budge. He worked on it for several minutes, shifting his weight from one knee to the other as he attempted to get a better grip. Despite his best efforts, he couldn't remove the belt. At one point, he let the frustration surge along his limbs as he tried to tear through the metal.

No, it didn't work. In spite of his best efforts, he only managed to start panting, and fresh heat played along his cheeks. Inevitably, he had to give up.

What about the other compartments? Could he remove some of the round plates? Maybe if he worked hard, he could break a lock or slide off one of the pieces so that he would have access. At that moment, he didn't even care...or so he assumed.

Only then he started thinking of Marina. For just a couple of seconds, he lowered his head, closed his eyes, and he wondered what it would have been like to ask her out, or run his fingers through her hair. He imagined tucking a loose bang behind her ear. He could have slid his fingers the back of her neck, leaned forward, tilted his head to the side, and kissed her.

She had kissed him.

As those thoughts fluttered through his head, he felt the reaction right between his legs as his cock started to stiffen. He couldn't help himself, especially because he flashed to those other unwanted fantasies: stroking her breasts, running his hands along her legs, licking her, thrusting his cock right down between her legs.

No!

Seething now, he hated how he had lost control, even for just a few seconds. Yes, those images had been confined to his imagination, but he didn't care because he didn't want to surrender to those base urges. So now, he concentrated on the chastity belt. He tried to remove the cup around his balls. He tried to get the tube off of his manhood. He worked at it, gliding his fingers along the different components in the dark as he attempted to free himself.

It didn't work.

Again and again, he tried and failed.

The frustration nipped at him, growing stronger with every few minutes.

Finally, he decided he needed to maintain his strength. He lowered himself down onto his side, he rested his cheek on his palms, he shut his eyes and tried to relax. Soon enough, he drifted off to sleep.

After riding that boy, Marina couldn't be touched by fatigue or exhaustion. Sure, tracking him and hunting him had required a lot of energy, but the sex had reinvigorated her. Energy thrummed through her body as she pulled out her phone and walked out into the cold night air. She had her boots on again, her panties were back in place, and now she asked, "Hey. You mind if I come over?"

Jenna may have been busy, but she recognized that note of urgency in her best friend’s voice. "Sure thing."

Despite her excitement, Marina had to ask, "I’m not interrupting anything, am I?"

"No, I think I can finish with Jacob before you get here," her friend said before they both laughed.

When she emerged from her building and stepped out into the cold air, a gust of wind washed over her face, but she enjoyed it. Somehow the chill reminded Marina of the heat still simmering and roaring deep within her core.

But then she puffed out her cheeks, and she reminded herself that she was in the mundane world now. No, she didn't need to draw on her talents. She wasn't hunting a boy. No matter how she felt, this excitement wouldn't last forever. Eventually, she would spend her strength, and she would need to rest again.

Or she could go play with that boy.

No, she decided with a shake of her head. She wouldn't push him too hard. But she would play with him. Just as importantly, she would figure him out. That's why she called for a car, got in, and traveled through the city.

When the driver started talking to her, she glanced back at him. Of course, he wasn't wearing a collar, nor was he marked, so she tilted her head to the side and said, "Shush." By drawing on her talents, she silenced him. From then on, he drove. Maybe he noticed the sudden quiet in the car. Maybe not. Either way, she smirked and giggled a couple of times even as she returned her gaze to the outside world. It was late, but young women and men still wandered the streets in search of fun and excitement and new memories.

A few minutes later, they pulled up in front of Jenna's building. Marina got out and paid her tip; she headed inside. A doorman waited in the lobby and asked where she was headed. She told him to be quiet as well, and he went silent as his gaze became unfocused. No, he didn't need to worry about her. No, she wasn't a threat.

Marina took the elevator up to Jenna's floor, got off, and found her front door.

Before she could even knock, the door swung open, and there was Jenna.

"What's going on? Is it good news or bad?"

Marina meant to shrug, but her best friend knew how to read her. Besides, Marina found herself grinning. Excitement seemed to roll down her shoulders even as Jenna grabbed her and pulled her into the apartment. It was a little bit bigger than what Marina enjoyed. She had three bedrooms, a large living room, that beautiful kitchen, and another set of huge windows that looked out onto the city.

For once, Marina didn't think about the view. Instead, the two girls found themselves on the black, leather couch, their legs curled up underneath them.

"What's going on? Come on. Spill."

Marina pressed her lips together as she thought about this. "Okay, so I spoke with the Matriarch…"

"Yes. That must've been fun."

"Not really," Marina groused. No, she didn't have a problem with the Matriarch, but the coven's politics had never interested her either. The different factions could argue and fight. And then there were the relationships with the other cadres of witches across the city, the state, the nation, the globe…

"But?"

"But she told me she wants me, and the challenges."

"That was obvious," Jenna said with just a hint of impatience.

"It's more than that," Marina said it. Now that she was here and had to face everything that had transpired, she didn't know what to say. "She told me to find familiar."

"Marina? Did you do it?"

Pulling in a slow breath, Marina knew what she had to say, only she knew how this girl would react. Finally, she puffed out her cheeks, smiled, and confessed, "I did. I ran a tracking spell, I found the thread, and I checked out a couple of boys."

"Who is he? What's he like? Oh, what does he look like? And is he in love with you? Did he fall in love with you right away?" The questions fell like an avalanche out of her friend.

"One question at a time," Marina said as she stiffened her back. She bent her head down, and then she said, "Okay, so I found a couple of different boys."

"You would," Jenna said with a quick nod of her head like this made perfect sense.

"I was curious," Marina said, more to herself. "I followed the threads to a bunch of different boys, but then one was especially interesting." Even as her friend swayed and wobbled with excitement, Marina found herself relaxing as she contemplated the boy in the cage back in her apartment. "I wanted to see exactly what was out there, especially if we were supposed to be compatible."

"Did you pick someone?" With a shake of her head, Jen also suggested, "Or did you find a boy, pick out some flaw, decide that you didn't want to keep him? You know, they're not fish. You shouldn’t just keep throwing them back."

"I picked one," Marina said again. Her eyes narrowed slightly as she stared back at that memory, "He's handsome. He's handsome, and there's something about him…"

"I felt the same way with Jacob," Jenna told her.

"I love you, Jenna, but I don't think that's true."

"What do you mean?"

"This isn't butterflies and excitement." Marina dropped her head down. With her chin pressed to her chest, she thought about this. "Okay, so maybe there is some excitement. I had fun with him. I had a lot of fun with him. But it's different because I can't control him."

"What?" Jenna asked, like she genuinely didn't understand those words. Individually, they made sense, but in that order, they didn't fit.

"Okay, it's more complicated," Marina admitted as she pushed her palms down against her legs and started to rub up toward her knees. "If I really concentrate, I'm pretty sure I can take control, but it takes way more effort. It's different. I've played with other boys. I can walk up to them, tell them what to do, and they yield instantly. But this guy is different."

"What? Is he some sexist jerk who just won't listen to you?" Jenna suggested.

"No. It's more like he didn't want to see me." Marina tilted her head to the side and glanced down toward a random spot on the floor. "It's like he was trying to hide from me even before we met. I sat down to talk to him, and he was trying so hard to block out any kind of reaction."

"Weird…"

"Very weird," Marina agreed. "So why? Why can he do that? You ever heard of the guy doing something like that?"

"Block magic?" Jenna asked, repeating the words like they came from some calculus textbook. "No. I haven't. Do you think he’s a threat?"

Marina tried to keep her voice level, only she didn't entirely succeed, "A threat?" The squeak of nervous energy may have jumped into those two words. Then she shook her head, "No, he's not a threat." She smirked for a moment. "I think he's into some kind of business? Maybe accounting or something?"

"Sounds boring," Jenna replied. Then she wobbled her head from side to side. "Boring might be good for you."

"I have no interest in boring," Marina declared. "Seriously, I’m not even sure why I'm doing this."

"Probably because the Matriarch nominated you personally for the challenges."

"Why?"

Jenna shrugged. "She probably thinks you have potential?"

"That's what she told me," Marina shook her head again. "But why?"


"I don't know," Jenna answered. "You've been having a lot of fun, and you stayed out of the family discussions for the most part. Maybe she is worried about you?"

"There's nothing to worry about," Marina replied. "If anything, I’m just concerned about this boy and what he might represent."

"Represent?"

"What if this is the start of a trend?"

Jenna's brows crumpled in disbelief. "What are you saying? That there are going to be guys who are immune to magic?"

"It's a possibility," Marina said. "You don't know what it was like. And, yes, it was fun when he ran from me, but..."

"He ran from you?"

"Exactly. I tried to command him, and he somehow resisted. It's like I can call on the spell craft and incantations to control him, but it requires two or three times more effort than it should. I swear, I haven't tried this hard to tie since I was a little girl."

As her friend sat there, she pushed the tip of her tongue up against her teeth and contemplated what all of this could mean. Finally, Jenna asked, "Do you think he learned this? Like is he part of a cult or a sect or something?"

"No. I don't think so. Like I said before, I think he's mostly just an accountant."

"An accountant defied you?" Jenna shook her head from side to side. She didn't like that. She didn't like that at all. "Maybe we should go tell the others about this? Maybe we should tell the Matriarch?"

"No," Marina said, her tone sharp and decisive. She blinked once, surprised by the jolt of fear deep within her. But why? She hardly knew that boy. And yet, she remembered the contours of his face, the outline of his body, and the way she took him. She fucked him hard, and it had been different...better. She wouldn't give that up, not until she had made the decision. "He's not a threat, and my spell still worked on him. He tried to run, and I hunted him down. He didn't present any kind of meaningful challenge. He won't be a challenge to our authority."

"Right," Jenna nodded. Then she smiled.

"What is it?"

Her friend pressed her lips together as she contemplated this. She was sucking on the inside of her mouth before she told Marina, "I guess I was just thinking about Jacob. When I first met him, I knew I wanted him. I knew I had to have him. So I walked right up to him, and told him he was going to be mine."

"What did he say?"

"Thank you," Jenna said before both of the girls started giggling.

"That's not Eric."

"Eric? That's a good name," Jenna said.

"He's handsome, and interesting, and I don't want to let him go, not yet. If I start to think he presents a danger to the family, then I will hand him over to the Matriarch. Right now, I want to see what I can do with him."

"Because you're worried about the coven or because you're worried about this boy?"

Before Marina could stop herself, she answered honestly, "Both."

Predictably, Jenna didn't have any advice for Marina, not in terms of figuring out what might be different about him. They talked about the different possibilities before sharing a couple glasses of wine. After that, Marina returned to her apartment. She took a shower, toweled off, and pulled on some sweats.

Dressed in pink with her hair wet and pulled into a ponytail, she appeared somewhat normal. No guy would have been able to glance at this girl and recognize her power. Then again, she often stepped out into the world, and she wondered how many of the mundane men spotted her and assumed that they would be able to overpower her. What kind of confidence to deck her did that grant them?

They had no idea…

With just a couple of words and the strength of her will, she could rewrite their thoughts.

Unless the boy locked in a cage proved to be a harbinger of something new.

Was that possible?

Marina already knew what the others would say. No. Of course, it could not be a possibility. The world might change around them, but magic had persisted. Marina sometimes wondered if this was one reason why they had decided to remain in hiding for so long. Sometimes her sisters tried to justify it by pointing out that that the rest of humanity outnumbered the witches thousands or maybe even millions of times over. Direct confrontation would be incredibly dangerous, especially considering what had happened in previous centuries. Encounters and revelations had taken place. It seldom went well.

But maybe her sisters decided to remain hidden by stealth and subterfuge, because it had become a habit. They could have whatever they wanted, especially when the world had become so anonymous. From small towns and hamlets to entire cities, people relied on their groups and tribes within those larger communities. It was so easy to vanish, especially when everyone aimed so much time and effort at their screens.

At first, she had intended to crawl into bed.

Instead, she stopped at the door to her apartment, and she pivoted. She walked into the guest room, and that's when she saw the cage by the door.

He was on his side and asleep.

Even so, Marina could still sense the frustration hanging on the air; he had worked hard to remove his collar, as well as his chastity belt. He had worked hard and failed completely, she could tell. Of course, he never would have been able to break through those markers of his subjugation. Still, it was sweet that he had tried.

"How did the other boys feel about their collars and chastity cages?" Marina mouthed to herself. She didn't make a sound, and the boy didn't wake.

Of course, he was always vulnerable to her, yet there was still something fascinating and intriguing about seeing this man curled up, his eyes closed, his breathing even and level. In that moment, he may have been dreaming.

Actually, another thought occurred to her.

She had never played with this, but the instinct was there, so she reached out and brushed her fingers along his forehead. She touched him, and then she took control.

Eric dreamed about work, about writing prospectus, about getting everything ready. The VC guys would be there at any moment, and he needed to make sure everything was perfect. They kept scanning across the different decks as he contemplated exactly what they would say, and how this would work.

In his dream, she rested her hand on his shoulder.

"No," he said reflexively. He wouldn't allow his desires to distract him.

It hurt too much.

"Yes," Marina said.

He jerked his head up, and his eyes widened when he saw that beautiful, dark haired girl. From her pale skin to the shape of her lips and nose, her dark hair, and the way she smiled down at him, he didn't know what to do.

"You're not Britney," he said.

She smirked. "Britney?" After another. Second, she shook her head. "No, not Britney. But I think you and I can have some fun. Would you like that, boy?"

"I need to focus. I have to focus," he said, turning his attention back to the screen in front of him.

"I don't think so," she said. That's when he glanced toward her again, and she held up her hand. She was holding the end of his leash, and now she turned and started to walk. Her black boots, gray tights, leather skirt, and that snug dark blue blouse attracted his attention. He needed to turn away. He had to focus on his work, only he ran out of slack on his leash, and he found himself pulled forward.

She hadn't yanked, but the force dragged him out of his chair, and suddenly he was down on his hands and knees.

"Where are we going? What's going on?"

"We're doing a new presentation," she said. "I think there are a couple of ladies here who should see the truth about you."

"What?" Eric demanded as he scrambled to understand how any of this could be happening. But suddenly they were in the small conference room, and she snapped her fingers, and the table disappeared. That wasn't all.

She snapped her fingers again, and now he glanced down and saw his clothing had vanished. He still wore a chastity belt and he had the collar around his neck and she was holding onto his leash, but his shirt and shoes and pants and socks and underwear had all disintegrated.

"You can't do this," he said. "You can't do this!" As he repeated those words, she coaxed the anchor, and then his nostrils twitched. He stopped thinking like a man or an accountant. Instead, he stiffened his spine, and he freed his worst instincts. For so long, he had sat behind a desk, manipulated numbers, and learned how to navigate different business relationships. This always meant wearing a mask, behaving professionally, and observing the social niceties.

But now he wouldn't do it. He refused. Something inside of him broke, and a rush of heat washed across his skin as he charged.

Eric lunged at this beautiful girl. He wanted to grab her, to throw her down onto the floor, to show her that he didn't have to follow all of those rules.

He tried to grab her. He couldn't. She was stronger. She intercepted his hands, and she stopped him instantly. It shouldn't have been possible. By the laws of physics, his mass and speed should have knocked her back. She didn't even brace herself. Like some superheroine, she casually yanked his arms behind his back, and she shoved him up against the wall, knocking the air from his lungs.

Eric fought to break free from her grip, but she held him effortlessly. Not only that, she crossed his wrists behind his back, and now she pinned his hands in place with just one hand. This freed up her other hand to touch him. "Yeah, I think it's time for you to put on a different kind of demonstration. You thought you were going to talk to all of those important men. There's just one problem." She paused and allowed those words to hang in the air between them, "There are no important men. Men are boys. Boys are meant to be playthings. You are a plaything, boy."

He heard those words and they resonated through his psyche. At the same time, he felt that twitch of desire between his legs as his cock struggled to harden, only he couldn't enjoy an erection. He still wore his chastity belt…

When he shook his head and tried to dislodge these images, Marina reached out and touched the underside of his chin. "No, you can't get away, not that easily." Her eyes twinkled with amusement, and then she raised her hand and snapped her fingers again. That's when the door opened.

Eric's eyes darted over to the entrance as those women started walking in. The memories were plucked from his psyche, so he saw all of them. Alicia came in first, a smug look on her face. Then there was Jessica, one of the cute interns. He saw Monica, Lupe, Zara, Olivia, and Kayla. The women came in, one by one. He was almost completely naked, and still couldn't break free.

Finally, Marina told her boy to turn around so he now faced the assembled women. "Ladies, I think it's important for this boy to understand his place."

He opened his mouth, and he was going to say something. He intended to protest or argue. Maybe he would have called out for help, if given the chance. Unfortunately for Eric, he didn't get the opportunity to speak.

Marina flashed her fingers through the air as his lips parted and then he felt the ball gag materialize between his teeth. He tried to confront, to crumble or to growl something out. Maybe he was trying to get his colleagues to help him.

They didn't. They wouldn't.

In this nightmare, she had control.

"Ladies, tell me about this boy," Marina instructed.

It was Alicia who tilted her head slightly to the side as she examined the hapless male trapped in front of them. "Eric can be a sweet guy, but he is defiant and unruly. Did you know that he thinks he should be in charge?"

All around her, the other women tittered. They were giggling and having fun because they knew this boy couldn't escape. He had been utterly subjugated.

Marina released him, and he thought he would be free. Right as the impulse to pull his arms from behind his back, he glanced down along the nerves in his arms, she forced him into a set of shackles. Cuffs encircled his wrists, locking them behind his back. He was trapped, and now she watched as he stumbled forward. He hit his knees.

When he tried to get up, Marina rested one hand on the top of his head. She grabbed him by his hair, forced his head up, and now he saw the women standing around him. Yes, many of those females were supposed to be his subordinates, only they had control now. They were in charge, so they could do whatever they liked.

"Yeah," Alicia continued. "Eric here thinks he should be able to make decisions on his own."

One of the interns chirped, "He should be fetching me coffee!"

"And if someone has a hard day at work, he should be under her desk, giving her a foot massage," said another woman.

"Wait, he's not married, right?" someone else asked.

"No, he's not married," Marina said.

"Then every woman at work should have the right to use him, especially if we are going to be generous enough to allow a boy to have a job."

"He should not be allowed to work?" asked one of the engineers.

"No," one woman said. "It's a ridiculous idea. Everyone knows men should be at home, cooking and cleaning and getting ready to serve their wives when they come home. That's the best structure for any society."

The words echoed in his head, he tried to crawl out, to shout, yet the rubber gag in his mouth absorbed every decibel of sound he tried to make. Despite his best efforts, he remained there on his knees, trapped, especially because Marina refused to let go of his scalp. She could manipulate him, turning his head from side to side as though he were nothing but a puppet.

"I don't know," Monica said. "I think there's something kind of adorable about a boy who thinks he should be able to work. Besides, he could be really helpful."

"You think?"

"Yeah," Monica insisted. "No offense to the interns, but we have a lot of work that a boy can do. I mean, this is menial stuff that is probably beneath a woman anyway, so why should she be forced to waste her time when we have someone like Eric here?"

He grunted and growled. He snarled and jerked against his restraints. He kept trying to break free from the cuffs, only the metal shackles wouldn't bend or break. He could channel all of his anger and frustration, yet it didn't change anything. These women had him, they didn't have to let go.

But this was a dream. It was his dream.

That's why he shattered the steel links. He pulled as hard as he could, they stretched and snapped, and Marina turned her head to the side. Really? She didn't think he would be capable of something like that.

This may have been his dream, but she knew what she was doing, and so she had sculpted it. He tried to run forward, to break free. He ached to sprint out into the hallway, only the women snatched him. They grabbed him by his arms and legs. They outnumbered him twenty-to-one, so they overpowered him and pushed him down onto his back.

"Ladies, I think this boy needs to be reminded of his place," Marina announced as she stood over him. She rested her boot right there on his sternum. She pressed down, and he glared at her. She snapped her fingers, and the gag disappeared. "What do you think, boy? Do you need to be reminded of your place?"

"I'm supposed to be in charge!"

"You help us," Alicia said. "That's all you get to do."

He turned his head, and he saw the flickering image of that beautiful girl placed above him. She smiled down at him; they were supposed to be colleagues and partners. They had founded the company together. And yet, that didn't matter, not here. His contributions had been rendered irrelevant on the basis of his sex. He was a boy, which meant he was good for fetching coffee and looking handsome.

As hard as he tried to push those thoughts aside, Eric found himself completely surrounded and pinned by those girls. They showed him where he belonged: down on his back, helpless. And maybe they would let him up...if he could learn to behave.

"Olivia, would you like to spank him?"

No. Not her.

Between her pixie cut and her vibrant eyes and big smile, she had always seemed so energetic and enthusiastic. Whenever she hopped into a room, everyone could feel the shifting atmosphere. Only now she grinned and revealed the edges of her canines. "Yes," she announced. "This boy definitely needs a spanking!" She tittered and giggled like this was just going to be a game.

Eric tried to retake control of his dream. He fought to break free, but those beautiful women held him down. Overpowered and outnumbered, he didn't stand a chance, yet he kept trying even as they rolled him onto his stomach. They forced onto his hands and knees. They kept him pinned and trapped. They could manipulate him however they wanted. With sheer strength and overwhelming numbers, they could do whatever they liked, and he couldn't fight back, no matter how hard he tried.

"You broke your handcuffs," Olivia said as she came up behind him. When she spoke, the brown-haired girl turned those words into an accusation. As far as she was concerned, he needed to accept his place. If these women decided to restrain him, then he belonged in the shackles.

Before his spanking, she didn't tease him. Instead, she simply raised her hand and brought it down in one quick arc. It may have been a dream, but that didn't stop the sensations from lancing through his body. He clenched, and he tried to pull away, yet the gang of women held him down. They were a pack of predators, and these huntresses had no intention of releasing him. His muscles twitched and flexed. He strained, pushing against his right side then his left. He pulled and fought as hard as he could, yet he still couldn't break free from their hold on him.

"Let me go," he demanded.

"No more talking," Marina said casually. With a flip of her fingertips, she reconstituted the ball gag right between his teeth.

He glared at her, and now Olivia resumed his spanking. She struck hard and fast, slashing her palm down again and again. Each time she repeated that simple motion, another jolt of agony swept through his body, making his eyes water.

The rhythm continued, as each blow landed. She went for the right cheek, then the left. She left her handprints all over his backside. It didn't matter how hard he struggled. The pain may have granted him extra strength, yet it still wasn't enough.

The women giggled and laughed at him.

Distantly, he could hear fragments of their conversations as they whispered back and forth or cheered Olivia on.

"Give the boy what he needs!"

"I love watching him flinch. He's so cute!"

"We need to do this to my husband," said another woman.

"Every boy should go through this!"

"Isn't that sweet? He's trying to get away. He really thinks he has a chance!"

The spankings landed one after another, again and again.

Finally, right as he thought he might break, Marina's voice cut across the air, "Stop!"

The women continued to hold him down. There were at least two females on each of his limbs, making impossible for him to escape. He may have broken the shackles, but he couldn't resist the power represented by the women who kept their palms and knees braced against his arms. Working together, they trapped him. They made sure he stayed nice and helpless, exactly as they desired.

Marina came up between his legs. She looked down at this mostly naked boy spread out on his back. She smiled and ran the edges of her teeth along her bottom lip. Then she crouched down and she looked at him hard. She studied him, her gaze roaming over his naked frame. He had n1ever felt so exposed or objectified before.

She was judging him and evaluating him. Instantly, he flashed back to that first moment in her apartment when she stripped him and contemplated the different lines and contours of his body.

"I'm going to make you beg," she promised.

He braced himself for another onslaught of pain. He probably thought she would command these women to roll him onto his side or to flip him over onto his stomach. They didn't, not this time. Instead, she spread her legs and leaned forward. The hem of her dress, rose up, and he tried not to drink in the curves of her legs. He didn't want to see that pristine flesh; he didn't want to think about the firmness of her muscles or how she would feel if he could glide his fingertips up and down along her legs to her flat stomach over the curves of her breasts, all the way to her neck. He didn't wish to start thinking about her or imagine what it would be like to slide down, penetrating her…

Okay, now his old defenses seemed to fracture and fall apart. Even as he tried to summon his normal stubbornness, it didn't work. In spite of his best efforts, he could only watch, staring forward as she grinned. A few bangs had fallen in front of her face, but she kept her eyes locked on him. There was that curtain of dark hair between them, and he gulped as she leaned forward. Then she kissed his chest. Her lips were softer and cooler than he had imagined. Then she kissed his neck, just above his collar. From there, she whispered into his ear, "I've got you."

Those words sounded so simple and so powerful all at once. They punched through his defenses, leaving him vulnerable, and now he could feel that constant strain between his legs as his cock tried to harden and push up against the air. In spite of his instincts, he couldn't do it. He couldn't enjoy the simplicity of an erection because these women were in control. In his dream, as in reality, he no longer had control over his body. Perhaps, if he had been able to retake control of those images, then he would have freed himself just as he had broken the shackles.

Unfortunately for him, Marina was in control.

She enjoyed every second of this as she leaned forward and kissed him. She pressed her lips to his mouth as he tried to resist. First, he tried to turn his head away. She grabbed him by his cheeks and forced him to face her. Next, Eric attempted to remain utterly still, only her lips played and danced along his, sparking those incandescent sensations.

The temptation overwhelmed him.

Underneath all of the anger and hurt, he had to wonder why he pushed those urges aside. And maybe, in some small corner of his psyche, he had to wonder if the defiance would even be worth it.

As she kissed him, he wanted to raise his hips and rub his cock against her. He wanted to feel the soft firmness of her body, as well as the friction of his skin on hers. The chastity belt didn't allow that kind of intimacy, however.

She pulled back and giggled down at him. "It's okay. You can struggle. Or are you ready to beg now?"

His breathing quickened, and he glared at her hard.

At the same time, he probably wanted to call out to Alicia. And yet, he had heard her comments; in this reality, he knew how she felt about him. Like all of these other women, she looked down on him. She saw him as inferior. He was a boy, which meant he couldn't be trusted. He couldn't be allowed to make his own decisions. At best, he could come in to work to handle all of the boring, mindless tasks that were the needs of a woman.

Only then Marina was kissing him again, and he loved the way she pressed her body down against his. He stopped struggling quite so hard. Now, maybe he wished he could wrap his arms around her.

And she broke off that kiss.

Before he could stop himself, he called out, "Please. Please…" He repeated that word, only it wasn't obvious exactly what he wanted.

"Do you want me to have sex with you? Do you want me to use you right here and now in front of all of these women?"

His nostrils flared and twitched. He glanced to the left and the right. He recognized those women and their faces. He saw them, and he immediately remembered those holiday parties, the all-hands meetings, and his various encounters. From the interns to the secretaries and analysts, the engineers and other executives, these were the women who helped run his company.

Only right then and there, he wasn't the boss. He wasn't a founder; he was a boy, which meant he couldn't possibly enjoy any kind of gravitas or respect. At best, they would be nice to him in the same way they would be nice to any errant puppy dog. He might be cute or amusing. From time to time, he could be helpful, but only because he handled those tasks that didn't warrant to their notice anyway.

Her questions reverberated between his ears, and then she kissed him again. Finally, she pulled back, and she didn't repeat the questions.

"Yes. Please, please, let's have sex."

"That didn't sound like begging," she pointed out.

"Please!"

Marina could already sense the desperation racing hard through his body. Like so many other boys, he could experience this incredible level of arousal while asleep. It probably didn't help that his cock was bound, both here and out in the real world. She had his manhood, imprisoned, and she had no intention of releasing him.

He didn't know that.

He didn't need to know that.

"Good boy," she said. He had said more he intended to say, but she touched a finger to his mouth. This was worse than being allowed to beg. She just made it clear to this boy that she would decide when he was allowed to speak. Although she had removed the gag, Marina still maintained control over every word that came out of his mouth.

That's when she stood over him. She raised herself up, and then she casually pulled down her panties. She wrapped them and tossed them off to the side. The other women hardly seemed to notice. And then she came forward again, spreading her legs and lowering her pussy down against his mouth. As he watched, Marina could tell precisely what he assumed: this would be the opening gambit. This was what he needed to do if he hoped to be released from chastity, if only temporarily.

"Show me what you can do," she ordered.

He licked her. He slid his tongue along her pussy. Maybe, because this was a dream, he didn't resist or argue. She didn’t have to punish him more than he had already endured.

The excitement roiled through her body, becoming stronger with every moment. She slid forward, pressed down, tensed her muscles and lifted herself up just a tiny bit as she enjoyed his tongue. His lips played along her opening and he tasted her all over again.

"Eric, this is what you need to fantasize about. This is what you should be dreaming about."

She rubbed her slit against his mouth as she enjoyed herself. Hot waves of pleasure cascaded through her body. They sparked, coming faster and faster. The jolts of energy started to feel like bolts of lightning, right until that moment when she arched her back and cried out.

Then she pulled away, and he instinctively tried to get up. He blinked, just once, and the other women around them disappeared because this was a dream, and she was in control.

When he attempted to move, however, he found that the women may have been gone, but a new set of restraints had encircled his wrists and ankles, locking his arms to the floor. He didn't know how it happened, yet it didn't matter either.

"No," she told him casually. "You're not going anywhere. You are trapped. You are owned."

"Fine," he agreed. "But you have to let me out of the belt."

"Do I?"

He stared up at her.

She stood over him. Now, her legs held together, her arms behind her back, she leaned forward just a little, and some of her hair fell forward as she kept her eyes locked on his face. "Is that what I have to do?" Marina teased him.

Just as he had done before when he managed to break the cuffs, he channeled the rest of his strength. He poured all of his effort into breaking free. In theory, it should have been possible, only Marina pushed back. Her will to control this new reality overwhelmed everything he possessed.

That's why he stayed right there, spread out and powerless before her.

"Please," he said. "I begged. I did everything you wanted! I gave you everything you wanted!"

"You did," she told him. "But now it's time to wake up."

Eric opened his eyes.

Once his eyelids flew open, he jumped up and immediately banged his head on the lid of his cage. Distantly, he heard the sound of her chuckling at him. He spun around and faced her. Crouched down on the balls of his feet, he leaned forward and grabbed the bars of his cage.

On some level, he probably knew he should have reached between the bars of the cage to try to grab her. He could have fumbled, stretching his arms forward. If he had been quick enough and lucky enough, then maybe he could have grabbed her by the back of her neck, her hair, or even her blouse.

When he remained there, glaring at her with all of the intensity he could muster, Eric didn't wish to believe she could intimidate him. And yet, that flutter of nervous energy still persisted right at the bottom of his stomach.

Banging his head on the top of the cage sent a spasmodic pain down into his scalp. Worse, it made him feel like an idiot as he glared at her. He resisted the urge to massage the top of his skull. Instead, he inhaled slowly between his teeth before breathing out through his nostrils. "You look like an angry bull," she told him. "That's kind of sweet. "How do you feel?"

"Angry," he said.

"That's only part of it," she replied as though she already had the answer.

As his eyes narrowed, he understood he had to say something. Infuriated, he didn't want this girl to control the conversation, so he insisted, "You have no idea what I feel. You don't know anything about me."

"Wrong," she retorted. "Right now, you are aroused. You can feel it with every kick of your heart, can't you? You want nothing more than to get out of that chastity belt. Whether that would mean touching yourself or getting lucky enough to have me caress you, you need it. You’re aching for it." She made it all sound like a matter of fact. This wasn't open to debate or interpretation even though he should have been able to maintain these secrets on his own.

"Fine. You're right," he conceded. "Please, just remove the belt for a little bit. I can service you again."

"What were you dreaming about?"

"How do you know I was dreaming?"

She cocked her head to the side and grinned at him like she expected a smarter question.

Bristling, he felt foolish. Even if he hated the ease with which this young woman could embarrass him, there was nothing he could do about it. He couldn't stop her, but he could try something else. Eric inhaled slowly and pulled a full breath into his lungs. And he told her, "Fine. I was dreaming about being on my motorcycle."

"Liar," she told him. It was far too easy for this young woman to contradict him. She could talk down to him, wrecking every point he made with casual ease. For her, it was super easy, barely an inconvenience. "Try again." As she spoke, she raised her hand, and she brought her fingertips and the pad of her thumb closer and closer together.

That's when his collar tightened. At first, he thought it had to be some kind of trick or game. Maybe it was a hypnotic suggestion or something. Only then he tried to swallow. It was getting harder to breathe. He brought his hands up to the collar and he tried to find some extra space. The collar continued to tighten, blocking off his air supply. Vibrant panic shot through his body.

"Care to try again?" Marina asked casually.

He jerked his head down and up. He swung his chin, and she waved her fingers through the air, loosening his collar immediately.

He leaned forward. Bracing himself against the bars, he stared down at the floor before raising his gaze and glowering at her just as hard as before.

"You need to understand something," she told him. "This might be difficult for a boy like you, but we are not competing with one another. You know why? Because you don't stand a chance. I understand the world and how to manipulate it. You don't. Because I can manipulate the world, I can manipulate you. I can control you and train you. You only really get to make one decision."

"Yeah?" Eric spat out. "What's that?"

"How much punishment will you need before you bend it to my will?" Those words should have sounded ridiculous, especially when they came from this petite girl. If they had stood side-by-side, he would have towered over her.

Her stature didn't matter, not when she grinned at him, and he suddenly let go of the cage. He retreated back. Braced on his knees, he glared down at her boots.

"Try again," she ordered. "What were you dreaming about?"

More than anything, he strained to stay silent. Second by second, however, the adrenaline continued to pulsate through his body. It was a fight or flight response, like he needed to leap up and attack this woman. He could have pulled his fist back and launched a hard right at her face. If he knocked her out, then maybe he could run. That other urge to flee was also surging through his body, becoming more powerful with each moment. Unfortunately, he was a bound animal, trapped in a cage like a dog or some exotic beast, so he wasn't going anywhere, and they both knew it.

"You," he said. "I was dreaming about you." The full admission grated against the back of his throat, yet there was nothing he could do about it. They both knew this too.

"And what were you dreaming?"

He started to speak; he stopped himself. He started again, and she watched all of this. "You know, I really do enjoy watching you struggle." For a second his muscles tightened, and he wanted jerk his hand back before slamming his palm against one of the bars of the cage. He hated how she could just sit there, watching him like he was an animal at the zoo. Maybe, under some other set of circumstances, he could be powerful and intimidating like a lion or some other predator. And yet, he had been reduced to the status of a creature displayed for her pleasure.

Worse, she had put him there herself.

He swallowed and felt the tension of the collar right there at the base of his throat. "I was dreaming that I was at work, and you dragged me into the conference room, and all of my colleagues turned on me."

"Did they hold you down? Did they hold you down and spank you before I kissed you?"

His eyes widened, and she tittered.

"And right now, what are you feeling?"

"Anger," he said. "Anger and...and..." He searched for those words; he tried to push them out onto the air. Despite his best efforts, he couldn't do it.

Almost tenderly, she reached through the bars of his cage and she slid her fingers along the curve of his jaw, "That's right. You're angry and frustrated. More importantly, you're also very, very aroused right now. But if you want, I can let you service me. Would you like that? Would you like me to have sex with you?"

"You're not going to let out of the chastity belt," he said.

"Nope," she answered with a playful pop of her lips.

"Then no. I'm not going to pleasure you," he spat out the words.

"Your loss," she said. "But as I go back to my bedroom and touch myself, I want you to think about the orgasms I'm going to be enjoying while you sit here and stew in your own frustration." She tapped the top of his cage, skipped past the threshold and closed the door behind her.

That night, he tried not to think about Marina. He tried not to picture the soft shine of her beautiful hair and he tried not to wonder what it would be like to run his fingers along those locks. In spite of those temptations, he needed to keep himself from thinking of her smile, the shape of her torso, her touch…

First, he pushed his thoughts back toward work. There was the obvious question. What had happened with Daniel Hayes? As far as the VC guy was concerned, Eric had probably just stepped outside and vanished. If Eric got lucky, then maybe Daniel would assume he had picked up some girl and gone back to his place. Maybe that would even warrant a little bit of respect or admiration.

More likely, Daniel would assume Eric got drunk and wandered off. Seriously, what was a more logical explanation? That an actual witch had shown up at the bar, hit on him, chased him down, and abducted him?

Alone in his cage, Eric snorted at the idea.

He bit down and he kept his eyes closed. Each time he started think of Marina again, he opened them and he stared out toward the windows. He couldn't see anything beyond the silvery glow of the city, but he tried to imagine what it looked like out there. He thought of the buildings, of the cars drifting along those streets, the blocks, and maybe occasional, darting movements of people as they made their way home.

Again, he started to think of Marina.

Why couldn't he push her out of his head?

A bolt of frustration streaked across his psyche.

He didn't like this. He didn't want to think of her, especially because his hand moved instinctively and he ran his fingertips along the curved edges of his chastity belt. First, he started at his waist, and then he reached between his legs and he cupped his crotch. He could feel that prison right there. He pressed down on the firm metal and searing fury made him want to jump up. If he tried, he would hit his head on the top of the cage.

If Marina or another woman had been standing outside and watching him, she probably would have started laughing. To her, it might be fun seeing this imprisoned boy struggle against his captivity.

He wanted to remove the chastity belt. He needed to get that device off!

He couldn't.

It wasn't an option.

Closing his eyes, he thought of some of those aggravating mems he had seen online. There were those moments when he might try to get away from work for a little while, so he would pull out his phone and scroll along his feed. Then he would see something irritating, and it would stick with him. Sure, he might have enjoyed the cute animal videos, but that exasperating piece of content would get stuck in his head.

That was how Marina felt.

Even as he thought of her again, his lips tingled, and he remembered how she kissed him. Simultaneously, he started to wonder what it would be like to run his hands along her naked body.

All of this coaxed the continuous flames of desire right at his center. He shifted around, rolling onto his right side, then his left. He fell onto his back. He bent his knees and brought his heels up toward his buttocks. He opened his eyes. He shut them again. No matter what he did, he couldn't shove her away.

That's why he thought of someone else.

Britney.

Eric thought of the first time he saw her in that class, how she had drawn his attention.

When he tried to picture the classroom and the teacher and his fellow students, the images materialized quickly and easily. Then he tried to remember what it was like to turn to his right and see her seated just a few feet away.

He pictured Marina. Instead he saw that girl with her hair pulled back into a ponytail, a black shirt on, with a white, Peter Pan collar. He imagined her seated there, her back straight, laptop open. Maybe she would even be wearing a pair of black boots with kitten heels, each one lined with soft velvet. Her legs would be exposed between the edges of her boots and the hem of her black, pleated skirt.

But that wasn't how it happened, he reminded himself.

He tried to remember Britney.

When he thought of her, he found that reassuring pang. He remembered the sense of completion, like he had really found someone. Before meeting her, he never had an opinion about soulmates. As a guy in college, he had figured he would go to school, meet a couple of girls, and maybe date. No, he wasn't some frat boy soaked in cologne who thought he could sleep with a different girl every night. But still, he was supposed to date, right?

No.

He found Britney, and she seemed to bring brand-new clarity to his life. Every time they were together, he had experienced that flutter of excitement, that rush of joy, like it didn't matter where they were or what they did so long as he could be close to her.

In the cage he smiled as he thought of Britney once again. He remembered how she had been really nervous. She had to go to the DMV to update her registration, and she had been terrified. As a young adult, she had never done something like that before. Technically, neither had Eric, but he promised to help her. Together, they sat on her small couch in the apartment she rented with three of her best friends. They went over the documents, and they tried to figure out exactly what she needed to do. At one point, she got overwhelmed. She ran her fingers through her hair, her eyes got wet, and even if the website was simple enough and the instructions seemed fairly clear to Eric, she still freaked out. Between this and her part-time job, her classes and her midterm exams and the paper she had to write for her history class, Britney started crying. He had pulled his arms around her, tugging her close. He remembered hating to see her suffer, but he had loved being there for her. He had been so, so grateful for the chance to help her.

Even when they went to the actual DMV, she had been flustered and nervous, especially as they waited for her letter and number to be called. And yet, he sat there with her and they started playing a game where they checked out the different people and argued over how old they might be. They whispered back and forth, teasing one another, flirting together, and it became one of his favorite memories.

Only now, he tried to think of that girl, and he imagined sitting back at that DMV and turning to face Britney. When he did, he saw Marina.

In the dark, he opened his eyes again. He pushed himself up onto his hands and knees. He dipped his forehead down to the soft pad underneath him, and he wondered if he should try to break out of the cage.

"She can't do this to me," he whispered. "I won't let her."

Despite his bold declarations, he knew he couldn't break out.

And yet, he couldn't stop thinking about that girl either.

Concentrating, he tried to understand his emotions. This had always been one of his strengths. Yes, he had those moments of overwhelming stress just like anyone else, yet they always seem to be rarer for Eric. He didn't normally get angry or upset. Even in high school, some of his friends had broken down during finals or right before their standardized tests. Eric, however, understood what it took to think through his feelings, to understand them, to deal with them.

But how was he supposed to deal with this?

One question glowed bright behind his eyes: why Marina?

What was it about her?

Yes, she was beautiful, but he had seen plenty of beautiful women. During the summer, he saw beautiful girls in those tight, denim shorts and clinging little tank tops. Occasionally, his eyes would be drawn in their direction, and he could admire them from a purely visual or aesthetic perspective, but he could forget them just as easily. When winter rolled around, he would see the same girls in puffy jackets, and they would be just as gorgeously sexy, especially when they smiled or gently blew on their coffees and hot chocolates.

Marina stuck inside of his head.

Was it magic?

He snorted and rolled his eyes.

Really?

And yet, he remembered how she jumped from one location to another, actually teleporting. He remembered those flames and how they had appeared instantly, bringing that beautiful girl with them. Then he thought of how she could talk to him and how his body seemed to obey her before he could even think. Was that some kind of telepathic control? Was it some kind of psychic charmer manipulation?

As a businessman, he started to laugh.

That girl probably had enough power to completely remake the global economy. And yet, she didn't see the need. Why not?

She already had power, he realized.

So why did she want him? What did he have to offer?

As hard as he tried, he couldn't think of the answer. If he could, then maybe he could negotiate with her? Maybe he could make her some kind of offer and they could come to a deal? Realistically, he didn't think that would work, but those were his last thoughts before he finally managed to relax and begin to fall asleep.

"Wake up," she commanded, and he obeyed.

His eyes fluttered open. Immediately, he could see her black boots. They reached up to her knees. Was this a different pair? Yes. He saw the silver buckles, and his throat tightened for just a moment. Then his gaze slid up to her knees and her thighs and the dark gray of her dress. It was tight around her waist and completely covered her cleavage. Even so, the curves of her breasts still held his attention for a few seconds.

Eric had to actively force himself to look up at her from the bottom of his cage.

"I'm awake," he said.

"We need to take you in," she said.

"In? And where?"

"The vet," she told him. That's when she crouched down and looked right at him. She seemed to be talking more to herself than to him and she said, "What is it about you? What makes you special? Why did the thread lead me to you?" Her eyes narrowed slightly as she inspected him.

Then she opened the cage, and he climbed out.

"I'm not going anywhere with you," he said as he stood. In spite of the collar around his neck, he tensed his shoulders and looked right into her eyes. "You need to understand that. I'm never going to cooperate. It doesn't matter what you do."

As he uttered those words, her hand flashed up. She cupped his cheek and pressed her thumb against his face. There was just a spark of arcane energy, and then his shoulders relaxed, his hands dropped to his sides, and she smiled. "That's right. You're going to come along with me." She didn't ask a question. She didn't even make a demand. This was nothing but a simple observation, and it proved to be true.

He moved without thinking, without reacting. He continued to breathe and blink, and his heart beat normally as she took him by the hand and told him to get dressed because she was feeling generous, and she didn't want her property to catch a cold.

In a few moments, he pulled on his pants, his shoes and socks. He buttoned his shirt. Once he finished, he stood there like an automaton, completely unaware of his surroundings. She took him by the hand. At this time, although she still had the collar around his neck for protective purposes, she grabbed him and pulled. He followed along, first out of her apartment, then down the corridor to the elevator, down to the first floor, and all the way out and into the car she hailed.

He remained quiet on the trip.

A few minutes later, they got out, and she tugged him by his hand once again. She guided him through a set of doors and into a waiting area. Marina walked up to the receptionist and introduced herself.

When the young man behind the counter heard her last name, he immediately scrambled, jumping to his feet and promising to take them both into one of the exam rooms.

The boy opened the door for Marina and her guest. They stepped in, and she nodded to herself. She had been to see this particular vet before, especially because she wasn't married too and didn't even have a boyfriend. More often than not, she played with a couple of guys and let them get back to their lives after just a few hours or maybe a couple of days at most.

"Strip and stand there," Marina said, pointing to a white platform.

He obeyed.

He pulled off his shirt and shoes and socks and underwear. Soon, he was naked, and he took his position. "Spread your legs and lift your arms into the air," she said.

After she finished, the receptionist dipped his head down. "Miss, I will let Madame Raya know you're here. In the meantime, is there anything I can fetch for you? Water? Tea? Coffee?"

"No," Marina said with a dismissive wave of her hand. "You can go."

"Thank you, Miss," he said, scurrying out of the room and closing the door behind him.

Marina smiled to herself, flexed her fingers, and whispered the words. If Eric had been allowed to pay attention, he would have noticed how her lips didn't seem to quite align with the syllables hitting the air. But then the black, steel shackles materialized around his ankles and wrists. Suddenly, he was spread out and chained in place, on his feet and utterly vulnerable.

"We can save her some time, don't you think?" Marina asked.

He blinked again, and she released him from his enchantment. Suddenly, he understood that he was in a white room. There was an exam table with another set of white, letter shackles off to the side. But he was on a platform, and he glanced back at the dark-haired girl in front of him. She stepped up onto the platform with him.

"Very nice," she said as she ran her fingers along his chest. "You know, even if that thread didn't lead me to you, I still would have enjoyed playing with you."

"What is this? Where are we?" Before he could stop himself, he asked, "How did we get here?"

"I just hoped to relax for a little while," she said. "Dragging you around the city could be troublesome, and I didn't want to waste the energy on teleportation spell. So we are here, the vet will see you in a moment, and you can just relax."

He inhaled, like he wanted to shout. She touched a finger to his lips, "The people here understand how the world works. This office belongs to a respected woman, and if you make a scene, I will punish you."

Eric's expression darkened.

Marina couldn't help but laugh. The tittering sounds of her amusement washed over him, making his muscles lock. "What's wrong?" Marina asked playfully. Were you hoping that you could shout for help? Maybe someone would call the police and you could be rescued from the big, bad witch?"

This time, he didn't answer for several seconds. When he finally spoke, he surprised her. He didn't make a demand for release, nor did he offer up some ineffectual threat. Instead, he looked down into her eyes and asked, "How many of you are there?"

"What?"

"You have talents or abilities or whatever you call them. You can actually cast spells. How many of you are there?"

"Fascinating," she said as she started to circle him. "Why would you want to know?"

"Call it curiosity," he said.

"No, no," she said as she stopped in front of him and wagged her finger in front of his face. "That isn't how this works. You don't get to lie to me. Why do you want to know?"

"I want to understand," he said.

"Now, you may not be lying, but you’re obviously hiding something. What are you hiding, boy?"

He struggled hard to conceal his feelings, but she noticed the way his eyes just barely tensed when he heard her call him "boy". For a successful young man like Eric Samuels, that had to feel humiliating and infantilizing. Then again, he was a boy, and he needed to understand all that entailed.

"I want to understand how the world really works," he told her.

"Okay," she said. "In this city of eight million, there are a couple thousand of us. Across the country, you'll find the same proportions, but that doesn't matter."

"Are you sure about that?"

"Very," she said with a playful chuckle. At the same time, she rolled her shoulders. "You’ve seen what we can do. More importantly, we have remained hidden for a very, very long time."

"Thank you for telling me all of this," he said. When he met her gaze, he seemed to be genuinely thankful.

She shrugged again, "It doesn't really matter when I can erase your memory, don't you think?"

"You can do that?"

"You're a boy. You’re little more than a puppet," she said. She didn't sound harsh or cruel as she uttered those words. She simply told him the truth.

"Right," he agreed.

"You want to know if you can fight back, don't you?"

He surprised her again, "Yes," he said. He kept his spine straight even as he tugged against the shackles, "I don't know exactly who you are or what you really want. But I'm not going to let you get away with this. One way or another, I'm going to escape."

"And then?"

Eric drew in a slow breath, only to admit, "I don’t know."

"Really? What are some possibilities?"

"You don't care what I think," he said.

"Not especially," she conceded. "But we have some time to wait, I don’t really feel like playing on my phone, so you have to entertain me."

"What if I refuse?"

"Then I can punish you," she said. At first, she kept her expression sharp and even. She stared right into his eyes until he turned away, unable to match her gaze. But then she giggled and patted him on the cheek. "Remember, that can mean so much. Maybe I will punish you with pain. I can also use pleasure."

For a second, it seemed like he itched to argue with her, only then he remembered her touch. Simultaneously, Eric still endured those desires. Last night, he had dreamed of her. Those images had reawakened something powerful, primal, hot and irresistible deep within his psyche. And yet, his cock still couldn't stiffen. He couldn't enjoy the freedom and potential of an erection because of the belt she forced to wear.

"I believe you," he finally conceded.

"Good," she told him. "So tell me about your grand rebellion."

He turned away again, locking his eyes on some random spot on the wall.

"Remember what I told you…" Marina teased him.

"You told me that you're outnumbered, right?" Eric asked, and she nodded. "That means there are potential options. We can fight back."

"That's an interesting question," she told him. "Can you really fight back? I mean, you would need to organize, but that's going to be incredibly difficult, especially because no one believes we exist. Even when you find those conspiracy theorists out there who think the world is secretly run by a cabal of nefarious forces, do they ever think of us? Do they ever think of the covens and our abilities? No. Those of the same individuals who cling to traditional notions of the world. They go after the same old enemies again and again and again…" She let her voice trail off even as she teased him. She reached up and tapped the tip of his nose, simply because she could.

Eric chose not to react. Instead, he said, "People can figure out the truth."

"The truth is too complicated," she said. "How do you separate out a conspiracy from incompetence? How do you avoid thinking of the same enemies again and again? How do you get outside of your perspective? Besides, how hard would it be for us to infiltrate those groups? Remember, we have all of the power."

"You don't," he said.

"Okay, we don’t have all the power. We just have most of the power." She smirked at him. "I can make you do and say whatever I want."

He pressed his lips together into a frown.

"You don't believe me, do you?"

He still refused to speak.

She looked into his eyes, and she whispered those words. The sounds the air, and he could feel the instinct at the back of his throat now. He bit down hard and formed his lips into an angry frown, and he refused to look at her. Instead, he tried to think of something, anything. It wasn't a great idea, but he remembered that pain, the hurt and sorrow. He remembered how it had drilled into his core, leaving him raw and exposed, like everything hurt. Each breath, every pulse of his heart. Yes, he had learned to deal with it, but it always became a question of ignoring those wounds since they stubbornly refused to vanish on their own.

It didn't work.

She had uttered her incantation, but he resisted.

Marina grabbed him by his hair and looked right into his eyes. She saw the cloud of desiccated pain, and she whispered again.

This time, he started to speak as she stepped away. "I'm a boy, and I am your inferior. I will do and say whatever you want, Mistress." There. She had retaken control of her boy.

Still, Marina seemed irritated now.

"That was harder than you expected," he said once he regained control.

"What makes you different?" Marina needed to know.

This time, it was his turn to laugh.

"You think this is funny?" She raised her hand and snapped her fingers. He didn't flinch; she was almost impressed by his stoic reaction, but his chastity belt opened and she grabbed the different pieces, tossing them onto the exam table. She had no idea how much time she might get before the vet arrived, but Marina had no intention of letting this boy win.

By one stratagem or another, she intended to remind him of his place.

"It's okay if you want to laugh," she said as she came right up to him. She cupped his balls in the palm of her hand, and her fingers started moving along the underside of his scrotum. She teased him for a few seconds. By now, he had already stiffened. He enjoyed that erection, and his lips hardened as he glared back at her. Despite his best efforts, he couldn't intimidate her, not when he was still spread out and chained. He was on his feet, and he was taller, yet that didn't change anything, not while he was bound, and she remained free. Now she moved her hand up to the base of his shaft. She teased his manhood, first with the pad of one thumb, and then she wrapped her fingers around his length. She squeezed, moving her hand up before gliding right back down again. She did this one, two, three, four times.

"Don't," he gasped. "Don't. Stop. Don't stop," he whimpered out onto the air as she toyed with him. Soon, he lost himself.

"If I can just touch you to break you, are you sure you could fight back?"

"We couldn't," he said. "There's no way for the men of the world to rebel."

"And if we decide we want to seize control, can you stop us?"

"You mean you haven't already?" Eric managed to ask.

"Tell me every rebellion would fail," she instructed. As she spoke, she used the pad of her thumb again, gently teasing the tip of his cock. She moved her first digit along that spot just below his opening. Then she squeezed again, and the excitement roiled through her own body. It was too bad she had him on his feet, she reflected. If he was down on the floor, she could start riding his face.

But no. That would have been unprofessional, especially considering where they were.

"Every rebellion would fail," he gasped, crying out those words.

"Exactly," she said, releasing him right before he could climax.

"Please…" Eric gasped out. The word escaped out onto the air, yet he couldn't do anything.

Standing in front of him, she crossed her arms over her chest. With her dark hair pulled back and her eyes shining with amusement, she studied him.

He hardly noticed her presence at this point. He had never been aroused like this before. He had never been touched and teased and left wanting. Not only that, the desires from the previous night still burned within his body. He couldn't take this!

Like some frantic, angry animal, he jerked against his chains, throwing his body to the left, to the right as he tried to break free. With her arms crossed over her chest she watched as he bucked and thrashed. She enjoyed the sounds the chains made as he worked his body to the left, the right and back again. He fought so hard!

She definitely enjoyed the show.

"Stop," she commanded.

In that moment, he relaxed. He didn't make the decision, but he settled down, just as she expected and demanded.

"Fascinating," she said. Then she nodded to herself.

He didn't understand what was going on, especially because he was breathing hard. His heart kept pounding. Worse, his cock remained stiff. The rigidity was right there, making it harder and harder for him to think clearly. Or maybe she had messed with his mind again? No. Erica recognized those sensations. Ever since he reached adolescence, the urge had been there, sometimes weak, sometimes strong. In about an instant, it felt like a raging blaze had flooded his system, there was nothing he could do about it.

But she could touch him. If she wanted to step forward and glide her fingers along his body, she could. She could touch him, tease him, caress him, and bring him to that point of release. The climax could explode through his frame, and he could have lost himself to that wild white of bliss.

He thought about begging.

Eric assumed he would quickly and easily disregard the thought. Beg? Plead? No. He was better than that.

And yet, the temptation persisted right until the moment when Madame Raya entered the room.

"Marina," she said. "It's so good to meet you." Madame Raya was older, maybe in her late forties or early fifties. She had chestnut brown hair with a few gray strands, thick glasses, and a white lab coat. They squeezed one another's hands before turning back to the boy.

"It's a pleasure to meet you as well," Marina said.

"What do we have here?"

"Something a little bit different," Marina said. Then she hesitated.

Really?

Eric wished he could just concentrate on his cock and balls. Seriously, he thought of closing his eyes and throwing himself into his most intense fantasies. He could have thought of Britney. He could have remembered her touch, her taste, the feel of her skin beneath his palms. He could have recalled the warmth and those desires...No. He refused. What about Marina?

Yes. Instantly, he understood how easily those images could've flown behind his eyes.

No. He wouldn't think about her either. Instead, he needed to focus on what these women said.

Marina seemed utterly confident. Perhaps that was her weakness. If all of the women with her ability believed a rebellion to be utterly impossible, then maybe they stood a chance. Besides, they were here at this "vet's office" for a reason. He needed to pay attention; he needed to learn and understand as much as he could. Maybe the information would help him escape. Maybe it would even help him fight back against these women.

"What's that?"

"This boy is different," Marina said. "When I draw on my abilities and control him, it's more difficult."

"More difficult?" As she spoke, she started to circle him just as Marina had done. She reached out occasionally, pinching his right flank, grabbing his left butt cheek, or sliding her finger down along the ridge of his nose. She casually touched him, as though his personal boundaries didn't matter or even exist.

"That's right," Marina said. She sucked in a breath, like she hated admitting this, "There's something different about this boy. I'm not sure what it is, but it's a lot harder to control him. I never, ever experienced of this."

"He's mundane?"

"That's right," she said. "He isn't from any coven or of our bloodline."

"Fascinating," said the vet. That's when she stepped in front of him and told him to open his mouth.

Because he needed to rebel, he refused. He stared straight ahead, just past her shoulder, and he pretended not to understand her. "Open your mouth," the vet instructed again. She concentrated on him, just as Marina had done.

He felt it, that tickling urge to open his mouth. The sensations seemed to crawl along his jaw line and all the way to the top of his neck. Still, he refused.

"That is interesting," the vet agreed. She stepped back, and then she glanced over at Marina. "You mind telling him to open his mouth?"

"I can try," said her patient's owner.

Marina stepped up on the platform, and that's when she touched her fingertips to his cheeks. When her nails grazed his skin, her eyes darkened, and he lost himself to her gaze. All at once, he forgot about the embarrassment of being in a vet's office. He didn't remember the shackles or anything else. Instead, he opened his mouth, and the vet stepped forward. She examined him, studying the color and contour of his tongue, plus the edges of his teeth.

Next, the woman put her hand on the back of his head. Her fingers pressed down, and she whispered something. He could feel the energy percolate along his skin.

"This is different," Madame Raya announced only two or three seconds later. She stepped back, and she turned to Marina. "To be completely honest, I'm not sure why he is resistant. This is unusual. This is very unusual. I've heard whispers and rumors about boys like him before, but I've never encountered one for myself. This is going to require some extra research."

"You want to keep him here?"

The woman smirked as Eric tensed. The idea of getting returned to his cage in Marina's apartment irritated and scared him, but the idea being surrounded by strangers seemed even worse.

"No. You can take him back with you. I'll be in touch when I figure out what's going on here."

It required extra energy, focus, concentration, and the kind of effort Marina hadn't needed to employ since she first started studying the grimoires, but she was inevitably able to suppress his thoughts and to get him to cooperate. Once again, he relaxed, and he didn't try to escape. She brought him out of the clinic and into the sunlight.

She was about to take him back to her place when her phone started ringing.

Marina saw the name glowing on her phone, and she immediately rolled her eyes. "Hello, Lexie."

"We need to talk."

"About?"

"You," said the girl everyone assumed would become the Matriarch Apparent.

Marina agreed to meet with Lexie, so long as the other girl headed downtown right away. They could meet at Red Stars, a coffee shop with delicious bagel sandwiches and amazingly decadent croissants. Holding onto her boy’s hand, she guided him down the street. He stared forward, his rebellion suppressed, his awareness completely relaxed. He didn't need to worry about this.

If he had tried to run, Marina could have chased him, but she didn't wish to waste the energy, especially if she was going to have to deal with Lexie.

Lexie.

What was it about that girl? Seriously, when Marina tried to think of her and their relationship, there was always that bitter taste at the back of her throat. The two girls were pretty much the same age. They had grown up together, often studying with the same tutors.

And yet, they had never played together. They never talked about boys or the servants around their family estates. They never whispered or shared any secrets.

They hadn't even competed. It wasn't like Marina saw any reason to argue or fight with Lexie. Even now, if Lexie intended to fight with everything she possessed for the opportunity to become the Matriarch Apparent, Marina would let her. Even at this point, Marina didn't know whether or not she would enter the camps herself. Despite her nomination.

Dropping out would obviously be considered rude, but Marina didn't really need to worry about that, especially because it wasn't like she would win, especially with a familiar like Eric.

In fact, Marina rolled her eyes. If the vet didn't know what was going on, what could she try next?

Currently, he wore a generic collar. That symbol of her ownership over him entitled her to control this boy. It also reminded the other witches from all covens that he was owned. Normally, a collar would make it more difficult for anyone else to wield magic against a boy, it would still be possible, but it would require more effort.

Since he didn't have an owner, Marina didn't understand why the spells required her to spend more effort and energy too.

As they walked along the street, she glanced back at her boy. If anyone driving by happened to see, they probably would have assumed that Marina was out with her boyfriend. They seemed like a young couple, eager to enjoy the city.

Really though, Marina preferred the truth. She was a powerful spellcaster out with her slave.

When they made it to Red Stars, Marina sat by the window with her back to the wall. She thought of having her boy kneel down on the floor beside her, but there were too many mundane individuals around, so she pointed to a chair and directed him to sit. He obeyed immediately.

"Be quiet," she said unnecessarily.

Marina considered pulling out her phone, if only to appear distracted, as though she didn't care about Lexie or anything the other woman might have to say. Instead, she kept her head up, and she rested the heel of her palm on the cool surface of the table. At the same time, she kept her eyes directed out through the window. She watched as cars drove by. She studied the pedestrians who passed, although she didn't arrive at any grand revelations.

Instead, she turned her attention back to this boy.

"Who are you? What makes you special?" Marina asked in a low tone.

Completely disassociated from his body, he sat there.

At a glance, no one would be able to tell there was anything wrong or different about him. He had his back straight, and he blinked every few seconds. If anything, he appeared to be deep in thought. There was no way to tell she had used her magic to lull his thoughts into a gentle slumber.

"Interesting choice," said another voice.

Marina glanced up. Lexie stood there, a Zenti purse hanging over her shoulder. Lexie had always been one of those young women who craved luxury and the gravitas of brand names and trademarked goods. For her part, Marina had never seen the point. Why bother with something so mundane?

Then again, Marina enjoyed wandering in the planet as she traveled across Europe, through Asia, and all the way back to the United States. She spent a lot of time in various cities, studying the architecture, sampling the food, viewing the art, and learning about the people.

Lexie, meanwhile, seemed to prefer shopping. Sometimes she even paid for the items she picked up.

"What?" Marina asked, making it sound as though she didn't care about anything. Lexie might do or say.

"An interesting choice," Lexie repeated herself. She glanced over at the boy seated there. "I think I might've considered hiding his collar, especially because that's pretty unusual in this part of town, but you made an interesting choice. Why him?"

"No reason," Marina replied.

"Did you follow the thread?"

"I had some fun," Marina said instead.

"Look, I'm not here to fight," Lexie said. Almost diplomatically, she asked, "You mind if I take a seat?" Without waiting for response, she lowered herself down onto the chair opposite Marina. She crossed her toned legs, smoothed out her skirt, and stared across the table between them.

"If you're not here to fight, then why are you here?" Marina asked.

"I have a request," Lexie said simply.

"Oh?"

"I want you to drop out of the competition," Lexie told her.

"Why?"

"Should I go over the obvious reasons?"

"Sure," Marina said, making it sound like she didn't care. At that same moment, the server came over and lowered a plate with her croissant, plus her Jasmine tea. Leaning back in her seat, Marina picked up the paper cup and held it to her lips.

"Did you really have to suggest such a pedestrian restaurant?" Lexie asked as she wrinkled her nose.

"Just because something isn't expensive, that doesn't mean it's not worthwhile," Marina replied.

"I'm sure that's what you would think," Lexie said.

Marina watched the other girl for several long seconds as she contemplated a simple question. Did Lexie know what kind of effect she had on other people? Yes, this young woman knew how to saunter around with an inflated sense of her own importance, plus she seemed adept at dealing with some of the elders in the coven, but that was only a thin slice of leadership. What would happen when she needed to deal with her peers? They were in their twenties...for now. Soon enough, they would assume more and more positions of power as the Matriarch and those of her generation stepped aside.

All of that seemed obvious to Marina. To Lexie? Not so much.

Lexie couldn't help herself, "Can I ask why you have this boy with you? He doesn't look like much of a specimen."

Marina bristled. Although she knew she would probably discard this boy in the next couple of days, she tensed as her compatriot dared insult her taste in males. "He’s exotic," she said.

"He's mundane. Has he even been trained as a familiar? What kind of breeding does he have?"

"He's mundane," Marina pointed out.

"Wild?"

"Yes. He's wild and intriguing. He's also not at all what I expected," Marina said as she turned her head and watched the boy. Of course, he sat there, his back straight, his eyes aimed forward. Occasionally, he turned his head to one side or the other, but he wasn't really aware of what was going on. If anything, those motions were akin to rapid eye movement while he slept.

"If you say so," Lexie announced as she rolled her eyes. Then, she pressed her lips together, like she really didn't want to do this, only she didn't see any other choice. "Marina, I'm going to be honest with you. We both know you aren't cut out for leadership. You don't like dealing with the politics, the people, or anything else. You want to go off and have fun and there's nothing wrong with that. If that's where your heart calls you, go for it. Go have fun."

"And leave you to take over as the Matriarch Parent?"

"It's only an honorary title," Lexie pointed out. "I don't actually assume control until…" She shrugged, like she didn't want to say it.

"And what about the schism?" Marina asked, keeping her voice low.

Theoretically, they weren't supposed to talk about coven business or affairs out in public, especially when any one of these mundane individuals might overhear. And yet, they all understood the simple truth that no one had any interest in them. If anything, a couple of the guys might glance in their direction, but they would be thinking about Lexie and Marina and what it might look like if they kissed or which girl was hotter.

"I didn't think you cared about that," Lexie said.

"I do."

Straightening up her back so she looked especially proper and prim, Lexie glanced off in some random direction. "Well, I believe in individual choice. Frankly, I don't think there's an issue. That's why I think you should be allowed to wander off. In fact, none of our sisters should be required to contribute anything at this point."

"They shouldn't contribute anything to the common defense?" Marina asked. "What about potential threats?"

"Potential threats? Marina, you sound melodramatic!" Lexie giggled as though this point didn't truly matter and couldn't actually make any meaningful difference.

"What if they find out about us?" Marina glanced back at her boy and she quickly remembered what he said about a rebellion. For the moment, the coven had no trouble navigating the modern world when they could alter databanks, orders, commands, messages, and even human thoughts or perceptions with a few well chosen syllables or gestures, the mundane humans couldn't see what was going on around them. And yes…

"Impossible," Lexie growled.

"Highly unlikely," Marina retorted. "Not impossible."

"For all of our power, you really think they could even find us, let alone stand up to us?"

"Look at how technology has advanced. Only a couple of decades ago, the idea of carrying around the sum of human knowledge in one's pocket would have been a complete and utter impossibility. You would have needed a Book of Knowledge for something like that. And now…" Marina glanced down at her cell phone. It sat there on the table between them, currently inert but rife with potential.

"So what? They have the internet and cell phones, sure. Whatever. What do they use them for? Pornography and videos," Lexie sneered.

"On it’s own, that technology might not mean anything now, but they are adapting. They're advancing faster than we can possibly predict."

"You think so?"

Marina heard that note of obvious sarcasm in her competitor's voice, but Marina thought about this, and she enjoyed the ease with which she leaned forward and said, "Absolutely. They're getting closer to a mastery of genetic modification, artificial intelligence, autonomous vehicles, and a bunch of other advancements. What are we going to do when they detect magic?"

"They can't detect it," Lexie said stiffly.

"Not yet," Marina replied.

"So what? We take control?"

"I don't know," Marina said. "But they are a threat, and they need to be watched. They need to be understood."

"They're little more than animals. Look at your boy. He's sitting there, and he will do whatever you want."

Not quite, Marina thought darkly. She considered how hard it was to force him, how much effort it took to exert her will over this boy. Just like all of the other men, he was susceptible to her talents, but something marked him is different. He was a mundane boy; he wasn’t supposed to have come into contact with any casters. He didn't have a mark or a collar before they met. So what was it?

"Animals can be dangerous. They can stampede. Again, you underestimate just how quickly they are advancing. Even they're scared of what's happening."

"We will always have magic."

"I never thought about what it means? The arcane wins?"

"That's exactly what they are. They're an energy field. We tap into it. We do. They can't," Marina stated emphatically.

"Not yet," Marina answered. "But again, everything is subject to change."

"This isn't. We have always stood above them. If you think that's going to change, you’re naïve, you're naïve and an alarmist."

"That's an interesting way to ask for a favor," Marina said.

Lexie flashed a snide smile as she tilted her head and closed and narrowed her eyes to angry slits, yet Marina still spotted the fresh blush coloring her cheeks. "Who said I'm asking for a favor? Think of this as a warning. The competition can be dangerous. We both know this. For the sake of you and your boy, I suggest you stop right now. Drop out. He didn't volunteer. He didn't want to be part of this."

Rising to her feet, Lexie started to stomp away. Before she could make it more than a couple of feet, Marina had to call out, "Why do you think the Matriarch nominated me?"

"To give me a challenge," Lexie said, although Marina still detected that note of hesitation. This girl had to be wondering about that exact same question. "She doesn't want this to feel like a coronation. Everyone needs to see that I have been thoroughly challenged, whether that means going up against worthy competitors or talking to girls like you. Goodbye, love."

Marina watched her leave. She studied at the way the light played across her wavy hair. She stared hard enough that she almost wished she could draw on her talents and ignite that spoiled girl's blouse. That would have been funny, thought Marina, but with a little smirk.

Then she glanced over at the boy and she realized something. He had his eyes aimed at her now. He had also tilted his head slightly to the side. It was just barely noticeable. Marina figured no one else would have picked up on that detail.

"You're not ensnared, are you?"

Eric gulped.

"How long have you been able to control your movements? How long have you been awake?"

"A few minutes?" he said truthfully, although he couldn't be entirely certain himself.

"How?"

"I don't know," he said. "What did you do to me?"

"I ensnared your thoughts and put your conscious mind to sleep, at least for a little while. But you shouldn't have been able to break that enchantment until I released you."

"Maybe you're right," he said. He leaned forward, just a little bit. "Maybe you're right about people evolving. Maybe it's not just technology. Maybe people are getting better at resisting whatever force you use."

"Magic," she said. Those five letters had encapsulated so much for so long. She started to wonder if maybe her own points were accurate. Was it possible for humanity to detect and understand the energies that had propelled the covens to supremacy for thousands of years?

No. Instinctively, she wanted to hold onto the idea that some facts about the universe would remain inviolate forever.

Right, is that defiance and denial popped into her head. She glanced back at this boy again, and wondered how he could shrug off her enchantments. Granted, she hadn't brought the full force of her will down onto his psyche. And yet, it should have been close to effortless.

"I need to figure this out," she said.

"We can talk," he said. After another few seconds, he added nervously, "If you like…" Although she appreciated that humble tone, the idea of discussing something as complicated as magic, especially with a boy, felt absurd. It almost felt as ridiculous as thinking of a male shrugging off an enchantment…

"Fine," she said. "What you have to say?"

"What's the schism?"

She narrowed her eyes. "Not relevant," she told him.

"Talking about this thing, your schism, made the two of you start talking about whether or not humanity could evolve and change. Right?"

Nibbling on the inside of her mouth for a few seconds, she parsed to that simple point. All at once, she realized she needed to take this boy seriously. He was a threat, whether Lexie, the vet, or anyone else actually knew it.

"Okay…" Marina said. Underestimating this boy came easily and naturally, yet she remembered his intellect. When she studied him, she could see the speed with which he understood the world around him. Perhaps he, like the other dating boys, had never been able to discern the truth about magic or the arcane nature of the universe, but he could still parse through complicated information. Besides, she might talk to him the way someone talked to their dogs to come to a new conclusion. "The schism is pretty straightforward. Among the covens, including my family, there is an ongoing debate. For a very long time, witches have remained in the shadows. We have stayed hidden away from your world."

"Okay."

"What? You should ask why?"

He answered with a quick shake of his head. "I have heard about witch burnings. I also know how dumb people can be, especially when their beliefs are threatened."

"You're not as dumb as you look," she said.

"I look dumb?"

"You look like a boy," she retorted. "As you may or may not have been able to figure out, we have been arguing. A couple of decades ago, some of our sisters came forward and argued that we should reveal ourselves, either diplomatically or to take control. Since then, those two sides have been arguing amongst themselves. In the larger group, there's a debate about whether or not we should be more assertive, controlling, and obvious. If we hide, we get anonymity and stealth can help us. If we take control, we could rewrite society."

"How?"

"We take control," Marina said. At this point, she reached out and practically dared him to resist her. "We raise up the women of the world. We enslave the boys."

"You're joking," he said.

"No, I'm not."

"But you're talking about open war, aren't you?"

Marina shrugged. "No. I don't think so. Look at what women are accomplishing all on their own. Sure, we might help here or there now and then, but you can see the numbers for yourself."

"What numbers?" As an accountant, he loved sifting through data, but there were always more pieces of information to be dissected, contextualized, and understood.

"Take your pick. Women are about to overtake men in terms of global wealth. All across the world, more women than men are earning college degrees. How do you think that is going to play out? How do you think that will affect society in five, ten, or twenty years? More advancements and innovations will be completed by women. Oh, and don't forget the social capital these girls will accumulate in school."

Eric didn't say anything.

Smirking and leaning forward, Marina had to ask, "Does that make you nervous?"

"Yes."

Good," she told him. Her eyes twinkled with amusement before she made a decision. "And now, I think it's time that you and I have a long conversation, boy."

Ignoring her croissant, she took one more sip from her cup of tea, rose to her feet, took several steps, and turned back, only to extend her hand and beckon him forward.

"What happens if I don't go with you?"

"Oh, we both know you're coming with me," she retorted.

Reluctantly, he balled his fingers into fists and strode after her.

As he stepped out of the restaurant, he glanced back and saw a group of girls. They were whispering in pointing in his direction. As far as he could tell, they weren’t witches or spell casters. They didn't have any special abilities. No, they just looked like a couple of college girls. And yet, they saw the collar around his neck. Maybe they watched as he followed Marina out like an obedient pet. They whispered, giggled, and enjoyed the sight before he disappeared out through the door.

She grabbed him by his hand. As she guided him forward, Eric seriously considered trying to tear his fingers away from her grip. He had tried to run once before. He had tried and failed completely.

"Don't do it," she said. They walked past several boutiques and over to another alleyway. Once they got there, she could teleport him away, he knew.

Sure enough, she pulled them into the shadows. Then, without breaking her stride, she called on her powers. She shut her eyes and embraced the dark flames. They enveloped both Marina and Eric. Hot panic grabbed him, he could feel the heat wash across his skin, but he didn't burn. A moment later, his feet dropped back down onto the floor, only he found himself the middle of her apartment.

"What do you think of our little conversation?"

"I don't know," he said. "It was thought-provoking?"

"Oh, it's going to be a lot more than thought-provoking," she replied.

"What, what are you talking about?"

"I seem to have a little problem," she said. She walked closer to him, coming up to a point, invading his personal space. He tried to take a step back, to retreat just a few inches, but she reached out and grabbed him by his shirt. Fingers tightened against the fabric as she looked into his eyes, "You keep telling me you don't know what's going on, but you seem to have a lot of opinions. The vet inspected you, and she used her divinations, but she isn't connected to you the same way I am. So you and I are going to have a little conversation. We're going to talk, and you are going to tell me the truth."

"The truth? The truth about what?"

"Everything."

Her fingers danced through the air, his leash materialized, locking onto his collar and sliding right down into her waiting hand. She grabbed it and pulled him into the spare room.

With the light streaming through the window now, he saw the restraints mounted against the wall, the cage where he had slept last night, a small bed, and shelves covered in different implements. He saw the paddles, whips, crops, shackles, muzzles, and more. Right away, his heart started pounding. He turned back to Marina, "Look, I'm sorry. I don't know what you think I can tell you, but I don't know anything."

"Maybe you don't," she replied. "Maybe you do. Either way, I want to be certain for myself. Now, if you cooperate, you might be up the convince me just a little bit quicker that you are really just some hapless male who has stumbled into something he can't possibly comprehend."

"As opposed to what?"

Marina rolled her shoulders, "How would I know? Maybe you're the next stage of human evolution? Maybe some genetic trick of your ancestry gave you some resistance to magic? I've heard some of the legends and whispers. None of that is supposed to be true, of course, but don't they say that most legends have some basis in fact? Even if they don't, you could be something entirely new. Or maybe you are a government agent. Maybe the US military has finally discerned the truth, and now you were sent to draw my attention."

"But you came to me. I was in the middle of a business deal when you abducted me," he pointed out.

"Right," she answered without sounding convinced.

"Strip, boy."

"No," he growled.

For the first command, she hadn't bothered inserting any power into her voice. Now, however, she leaned forward slightly, dipped her chin down, and she concentrated the strength of her psyche and aimed it in his direction. "Strip, boy," she demanded again.

He didn't want to do it. He tried so hard to fight it. He summoned up his best defenses, only then he pulled off his shirt, his pants, shoes and socks. He removed everything, peeling away those layers as he revealed his naked body to her all over again.

He was breathing hard. Stripping shouldn't have exhausted him like this, but he had tried to fight her, and now he didn't feel like he had much left, especially because she put her hand on his chest, and she shoved, pushing him across the room, all the way to the wooden cross bolted to her wall.

Shaped like a daunting X, it waited with restraints at each corner. She spread his legs, then his arms. She pushed him in that position, and then she ran her hand from his collar down to his chest.

Right away, Eric attempted to pull his hands back.

She released a pulse of energy, and his arms were locked to the corners of the cross. No, this boy couldn't break free. His body twitched from side to side, and she lifted herself up onto the tips of her toes. "What's wrong? Are you trying to run away from me?" Marina teased him.

"I don't have anything for you," he growled back. "I told you everything."

"That's funny. I don't believe you."

Marina couldn't decide if it was adorable her pathetic when he called out, "Why not?"

"Because you're a boy. Because you're a stranger. Because you could be a spy. A spy would tell me he didn't know what I was talking about. He would feign innocence and try to lull me into a false sense of security. Is that what you're doing, Eric?"

"It doesn't matter what I say," he replied.

"No, it doesn't," she agreed, grinning. "But I can have some fun with you." That's when she made another set of gestures. He tried to study the way her fingers moved, like maybe he could use that information against her at some point. But his vision seemed to double or blur, and his brain stubbornly refused to remember exactly what she had done, as though the shapes and gestures defied the natural order.

The shackles stepped around his wrists and ankles, just like before, trapping him.

And now, she ran her fingers along his frame. "A paddle or a crop?"

"What?"

"A paddle or a crop? Which one should I use on you?"

He bit down for a moment, tensing his jaw as he stared straight ahead. Then this boy seemed to realize that might not be a good idea, especially because he only had one option: talk. If he could speak with her, perhaps he could try to negotiate. "Look, you don't have to do this," he said. "We can just talk."

"But you haven't told me anything useful," she replied with this casually sadistic expression on her face. "Besides, I'm looking forward to playing with you."

"What have I ever done to you?"

"Well, your ability to resist my influence is a concern," she said. Then she strode up to him and put both of her hands on his shoulders. She leaned forward, and she told him, "And more importantly, I had to deal with a very aggravating cousin, and now I'm kind of frustrated, and I think I can take that out on you."

"But that’s not my fault."

"No, but I technically have you, which means I effectively own you, and if I own you, I get to use you however I want." She followed through the points, one after another to their logical conclusion as though there could be no other possibility. "As far as the rest of my cousins are concerned, you are my property. So what's it going to be, boy?"

"Neither. I choose neither," he said.

"Both? Okay. We can do both." She spun around, raced back over to the shelf, and she picked up a paddle in one hand and her favorite crop in the other.

She walked back over to him, and then she smiled as she set the crop down on the floor. From there, she touched the paddle to his thigh, about two inches above his knee. Then she dragged it up along the length of his leg to his hip then his flank. She kept her eyes focused on him as he tried to hide the fear percolating just beneath the surface of his skin.

"I don't know anything," he said.

"Normally, that is the right answer for a boy. But I need to make sure. Are you sure you're not working for some government, some corporation, some sect of ancient puritans?"

"What?"

She raised the paddle and brought it down, striking the side of his right leg. The smooth, polished wood crashed down, sending a blossom of pain spreading along his nerves. He bit down, yanked against his restraints, and twisted as he tried to escape. She struck the same spot, once, twice, three times.

It was a paddling, a punishment suitable for children, but he couldn't help himself. His breathing quickened, his teeth locked together, and he jerked against the restraints. He pulled as hard as he could, channeling this panicking strength through his body.

It didn't help. It wasn't enough. He couldn't escape.

He closed his eyes, and that's when she leaned forward. She placed her hand right above his heart. "I like it when your pulse races," she told him. "It tells me I'm doing a good job."

"I don't know anything!"

"Tell me about yourself," she told him. "What's your favorite memory?"

"What? Why would that be relevant?" Eric replied.

She responded by slapping the paddle down against his right thigh. Within seconds, a bright patch of red appeared on his skin. She struck once, twice, three times. Again and again, he told himself that it wouldn't matter. It would be able to break through his defenses.

"No, I won't tell you. I won't tell you anything!"

"You see, those definitely sound like the words of a spy," she told him.

"I'm not a spy. I didn't even know you existed a couple of days ago," he protested.

"Maybe I believe you. Maybe I don't. Either way, you have to convince me."

His eyes widened, and he glared at her hard. At the same time, his lips parted, only he didn't know what to say; he tried to think through the different possibilities, and his fingers clenched as his fists tightened, and he jerked one more time against the restraints, only to crash and finally settle because his strength abandoned him.

Marina touched the edge of the paddle to the underside of his chin as she forced him to look at her. "Eric, Eric, Eric. I have you, but it's harder for me to tell if you're lying to me. Is this a deception? How can anyone tell if anything is true?"

"So now you're a philosopher?"

"Now I'm an interrogator," she replied. "But I don't want to punish you. In fact, I’m thinking about letting you out of your belt. Do you know that teasing you like this turns me on?"

"You're joking."

"Do I look like I'm joking?" asked the beautiful girl with the pale skin and red lipstick, the dark hair and that those smoky eyes, her slender physique and perfect curves. "I'm not joking, but maybe I’m having fun." She tightened her grip on the paddle and struck four more times, to on his right thigh, then to the left. He tried to jerk away, to retreat, but there was nowhere for this boy to go, especially with those bonds tight around his ankles and wrists. "And yes, I am aware that you distracted me. I asked you a question, and you still haven't answered."

"I don't know!"

She leaned forward, and she whispered into his ear, "Liar." That pulse of air, warm and soft and seductive, made him shiver. His nipples had stiffened, his stomach tightened as he panted, and fresh adrenaline flooded his bloodstream. How could a girl scare him so much with just one word?

"Eight more," she said. "Right on the same spot."

Pleading or begging seemed like the only possibilities, but he bit down all over again. With his lips hardened into an angry line, he stared straight ahead, right past her shoulders. She picked a spot, pushed the paddle down, rubbed the smooth, cool surface along his heated flesh, and then she jerked the paddle in the air before swinging it right back down. One, two, three, four. He arched his back as he tried to push away from the restraints. Unfortunately for him, he wasn't strong enough to break free. This wasn't a dream, and so Marina could do whatever she wished with him.

He endured the sting of helplessness. He learned what it truly meant to be powerless.

Sure, there had been moments in his life when Eric thought he understood compulsion in captivity. Maybe in middle school when he was really frustrated with algebra or that time in high school when he couldn't roll his R's in Spanish class, he struggled furiously, only to fail over and over again. But this was different. He couldn't tell her he needed to take a break; he couldn't just get up, turn around, and walk away.

This girl had him, and she had no intention of letting him go.

The paddle bit down one more time, striking hard. Even after she stopped, the pain resonated along his body, making him slump forward.

"Favorite memory," she said.

"Britney," he answered without thinking. The pain swarmed his head and made it impossible for this boy to think through his answer. Maybe he couldn't even tell the difference between a thought and a word at this point. "Our first date. I had asked her out, and it started raining, and we were supposed to go to this outdoor movie screening, but I showed up at her apartment, and I figured she would blow me off. I thought she would say something about how she had to reschedule." He kept his head bowed forward, his eyes shut, as he allowed himself to trace the edges of that wound.

"Did she?" Her tone had shifted; she sounded concerned, maybe even worried about him.

With his head still bent forward, Eric tightened his lips for just another second before he told her, "No. It was raining so hard, but she giggled when I suggested maybe we should reschedule. Instead, we went out. We ran through the rain, and we walked around the campus. She told me she wanted to show me her favorite diner, so we sat there in the warm little restaurant. It was so perfect as we shared a hamburger and then she ordered some cheesecake, and I took a couple of bites, but she kept the rest for herself. She was smiling so wide, and we were having so much fun, like we just fit together."

"Is that real?" Marina asked him. This time, she pressed for fingers along his chin as she made him look up at her. His eyes were damp, and she tried to see some sign of deception, some hint of subterfuge.

Her instincts told her this was true. When she searched through her senses, everything indicated he meant all of this.

"Was that the night you fell in love with her?"

"No. That happened in class."

"In class?"

He hesitated. His tongue stiffened, and he pushed it up against the roof of his mouth as he stared off at some remote point. His eyes were damp from the paddling, and he hated every moment of this. She could feel that frustration radiate off of him. It was a strange mixture of pleasure and pain, like he could lose himself to those memories. Simultaneously, he raged against the broken defenses.

"I met her in class. We were seated close to each other, and I saw her, and I instantly knew I wanted to get to know her."

"Love at first sight?"

"I don't want to say," he told her.

"Yes, you do. You want to tell me everything. You can't help yourself. You want to confess. You need to tell me everything," she instructed. Injecting arcane power into each word, she tried to bind him with those syllables.

It didn't work.

She was fighting through something, pushing against some unknown barrier.

Her eyes narrowed, her lips hardened, and she leaned forward a little more. They were almost close enough to kiss as she told him, "You will tell me. You need to tell me everything."

"The moment I saw her, I knew she was hot. I was instantly attracted to her. I saw her, and it was hard for me to stop staring. Have you ever felt like that before? Have you ever met someone and known right away that you wanted to get close to them?"

Only once. When she followed a red thread.

"What was it about her? Was she some cute blonde?"

"I didn't care about that," he said.

"Liar."

"It was the way she smiled," he insisted. “That first time I saw her, she was talking to someone else, and she burst out laughing, and I knew I wanted to hear that sound again. I wanted to see her smile. I would have done anything to make her smile."

"Is this real?" Marina asked him again.

"Yes. This is real. This was my life! This is how I got to know her. This was how I started to fall in love with her! Seriously, even then. Even in college, I tried to be rational about all of it. I wasn't some guy who just chased after girls. I wasn't desperate to hook up every weekend. I just wanted to be close to her. I wanted to get to know her. I wanted to be there for her. I wanted to be with her, holding her hand and kissing her. That was all I really wanted."

"Liar," she said again.

"It doesn't matter if you believe me," he sneered.

"Actually, it does," Marina replied as she set the paddle down on the floor and picked up the crop. "It matters quite a bit." She spoke deliberately, enunciating every syllable with care. "I guess you’ve forgotten? I guess you can't remember that you are the one who is helpless, and I get to do whatever I want with you? Did you forget? Boys can be very, very forgetful."

She reached up and brushed her fingers along his cheek. She stroked his neck, guiding one digit along the curves of his collar.

"You know, you look very good in a collar. It's a helpful reminder for all of the women around you. It tells us that you are owned, that you are property, that we can do whatever we like with you."

"So what? You collar me, and I become communal property?"

"No," she said. "It's exactly like what I told you before. I collared you and marked you so that everyone knows you belong to me. You are my property, boy." As she spoke, she slid her hand up to his cheek and stayed there for several long seconds. There was something soft, warm, and relaxing about her touch. He could almost close his eyes and let go.

Only then she drew her hand back, and she used the crop. It struck down, striking hard against his chest.

He didn't think that strip of leather could really hurt.

It bit, sending a jolt of pain racing along his nerves. But it wasn't just the physical contact.

He jerked against his restraints, desperate to get away.

"What was that?"

"That was me, explaining about your collar. That was me telling you how this works. As long as you have that symbol locked around your neck, the other women of the world will know they can't take you. Not only that, it will offer some small degree of protection."

"What are you talking about?"

"I don't want some random girl walking up to you and taking you. The collar makes it harder for them." As she said this, she grinned. "But you don't have to worry about that. I'm not letting you get away, and I have no intention of selling you anytime soon."

"You can't sell me."

"It's funny how you keep telling me what I can't do. Do you want to tell me how I can't paddle you? Do you want to tell me how I can't teach you? Do you want to tell me how I can't lock up all of your boy equipment?" She ran her fingers down his chest and all the way to his crotch. She grabbed his chastity belt and squeezed, not that he could really feel it. He sensed that tug to the left or right as she taunted him, reminding this boy of what he wore and what it meant. "Go on. Say it," she taunted him.

This time, he stayed quiet.

"You're a boy. That makes you property. If I decide to sell you, then that's my prerogative. If I decide to keep you locked in a cage for the next six years, I can do that too. You are a boy, and that means you are owned." She stepped back and turned away, only to spin and face him again. As she did so, she swiped the crop down hard, first against his right side, then his left. It wasn't just the leather, however. She sent a bolt of arcane energy racing along the leather shaft. It wasn't powerful enough to cause any damage, but it stung him.

"I'm sorry!"

"What was that?"

"I'm sorry," he said again.

"Good. That's the first thing you said that I truly believe," she replied. Maybe that wasn't entirely true, yet she still enjoyed that look of trepidation as it flashed across his handsome face. Touching the crop to his chin, she forced him to look back at her. "Say it again."

"I'm sorry," he told her.

"Why? What did you do wrong?"

His throat clenched, and he obviously hated this. He sought out some other possibility, some other option. Despite his best efforts, he failed completely and utterly. His breathing came faster, and he yielded to her, "I contradicted you. I'm sorry. I'm sorry that I contradicted you. I, I wasn't supposed to do that. It was a mistake. Okay? It was a mistake!"

"And that's why you should be grateful because I'm going to help you learn from your mistakes," she told him. She struck his right shoulder, then his left. She swung the crop down against his left side and then his right. Each time, she delivered another electrical blast of arcane energy it shot through his body, making an intensive twist. He arched his back again, and bent down, all while the pain assaulted his senses.

When it stopped, he dropped forward again. "You’re a boy and you’re trying to fight me. You keep trying to insist that you can make any kind of decision. Can you?"

This time, he had to tell her what she wanted to hear. "No…" Eric said as his voice trailed off.

"No," she agreed with this condescending lilt in her voice. "You can't make your own decisions. Boys can't be trusted. What can boys be?"

He didn't know, so he shook his head.

"Boys can be owned," she told him. "They can be owned and thoroughly subjugated. They can be trained and taught how to behave. That's why I want you to beg for freedom from your chastity belt."

"Why bother? You won't do it," he grunted back at her.

"That's the wrong attitude," she said as she tightened her grip on the crop and bought it down hard against his left flank, then his right. From there, she struck at his left thigh, then his right again. She made sure that each time the crop flew down, it stung. Hot shards of pain glanced through his body. He tried to build up some kind of psychological defense, only he couldn't do it. He was a modern boy, after all. He wasn't used to this kind of punishment.

Then again, most of the boys who served her coven weren't accustomed to this either. Why would they be? They had grown up surrounded by powerful women, and so they understood their place. Eric didn't enjoy that kind of background, so he still tried to resist. He thought he could fight back or hold out against the discipline she gave him.

"What do you want?"

"I want out of the chastity belt," he said.

"Is that because you’re desperate?"

"Yes!" This time, he didn't have to wait for instructions because the words just fell from his mouth. "Yes, I'm desperate! I, I can't help myself! Please. Please, let me out of this belt!" As he jerked on his restraints, he twisted his hips from side to side, like he thought he might be able to shake off of the offensive metal.

"Okay," she said.

That's when she leaned forward, and she touched her forehead to his. It was an intimate gesture, and his heart kept pounding, but he doesn’t know how to react, not until she kissed him. As her lips came into contact with his, he tried to stretch forward, to push his body up against hers. Despite his best efforts, he couldn't really feel anything between his legs beyond the desperation. Yes, there was her soft, firm and yielding flesh right there between his legs, but he couldn't rub himself on her. He couldn't get to experience those incredible sensations.

For so long, he had controlled himself. He had focused on his work. Although there may have been those nights when he slid his hand down into his pants to pleasure himself, he hadn't allowed himself to think of any girl in particular. At most, maybe envisioned some random celebrity.

Even last night when he had been forced into that dream. He remembered her touching him, holding him down, taking what she wanted. He remembered that sense of helplessness, and maybe there had been something else...like all of this fit together somewhere deep within his psyche. As she kissed him, he felt complete.

He tried to hate that reaction. He did his best to summon all of the hurt, all of the rage from before. But for once, he couldn't think of that other girl.

There was just Marina, the press of her lips, and the feel of her body. In fact, he tugged against his restraints without really thinking of what he was doing. As he pulled he didn't intend to escape, not this time. Instead, he wished he could slide his arms around her and pull her closer.

How? How is that possible? A tiny voice the back of his brain kept asking those questions because this wasn't right...or so he tried to believe. She was keeping him as a prisoner! She had abducted him, and he had every right to fight his way free.

But there was that storm of need right behind his eyes and he couldn't summon any of the old animosities. He couldn't experience that resentment, no matter how hard he searched. In fact, he forgot about it. He forgot about everything except for this beautiful girl. Had she cast a spell on him? Did she whisper another incantation?

He didn't know, and he didn't care either.

She kissed him and brushed her fingers along his sides. She stroked his open palms. With every tantalizing caress, she made him whimper for more. Those sounds vibrated deep within his body as she took what she wanted.

Marina played with him. She glided her fingertips down his forearms to his elbows, along his biceps and back to his flanks. When she caressed him, he ached for more. Those yearning desires continued to stir and spin, rotating like some hurricane deep within his chest.

Then she stepped back and he almost anticipated the moment when she would turn around and walk away. It would have been so easy for her. There was nothing to stop her. Simultaneously, he realized something else.

She could go have more fun with someone else. She could this boy right there, chained to the wall, helpless and exposed, his body on display for the moment when she chose to return. At the same time, he wouldn't be able to stop her. His cock would be locked up, and she could go off with another guy. She could find some hapless boy and ensnare him just as easily.

Easier.

Eric didn't know what might make them special. He didn't understand her talents, her abilities, or her powers. None of it made any sense to him, but he could still be grateful for some inborn resistance.

She studied him. The corners of her eyes crinkled with amusement, and she flashed him a bright smile. "You think you know me. You don't." With those words pulsating through his body, she raised her hand, and she wiggled her fingers. His vision blurred for a moment – she broke the rules of reality by sculpting the physical universe around her.

She drew on that talent for something simple: she unlocked his chastity belt. It fell away, dropping from his manhood. Once his genitals were freed, he dropped his head down, but his body already understood what was going on because his shaft stiffened. He savored that rigidity, only it was about to get more intense as she stepped forward and ran her fingers along his scrotum, up the base of his cock, all the way to tip. At the same time, she kissed him just as hard as before. She pressed her lips to his mouth, and she took what she wanted.

And yet, he remembered the dream. She encouraged his arousal, making sure the desperation pumped through his body. Those wilder urges had gripped him, becoming stronger and stronger with every second. And yet, he had woken up, still imprisoned within his chastity belt.

"Tell me what you're learning," she said.

"I belong to you."

"And that means you have to be honest, doesn't it?" Marina demanded between those kisses. She would pull away for a few seconds and allow him to catch his breath before she enjoyed the taste of his lips all over again.

"Yes. That means I have to be honest," he said, grateful for the opportunity to speak. At the same time, he already knew he would give her whatever she desired. No, he couldn't argue. No, he couldn't resist.

"What makes you different? What makes you special?"

"I don't know!" He panted out. "Please. Believe me. Please, I don't know. I don't know why I'm different. I don't know if I am different. I don't know what's going on. I don't understand. I, I'm just a guy."

"A guy?"

But his strength abandoned him as his muscles relaxed. "A boy," he told her. "I'm a boy, and I belong to you."

"Good boy," she said as she started to kiss him again.

From there, she pulled away. With one hand, she continued to tease his manhood. She played with his shaft, gliding her fingers up and down along his member. With every stroke and teasing movement, she made sure he wiggled and squirmed.

In spite of everything he had wanted to believe, he embraced that stimulation. The impulses darted along his body, and she giggled, "This is fun."

With those three words, she made it clear that he had become nothing but her toy. Yes, he was her property; yes, he was owned. No, he couldn't fight back.

She gave his shaft another squeeze. From there, she used two fingers to massage the front of his cock. After that, she spread her digits, and she took his girth right between her fingers as she moved her hand up and down. Raising his chin, he stared up at the ceiling. Unseeing, he panted and moaned for more.

Marina loved all the sounds she forced from his body.

"I'm going to release you from your shackles, and you will get down on your hands and knees. You will stay in that position until I say otherwise." She pulled her hands away, and he shivered again. Hungry for her touch, he would do anything to please her.

But now she intended to challenge him.

Somewhere deep down, he understood what she had in mind. But then she opened his restraints, and he stumbled forward. He still wore the collar around his neck, and he was naked in front of this fully dressed young woman. She looked so poised and refined. She was beautiful, like she could walk into a club to go dancing or an office for a job interview. But just one smile, a smirk, her eyes twinkling, she could get whatever she desired from those around her. People would hire her. People would beg for the chance to dance with her.

"You know where you belong," Marina said to him.

He did.

Her boy lowered himself down onto his hands and knees. He kept his back straight, and he had his head bowed forward.

She crouched in front of him. "Are you ready to lick me?"

"Yes…" He said, his voice trailing.

"What do you want to do right now?"

"I want to touch myself," he said. That instinct must have been roaring through his body like a tornado spinning faster and faster, wrecking every other thought and idea. Somehow, he managed to hold on. Like so many other boys from her world, Eric Samuels was learning how to obey his superior. Even if his urges and instincts told him to do something else, he had to yield.

She sauntered over to the chair in the corner of the room. Before she sat down, she glanced at him again. Each second was torture. Every moment reminded him of what he could do.

Yes, Eric could already figure out the inevitable outcome of his defiance. If he jumped up and started to stroke or squeeze, she could have retaken control of his body. She could have yanked his arms behind his back and locked his palms together. She could have forced his arms into the air.

And yet, he still wanted to try. That primitive fury and desperation wracked him. It grew stronger and stronger with every moment.

But she was in charge, he reminded himself. Somehow, he acknowledged her command and that kept him from making any of those mistakes.

She unzipped her boots and removed them. She pulled away her tights. Next, she pulled off her panties. The hem of her dress continued to hang around the middle of her thighs, but she sat down and crossed her legs. "Crawl to me, boy," she instructed.

Marina was younger and less experienced. If he saw her back at the office, he probably would have assumed she was a young analyst or engineer hoping to get a job. It was easy to picture a girl like her nervously rubbing her hands along her knees as she thought through the different answers at her interview.

But no, she was something else, something so much more dangerous.

"Crawl to me, boy," she ordered. She still had her legs crossed as he raised his head. With every fiber of his being, he wanted to rub his hands along his shaft. He ached to succumb to that urge. Even if she watched him, and saw him lose control like an animal, yielding to his basest instincts, he didn't care. It would have felt so good! The desire for satisfaction rolled through his body, becoming more and more intense.

Somehow, someway, Eric managed to resist. At the same time, she smirked approvingly. Or maybe that last part had been his imagination as he made eye contact with her. Either way, he crawled, scurrying forward on his hands and knees. Once he started moving, it got a lot easier because then he didn't have to think. He could let his muscles take over.

"Is that where you belong?" Marina asked him.

"I, I don't know." He bit down on the inside of his mouth. Now that he had stopped, the temptations roared back to his body, growing stronger and stronger. "What do you want me to say?"

"Smart boy," she replied. "You see, it's always a good idea for you to ask what you should say, especially when you don't know. You need to learn to defer to your superiors."

"You're not my superior," Eric itched to say, but he swallowed back those words. In that instant, he wished he had something to grab onto. His fingers pressed down against the carpet, sliding those fibers between his digits, but he couldn't actually hold on.

"Am I your owner?"

"Yes," he admitted. At the same time, there were still those flickering doubts and fantasies wedged somewhere deep within the inner recesses of his psyche: fighting back, running away, escaping…

"Then how should you address me?"

"Ma'am?"

"No," she replied with a quick chuckle. Sure, she looked imposing and imperial on her seat. It may have been just a regular chair, but she turned her seat into a throne with the power of her presence. "You're going to have to do better than that."

Better than that? How?

He was supposed to be her slave, which made her his Master. But no, he could already tell she wouldn't like a term like that. "Master," would have sounded too manly, too masculine. Then the other word jumped into his head. He had never really thought about it before, but the idea shot into his thoughts, and now he couldn't push it away. "Mistress." It wasn't a question. It was a statement.

"Now you're learning," she said. "Before I have you pleasure me with your mouth, I want you to use your hands."

"How?"

Marina lifted her hand into the air, it was empty for just a second until her fingers moved and she whispered a word. The dictates of reality suddenly shifted around them. He could feel it and sense it deep within his psyche. Or maybe he really did possess a soul and it trembled as she called upon her talents to rewrite their circumstances. This time, it was only a minor change; the crop materialized in her hand.

Reaching down, she touched the tip to his shoulder, to his collar, to the exposed flesh of his neck. "What have you learned?"

Right away, Eric recognized his mistake. He was tempted to resist, to argue or fight back. And yet, his shaft still throbbed with desperation. He had never been so aroused before. The desires were right there, and he had this beautiful girl in front of him, and he knew she could do whatever she liked. He was completely at her mercy. Even so, the smart move was simple. He had to play along. He had to give her whatever she desired.

Besides, these weren’t his words, right? They didn't mean anything.

That's what Eric tried to tell himself. Yet deep down, he could feel the importance of his surrender. Each time he accepted her authority, he gave up something important. More and more, she claimed control over this hapless boy, and he had to know how to push back.

"How would you like me to pleasure you with my hands, Mistress?"

Mistress. The words sounded antiquated or maybe it was supposed to originate in some romance novel somewhere. Even so, he uttered those words, and he could feel it again: he had surrendered something to her. Marina had removed her boots, and now she lifted one of her slender feet. She wiggled her toes in front of him. "Massage my foot," she said. She still had her legs crossed.

Tentatively, he reached up. Naked with nothing but the collar on, he still wished to drop his hands down between his legs. He wanted to use one hand to massage that spot right between his legs and underneath his scrotum. With his other hand, he could have teased the tip of his cock. But in reality, he only needed to squeeze once or twice and then he would have been able to embrace that burst of ecstatic satisfaction. Hot pleasure would have flooded his system, overwhelming him for those delicious seconds. Maybe he wouldn't have even cared how he looked. His appearance would've become utterly irrelevant.

And yet, she was right there, and she had the crop.

Tentatively, he reached up, and he started to massage her ankle, then her heel, the arch of her foot, and finally her toes.

When he touched her, he thought he experienced something...perhaps a little spark of static electricity? Or maybe it was something else entirely. Either way, he didn't react. Instead, he bit down and concentrated on her foot.

He had never really paid attention to a woman's foot before, but there was something about her toes, the contours of her nails, the pale skin, and the intimacy of reaching out to touch her like this.

"You're enjoying yourself, aren't you?"

"Yes, Mistress," he said, hoping this would count as the right answer.

"Good," she said. "Because that's where you belong." She sounded so earnest, like this was a detail he actually needed to learn and memorize. "You're a boy, so you belong on your knees beneath me. Say it."

"I'm a boy, Mistress. I'm a boy, so I belong on my knees beneath you," he said, parroting each word, just a she commanded.

Marina reached up and ran her fingers through her hair. Then she stretched her arms over her head before shifting her legs. She brought up her other foot, and he waited for permission.

"Go on," she said. "Massage me."

He obeyed again, raising his hands and serving her. He pressed down on her toes, the arch of her foot, her heel and ankle., Moment by moment, he served her diligently.

"Does this excite you?"

"Yes, Mistress," he answered, and hoped that the use of her title wouldn’t change anything. But as he spoke, he knew the truth. It did. It changed everything…

"And why is that?"

"I don't want to say," he blurted out.

With his head dipped down, he could focus on the contours of her bare shins, her calves, her ankles and the delicate curves of her toes. But now, she used the tip of the crop to make him raise his head. He looked up at her. On his knees like this, especially while naked, Eric felt so small. If he had seen this girl on the street, then maybe he would have fantasized about kissing her. There would have been those intoxicating images. Even if he had tried to suppress them, they still would have entered into his imagination.

But now, he breathed in the scent of her perfume, or maybe it was her shampoo. Either way, he was utterly intoxicated as he kneeled there before her, a woman who had become his Mistress.

"Tell me,” she instructed. At the same time, she pushed her will down on him.

Instinctively, he attempted to resist. He made the effort, and he failed anyway. "I don’t want you to know how you can affect me," he told her truthfully.

"Too bad," she said. But then she chuckled and tilted her head to the side, letting a few strands brush along her shoulder, "If it helps, I already know."

He glanced up at her again. He could only meet her gaze for a few seconds, but that was enough.

Entertained by his reluctance, she giggled and shook her head. "What? Did you think you could hide the truth from us? No. I'm sorry, but lots of women understand what kind of impact we have on the boys around us. Sure, there are some among the fairer sex who don't understand what they can do or the kinds of power they wield just by being female. We can take charge because we know how you boys yearn to be molded and sculpted into servants and slaves and toys." She spoke quickly and easily, as though these words had come from a lecture.

"I don't think that's true," he protested meekly.

"Then it's a good thing that no one cares what you think," she said, smiling and revealing the edges of her teeth. "But you know, you still need to tell me the truth. Why does this turn you on?"

"Because I'm close to you," he said.

"Would you like me to touch you right now?"

"Yes!" His answer shot out onto the air.

"Ask for it."

Was she messing with him?

Probably. Did he have any choice?

No. He needed this; he needed it so badly. Even as his breathing came out in one ragged gasp after another, Eric could recognize the truth. If Marina wished to play with him, then he couldn't resist or fight back. After all, it would have been so easy for her to lock him back in the chastity belt. She could take away his erection, bind him, and leave those frantic desires lodged deep within his core. "Please yes, please. Please, touch me. Please, I can't take this!"

"Okay," she said as she extended one leg. "Cross your hands behind your back," she instructed. Simultaneously, she injected just a hint of arcane influence into her voice.

He had already been willing to obey, so now his arms sped back into position. He crossed his wrists, and he looked down and watched as her slender toes slid along the left side of his cock. She pressed down and brought her digits up along his length. She just barely touched him, but there was something so playful, so alluring and sweet and cruel and sexy about those caresses.

Within the inner recesses of his mind, he tried to push those urges away. He didn't want to enjoy this. He tried hard and fought with everything he had, but it still wasn't good enough, not when this girl knew exactly how to stimulate him.

"Has anyone ever touched you like this before?" Marina wanted to know.

"No, no, Mistress."

"Does it feel like I'm marking you right now?"

"Yes, Mistress!"

"Does it feel like you are my toy? Do you feel like my plaything?"

For the most part, he kept his eyes scrunched shut, except now he raised his head and looked back at her. He saw the perfectly sculpted contours of her cheeks, the small curves of her nose, and the full red of her lips. Their eyes met, and she fixated on him, even as she continued to touch and tease him with her toes.

"Please, can I come?"

"You didn't answer my question," she replied.

"Yes, I feel like in your plaything. I feel like I'm prey, and you're a predator. You can hunt me. You can do whatever you want with me!"

"Smart."

Despite the compliment, she didn't tell him what he had hoped to hear. He held off those urges, and then she pulled her foot back before spreading her legs. "Demonstrate your loyalty to me by reaching down and stroking your cock just once. If you hold on tight or come without permission, then you’ll face the consequences."

"What kind of consequences?" Eric asked without thinking.

"Well…" Marina reached up and touched a finger to the corner of her mouth as though she had never considered this before. "I can enter your dreams each night and make sure you stay nice and excited and completely desperate for me. I can keep you locked up for a couple of months. Made a couple of years?"

The color drained away from his cheeks when he heard those words. Months? Years?

He had never really considered this kind of denial before. The concept had never entered into any of his calculations. Before, he had resisted the urge to pleasure himself just as he ignored the temptations presented by the women around him. And yet, that had always been his choice. It was a conscious decision, one based on a desire to escape those old reminders. But what if he wanted it? What if he needed it?

Too bad, she'd tell him. There was nothing to stop this young woman from keeping him locked in his cage. It might be the band around his waist and the steel bonds between his legs, or it could have been the bars surrounding him. Either way, he wouldn't be allowed anything more than a vague understanding of freedom, all because he made the mistake of angering this woman.

"You look scared. Are you scared, boy?"

"Yes, Mistress…"

"Good," she told him. "Now do it."

His fingers trembled as he fought the temptations, but then he slid his fingers along the length of his cock. The desire was right there. It would have been shortsighted and foolish, but it would have been so easy to hold on, to stroke his cock and give himself the stimulation he so desperately craved.

The yearning was right there, spinning and burning throughout his frame.

"But then he pulled his hand away. He stroked himself just once by her command.

Giggling, she nodded. "Good. Very good." When she leaned forward and rested her elbow against her knee and her chin on her knuckles, she looked like some model posing in the latest fashion. Her dress may not have been amazing or especially elaborate, but she gave it a unique energy.

"Now that you have demonstrated your obedience, I'm willing to let you pleasure me."

"Why is pleasure your reward?"

"Because this is my game, and you're my toy, so I make the rules," she said simply. She rested her hands on the arm rests, spread her legs, and waited for him to crawl forward. He inched toward her. "Lick," she issued the command with the casualness of a girl who knew she wouldn't be defied.

Just as she expected, he crawled forward, he slid his cheeks up along her inner thighs, and suddenly he breathed in the aroma of her arousal. Teasing him and tormenting him had made her wet, it seemed. He closed his eyes, pressed his mouth to her pussy and he tasted her. His tongue went in deep. He licked, and he could already feel the swollen curves of her clitoris as he started to pleasure her.

This was what she wanted. This was what she craved.

As an obedient boy should, he yielded to her wishes and licked. He went slowly at first, right until that moment when she said, "Speed up." Again, he obeyed. She rewarded him with some feedback, "Good. That's right. A little bit faster. Just a little bit. There we go. That's right. You know what to do, don't you? You're just like all of the other boys. You might wander around the world, all big and blustering, but you aren't nearly as brave as you think. You're not independent and you’re not free. Deep down, all of you boys pine for the chance to be collared just like this."

Eric continued to lick and service her, so he couldn't answer. If he wished he could argue or fight back, he gave no indication of it. Instead, he concentrated entirely on her pleasure even as those words buried their way deep into his psyche. "This is natural. This is the real order of things. Women lead and take charge. When you think about your friends, your family, and your work situations, this is what should happen. Women take control. We give you commands, and you obey. Say it."

His eyes widened for a second as he pulled back. When he withdrew, he gazed back up at her. He could still taste her excitement along the contours of his tongue. "Women take control. When you give us commands, we have to obey, Mistress."

"Good," she said, casually reaching down, embracing her fingers against the back of his head. She pushed him into position. Once more, and he started licking.

He ran his tongue up and down her crevice. He went in deep. He followed her commands as she told him to slow down or speed up. He moved his tongue in diagonals, left and right, up and down, and tight little circles, all because he knew had to please her.

"Enough," she said.

He pulled back, and her eyes twinkled. "I want to remind you of what I can take away whenever I want." That's when she pounced. She drew herself forward, slid from the chair, and shoved him onto his back. He hit the floor, and now she was on top of him. She grabbed his cock, and he didn't know what he was supposed to do. His instincts took over as he arched his back. She came down on top of him, trapping his shaft right between her legs. Her muscles tightened, and she squeezed him.

"Not yet," she said. She drew on her magic to compel him so he couldn't climax, not without her permission.

She slid up, lowered herself down, grinned at him, and grabbed his hands. She pulled him up just enough so that he could rest his palms against her breasts. Yes, there was still the material of her dress and her bra between those mounds and his sensitive fingertips, but that hardly mattered.

"You like that, don't you?"

"Yes, Mistress," he said.

"Good," she teased him. As she rode this boy, she savored the pleasure and friction and heat of his body against hers. She used him, turning him into her living toy. She played with him, and he tried to climax, but he couldn't do it, not yet, not without her permission.

Then he realized something; she didn't have to give it to him. If she could bind his orgasms even while she rode him hard, she could finish, slide away, locking him in his chastity device, and leave him just as desperate as he had been before.

"Please, Mistress. Please, I can't take this. Please!"

"I like it when you beg," she said before she straightened her back and continued to ride him, shifting her weight forward, back, and then down. She used him some more, and then she said, almost dismissively, "Now. You can come right now."

When she released him from her spell, the floodgates broke. His cock throbbed with all of the pent-up desperation he could possess. His shaft throbbed with eager delight as he lost himself to that white blaze of satisfaction.

The pleasure rolled through his body, crushing every other thought and idea. For those long seconds, he forgot about the rest of the world.

Maybe he heard her scream out with satisfaction. Maybe not. Maybe he glanced up just long enough to see her beautiful face as the blush raced along her cheeks, or the perspiration slid from her forehead.

But then she pulled away, and she looked down into his eyes. "Very good," she said. "Come with me."

To be continued...


Witch Mark, Part 2

She had used him.

She had played with him and teased him, turning him into little more than a living, toy, there for her pleasure. First, she had stripped him naked and tied him up in her spare room. He hadn't wanted to believe it before, but it resembled a dungeon. In this room, she had all of the whips, paddles, crops, and so many other toys she might require to break a recalcitrant male like Eric Samuels.

Once he was restrained, she had interrogated him, exploring his psyche. He had answered her questions. More importantly, he had surrendered to her training.

Right now, she held his hand and he wondered exactly where they were going. She had taken him out of the guest room. Maybe she wanted to give him chores? He would have wanted to roll his eyes, but he didn't because he knew what kind of power she wielded.

More and more, he had to accept the truth. He had watched her, and now he experienced her abilities all over again. She could teleport. She could command him. She could call items from across the room, forcing them to materialize. In his high school and college science classes, he had learned about the objective rules and structures of the universe. This girl, Marina Diamonte, broke them with disdainful ease. For someone else, the shortest distance between two points might have been a straight line.

For her, a snap of her finger, some impossible to comprehend gesture, or a few syllables spoken in a tongue he couldn't comprehend or even process with his mundane eardrums allowed her to traverse any distance and leap between city blocks. He didn't understand it.

He didn't think it should have been possible, but his disbelief and skepticism were irrelevant.

As he took those shallow steps, he itched to ask, "Where are we going?"

Only seconds later, she made it clear. She pulled him into her bedroom, and she threw herself down onto the mattress. Then she patted the spot beside her.

"What is this?"

"I really enjoyed fucking you, but now I'm tired, so you're going to lay here with me."

"And if I refuse?" Eric thought about asking.

At first, she relaxed into something close to sleep, only then she blinked and lifted her eyelids. When she focused on him, he could tell what she was thinking. She could guess what question just pulsed through his head. More importantly, she knew exactly how to answer it. "We both know I can control you. We both know I can manipulate you, if that's what it takes. So are you going to be a bad boy?"

He thought of the cage back in the other room. He remembered what it was like to be on his side, trapped and confined, locked behind black, wrought iron bars.

"I'll be good," he said before he could stop himself.

"I know it," she agreed.

Tentatively, he climbed onto the bed. It had only been a single night since he had lowered himself down onto a mattress, yet it felt incredible. There was something about the exquisitely soft sheets, the cushion beneath him, and the girl waiting for him. Without waiting for asking for permission, she pulled him close and pushed him onto his back. Then she rested her head on his shoulder, and she closed her eyes.

"How can you trust me like this?" This time, he really asked the question.

"I'm a woman. Do you really think you can do anything to stop me from getting what I want?"

"If you fall asleep, I could attack you," he said. The words fit together easily enough, but he tried to picture grabbing the lamp or swinging a fist, and that the image refused to coalesce.

"No, you can't," she said.

His brows tightened. "I could," he protested as flickers of anger kindled at his center.

"Try it," she said. At the same time, she reached up and murmured some ancient or ineffable syllable.

His collar warmed for just a moment, and he relaxed back there on his back.

"I'm serious," she told him as she nuzzled his bare shoulder with her cheek. But then her eyes opened, and she grinned.

That's when she turned around. "Unzip me," she commanded.

All at once, he stopped thinking about the potential freedom he might enjoy once she fell asleep. Could he take this opportunity to escape? Even if she started sleeping on his shoulder, maybe he could roll her onto her side and he could sneak out? The idea was right there, clear and vivid inside of his skull.

Only now, she turned away from him, and he saw the way her wavy black hair fell down across her shoulders toward the spot between her shoulder blades, and there was that silver zipper right there.

He didn't know what she planned on removing.

Somehow, the idea of getting to see her naked triggered something deep within him, even though he had already been so close to her. She'd ridden this boy hard, and he tasted her excitement. Still, his hand actually trembled as he reached out, and he pinched but it didn’t burn as he pulled it down by her command. That's when she removed her dress. Next, she took off her bra and tossed it down onto the floor. He saw her firm mounds, and he wished he could reach out and touch them again. When they had sex, she had pulled his palms up toward those curves, but there had been layers of fabric between him and her sensitive flesh.

"Good boy," she said. That's when she pushed him right back down onto his back. Using him like a pillow, she rested her cheek on his shoulder. "Now, about that other party. Go ahead. Try it."

"What?"

"Try it. Try to do something inappropriate. How about this. I'm naked, and I'm right here, and I'm sure you would love to grab my ass or pinch my breasts. Try it."

"But if I do that, you'll punish me," he protested.

"No, I won't. That's a promise."

Eric couldn't truly understand what she meant.

"It's time to sleep," she said.

"Yes, Mistress," he said. He pressed his lips together, still nervous that she was playing some kind of game with him, like he would reach up and attempt to touch her, only to get spanked, paddled, or otherwise punished for behaving inappropriately. Even if he tried to push the idea aside, he couldn't escape the truth that she had mastered him. She was his Mistress, so he had to respect her.

He tried to reach up and touch her. He wanted to lift his hand and run his fingers along the contours of her ass. He wanted to pinch her buttocks. If he got really ambitious, he wanted to smack her posterior, if only to prove he could. The urge was right there, powerful and masculine and launched deep within his core.

His arm refused to move.

He tried again, harder this time. At first, he had been reluctant, but now a different kind of curiosity or uncertainty grabbed him.

Half-asleep, she nuzzled him with her cheek again and said, "You can't do it. Face it, boy. You belong to me."

The collar. Another spell. She had ensnared him again.

This time, he tried to push her away, only he couldn't do that either. Whether he liked it or not, he was trapped there on the bed. Yes, he could lift his arm to stretch or flex his feet and curl his toes, but he couldn't do anything else. Whether he liked or not, he was trapped there.

Utterly confident in her abilities, she drifted off. Her breathing became even as she fell into the easy rhythm of sleep.

At first, he truly believed he would be able to remain awake. It sounded like such a simple thought, especially when his freedom depended on it. This could be his chance, he knew. Yes, she'd called upon her magic to bind him and entrap him underneath her, but she would roll away at some point. Right? After that, maybe he could just slip out of the bed?

As much as he liked that idea, he couldn't focus on escape. First, he tentatively raised his arm, and then he ran his fingers along her flank. He started just above her hip, and he slid his fingers along her tender skin. He enjoyed the soft heat of her body pressed to his as she slept. Occasionally, he glanced down at her. He stared. He watched her sleep because she looked so different now. Normally, when she locked her eyes on him, a shiver of dread and desire mixed together deep within his core. He saw her and reflexively recognized her superiority.

But right there, he could pretend she was just a girl, and she was on his chest, and there was the easy intimacy of being so close to her.

Inevitably, he fell asleep. He stroked and caressed his Mistress, perhaps hoping she would enjoy the gentle contact. Moment by moment, Eric justified these actions as a way to remain awake.

After everything she had put him through, the exhaustion was right there at his core, dragging him down and making it almost impossible to keep his eyes open. More and more, he could feel diffused relaxation soak into his body. And then he fell asleep.

The moment he woke up, Eric reached down between his legs. He was still on a bed, but now he was on his side, and he couldn't quite remember what he had dreamed, but there were still those flashes: her dark hair, her red lips, the heat of her body, and those moans she made right before she came.

They had fallen asleep together, so he could touch himself.

Or so he thought.

With one hand, he expected to reach between his legs and wrap his fingers around his shaft. If she insisted on keeping him as a prisoner, then she would lock him up again. That felt like an inevitability. Yes, she had relaxed with him and decided to bring him into her bed, but that would be temporary. Right? That girl had a sadistic streak, and she enjoyed playing with him. She wanted to tease him and torment him. To her eyes, he was a plaything. She had said as much.

Only then his fingertips found that metal. At first, he thought it had to be some kind of psychological delusion, or a sensory glitch. There was no way. He had been asleep with her, and she couldn't force him into a chastity belt without waking him up.

He yanked back the sheets and blankets, he lifted his head, and he looked down along the length of his mostly naked body.

He saw the steel of his chastity belt. It shined under the morning light.

"No…" Eric said aloud.

"Yes," she replied.

He jerked his gaze up and saw her standing in the doorway now. She had on his shirt and a little pair of black panties. She had her arms crossed over her chest, and her eyes practically glowed as she watched him.

In that instant, Eric understood what he needed to do: stay calm and remain stoic. He failed utterly. "I can't be wearing this, not again," he said with an edge of panic in his voice.

"Why not?" Marina asked. Just the sound of her playful, flirtatious lilt was enough to make his shaft tense inside of its cage. He could feel the contours of the tube around his cock. The chastity device did its job. Even as the desires flared through his body, he couldn't achieve an erection. Instead, his body pushed against the smooth contours of steel, and he failed completely.

He sat up, and she watched as he started to tug and pull at the belt. He was fighting it as hard as he could, only to feel the smooth edges dig into the sides of his hips, and then she chuckled.

He jerked his head up at her again as that beautiful girl told him, "It's fine. Go ahead. Try to take it off. We both know you won't be able to do it. Besides, it's fun watching you fail."

He sucked in a breath and wanted to growl something back, like, "Screw you!" Or maybe he could have told her to go to hell. Instead, he saw her again, and she started to walk toward him. She moved on the balls of her feet as she gracefully cut across the bedroom floor. Then she climbed up onto the mattress, and she crawled toward him.

When he saw the contours of her cleavage, the curves of her smile, and the shining her eyes, Eric understood something. She wanted him.

"I'm hungry for you," she said in a low voice. She smirked because she intended to embrace those desires.

Sure enough, she reached out and pushed him onto his back. He collapsed, and she straddled him. She had her hands on his wrists, and she pinned him.

"What, what you going to do?"

"Whatever I want," she answered him in a light and sultry voice.

"Are you, are you going to let out of the chastity belt?"

"Maybe. It depends." Maybe. That single word could be so cruel. It allowed for possibilities, but he also understood she could make up her mind however she wished. She could grab him and free him and make him hard all over again. She could connect their bodies, and he would feel that incredible heat. The pleasure would race along his skin, lighting his senses in a way nothing else ever had.

Or she could draw him on and excite him, and then walk away. And there would be nothing he could do about it.

"It depends on what?" Eric couldn't help but ask.

"Did you enjoy the last time?"

"Yes!" Eric breathed out with all of the certainty and vehemence he possessed.

"Good," she said as she leaned down. She kissed his forehead, that spot between his brows, the tip of his nose, his left cheek, then his right. She was taking her time with him. Simultaneously, she relaxed her grip on his right wrist. Now she slid her fingers along his forearm, leaving little tingling sensations thrumming beneath the surface of his flesh. "I like it when you're honest with me."

"Fine. I, I will be honest," he said. Realizing his mistake, he quickly added, "I won't lie to you, Mistress."

"Good," she said. And then she cupped his cheeks and tilted his head to the side and leaned down. With her body pressed to his, she started kissing him again.

Fresh waves of desire roiled through his body. They became more powerful, more intense. Yes, the previous night had drained away so much of his energy. But this was different. Getting ridden hard once by this beautiful girl wasn't enough, he quickly realized. He wanted so much more. Not only that, she coaxed him, sending twirling pulses of desire, straight to his center. He needed this. He needed her.

Yes, he wore a chastity belt, but he started to understand something. They fit together as she held him down.

For just one or two seconds, maybe he even started to believe that he belonged there, down on his back, under this powerful girl. He wasn't thinking about work or anything else. He wasn't thinking about what could happen next, so long as he pleased her.

"I like kissing you," she said mildly.

"I like it when you kiss me," he said. Then, because he was almost shivering with desire, he looked up at her again, his eyes wide and adorably innocent. "Would you kiss me again, Mistress? Please?"

"Only because you asked so nicely," she replied as she lowered her head again. Some of her hair fell forward and brushed his cheeks. He loved every second of this.

Perhaps a small voice at the back of his brain reminded him of what was really happening here. He was a prisoner. She was keeping him as her toy; he couldn't tolerate this. As a prisoner, it was his responsibility to search for some way to escape. He had learned a lot, and maybe he could even use that information. Perhaps he could go to the authorities and warn them…

That small voice may have whispered to him, but Erik didn't want to think about any of it. He was close to this girl, and it felt so incredible, and he almost wished he could give her everything he had.

She kissed him and played with him right until the moment when she slipped back, sat up, peeled away her panties, and tossed them on the floor. Now she was just wearing his shirt. She loosened the buttons, giving him a beautiful view of the sides of her breasts. Her nipples remained covered and he wanted to reach up, to slide his shirt off of her shoulders, but he knew she wanted him on his back, so he stayed there.

"I think you're learning, boy," she said.

"Don't call me that," he needed to say. Somehow, he swallowed back those words. If she wanted to address him as a boy, then that was her right, her prerogative. It wasn't so much acceptance of her authority as the understanding that this girl might take him if he cooperated and behaved. He yearned to feel the imprisonment, the captivity of her sex surrounding his cock all over again.

Back in college, he had been vaguely aware of the different theoretical approaches to sex. In a mainstream culture, so many men and even women viewed sex as a man penetrating a woman. Then he had a psychology professor who chuckled and said something like, "Sex is all about female power. Maybe women have been brainwashed or programmed culturally, but it should be obvious. Men are vulnerable during sex because they are surrounded and imprisoned. When a woman is on top, she has complete control." At the time, Eric hadn't really paid much attention.

But now, on his back and locked in an inescapable chastity device, he started to understand what that professor meant.

"Would you like to lick?" Marina asked. Immediately, he thought she would straddle his face. He imagined her spreading her legs, climbing on top of him, pinning his head, and pressing her sex down against his mouth just as she had done before. Only now, her hand rose up to the side of his shirt and she tucked it away, revealing her nipple for just a moment.

"Please," he said. He gulped back his trepidation. "Please, Mistress."

She grinned at her captive boy, her face lit with excitement. Now she pulled back both sides of the shirt, revealing her chest. Then she leaned forward, and she braced her weight on her knuckles. Her arms pressed down against the mattress, and she aimed the tip of her nipple for his mouth. He wasn't chained down and there weren't any restraints around his wrists either. Even so, he felt utterly captivated by this girl.

She had him.

She owned him.

In that moment, even that small voice whispering about captivity and escape seemed far away. Instead, he waited until she was close enough and then he wanted to lift his head and wrap his lips around her nipple. He wanted to suck, to graze his teeth along that point, to lick, swirling his tongue around in order to please and satisfy her.

She was a gorgeous girl and he was privileged to be this close. He understood that underlying truth.

"Please, Mistress," he said. "Please, may I lick you?"

"You may, boy."

Boy. Again, there was that flash of irritation, but he quickly suppressed it. If he wanted to pretend they were equals, she intended to make that impossible. Again and again, she reminded him of his status. And yet, she wielded strange and alien abilities. He had to wonder what that meant.

Later.

In that moment, he raised his head, and he looked at the tip of her nipple. He slid his tongue along her flesh, and he heard the pleasured growl deep within her throat as a shiver ran through her body. "More," she demanded.

He licked faster, pressing his lips down and gliding the tip of his tongue along that point. He sent waves of pleasure running hot through her body as she enjoyed this.

"As you serve me, I want you to think about something, Eric." At least she used his name this time, he thought. "When you serve me, I get to enjoy the physical stimulation, but it's more than that. It's also a question of my control. I love knowing I can make you do whatever I wish. Remember, boy. You belong to me."

As hard as he tried, he couldn't argue. He couldn't resist. Then she pulled back, and she considered him. He studied her face, her hips, her flat stomach, the contours of her chest, her breasts, her collarbones, the slender curves of her neck, and the way she looked down at him. He tried to meet her gaze, only this time he could see the hunger resonate along her features.

But she bent herself forward and she kissed him hard and passionately. She savored the taste of his mouth, the way he squirmed beneath her. He still wasn't restrained, but she could have taken control at any moment, he realized.

What would it take for her to bind him to that bed? A couple of gestures? An indecipherable syllable?

He didn't know, he didn't understand, but he didn't care either. Eric yielded to those pleasures as she kissed him. As he kissed her back, he enjoyed a simple kind of freedom. Yes, he could be bound at any moment, but he wasn't thinking about something else, someone else…

Instead, he braced the warm and soft ease of being close to this beautiful girl.

"I'm going to get on my back, you're going to crawl between my legs, and you will lick me."

"Yes, Mistress," he said without thinking. The words came out automatically, simple and easy and undeniable.

She rolled onto her back, and she spread her legs.

"Take your time," she instructed.

He obeyed, sliding forward. For a moment, she seemed confused, like maybe he didn't understand the instructions. Or worse, maybe he had actively decided to defy her. And yet, with her uncanny talent for reading him and his intentions, she allowed this boy to proceed.

He kissed her on the lips, softly at first for two or three seconds. Then he pulled back, and he kissed the left side of her neck before moving to the right. From there, he kissed this girl at the base of her throat, and then he slid his lips down between her breasts. From there, he licked her right nipple, then her left. After that, he continued to go lower and lower, tracing these grazing kisses down her stomach to the edge of her pubic hair. After that, he brushed his fingers along the sides of her buttocks before stroking her thighs.

Then he slid his face down between her legs. He licked, his tongue sliding out and just barely touching her opening. He tasted her excitement again. As he did so, there was that layer of desperation to his body. Eager desire gripped him, becoming more and more powerful.

He ignored his own desires because his Mistress had given him a command. In that moment, he didn't have to think about his own wishes. Instead, he pushed down, and he started to pleasure her with the tip of his nose, and his lips and his tongue. He pushed down and stretched the walls of her opening. He went in deep. His tongue moved slowly at first.

But then he started to go faster.

"Good," she said, her voice straining. "That's right. My boy knows what he's doing, don't you? You're getting better at this, aren't you?"

In spite of her questions, Erik didn't answer. Instead, he continued to please her, starting out with that sedate rhythm, only then he sped up and slowed it down again. He made it impossible for his Mistress to know what he might have in mind next.

Truthfully, Eric didn't have any plan. He wasn't thinking about this as a strategy. Instead, he tried to focus on her movements, the way her muscles tensed, those quick gasps, and the way she shifted against the blankets, sheets, and mattress.

"Yes," she growled out. "Yes. That's right. Show me what you can do. Show me what you can do, boy," she said before biting down.

His tongue started to lick and glide, going up and down in quick swipes, left and right, spirals and quickened patterns.

He stopped thinking about anything else. He existed to serve her. He pleasured her.

And as he did so, he found the simplicity he had never known existed. It was a focused state, an existence where the rest of the world seemed to fade away because this young woman was in charge. She had taken control, and she could do whatever she wished.

I'm her property. I'm her slave. I exist for her.

Eric didn't know where those thoughts came from, but they vibrated inside of his head again and again.

I'm her property. I'm her slave. I exist for her.

Those thoughts should have offended him; they should have sparked some burst of rage.

I'm her property. I'm her slave. I exist for her.

That wasn't supposed to be right. He should have argued or resisted. Even inside of his own head, he should have been able to push back against those thoughts.

I'm her property. I'm her slave. I exist for her.

Instead, he found solace in those words? It was a rhythm he could embrace?

"Faster," she called out. "Make me come. Make me come right now!" Marina cried out. He closed his eyes, and he thought of her beautiful face, those perfect breasts, the lines of her waist, and the sounds she made. He licked harder and faster. He pleasured her, giving her everything she could want.

And then she cried out, tensing. Her toes curled, and she kicked her heels down against the mattress. With her legs still spread and her boy braced between her inner thighs, she lost herself to that exquisite satisfaction.

Then she finished and pushed him. Her fingers found this forehead and she nudged him back.

He sat up. On his knees, he almost felt like he regained some semblance of independence.

But then he glanced back down his chest to the cage. Arousal pumped through his body, serious and eager. Even so, he didn't think of begging or making any demands. Instead, he rested his hands on his lap, and he waited for her to acknowledge him.

"Very well done, Eric. I'm proud of you."

She was proud of him? A flutter of excitement ran through his body, but it didn't have anything to do with his cock or balls, not this time. Instead, she blinked her eyes open and studied him. "Come here," she commanded.

He crawled toward her and she wrapped her arms around him. This time, she pressed his head down against her shoulder and she started to stroke him. Her fingertips played along his bare back.

"Mistress?"

"You want to ask if we're going to have sex, don't you?" Marina teased him. He said nothing, so she giggled, "It's okay. There’s nothing wrong with asking, but my answer is yes. We had sex. We had sex because you may become very, very hard."

"But…" Eric tried to ask in a small voice.

Marina spoke over him, "You did an excellent job, and now you're not going to ruin it by begging for something you already know I won’t give you. Instead, you're going to lay here with me, you're going to help me relax, and then you're going to say thank you."

"...Yes, Mistress," he told her. "Thank you, Mistress..."

"That's the right attitude. Because today, we start on your training."

She allowed him to get dressed. In some ways, clothing actually felt like a privilege. He didn't understand how that worked. Simultaneously, Eric tried to understand how any of this would work.

She made breakfast, set her plate down on her small kitchen table, and sat there. Next, she pointed to a spot beside her seat and she proceeded to cut through the bacon, the slices of fruit and her scrambled eggs. At first, when she started eating, his stomach rumbled. Then she scooped up some of the food and she held a forkful of scrambled eggs in front of his mouth.

"Eat," she said.

He leaned forward and he proceeded to get fed.

Beneath her, he felt like a dog or some other animal. And yet, he remembered those thoughts from before.

They were only thoughts, abstract ideas. He wasn't really property, he couldn't actually be owned. As he went through those thoughts, however, he swallowed another mouthful of scrambled eggs and he felt the collar around his neck. The snug leather reminded him of his status.

His status. Eric struggled to think of his position...his "real" position in life. He was supposed to be a powerful executive at a small start up. Granted, their company had only a few small successes, but they had potential. More importantly, they had already overcome so many different obstacles. He honestly believed their company would change the world. By now he had already spent years of his life dedicated to making their enterprise a success. He was supposed to be seated behind a computer screen, staring at numbers and considering allocation strategies.

Instead, he found himself on his knees, looking up at that beautiful woman.

As he studied the contours and the curved edges of her hair, he wondered why he wasn't furious.

He was getting trained.

More and more, he could feel himself bend to her will.

"Come on," she said.

After they ate, they took the elevator down to the first floor. He had the collar around his neck, the chastity cage underneath his pants, and now she held him by his hand. Of course, she was wearing her purse, and it contained a leash, plus any other number of implements she might have been able to use to catch and discipline him if he had decided to misbehave.

He didn't.

Eric followed her outside, and they quickly climbed into a car.

She leaned over and whispered, "Don't bother trying to talk to the driver. I can alter his thoughts and his perceptions with hardly any effort. All you'd do is earn some more time with my crop."

"Yes, Mistress," he said automatically.

Mistress.

A few minutes later, they got out on another block. She took him by the hand again, and she escorted him up to the bank of elevators. Along the way, he glanced around the first floor. It was a huge space with marble floors and massive pillars. He saw women in suits and nice dresses. Then there were the men. He only spotted one or two, yet Eric noticed the most important detail: their collars.

"What is this place?"

"It's my family's compound," she told him as they got into the elevator.

She glanced back at him. She thought about kissing him, about running her fingers through his hair and playing with him. But no, she had something else in mind.

"May I ask what we're doing here?"

"I like that tone," she said. "It's simple. We are here to work on your training. In a couple of days, we are going to get started with the competition and I need to make sure you are ready. Granted, there's not a whole lot we can do during this time, but I think some practice would be good for you. Have you ever carried a woman before?"

"Carried a woman?" Eric repeated the words, but he didn't understand what she meant.

"Don't worry," she told him. "This will be good for you."

Within minutes, he found himself at a pair of double doors. When she waved her hand and he heard the audible click of the lock, he couldn't help but realize something: she had used her talents again. If he or some other man had tried to break in here, would they have had any chance of success? The door seemed normal enough, but there weren't any locks to pick, no openings or apertures he might be able to exploit. For all he knew, the internal mechanisms had been completely sealed away.

This was just one small use of her abilities. How else had the women learned to adapt?

When she pushed open the doors, he expected to see another hallway, maybe an office space or something along those lines. Instead, he found himself in a massive open space. It had to be at least three or four stories tall, with different sections. Along most of it, the floor reminded him of a basketball court with smooth, wooden planks. Elsewhere, he saw materials that reminded him more of industrial carpeting or even rubber. In front of him, there was a wide, open space, although he spotted the lines painted along the floor. Then his eyes jumped to the other corners over the training room, and he saw different kinds of equipment. He thought of what gymnasts used: rings and balance beams.

All of it seemed just a little bit different, a little bit alien.

"Come along," she said, reaching back and grabbing him by his hand. When their fingers touched and she took a hold, he felt powerless, so it was obvious this young woman could do whatever she liked with him.

She walked him over to another wall and that's when she stepped behind an alcove. She came back a few seconds later, and that's when she dropped a set of leather straps and buckles down onto the floor.

"What's that?"

"Something for later," she told him. "Right now, I want to see what you can do. To begin with, strip."

"Wait, this is an exercise room, right?"

"It is," she said. "And I said I am going to give you some instructions, didn't I?"

"I can run with my clothes on," he protested.

She stepped forward and invaded his space. She reached up and her fingers slid along the contours of his collar up to the exposed flesh of his neck. "You can, but that's not how this works. Now, do you need to be punished before you obey?"

"No, Mistress," he said. He didn't mean to say her title, but the syllables just fell from his lips anyway. How often was that going to happen?

More importantly, what was she doing to him? His answer was right there in the name for this room; she was training him.

Grateful that no one else was here, he reached up for the buttons on his shirt, and he worked them, one after another, under her watchful gaze. He stripped, although he tried to rebel halfheartedly by taking his time.

Marina didn't seem to mind. If anything, her eyes were lit with a different kind of interest. For a few seconds he wondered if maybe he should try to seduce her. If he could distract her, then he could count that as a victory. Then he bristled as he realized something else: that was how women had fought for a very long time. Since they couldn't get any kind of respect based on their talents or abilities, they had to learn to use their bodies. They twisted their hair around her fingertips, smiled, or tilted their heads to one side or the other as they learned to blink rapidly, all to appeal to the male ego.

Did he have any other choice? Did he have any other option?

"Keep going," she instructed as his hands dropped down to his pants. He had already kicked off his shoes, so now he hooked his thumbs into his waistband. At the same time, he removed his underwear. Soon, he was naked in front of her, just as she expected. He only wore his collar and the chastity belt.

"What now?"

"Run a lap," she instructed.

"Like this?"

"You have potential," she said. "But I want to see what you can do. Now serve me by running a lap." She made it sound so obvious and inevitable, like he didn't really have a choice one way or the other.

As far as she was concerned, he didn't.

He turned and faced the lap painted on the floor. All at once, he thought of high school and how he would be wearing gym shorts and a T-shirt, and he would jog around a gym or outside with his classmates. The overachievers would dart forward, a couple of kids would lackadaisically follow behind, and the majority of the students would just drift around lazily as they walked and chatted.

Only this time he understood that Marina wielded more than just a whistle and the threat of a bad grade.

His forearms tightened, and he pushed his elbows against his bare flanks as he thought about resisting. He could force her to punish him.

But what would that have accomplished?

She would still get what she wanted. That much was a certainty.

Blowing out his cheeks, he tried not to feel ridiculous as he jumped forward into one long stride, then another and another after that. He began to jog along the length of the first lap.

"Faster," she called out.

That's when he realized something. She couldn't really punish him from all the way over there. He didn't pick up his speed. He jogged forward, running slowly. He didn't care what she did or said. He already felt ridiculous. He wasn't some high school student, and this wasn't a PE class!

"Last warning," she said. Only then something was different about her comment. It sounded more like a whisper. But how was that possible?

He still didn't run faster.

She raised her hand, snapped her fingers, and the vibration hit him as an electrical shock. It didn't come from his collar or his chastity belt. If anything, it seemed to vibrate out from the center of his body. The pain hit him and it was almost enough to knock him to his knees. He stumbled forward, nearly lost his balance, but managed to remain upright as he ran forward.

"Do I need to do that again?" Marina asked, with the same whisper.

By now, he was on the other side of the large training room. He focused on Marina; she stood more than two hundred feet back. In her boots and her tight her dress, she seemed so at ease. If anything, she reminded him of some girl on her way to a tea party.

He bit down and he quickly answered, "No, Mistress."

"Good," she whispered, using her abilities to amplify her whispered response. It felt intimate, like she was right there, standing behind him.

He picked up speed.

He started running and some part of him enjoyed it, like he could lose himself to the physical movements. He kicked his heels down against the floor, sprang up into the next stride and pumped his arms through the air as he worked to get as much speed as he could. Not only that, he realized something bizarre.

As he ran, he couldn't help but enjoy those endorphins that ran hot through his body. There was this easy excitement that pulsed through his body because he threw himself from one stride to the next and he didn't have to worry about anything else.

Eric only slowed when he came back up to his Mistress.

"Not bad," she said, holding up his phone. She had stopped the timer, so now he saw those digits blinking right there in front of him. "Do it again."

"Why? What is this about?"

"It's about competing," she said. She stepped up to him again and he was acutely aware of the height difference between them. He had several inches on her, but that didn't matter, especially because she placed her hand right there against his rib cage before moving up to the underside of his jaw. "Do I need to tell you to again?" Her eyes sparkled with the implication that she would enjoy punishing him if he really wished to risk her wrath.

"No," he said quickly. His heart was still beating a little faster from that first lap, but now he jumped ahead, and he started to run. "Remember, I expect you to do better!"

Her words echoed in his ears, and he didn't know if he really wished to improve his time. That first lap, he had run hard, but he hadn't pushed every iota of willpower or discipline he possessed into any special performance.

By the time he came back up to her, he was panting, his heart hammering. He came up to her, slowed down and bent forward, his hands pressed against his thighs as he gasped from one breath to the next. "Not bad. You can do better," she said.

This time, Eric shook his head before he could think about what it might mean. "No. No, I can't do any better than that."

She grabbed him, her hand right there against his sternum. She pushed, and he stumbled back up against the wall. He hit it hard and she told him, "I get it. You have never been physically challenged before. You're a boy, and you were mistakenly allowed to worry about complicated decisions. That has come to an end. As far as you're concerned, you will obey every command I give you. So when I tell you to run, you will do your best. And when I command you to go faster, you will."

"I can't," he started to say.

That's when she delivered an electrical shock. The sensations snapped out from her fingertips and right into his torso. The pain glanced through his body and disoriented him just long enough for her to grab this boy by his collar. She turned him around, pushed him up against the wall, and then she grabbed his ass. "If you need to be spanked, you can just tell me."

"No!" He tried to shout that single syllable, but her hand flew down, cutting him off. He heard that clap of her palms, striking his backside. One flash of pain after another sizzled through his body. He had no idea whether or not she was trying on her talents. Either way, the pain snapped through his frame, over and over again.

Then it stopped, and she faced him once again. This time, she had her hands on his shoulders, and she forced him to his knees. She took this boy by his hair and forced him to look up at her. His stare slid past the contours of her breasts and her collarbones and up to her vibrant eyes. She was looking down at him, and a few strands of hair had fallen in front of her face. "What are you going to do?" Marina asked.

"I’ll run," he promised. "Mistress, I will run, and I will do better."

"Yes, you will."

She stepped back, crossed her arms, and she waited for him to rise back up onto his feet.

Under her watchful gaze, he obeyed.

He walked past her and her hand shot out again. She slapped his ass; this time, it didn't really sting, but it still made him hop up. When she laughed at him, fresh waves of heat played along his cheeks.

"I'm not an animal," he groused. "I don't need training." Of course, he kept his voice low, especially because he didn't want to get spanked or shocked again.

Despite his best efforts to remain quiet and to complain without her noticing, she still picked up on those words, "You're a boy, and that makes you an animal. Think of yourself as livestock, Eric."

He glanced back at her as he stepped onto the painted track. His forehead tensed. It barely controlled his aggravation, but she read his emotions and just laughed again. "Run," she commanded.

He leaped forward, running hard, kicking his feet down, slashing his arms through the air and working hard to transform his strength into raw speed. For the first straightaway, he sprinted hard. He came to the curve, slowed down, and he knew he could have dug in deep to his reserves to push extra strength into his legs but he didn't bother. He was running. He was still running hard, and it was supposed to be good enough for her.

Only then he passed her, he slowed to a stop, and she clicked her tongue and shook her head. "Not good enough," she told him.

"What? Why not?" Eric demanded between panted breaths.

"You were three seconds slower that time," she informed him.

"So what?"

"So what? I'm your Mistress, and I gave you a command. When I tell you to run. You run. You run hard. You do your best, because you only have one goal. You know what that is?"

Working hard, he tried to meet her stare and to build up some kind of psychological defense against her presence. But she came closer and closer and she reached up. He flinched for just a moment, but she didn't deliver another electrical shock. Instead, her fingers brushed along the damp spots on his forehead, then the side of his face. She ran her fingertips down his sternum to his stomach, and then she squeezed his chastity cage.

While Marina touched him, Eric remained silent. Finally, she answered the question for him, "Your one and only goal is to please me. So if I tell you to run, you run. And if you don't, you might embarrass me in front of my family. That would go very, very badly for you."

As an executive at a startup, he had always believed his intellect was more important than anything he could possibly do with his body. But now, this young woman was telling him he was little more than livestock, so he pulled his lips back, revealing the edges of his teeth. He couldn't help himself, not as his heart kept pumping and his anger mixed with fresh adrenaline. "I don't care," he said.

That's when she surprised him. She grabbed him and pulled him down. She shoved him onto his knees, and she came forward. She tilted his head back, bent forward, and kissed him. He tried to pull away only this girl had him, and she had her natural talents. Maybe she drew on the arcane strength of the winds around them. Maybe she simply intimidated him. Or maybe she just knew how to hold him. Either way, he could hardly move. As she pressed her lips to his mouth and kissed him, fresh waves of desire pulsed through his body. The urges were there, awakening all over again.

"Please…" Eric gasped out right as she finished kissing him.

"Remember, sex means that I get off," she told him. "I can keep you locked up for as long as I want. Or maybe I can sell you off to one of my sisters without giving her the key to your chastity belt."

"But, but…"

"Denial and frustration are good for the male psyche," she told him. "This way, when you are desperate, you are a lot more willing to cooperate. Now run, run as hard as you can and impress me."

Eric didn't know why he did it. With her words swarming through his head, he jumped back up onto his feet. Maybe he took one or two tentative steps as he strode ahead, but then his stride lengthened, and he started to run. Once again, he swung his arms through the air as he dashed along the first straightaway, came to the curve, refused to slow, came to the second straightaway, and pushed all of his strength into his arms and legs. He pushed his limits, straining. Not only that, the momentum seemed to carry him, like his arms and legs were moving, and he didn't have to shunt that same mass of effort into his limbs.

By the time he passed her again, he came to a stomping stop, only to feel the exhaustion sweep across his body.

"I appreciate the effort, but you are still three seconds slower," she told him.

By now, he was bent forward, his palms braced against his knees as he sucked in one breath after another. His lungs cried out for air, and he was doing his best, but it wasn't good enough.

Eric didn't say anything. He worked on trying to regain his strength even as she strode over to him. She touched the underside of his chin and forced him to look up. "Do it again."

"I, I can't."

"You think that's a decision you could make?"

He lifted his gaze, and she had and punished him, but that didn't matter.

"I know I went faster."

"Do you? Have you looked at the stopwatch?"

"Let me see it," he said, only those words came out more like a plea.

"No," she said with a quick, decisive part of air.

Despite the exhaustion wracking his arms and legs and torso, Eric glanced back at her. Her eyes only met his for a second, but he understood something in that instant. No, he couldn't intimidate her. No, he couldn't make any demands. Something inside of him bent or broke, and he dipped his head down and stared at the smooth surface beneath his feet.

"Run," she instructed, raising her arm and pointing.

"What happens if I disappoint you?"

"You disappoint me when you don't try. Do your best, and I will continue to train you until you're strong enough."

"Strong enough for what?"

She stepped over to him again. Part of him wanted to retreat and take those backwards steps, only he held his ground. Then she reached up and she slid her fingers along his dampened cheek. "Strong enough to satisfy me," she said. "Now, do it again. Or you're going to get punished."

He turned, and he started running. "Faster!" Marina called out.

His heart was already pounding hard, kicking in his chest like it wanted to break free. His breathing came in quick, desperately shallow gasps, but he still swung his elbows and the tips of his fingers as he kept his back straight and raced ahead. At the same time, he vaguely remembered a couple of races from middle school.

He sprinted past her, and she ordered him to stop. He slowed down, only to drop to his knees this time. She came up to him and she looked down at her boy. "Not bad," she said. "In fact, I'm going to let you walk for a few minutes." She took out his leash, attached it to the collar, and then she started to stroll away.

He crawled at first, desperate to keep up. Then he pushed himself up onto his feet, and he wondered if he would be punished. But no, she had ordered him to crawl, so he did his best to catch up with her.

"How hard are you going to push me?"

"As hard as I want," she said.

"What is all this about? Okay, you told me we are competing. For what?"

"Do you really think that's any of your business?"

"I'm the one who has to do the running, right? Then yes. That makes it my business," he said with more confidence than he actually felt.

"Except for the fact that you belong to me, you're a boy, and boys do as they're told," she reminded him.

At that moment, he wanted to argue, but he suppressed the urge. Or maybe he remembered what it was like to get spanked. Simultaneously, he recognized the simple reality of being naked. It did something to him. It altered his perspective, whether he liked it or not. When he glanced at her, he could see her clothing. Simply by wearing that dress and those tight snowshoes, she asserted her authority over him. He was naked and collared. Of course, he had to do whatever she said. That idea and impulse was right there, lodged somewhere deep within his psyche. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn't dislodge it.

And even if he tried, what good would it do?

They came to the starting point on that lap, and that's when she stopped. She turned around and looked into his eyes.

Rather than argue, he gave her the only appropriate answer, "Yes, Mistress."

"Good," she said. "Now run."

He ran another lap. She told him he had to do better.

He tried again. He poured his strength into his arms and legs, just as she demanded and expected.

It still wasn't good enough.

Over and over again, he ran hard, kicking his feet down against the floor. He lost himself to the movements and momentum, the strain and exhaustion. Sometimes, she allowed him to rest for a minute or two. Sometimes she told him he had to go again right away.

Each time, he did his best.

Finally, she told him to get down on his knees and wait. He obeyed. She ordered him to cross his wrists behind his back. Again, he followed her command. With the exhaustion pumping through his veins, he could hardly move. It was easier to do as this young woman instructed.

Even after she walked away and left him alone in the training room, Eric didn't do or say anything. He kept his head down, his eyes closed. Finally, his pulse evened out and his breathing came back to normal. Despite these luxuries, Eric still didn't lift his gaze, nor did he glance out any of the doors. He didn't think about escape.

When she came back, he saw she was carrying something. A plate? A bowl?

Then she lowered it down in front of him, careful not to spill. He saw the water there, and he raised his head. If he had been bolder, he would have snarled something at her. Instead, he found his mouth moving, "Mistress, would you like me to drink out of this?"

"Yes," she said. "But this isn't a request. It's a command. Drink, boy."

Tentatively, he reached down and he wanted to grab the bowl. The design was awkward since the edges sloped away and down. It didn't look like any bowl he had ever eaten out of. And then he understood why. "This is a dog bowl," he told her.

"It's a bowl suitable for a boy," she told him. "Now drink."

His nostrils flared, and there was that spurt of annoyance within his chest, but he couldn't do anything about it. He pursed his lips, and he searched for something he could say. For just a second, he came up with a potential strategy: he could threaten her. Yeah, he could meet her gaze, lift himself up onto his feet, and tell her, "I'm not going to drink out of a dog bowl. I don't care what you say. I’m not an animal. I'm not livestock, and you can't own me." Those words sounded so vivid inside of his head. He could have continued, "And if you really want me to compete, then I demand respect. If you really want me to try to win, you can't do this to me."

He didn't say any of that, however. His chest tightened as he parted his lips. At the last second, he swallowed back those words. Instead, he lowered his head down, and he reached for the edges of the bowl.

"No. You don't get to use her hands," she said.

"I'm using my hands," he muttered.

Only then she reached down and ran her fingers through his hair. She touched the top of his head and ran her soft fingertips down to the nape of his neck. He thought he felt something, a tingling heat, maybe a gentle spark. It wasn't like the punishment he had endured before.

Had she made a mistake?

Only then he tried to open his fingers and to pick up the bowl.

His fingers had tightened into fists, and now he couldn't stretch them out. He couldn't use his digits!

What was wrong with him?

Was this some kind of cramp?

No. It was Marina.

She had touched him, and she had altered his movements somehow. She restricted the use of his hands, making it impossible for this boy to pick up the bowl and to bring the rounded edge to his lips. She wasn't going to let him drink like a man.

She had something else in mind; there was something else she wanted to watch.

Eric may not have been able to open up his hands, but he glanced over his shoulder. "Really? You think you're going to try to run from me? Do you remember what happened the last time?"

He didn't answer, but a different thought popped into his head. He could shove her back, jump to his feet and sprint. Maybe if he got lucky, he might take a different direction. And yet, she had tracked him last time. She had hunted him through the dark, teleporting to his exact spot and catching him.

What if he knocked her out? If she was unconscious, maybe he could get away. Maybe he could…

"Could you get through that door?" Marina asked as she pointed across the space toward the entrance where they had first arrived.

The doors had shut behind her, of course. And now he looked down at his hands, and he thought about the knobs. No. With a sickening twist in his stomach, he realized he wouldn't be able to get away. This was just a training room, little more than a large space with an indoor running track and other types of exercise equipment, but he couldn't escape on his own, not all she had restricted the use of his hands.

His fingers tightened. He could push his nails down against his palms, but that was it.

"Do you ever get tired of fighting and losing?"

"I might win at some point," he protested.

"No. You won't," she promised. That's when she leaned down and held her hands against the sides of his face. She touched him casually and easily, like he wasn't entitled to his own boundaries. "I'm a woman, and you're a boy. I’m your superior, and that makes you my inferior. I'm the owner, and you are the slave."

"Slaves can revolt," he protested.

"They can try, and they can lose." She let go of him, stepped back, and crossed her arms over her chest. She watched him.

If he intended to show her how easily he could resist, he simply had to remain upright with his back straight. Sure, he was on his knees again, and the water was right there, but he didn't have to cooperate. He could have fought back. If he really wished to show her something special, maybe he could have even knocked to the bowl of water over onto its side.

As hard as he tried, Eric wasn't that brave.

"Go on," she coaxed him.

His throat clenched, his chest tightened, and she didn't look irritated or annoyed. Instead, she simply watched this male as she waited for him to succumb. As far as she was concerned, it was an inevitability.

Was it?

Eric couldn't explain exactly why he did it, yet he obeyed her. He tipped his head down, and he had to wonder if she was using magic on him again. He pressed his lips to the surface of the water, and then he started to sip. "Lap it up," she said. "Like a dog."

His nostrils twitched again, and he glanced up at her. When their eyes met, he saw the amusement playing across her beautiful face. Even now, despite everything she had done to him, he still experienced that attraction. He wished he could have excised it, but she was special. Beautiful and alluring, charismatic, and unstoppable, this girl could have whatever she wanted. And in that moment, she chose him.

When he realized this, he experienced something, a different kind of impulse. Joy? Excitement? Pride?

He lapped at the water and tried to understand that feeling. Pride? Really? It seemed like such an impossibility. Seriously, how could he be stripped naked, locked in a chastity belt, and collared like a dog while simultaneously experiencing anything close to pride? Even then, with his weight braced on his elbows and knees and his head bowed down, he licked at the water just as she had commanded, yet that glimmer of pride persisted.

Of all of the boys out in the world, she had chosen him. And because of that, maybe he needed to do his best. Perhaps he really should have tried to fight as hard as he could for the chance to please and satisfy her.

Every time he swiped his tongue along the water, he got a few drops. Although he hated to admit it, he was thirsty, and this did feel good. Plenty of water spilled down his chin, but she didn't seem to care. Besides, he was already hot and sweaty. Did this really make much of a difference?

"There we go," she said. She stood behind him for several long seconds as he continued to lick and drink. "You know, you should be grateful. There are other trainers who make their boys work out for hours on end without a water break. But here I am, being generous, and what do you try to do? Don't worry. This is only your first day. You're going to spend lots of time here with you running hard. I want you nice and strong for the competition. You are going to impress my sisters and cousins. Yes, you will. Because if you don't, the consequences will be severe, and neither of us want that, now do we?"

He lifted his head away from the water. She had asked a question, and now he felt compelled to answer, "No, Mistress."

Eric needed to believe he had only told her what she wanted to hear because she had influenced him with her abilities. And yet, he couldn't be sure.

That day, Eric experienced a different kind of hunger. She gave him plenty of water, but she didn't allow him to eat for quite some time. He had burned so many calories, only to run a hard again and again. A different sort of exhaustion seemed to cloud his thoughts, making it harder and harder for him to think about resisting. Or maybe that was Marina, he sometimes wondered. Perhaps she had reached out with her telepathic tendrils to influence his mind. Perhaps she had stripped away his ability to resist.

He didn't think so.

And yet, he cooperated.

After she was finally satisfied, she grabbed him again and pushed up against the wall. She kissed him and he didn't think it was possible, but fresh waves of desire cascaded through his frame. They consumed his other thoughts. By now, he didn't know what she would do, but he cooperated. He kissed her back, and then she grabbed him by his wrist. Part of him, really wished she would just shove him down onto the floor and ride him hard.

It would have been so easy! With hardly any effort, Marina could have freed him from his chastity device, climbed on top of him and taken him. She could have done whatever she wanted with him. She could have used him.

She didn't.

"I know what you want," she said flirtatiously. But then she ordered him to pick up his clothing without putting anything on. She escorted him into another room.

When he saw the showers, his shoulders slumped. "Would you like me to bathe?"

"No," she said, surprising him. Then she grabbed him by his leash and pulled him closer. "I'm going to do it for you. You see the shackles? Put your hands in them." She pointed up toward the ceiling, and that's when he saw a black, iron bar with a pair of handcuffs dangling over his head.

Again and again, he waited for his defiance to surge through him, but he was still really hungry. Besides, he already knew what would happen if he tried to resist her. He couldn't. He didn't want to risk it. Eric wished he could have summoned some resistance. He could have tried to convince himself that he was only doing this because he wanted to cooperate for the time being. If he could earn her trust, then maybe he could spot an opportunity to escape. Hopefully. Eventually.

Instead, he simply cooperated. He lifted his arms into the air, and he felt the shackles snap into place. She had to push herself up on the tips of her toes, but she did that. "Good boy," she said. "Very good boy." Then she did something he hadn't expected. She removed the chastity cage! She pulled away the belt and carefully set it aside along with the rest of his clothing.

"You're all hot and sweaty," she said. "But don't worry. I can take care of you." Of course, his cock hardened instantly.

"I can wash myself," he told her. "Please, Mistress. Please, you don't have to do this."

"Maybe you should have told me that before I got you all chained up," she said. That's when she walked over to one of the showerheads, and she pulled the jet down. She adjusted one of the knobs and cold water immediately shot out. Some of the droplets of spray hit his feet, ankles, and shins. "Since you did a good job today, I'm not going to use cold water. Yet."

Yet? What did that mean?

"Tell you want to be a good boy," she instructed.

He didn't know if it was the exhaustion swimming through his muscles or something else, but he pressed his lips together and glared back at her. No, he wouldn't cooperate. No, he wouldn't tell her what she wanted to hear.

She squirted a fresh jet of water in his direction. It was warm at first. Then she adjusted the knob and now cold liquid splashed against his naked, unprotected body. The chill steeped down into his center. It didn't have that much of an effect, not once his core temperature was elevated after his workout, but the lingering heat wouldn't last long, he knew.

"I want to be a good boy!" He sounded ridiculous as he uttered those words. That seemed like a declaration fit for some little kid who was trying desperately to impress an adult.

"Good." She sprayed him again, and he braced himself, thinking it would be another gush of cold water. It wasn't.

The heat spread across his skin and he savored the touch of the warm water against his neck, shoulders and chest. The water sprayed down along his body as she watched him.

"You know, I could hire someone to do this," she said. "But I think it's important for a trainer and her boy to be close. You know what I mean?"

"I don't," he said. He didn't use her title. Maybe she noticed. Maybe she didn't. Either way, she turned off the water, grabbed a bottle of liquid soap, and poured some onto the palms of her hands. Then she came up to him, and she started to wash him. She pressed her fingertips to his shoulders, his biceps, up along his arms until she reached the shackles. Then she came down again.

She was close, so incredibly close. It would have been easy for her to wash his cock and his balls. That had to be part of this, right?

Apparently not.

She crouched down as she spread the lather around his hips, knees, shins and feet. Then she picked up the showerhead again and she aimed it right at him. "Do you want to do your absolute best to please me?"

"Yes, Mistress," he told her.

"Say it."

He didn't hesitate this time. "I will do my absolute best to please you, Mistress."

"Because you are my slave, aren't you?"

Slave. As far as he was concerned, that was a term out of history or maybe science fiction or fantasy novels. He thought of the pulp stories from bygone decades when beautiful women could be kidnapped by aliens, enslaved, and put on display before they were eventually rescued by the hero. But Eric was supposed to be the hero of his own story, only he couldn't escape the shackles.

"Yes, Mistress," he said.

That still wasn't good enough. "Say it."

"I'm your slave, Mistress," he told her.

"Yes, you are," she agreed. She sprayed down, and it felt incredible. In fact, he relaxed and let himself hang by the shackles even as the warm water ran across his body. She washed his front and his back. She was quite thorough with him.

And then she glanced down. "Are you ready to go back into chastity?"

"I can't, not when I’m this hard," he protested. He truly meant it. He didn't intend to be disobedient, but then she grinned at him.

"I know," she told him. She adjusted the nozzle. Why? What was she doing? After everything he had already endured, he couldn't explain it for himself. She sprayed him, right between his legs. The cold water hit his cock and his balls. There wasn't enough force to cause any harm, yet the cold still exploded along his nerves. His eyes widened as that icy chill gripped him, draining away the heat from between his legs.

His cock softened within just a few seconds as the cold soaked into his body. When she was satisfied, she turned off the water, grabbed a towel, dried him off, and replaced it. The belt. As she placed one piece after another, she teased him. He almost felt numb between his legs, right until that moment when she secured the locks.

"Do you need me to warm you up?" Without waiting for an answer, she pulled his head down, and she started to kiss him again.

Just as she expected and he feared, his cock stiffened again. Or rather, it pushed against the curved perimeter of the chastity device. Eric ached to enjoy that erection again, especially because he wanted her to take him.

But she didn't.

Instead, she finished toweling him off.

He dropped his head down and he tried to get angry. "You can't help yourself, can you?" Marina asked. "Deep down, you know that this is good for you. You know that's certainly better for you compared to whatever you had before."

"I had a life!" Even as he uttered those words, he glared at her, "And you know, that is going to come back to bite you."

"Oh? Is that what you think?"

Exhausted and feeling erratic, Eric knew deep down that he should have stayed quiet. Maybe he could've used this against her later, only the fatigue made him reckless. "Yes. I have a life. Friends. People care about me. If I disappear, they are going to ask questions."

"I'm sure that's what you think," she said.

He didn't understand what she meant, but he didn't want to endure any kind of punishment, so he cooperated when she told him to get dressed. After that, she took him back to her apartment. "I’ll come back and get you dressed later," she said. He didn't understand. He was already wearing clothing. What else did she require of him?

Only then she opened a drawer and handed him something.

His phone?

"What am I supposed to do with this?" Eric asked. Although he was wondering if he could dial 911 and make the call before she would be able to stop him. No, probably not, especially while she was standing over him.

"Check your messages," she said. "Oh, and you also want to check your emails."

Something inside of him started to tighten. A different kind of dread pulsed through his body and his skin got just as hot as when he had been sprinting around that track under her watchful gaze. He hardly moved, but now he obeyed, opening up his text messages. At first, he looked down at the most recent one. It had only been sent a couple of hours before. But how is that possible?

"You can't access my phone. You can't access my devices," he said, and worked to come up with all of the reasons why she wouldn't be able to do this. For a few seconds, he even managed to convince himself that she was only toying with him. "Those are secured!"

"You know your passwords, so it's not that difficult for me to pull out those little details."

Pull out the little details? She was talking about reading his mind, yet she spoke so casually, like this wasn't a big deal. In her world, maybe it wasn't.

He pressed his lips together and looked down at his phone. That's when he saw more of the text messages. These were little notes he had never sent. Some of them were to Jenna, others to Jacob.

"Check your email," she instructed next.

When he went there, he saw that he had been included in a couple of threaded conversations.

"Check your Sent file," she commanded.

His text messages. His emails.

To lots of people all across the world, a phone meant a connection to friends and family. It was something intimate and sweet, a reminder of how any given individual could be tethered to their community. For Eric, it was arguably the same, except every single one of his messages related back to one topic: work.

"Apparently," she said without looking at his screen, "You did a very good job with that investor. He poured a bunch of money into the company, and so you contacted your friends to tell them that you've been having a little bit of trouble lately and wanted to go on a vacation to relax."

"I'm not on a vacation," Eric said, more to himself than anyone else.

"Clearly," Marina replied. "And yet, here you are, down on your knees, exactly where you belong. Now, what are the reasons why you think I can't keep you as my slave?" Her eyes twinkled with amusement as she waited for him to answer.

He searched through the different possibilities, examining one argument after another. He intuitively discarded so many of them. Despite his best efforts, he couldn't think of something he could say, some way to convince her to release him.

"No one is coming for you," she said. "No one misses you. No one is worried about you. And yes, your friends might try to contact you from time to time, but it's easy enough for me to convince them that you are on a beach somewhere."

His breathing came faster and faster until hot anger gripped him, and he couldn't stop the urge. He jumped up and he tried to tackle her. When he crashed into her, he thought he would be able to knock this girl over. She had a petite frame. He outweighed her and had momentum on his side.

None of that mattered, not when she drew upon her talents. She called on her witch's blessings to harden her frame. He ran into her, but she just lifted her hand and aimed her palm at his chest. She knocked him back and he crashed into the wall, the air knocked from his lungs. The next thing he knew, everything hurt and Eric was on his back. She walked over to him.

"Remember, I am stronger than you. I'm smarter than you. I will always beat you," she said. "Which means you have a choice, boy. You can keep fighting me and get punished again and again and again. Or you can be an obedient boy, drink out of your dog bowl, crawl before me, run when I tell you to run, and lick me when I tell you to lick. That's it."

"You're wrong," he said.

"How? How am I wrong? Where am I mistaken?"

He tried to stare up into her eyes and to make it clear that he would come up with something. She had to have made a mistake. Somewhere, somehow, she had miscalculated. He needed to believe that.

In spite of his best efforts, he failed completely. And despite the ragged fury pulsating through his body with every kick of his heart, Eric didn't know where she might be wrong, so he had to stay quiet.

"I thought so," she decided.

"Tonight is a formal occasion," she told him. "Get dressed and put on something nice. You'll find some clothing in the closet." That was all she said to him as she escorted him back into her apartment. By now, he could use his hands again, not that it meant much.

It was so strange, walking out on the street, sitting in the back of the car and seeing a regular person up in the driver's seat. As they passed one block after another, he looked out of the window and marveled at how people could ignore what was going on.

Neither the pedestrians out on the street, nor the drivers in their cars or trucks had any concept of what was happening. If they glanced at his direction, maybe they saw him. They didn't pay any attention, however. At best, maybe they noticed the leather band around his throat, but they'd discard those details just as quickly. After five minutes, they wouldn't remember him.

It made him wonder what he had missed.

Those random strangers couldn't imagine the truth. He had been abducted by that beautiful girl, and now she had relegated him to the status of a slave…

"I'm not a slave," he whispered once he was alone in that extra bedroom. And yet, he glanced at the cage where he had slept, plus the restraints that had held him with his arms and legs spread out leaving his body on display and vulnerable to her tender ministrations. Because he had to convince himself, he repeated those words. "I'm not a slave. I'm not a slave. I can't be owned. I'm not a slave." He needed those mantras to grant him a few droplets of strength.

After several more seconds, he decided to see exactly what she expected of him. When he strode to the closet door, he opened it, and he expected to see something degrading or humiliating inside. Instead, he found himself examining different jackets, tuxedos, hanging pairs of black pants, belts, and more. It was a complete wardrobe fit for a man such as himself.

And now he had to get dressed.

If he didn't, he would get punished again.

She told him it was a binary. He could cooperate or get punished before he eventually yielded, or he could simply do what she asked. And when he satisfied her, she sometimes rewarded him.

Still, she wanted to humiliate him.

But putting on real clothing felt like a treat, so he pulled out a pair of socks, some shoes, a pair of dark blue boxers, an undershirt, and more. He had no real certainty as he got dressed.

Then he dropped his head down and pressed his chin to his chest because all of those items fit perfectly.

He had almost wished that they would be the wrong sizes, too small or too big because that would have proven her fallibility. It would have shown him that her magic didn't allow her to control every facet of his life.

Right as he finished getting dressed, he heard her voice come from the doorway, "Not bad from the back. Let's see what else I get to play with tonight."

Although he had never enjoyed socializing as a part of starting his company, he had nonetheless put up with it. Whether that meant willing investors or dealing with regulators, he understood the importance of interpersonal relationships. Too often, individuals went off and majored in math or computer science without truly comprehending how much of society still revolved around those personal bonds. Very few individuals could exist on their own in any kind of profitable capacity. More often than not, they had to deal with customers or suppliers, managers or employees. True independence was, more often than not, an illusion.

For just a second, he turned around, and he saw her. She wore a shimmering, midnight blue dress. The straps circled over her shoulders, and he saw just a little bit of her cleavage. Even so, he struggled to pull his gaze away. His eyes dropped down toward her slender waist, and how her skirt made its way down to her ankles. He saw her high heels, and everything about this girl seemed to sparkle. She wore a butterfly barrette in her hair, and it looked like it was encrusted with rubies and sapphires. A necklace hung from her neck and it held his attention for just another moment before he forced himself to look up and into her eyes.

"How do I look?" Marina asked as she held out her hands, pointed her fingertips toward the ceiling, and did a quick little twirl.

Eric surprised himself by being completely and utterly honest, "You're beautiful."

"Good," she said as she faced him and strode across of the room to her boy. She reached up and adjusted his tie. It was slender and black and silk. Not only that, she counted on it. "I'm glad you picked out a leash. Bowties are cute on some boys, but I think you look much better like this," she said. She examined his coat, his white shirt underneath, and then she nodded to herself. "Come along. It's time for us to have some food."

They were in the elevator when she turned to her boy and said, "Now, I expect you to be on your best behavior, so I am going to take away your ability to speak now. No more talking privileges for you," she said.

He opened his mouth to respond, only she brought her hand up to his lips, and that's when he saw her shape those syllables. She unleashed her incantation right before he tried to unleash his protest. It didn't work. Yes, he could feel the vibration deep within his throat, his tongue moved, and his lips shaped those sounds, only it didn't work. He tried to speak again. Despite his best efforts, he couldn't make any noise.

What was wrong with him?

"It's a simple silence spell," she said. "Now, tonight is very important, and I’m thinking you might want to take this opportunity to try to embarrass me. Is that something you might try to do?" She had her hands on her hips now as she watched him.

Eric didn't answer.

"That's what I thought," she said with a nod and a little chuckle.

The doors opened, she grabbed his wrist, and she escorted him out into another hallway.

Up ahead, he saw some glass doors. She guided him through another large opening to the left, and that's when he saw the dining room table. Not only that, he saw dozens of women and several men.

The men all stood straight with their backs rigid and their arms crossed behind them. The women were chatting and there were caterers walking around.

Within several more seconds, Eric realized something else. Most of the men wore collars just like his…

He turned back to Marina, and he wanted to say something to her, only he remembered how he had lost his "speaking privileges". He wanted to roll his eyes. The idea infuriated him. If nothing else, Eric had always been articulate. Even as far back as middle school, he had been able to get out of trouble, more often than not, simply by addressing his teachers. He knew how to shape the right words into the right arguments with the necessary tone.

Only now this girl held onto his hand and guided him forward.

"Marina!" someone called out.

Still dragging the boy along, Marina strode over to her friend. "Jenna, it's so good to see you." She embraced the other girl, which meant finally releasing Eric. Her slave seriously thought about trying to flee, but he saw all of these women, and he realized something. Most, if not all of them, probably wielded her same abilities and powers. There were so many of them…

For just a moment he closed his eyes and swallowed as this image materialized in his head. What would it take to defeat these women? If the US military learned about this threat, would they be able to do anything? If the bombs rained down, or if they sent hundreds of soldiers storming through this building, would these women be defeated?

Probably not. They could wave their hands and dematerialize the missiles before they landed. The soldiers could be forced to kneel, their guns dropped to the ground before they evaporated into dust.

"How are you doing?" Jenna asked.

"I'm doing pretty well. I'm having some fun with this boy. We spent the afternoon training. Didn't we, Eric?"

Eric straightened when he heard his name. Suddenly, there was another young woman standing in front of him, and she seemed to consider him. She examined him like he was an animal on display. Not only that, she casually reached up and grabbed him by his chin. She tilted his head to the left, then the right. "He's cute," Jenna said.

"I'm having fun with him," Marina answered.

"How long do you plan on keeping him?"

Marina shrugged. "I don't know. He's my familiar for now, but I haven't tried marking him."

"Tried?"

"Stay," Marina said to her boy before she placed her hand on Jenna's shoulder and led the young woman off to the side. This was sensitive information, after all. Olivia, Lexie, and the other girls were also here for the dinner. Her competitors would have probably love to know about those details.

"What is it?"

Marina checked one more time. No one, not even the caterers, were close enough to overhear her whispered conversation. Maybe someone could have tried to extend their arcane senses in their direction, but either Marina or Jenna would have noticed. "There's something different about this boy. He is able to resist some of my influence."

"Some of it?"

"To be honest, I’m not sure how this works. I've never met a boy like him before."

"Have you taken him to the vet?"

"She didn't have any ideas either."

"So what? Is this something we have to worry about?"

Marina thought about it. "No. I don't think so. Even if he is something new, he isn't a genuine threat. I’m able to control him."

"But it's harder? It's more difficult?"

"Yeah."

Jenna took her friend by her hands as concern played across her features. "Marina, are you sure you're okay?"

Marina didn't say anything; this idea had occurred to her before, yet she hadn't voice it aloud, not to the Matriarch, not to the vet, not to anyone.

"I'm fine," said the dark-haired caster.

"Marina, you are my best friend. I love you."

"I'm fine," Marina insisted again. She squeezed her friend's hands. "I'm serious. There has to be something different about this boy."

"Okay," Jenna replied. "What is it about him? Is he connected to another family? Another coven?"

"Not as far as I can tell."

"You have interrogated him?"

"I've been inside of his dreams, inside of his head, and yes, I did interrogate him. Thoroughly." Marina couldn't help but smile as she remembered seeing him naked and chained to her wall, his body, spread out and on display, ready for her inspection and torment.

"Could it be something happening to a lot of them?" Jenna asked.

Marina shrugged. "It's a possibility. I mean, it could be a problem. He might be the first of something new."

"Boys who are resistant to our magic…"

"I can't tell anyone else about this," Marina said.

"Why not?"

"Because I don't think anyone would believe me," Marina said. "The vet took me seriously. Mostly. But I mean, it's hard to make this sound important, especially because I can still control him."

"I could try."

"I have my collar around his neck," Marina said. "And frankly, I don't want to take it off of him. I'm having some trouble training this boy."

"Really?"

"He’s still fighting me. He's not like the others."

"So you have said," Jenna said thoughtfully. "And this is the same boy you found at the end of your thread?"

"Yeah."

"This means you're taking the competition more seriously?" Jenna asked.

Marina probably wanted to say something else, but someone started ringing a bell. The chime rippled across the air and so the two girls turned back toward the table. Sure enough, their sisters and cousins, mothers and aunts were taking their spots. Marina and Jenna quickly did the same. The women who had brought their boys pointed to the floor, and all of those males, either instinctively got on their knees or did so after one harsh look.

Eric didn't fight. Instead, he lowered himself down. When he saw his Mistress take her seat, his stomach rumbled, especially because the caterers came out once again.

Eric glanced up at them. They were men. And yet, they walked right past him as though they couldn't even see him.

A spell. More magic.

His insides tensed. In theory, he didn't object to this idea. In fact, it actually made him think of some of the most recent scientific advancements. There were lots of things in the world that he didn't understand. Now, he got frustrated because he knew that it was only the small group of women who could control this powerful ability. And yes, maybe there were other covens elsewhere, but all of the witches seemed to be working together.

Marina could talk about politics or whatever, but it was pretty obvious that they weren't going to war with one another.

Could that be their weakness? Without anything else to think about, he stayed there on his knees as the women chatted. They talked about schooling, their pets, their familiars, their ambitions, and the schism.

The schism. He thought about that term again. She had mentioned it, if only briefly.

That was it, he quickly realized. If the women could be turned against one another, then maybe the rest of humanity would get an opportunity. Perhaps they could study this so-called "magic". Maybe they could figure out what kind of energy fields or secret laws of physics allowed of these women to alter reality with their words and gestures.

That's when the women stopped talking.

"Ladies," said an old woman at the head of the table. If he straightened his back and tilted his head just a little bit, he could look past the plates and glasses of wine to see a woman with dark hair and a few streaks of gray seated up front. She stood now, and she called out, her voice crisp and clear, "Once again, I am grateful to see everyone here tonight. As we prepare for our upcoming contests, I think it's important that we once again come together. We come together to strengthen our bonds, to remain united, and to consider our future. We have so many wonderful candidates. Olivia, Lexie, Marina..." She continued on, but Eric found himself turning his attention toward the other women.

Briefly, he wondered if he could forge some kind of alliance with another faction within the coven? As near as he could tell, the idea should have had some potential, yet he quickly dismissed it.

There probably were faultlines and old wounds spread out within that room between these different women. If he had known enough, then maybe he could have triggered some kind of battle between those different groups. But he didn't know them. More importantly, they wouldn't listen to him.

Just as an experiment, he tried to make eye contact with one of the girls at the table. She looked younger, like maybe she was 15 or 16. She saw him, their eyes met, and then she glanced away with a dismissive shake of her head. As far as she was concerned, he was nothing but an animal. It didn't matter if he wore clothing or if he had been showered and taken to the dinner. He belonged there on the floor. She was a young woman, so she was his superior in every way.

How could he get one of them to listen to him?

He couldn't.

At that moment, he couldn't even talk!

Eric dropped his head down again, and he stared at the black and white checkered tiles beneath his knees. For a second, he thought about opening his mouth and shouting with all of the force he could muster. Anywhere else, that burst of sound would have gotten attention from all of the women around him.

That wasn't how it worked here.

He couldn't speak. His speaking privileges had been revoked. His "speaking privileges". Just that phrase was enough to aggravate this male and make him wish he could hit something., Moment by moment, he could feel the heat gather beneath his collar. Of course, his hunger ensured his good behavior.

If he misbehaved, she might not feed him.

It was a strange thought.

And yet, the tantalizing aromas hit the air. He could smell the strips of steak that were being brought out or maybe that was pork or chicken? The caterers continued to step around him, and the scents made his mouth water, yet he could only look up like an eager canine.

Sure enough, Marina cut off a piece, and she took a slow bite as she savored the first portion of her meal.

"Are you going to be a good boy for me?" Marina asked as she glanced down at her familiar.

He fought back the excess saliva in his mouth. Then he nodded his head down and up.

"Beg," she said. He opened his mouth and tried to speak. His mouth moved again, but he still couldn't make any real sounds.

Immediately, he understood what she wanted. Not only that, he gave it to her. In spite of his strategies and ambitions, Eric pressed his elbows down against his sides, and he lifted his hands. He cupped them together, and he stared up at her with large, eagerly subservient eyes. He had never looked so pathetic in his entire life.

This was a man who had stood up in front of different investors and powerbrokers to argue for the technology he and his company had developed. Yes, he had his best friends to help him, but those memories suddenly felt like they came from another life.

In exchange for a slice of his dignity, she held out the fork, and he knew he couldn't just pluck off that piece of meat. Instead, he leaned forward, and he bit into it with his teeth. He pulled back, chewed, and swallowed. "Good boy," she said as she casually brushed her fingers along the top of his head.

Her friend smiled and said, "You really are doing a good job with that boy, aren't you?"

Eric hated that. Silently, he fumed and raged. Over and over again, he came back to that underlying truth: he was supposed to be more than this.

"You know, if you're a very good boy and you work really hard, you might be the familiar to the Arras Apparent," said the other woman.

Eric didn't really comprehend what that meant. At the same time, he shook his head like he didn't really care. The idea of serving Marina seemed repulsive, especially since she had already said she hadn't decided what she would do with him after the competition.

All across the enormous table, the women started talking back and forth to one another. They chatted about the different events that seemed important to them, naming members of the family and individuals from other covens. For the most part, Eric didn't know what any of it meant, so he found his thoughts wandering. He kept going back to those ideas from before: could he instigate some kind of battle from within? Could he break down their cohesion and unity?

Every few minutes, she made him beg again. He held up his hands, he kept his elbows at his sides. He tried to whimper, not that it did any good. Even so, he imagined Marina knew exactly what he was attempting. Even if he failed, she enjoyed it, especially when she leaned down and whispered, "There is nothing more adorable than incompetent boy doing his very best."

His very best.

Even if he couldn't speak or make a sound, that was what she expected from him, especially because the others had to be watching as well. He wasn't just on display for Marina. Now, her sisters and cousins were probably tossing glances in his direction.

Eventually, he didn't need to eat anymore. He wasn't hungry. Or rather, the worst of those pangs had faded away, so he had a choice to make. Did he intend to resist again? Could he protest or argue?

No. Even as she continued to feed him, he ate without the use of his hands. He took those bites off of her fork because she was his owner, and she offered them up.

When Eric glanced around, he saw the other men were also cooperating. Each boy there understood his place. They had all been trained and subjugated. Eric needed to believe that they were actively being controlled. He had been manipulated. Maybe that was what was happening to them as well? No, he didn't think so.

Marina had allowed him to make these decisions. She wanted to see him make the correct choices, and he had.

The other boys did the same thing.

After she had her dessert, she chatted with some of her other friends, and then she grabbed her boy by his tie. She tugged him by that slender piece of fabric and guided him toward the elevator bank.

Right before the doors closed, however, another girl slipped between them.

Eric tensed. He didn't know why. There was something about her.

"What do you want, Lexie?" Marina asked.

"I want to know why you brought this boy here," said the other girl.

Marina glanced back at her competitor. "I brought him because he's my familiar."

"No. That's not it," Lexie answered.

"Excuse me?"

"Come on. We both know you aren't serious about competing. You don't want to be the Matriarch. You know how much responsibility that would be? You would have to make all of these complicated decisions, and that's just not your thing. You want to wander off and have some fun. So go do it."

"You don't know me, Lexie."

"I think I do."

"Then you're wrong," Marina said simply. She smiled, shrugged, and turned her gaze back to the blurred, brass reflection in front of them.

Lexie stepped over to the other girl and Eric experienced this wild jolt of aggression, like he should have jumped up and attacked her. But this girl, whoever she was, had to wield those exact same abilities. He wouldn’t have stood a chance against her, yet the urge was there anyway.

Why?

"You're not going to intimidate me," Marina said. "But you're free to try."

The two women stepped up to one another. They were close, too close. At any moment, it felt like flames could erupt on the air, bursts of arcane energy flaring to life. They stared into each other's eyes. "I don't need to intimidate you," Lexie said. "But if you're going to bring this poor excuse for a familiar to the competition, don't complain if he gets killed."

Lexie turned around, the elevator stopped, and the doors opened. This wasn't the bottom floor, but that young woman stepped off.

Once she was gone Marina glanced over at her boy. "Don't worry," she said. "I won't let anything bad happen to you."

When they got back to her apartment, she turned around and ordered him to unzip her. He obeyed it, pinching that tab and pulling it down along the length of her back. Considering her powers, she could have done it herself, but she seemed to enjoy the easy intimacy of having this boy do it for her.

Afterward, she let her dress slide down onto the floor before she stepped out of it. Wearing only her bra and panties now, she kicked off her heels, and she walked over to her couch. She pulled her legs up, and she took out her phone.

Standing there, still dressed quite nicely, Eric didn't know what to do. He wasn't locked in a cage or tied down somewhere.

Before he could think about this, he came over to her and he sat down on the floor in front of her. Then he tried to say something, only to remember that she had taken away his speaking privileges.

With his Mistress playing on her phone, he didn't know how to get her attention. Somehow, standing up and waving his hand in front of her face seemed like a bad idea. Tentatively, he reached out, and he brushed his fingers along her shin. She glanced at him for less than a second; it wasn't enough; it didn't give him any indication of what he should do. As her eyes darted back to her screen, she told him, "Keep going."

His lips puckered, but he raised both of his hands and he brushed them along her shins. Kneeling in front of her, he reached up toward her thighs, and then he came right back down. Again and again, he tried to speak, right until that moment when she lifted her right foot.

"Suck on my toes," she ordered.

She was still playing on her phone!

His shoulders tensed and his fingers tightened, but he reached down, and he massaged her foot. At the same time, he needed to get her attention; he had to remind her of what she had done. Again and again, he thought of just jumping up and waving his hands wildly. He could get her attention and point to his mouth.

Only right then and there, she wanted him to suck on her toes. She had another use for his mouth…

"That girl is such a brat," Marina whispered.

She started typing something, only to stop. She glanced down at him. "I gave you a command, boy. Trust me, you don't want to defy me right now, especially because I'm thinking about venting some of my frustrations. You don't want that, do you?"

Since he couldn't speak, Eric answered with a quick shake of his head.

"That's right," she said with a satisfied nod.

He bowed his head down, lifted her foot, and he wrapped his lips around her big toe. He started to suck even as he looked up along the length of her body. He tried to catch her attention; maybe she didn't glance down at him, but he got to watch as the tension began to dissipate from her face.

His owner closed her eyes and leaned back. She relaxed, enjoying the way his mouth moved along her skin. "Good," she said. "That's right. Show me where you belong, boy. Show me what you can do." Just as he thought she might really start to enjoy this, she shook her head, "What makes that girl think she has the right to take control of our coven? Our family? Lexie Diamonte as the Matriarch? No. It's a terrible idea."

She pulled her foot away, and that's when he straightened his back. He thought about assuming those begging positions from dinner, only something stopped him. "Do you know why?" Then she glared down at him, he saw a hint of her rage, and he knew he could have pointed to his mouth and tried to make some sound. Maybe that would have told her everything she needed to know.

This was not a good time to make a request.

That's why he shook his head again.

"You know, in some ways, you should consider yourself very lucky. You don't have to deal with the family politics. You’re just a boy, so you serve your Mistress. That's all you have to do. Aren't you lucky?" She glanced down at him again. Maybe she was teasing him. Maybe not. In either case, Eric understood his best course of action was to play along. He had to give her exactly what she craved. If he didn't, she might expend her wrath by tying him to a wall and spanking him or paddling him or using her crop or…There were too many possibilities.

He moved down along her foot, sucking on one toe then the next. Occasionally, she made those moaning sounds. But right then, she leaned back, closed her eyes and nodded to herself, "She isn't suited for leadership. Maybe Olivia? Maybe one of the others? Not Lexie." Then she cocked her head the side and leaned forward, "You think she's going to cheat?"

As he sucked on her smallest toe, he couldn't say anything. "Use your tongue," she instructed.

Like an obedient slave, he darted his tongue along the contours of her small toe. Then he started to move his way back up. As he licked and sucked, she hardened her lips again. "Part of me thinks I should just be able to walk away. I shouldn't have to take any kind of responsibility. But this is my family. This is my community. You know?"

Of course, she didn't expect an answer from her boy. He made his way back up to her big toe, and he sucked just a little harder. He started to hollow his cheeks as he worked to pleasure her.

"I've been thinking about this a lot lately. You present an interesting challenge. Or maybe it's the nomination. The Matriarch chose me for a reason. Maybe she just wants me to get the other girls to sweat a little, but I don't know." She pulled her foot away, and he exhaled with relief.

Only then she casually pulled off her panties. She sat at the edge of her couch, spread her legs, and reached out. Her fingers ran through his hair before she took her grip on the back of his head and pulled him forward.

She expected an orgasm. This time, she didn't even ask for it. Instead, Marina would take what she desired. He was just a slave, so he was already down on his knees, and he had stimulated something within her.

Right before his cheeks brushed along her inner thighs, she looked down at him, brought his head to a halt, and ordered, "Distract me for a little while."

He wanted to say something about speaking.

He still couldn't talk!

Only then it didn't matter because he had his head right between her inner thighs, his lips pressed up against her sex, and he started to lick. A sense of defeat washed over him, but it didn't last for long.

"Good boy," she told him. "You know where you belong, don't you? Yes. Not thinking as much about escape or fighting back."

That wasn't true, he wanted to tell himself. In fact, he clung to that moment of resistance back in the training room. She had ordered him to run, but he had defied her. That meant something, right? He could still cling to the man he had been before his abduction.

I'm a man. As a man I can make my own decisions. I'm not a boy. I'm not a slave. I'm a man. I'm a man, and I know what I want. I'm going to get out of this. I don't know how, but I will. Eric held onto the thoughts for one or two minutes. Simultaneously, he licked her pussy.

"You look so good down on your knees," she said, interrupting that stream of defiance.

Did it matter what words pulsed between his ears if he still serviced his superior?

She's not my superior!

That defiant explanation didn't change anything, especially as his tongue danced and played right between her legs. At the same time, he drank in the flavor of her arousal, and he endured the desires throbbing between his own legs. His body ached for an erection, for release, for satisfaction…

"I bet you want me to let you out of your chastity cage, don't you?" Marina asked. Of course, she didn't expect a response. "That's okay. You can want whatever you like." He could want it; that didn't mean he would get it.

Instead, he lapped at her pussy, licking and gliding his tongue up and down again and again, all for her satisfaction.

She reached down and grabbed his shoulders. She tightened her fingers against those curves. "Yes. That's right. You're doing a good job. You've done such a good job so far, boy! Keep going. Show me what you can do. Show me what you can do with that tongue. You don't need to talk when you can do this, do you? Boys don't need to say anything at all. Boys just to be down on their knees."

Her words hammered down against his sense of defiance.

Why did she have to say all of that? Why did Marina have to tease him?

It excited her, he assumed. And yet, he brought her closer and closer. His lips tensed, and he went deep. He slid his tongue down, and then up, over and over. He pleasured her with all of the speed he could muster right until that point when she panted, jerked her head up, and cried out. Her fingers tightened against his shoulders, and she finally shoved him back when the rush of satisfaction overwhelmed her.

"Very good," she said.

"Come with me." That's when she grabbed her boy by the back of his collar. She shoved him forward and took him right back into her bedroom. When she shoved him onto the mattress, memories from before rushed through his head: she could straddle him, hold him down, even tie him up. She could have her way with him, gliding the walls of her pussy against his shaft. Yes!

No…

Instead of taking this boy, she wrapped her arms around him and held him. "It's time to sleep," she said.

When he woke up, he found himself in the middle of the other bedroom. His arms had been chained above his head. He wasn't against the wall. Instead, he was naked, his ankles locked together, his wrists trapped against one another. For a few seconds, he tried to understand how she got him into this position without waking him.

When he saw her standing in front of him, he stopped. She wore a black leather catsuit. The light shined along her hair and down her shoulders to her flanks, then her legs and boots. His eyes widened as he drank in the sight of that beautiful girl. The moisture drained away from his mouth, and he tried to speak, only to find that his throat still failed to make any kind of noise.

He still couldn't talk.

"You like this? It’s standard riding gear," she said. "It makes it easier for us to connect. Of course, today is about something else. Today, I'm going hunting. And for that to happen, I need you to perform. Do you think you can do that for me, boy? Can you do your best?"

Eric shook his head from side to side. He jerked his chin and cheeks along the air because he needed to understand what was going to happen. He still had no idea.

She made him run. What did that mean?

Marina strode forward, reached up, and touched his bottom lip. "Don't worry. You’ll figure it out soon enough. Besides, I'm not going to rely on your skills, not when we both know I'm the huntress." The corners of her eyes crinkled with amusement. "All you have to do is run. Run hard and maybe hide if you get really scared. It's okay if you do. Boys don't need to be brave, so long as they obey."

He still didn't understand.

Too bad.

She came up behind him and she ran her fingertips along his thighs, up to his hips, along his stomach and all the way to his sternum. She just barely touched him and he didn't want to react, yet the contact still triggered something powerful and unyielding deep within his center. It pulsed out to the rest of his body, and he strained against the chastity cage. The device didn't bend or buckle, of course. It was made from steel, so his shaft couldn't do anything.

Imprisoned, he could only endure.

At first, Eric did his best to remain stoic and neutral, like he was utterly detached. From the first couple of seconds, however, he knew he couldn't ignore the way she touched him. Each time she stepped in front of him, he couldn't even close his eyes. And no, she didn't use her magic to compel his gaze. Instead, his eyes slid along the smooth, shiny material of her uniform. He wanted to reach out, to touch her. No, he didn't get that privilege.

She saw it, however; she could discern each of those failed movements as he wanted to reach out for her.

When she reached down and stroked his inner thighs. The bolts of desire shot up into his cock, making his member stress and strain all over again. Still, he didn't get that erection.

"Poor, poor boy. You want it so badly, don't you? Maybe if I kiss you, that would alleviate some of your stress?"

He tried to speak; his mouth moved, but she just leaned in and kissed him.

Suddenly, he had to embrace those fresh tendrils of stimulation as they worked their way through his body. He could feel his nerves fraying out even as those pulses of desperation gripped him. Over and over again, he attempted to build these defenses against her touch.

It never worked.

Intellectually, he could tell himself that this was his mind and his body. Those impulses only had the power he gave them. They were nothing but the physical firing of nerves, which triggered biologically programmed desires. But his thoughts and his beliefs and his actions all belonged to him.

No, they didn't.

She was toying with him, and she could continue to do so for as long as she liked. There was nothing to stop her from touching him and teasing him. Not only that, he faced the simple truth that she was smart and beautiful and standing there in her presence awoke something within him. Maybe if he found himself in front of a computer screen with a bunch of numbers arrayed in front of him, Eric could ignore the truth. Maybe he could have run away from his feelings for a girl like Britney, but Marina was different.

She was powerful; she had the charisma to bend reality around her.

More and more, his lungs pumped as they tried to keep up with the simulation. This wasn't like the training room; he didn't have to run or move his body. In fact, the chains around his wrists and ankles kept him upright and trapped. He couldn't move more than a few inches to the left or right, forward or back. And yet, those other desires continued to trigger urges.

Then she pulled back.

"Nod your head if I'm your superior," she ordered.

He wasn't compelled to obey, not this time. And yet, she had asked him a question. She still expected something from him.

He nodded.

Eric tried to figure out exactly why he did it. Was it a question of fear? Yes, she still intimidated him. It was a strange thing to look up at this girl and know that he was bigger and stronger, at least when it came to her physical musculature. Her intellect and abilities made it impossible for him to compete with her, but he should have had an edge over her.

Only she could do something he couldn't imagine. She saw things, and comprehended the world in a way he could never understand. Or could he? Maybe, if he got very lucky, he could find a book or a tutor, and he could learn her magic. But what if the was inborn? What if it was something innate?

He didn't know, but he did know none of these women would teach him.

"Nod your head, if I’m your superior," she commanded again. If anything, she enjoyed the way those thoughts spun through his head. He was working so hard to keep up with her, but now he dipped his head down and lifted it again. He gave her what she wanted. "Good." That's when she tilted his head to the side and kissed him.

She started out hard with one hand braced against the back of his head. Their lips danced and teased one another. Their tongues played and flirted.

Then she slowed. Now she was just barely touching him and her mouth sent those tingles of eager arousal racing along his body.

"You're desperate," she said. It was a statement, not a question. "You're desperate, and you want out of that chastity cage so badly, don't you? If you want out of your device, you're going to have to do a good job today. You think you can do that?" I think you can." The corners of her eyes crinkled with amusement. Then she touched him, placing her hand over his heart, and that's when the black flames shot up along the length of both of their bodies. A moment later, the chains dangled from the ceiling, empty because they had both vanished.

His stomach twisted and lurched as he fell to his knees.

When he stood up and looked around, a new sense of disorientation grabbed him, it had nothing to do with her spell.

He looked around, and he could see a couple of women nearby. They were dressed like Marina. Their catsuits shined in the early morning light, only they didn't attract attention from any of the strangers. Instead, the rest of the world had frozen.

Eric didn't understand. He blinked once. He rubbed his eyes. They were on a street in the middle of the city, but the bustling movement had been abandoned. Then he looked up, and he saw a bird hanging still in the air. Its wings were out, and it looked exactly like a photograph. He turned his head to one side then the other. It was frozen. So were the cars. So were the pedestrians. The world had simply stopped.

"Late as usual, I see," Lexie said from a few feet away.

Like Marina, she was wearing a sleek suit. Hers was a bright shade of red unlike the sleek black Marina preferred.

"Boys, strip!"

Standing in front of her boy, Marina glanced back at Lexie first, "It doesn't matter. You haven't started yet."

"Protocols matter," said the other girl.

"Don't bother quibbling. My boy is going to play well today."

"I don't think so. Guess who's hunting him?"

"You volunteered?"

Lexie wobbled her head from side to side like it didn't really matter one way or the other. "At dinner, he looked like he might be fun to play with. I'm curious to see why you bothered with someone new, especially when you could have gone to one of the other covenants for a familiar, someone better trained, someone familiar with our ways."

"You know me," Marina said with a shrug. "I enjoy playing with the wild boys."

"That might be a mistake you’ll come to regret."

"You're assuming I'm here to win and not just to mess with you," Marina said.

The other girl's cheeks darkened with a blush. Obviously, she was trying to think of something to say, but another voice called out, "Boys must be naked for the hunt."

Marina turned back to her slave and she nodded for him to obey. Strictly speaking, the rest of the world had been frozen and he was fairly certain the individuals involved wouldn't remember this. Yes, their eyes were open, but they didn't see anything. Somehow, these women had stopped time…

Could something like that actually happen? Then he smirked and shook his head. Even as he rubbed his eyes. His question didn't make any sense; of course it could happen. It did. He was standing right there in the middle of a frozen city. What about the rest of the world? The rest of the solar system? The galaxy? Did their magic altar time here or everywhere?

He opened his mouth to ask, but his vocal cords still refused to respond. Marina still hadn't returned his speaking privileges.

With one glance, he could tell his Mistress was serious about this, so he pulled off his clothing as quickly as he could. Soon, he had removed everything except for his collar and chastity device. When Eric glanced at the assembled women, he saw some of the other familiars. Those enslaved boys stretched their arms and legs, so Eric did the same.

"Boys to their marks," someone called out.

Although Eric didn't know what that meant, Marina did, so she grabbed him by his arm, and she pulled him forward. She guided him toward some unseen marker traced against the ground. Then she leaned over and finally whispered to him, "The game is simple. You want to run hard, hide, and not get caught. This is a hunt. Lexie is going to chase after you, and you want to stay away from her for as long as possible."

He flashed her a quizzical look.

"Right now, are you wondering why you should do this, especially when I punished you and teased you and played with you?"

Eric nodded.

"Because if you disappoint me, the penalties can be very severe. You don't want to stay in that cage for the next six years, do you?"

Six years? Obviously, she had pulled the number out of her head, yet it still felt like a punch to the gut. Something like that wasn't possible. Was it? And yet, the chastity cage didn't defy any of the natural laws of the universe. Meanwhile, he glanced around again, and he could see the city still locked in stasis. These women had more power than he could possibly comprehend, especially if they stopped time to play a game…

"And of course," she purred as she leaned forward and whispered into his ear, "...if you do a very good job, I might release you from your chastity cage." Even then, she used that one dreadful word: might. He could perform brilliantly, and it might not be enough because she would ultimately be the judge of his capabilities. Then again, there didn't have to be any connection between his actions and her decision, if only to reinforce her authority all over again.

"You'd like that, wouldn't you? You'd love it. You want to run so hard for me. You want to be my obedient boy and show all of these women exactly how I have trained you. You want to run and hide and stay away from them for as long as you can. If you do a good job, I can let you out of your chastity cage and tease you. I can play with you. I think you might suck on my nipples again."

Intellectually, he bristled at the prospect, especially because he understood that she only had him do that because it felt good for her. Yes, he had enjoyed it, and he wanted to do it again, so that little voice didn't matter. It changed nothing. "Show me what you can, do. Run hard."

He glanced at her again.

"Yes, I'm going to be chasing her boy. That's how the game works. Now, do your best for me."

How? How could he possibly do well with something like this?

He had tried to run for Marina once. How long had he been able to evade her pursuit? A couple of minutes? It had been late, and he had already been tired, and he obviously had a time limit.

Still, he had to do this.

Puffing out his cheeks, he glanced back down the street. It was especially strained because there were cars all around them. He saw the sedans, trucks, and SUVs, most of whom were probably hoping to get to their destinations before rush hour kicked in. A few feet away, he saw a puff of exhaust. Up ahead of him, an electric car sat silent with a driver who looked like she was tapping her fingers against the steering wheel to some song that had also stopped.

Marina stroked his neck affectionately, "You're my boy, and you can do this."

He should've resented that comment and used it as kindling for a fresh burst of anger. Instead, he relaxed for just a moment, because she knew how to influence him. She knew how to tease him and play with him. She had touched him and made him feel so good. She had also punished him, scraping away at his defenses until he really did feel like he was her slave.

He only felt that way sometimes.

He tried to decide what he was going to do, but then the decision was made for him. "Run!"

The voice cut across the air and sliced through his willpower. All at once, he lunged forward, running. He threw himself forward so fast he nearly lost his balance. He stumbled forward, scraped his palms against it the ground, and lurched back up as he pumped as much speed as he could into his legs.

One day in the training room probably shouldn't have done much to help him, but he ran hard now, sprinting between the different cars. He had to jump from one side to the other, especially because he didn't want to accidentally crash into someone's side view mirror.

Because he needed to know what was going on, Eric glanced over his shoulder. That probably cost him some speed, and he nearly crashed into a truck that was at the start of a turn. Still, he saw the other boys as they darted in random directions.

For now, he didn't see anyone coming after him.

Did that mean he got a head start?

Probably.

At the same time, the other women were probably watching.

How? What kinds of sentences or spells did they use to track the boys? He turned onto another street, cutting off their line of sight. It wouldn't matter, he could tell.

No. He couldn't worry about their talents or their abilities. Instead, he had to run. That was it. He had to run hard and fast. He had to escape, whatever that meant.

Could he? Could he actually get away? Eric didn't know, but he wanted to find out.

At first, he laughed between those quick pulls of air into his lungs. Then there was a stab of unexpected disappointment. What if he did escape? What if he found some place to hide where Marina never found him? He tried to ignore it, but there was that stab of fear. He couldn't explain it and didn't want to understand it, so he burned through those emotions and ran as hard as he could.

Pretty soon, he lost track of his exact location. He tried to glance up at the street signs, but they were too far away. More importantly, he knew he needed to get off of these mean streets. Yes, there were tons of cars now giving him lots of cover, but he needed something else. Where could he go?

That's when he saw one of the apartment buildings. It was huge, a towering behemoth that probably housed some of the city's wealthy (but not super-rich) citizens.

Better yet, an older woman was pushing her way through the door. Like the rest of the city, she had stopped. Like a photograph fixed in position, she had been making her way out and into the early morning air when time locked. He darted over to her, glanced behind him, and saw nothing. By now, he had put several blocks between him and women. He ducked into the apartment complex, and he found himself in a narrow, white hallway.

A doorman stood off to one side, and there was an empty desk. That was probably where the property manager spent a lot of his time.

Eric ran over to the elevator, hit a button, heard the click, and saw the disc refuse to light up. Then he felt like an idiot. Time had stopped, so he couldn't do anything with an elevator. Did that mean he was supposed to just run back out onto the street?

He would not be able to sprint for much longer. He had probably run at least a mile. His heart kept hammering, and the last few seconds of rest felt good, but he knew Lexie could appear at any moment.

Then he spotted something else. The doorman had a ring of keys!

Really? Was it possible? Eric had no idea, but he needed to make this work, so he ran over to the frozen doorman, snatched the keys, and turned back toward the elevators. With another glance, he spotted the stairwell and ran toward it. Swinging his arms and kicking his legs down, he darted across the hallway.

The stairwell wasn't locked; he pushed the door open, and the sound seemed to boom up along the steps and out toward the street.

Wrinkling his lips, Eric clenched his eyes shut. The sounds stopped, and he stayed right there, unmoving. He tried to listen for some sound of Lexie. What would he hear? The click of her boots on the pavement outside or the linoleum in this hallway? Maybe she would tease him or taunt him?

And yet, he heard nothing.

Eric ran up the first set of stairs, then the second. He wondered how far he could go. At the same time, he thought of a board game he had played at some random game night Mark and Alicia said he had to attend because he "needed to get out.". The game had been simple enough; players earned points by grabbing cards. If two players went for the same card on the same turn, it was discarded, and neither of them got it. Ultimately, the game came down to a question of trying to figure out what your opponent wanted, and where they would go next.

That's what he needed to understand.

Where would Lexie go? Where was she searching for him? If he stayed on the first floor and tried to hide there, would it be too obvious?

He couldn't keep running. That much was obvious. First, he couldn't get a car, so it was impossible for him to put any kind of real distance between him and his predator. He didn't know how to fly a helicopter or any kind of aircraft for that matter. Jumping from one building to the next would probably get him killed, so he had to find a good spot. Where could he hide? Where would she look?

Just as importantly, what kind of sense was she using to track him?

Marina had been able to find him right away. But maybe she had a different set of talents or abilities. Maybe Lexie could do something else?

He didn't understand their system of magic or how it might work, so he had to do his best. Since that other girl hadn't just teleported right in front of him and grabbed him and dragged him back to their judges, that must mean he was doing something right.

Unless she was playing with him.

Of course, she was playing with him. All of those women were toying with him and the other boys. This was their game.

It didn't matter.

He picked the fourth floor. He pushed his way through the door, and he found himself in another hallway. This was nicer than he expected with carpeted floors and random works of generic art along the walls. He saw soothing watercolors and vivid images of flowers and landscapes.

Glancing down at the keys, he saw that they had been very, very helpfully etched with the doors they opened. He scanned across the different numbers: 125, 225, 325, 425...

Eric stopped as he passed Apartment 425. He had the key in hand; there wasn't anything special or unique about this door. With one more glance down the length of the hall, he inhaled, fully aware that he might be making a dumb mistake.

Then he heard something: a stomp, a step, the sounds of someone trudging up the stairs.

His hand trembled and shook as he slid the 425 key into the opening. It stuck. He pulled it back and tried again.

Down the hall and in the stairwell, the steps stopped. He could almost imagine Lexie raising her head into the air and sniffing. She was a huntress and would track him down. It was only a question of time.

Pushing harder, he jammed the key in, turned, and the handle twisted down. He pushed forward, stepped in, and spun around to slam the door shut. In that final sliver of a second, he tightened his grip on the knob and stopped the door from crashing shut. Instead, he turned it and quietly closed the door.

Breathing hard again, he pushed his back up against the wall. Without thinking, he strained as he attempted to hear Lexie. Did the stairwell door just open again? It could've been his imagination. Was she striding down the hall?

Then he heard it: a playful whistle.

Eric actually brought his hand up to his mouth as he spun around and stared down at the gap between the door and the floor. He watched as a shadow passed.

It could've been another huntress.

The tension started to dissipate, and he began to look around. The apartment was surprisingly spartan; it probably belonged to a guy. Right away, Eric imagined someone like a programmer or maybe an accountant who didn't have much time to actually stay home. He was probably busy at his cubicle or out with friends. Maybe he chased after girls on his favorite apps.

Eric breathed out a puff of relief when he didn't see the actual occupant. That was good. He didn't want to see someone frozen while taking a shower or napping on his couch.

If necessary, could he get away?

Eric headed over to the fire escape and stared down along the length of the metal framework. He started to reach for the window when he heard someone jangle the front doorknob.

Lexie!

It could've been someone else, only it didn't matter, not when any one of those huntresses could grab him and drag him back. For all he knew, there'd be new jets of black flame.

"Breathe and think," he said, immediately going back to an old mantra from college when he faced brutal finals or especially difficult research papers. He just had to breathe and think and take these challenges one step at a time.

Hide.

The instinct brought a spurt of panic, yet he recognized this as his best option. He rushed hard across the room, down the hall, and faced two more doors. One was open an inch or two and led into the bathroom. No, he wouldn't hide there. He went for the bedroom door instead, swinging it open and closing it just as quietly as when he first came in here.

Where could he hide? That question beat in his skull as he studied the small desk with the closed laptop, the closet with the neatly hung shirts and jackets and pants. Then there was the bed covered in black sheets and a single coverlet. As his chest tightened, he listened again and definitely heard the sounds of footsteps coming from the living room.

"Fuck," he growled. "Fuck, fuck, fuck."

Eric stared, only he didn't see any good or obvious answers. Reluctantly, he dropped to his stomach and scurried underneath the bed. He shoved aside a couple of boxes, but he was careful to make sure they didn't slip from underneath the mattress. When she came in here and searched for him, he didn't want to give her any extra clues.

Fresh footsteps echoed in the short hallway; he held his breath now and froze just like the rest of the world. The door swung open, and he saw her boots.

"Where are you, Marina's boy?"

Biting down, he didn't do anything. He didn't move.

"Are you over here?" she asked and practically danced over to the closet. She threw the door open wide and checked out the open spaces. "What about over here?" Lexie taunted him as she yanked back the blanket.

Was she messing with him?

"Or how about this? You listen to me."

What?

That's when she sat down on the mattress. The bed pressed down; Lexie wasn't a heavy girl, so he hardly noticed, but the mattress rubbed against his shoulder blades.

She hummed, "Where could he be? Where oh where could he be?"

Was she messing with him? Did she know the truth?

Eric didn't understand the exact rules of this game, except for one detail: he had to evade capture. If she decided to toy with him, maybe that meant she was supremely confident, like it didn't matter how long he remained silent because a few seconds or even a couple of minutes might not have made any difference.

"You know, I can almost commend your loyalty. There is something fantastic about a familiar who understands his place and is willing to give up everything for the opportunity to serve his Mistress."

A squeak of dismay nearly escaped his throat. Again, he brought his hands up and over his mouth. Technically, he couldn't make any noise, but he still worried that this woman might be able to hear something. Or maybe the incantation which kept him silent would fade away, allowing him to speak. For all he knew, his distance from his owner made the magic weaker.

Infuriated again by his own ignorance, Eric stayed silent.

"But you know, she doesn't deserve it."

He still didn't say anything.

With her legs crossed as she sat there on the edge of the bed, she leaned back. "Marina is my cousin, and I've grown up with her. I've watched her. Ever since she was a little girl, she has been nothing but a selfish brat. Even now, she doesn't really want to be the Heiress Apparent. For her, this isn't about making the world a better place. It's not about protecting her family or coven. Do you know what this is all about?"

She had to know he was there. Still, she continued to talk to the empty air. "Arrogance. Vanity. Ego. She has wandered around for the last couple of years. She plays with random boys, and then she moves on, discarding them, one after another. Personally, I don't understand how that works. My familiar is loyal to me because he knows I care about him. He understands that he is one of my most valuable possessions." She clicked her tongue. "Is that how you feel? Do you feel like you are Marina's most valuable possession?"

He remained silent. Desperately hoping she couldn't actually know precisely where he was, he stayed there underneath the mattress.

"If you come out, we can talk," she said.

He didn't want to talk to her. She was another rich witch; she had powers, but he didn't want to get involved in their dynamics. For the moment, he knew Marina. Simultaneously, there were those desires still lodged deep within his core. Before he went to that bar and met Marina, he had never truly contemplated enslavement. It was an abstract concept, vile reprehensible, but ultimately outside of his experience. And now, he was owned and forced to play this game, yet he kept thinking about his cock and his balls.

Eric couldn't help himself, not when those urges were always spinning and burning right at his core! The inferno was right there, centered between his legs. His desires pushed him, propelling him onward.

Marina realized all of this, of course. That was why she had chained him up and kissed him. She had touched him and teased him, coaxing those desires, strengthening them…

It wasn't right. It wasn't fair. So what?

Out in the wider world maybe the rule of law existed; perhaps there were supposed to be specific boundaries established for the sake of justice or fairness. But because this girl could supersede all of those documents and organizations, she can do whatever she liked. Maybe a girl like Marina had to defer to the authority of her family, but she saw him as a toy. He was a wild animal when she had captured him and now she intended to domesticate…

"Come out," she said, and snapped her finger.

That's when he could feel the invisible tendrils of force grab him. They were like ropes wrapped around his wrists, ankles, shoulders, and waist. He was dragged out from underneath the bed and Lexie hardly reacted. She glanced down at him, her expression taut with disdain.

"You didn't really think you could hide from me, did you?"

Eric, naked, shivered as she glanced down at him. At some point, she had pulled out a file, and now she ran it along with the edges of her nails. "Don't worry," she said. "Boys are usually naked as far as I'm concerned. If I can see past your eyes and your thoughts, does it really matter what you're wearing?"

He didn't answer. Instead, he stared back at her. Okay, so she had caught him. Did that mean the timer had stopped? Or maybe she had something else in mind? The possibility occurred to him, especially because she kept waiting.

Eric tried to move, but he couldn't break free from those invisible bands of force. They held him right there, down on his hands and knees with his wrists crossed and trapped behind his back and just above his ankles.

"Oh, wait. She took away your talking privileges, didn't she?" Lexie shook her head from side to side before she reached down, pressed her palm to his mouth, and let a pulse of energy flare into his body.

For the first seconds, he flinched, thinking this would be some kind of punishment, like she intended to unleash a rush of agony. Instead, there was just a tingling heat along his mouth and down into the depths of his neck.

"Go on," she said. "Speak, boy."


Lexie smirked at him, but he cleared his throat and tried. "I can talk?" The sounds splashed out onto the air. He nodded, apparently grateful for the chance to speak.

"Okay," she told him. "Now we can talk."

"You can let go of me," he said.

"Remove your restraints?" Lexie asked. By so many standards, she was a beautiful girl, especially with her wavy hair and full lips. Her breasts were probably fuller than Marina's, yet there was something else about her. As an executive, he had never wanted to learn very much about people. Even so, he had been responsible for some of the hiring decisions, which meant he had to learn how to read it those around him, especially people who showed up hoping to get something from him. "I don't think so," she said. "You look like the kind of wild boy who would love to run off at the first opportunity. You certainly gave me an impressive chase."

"Aren't you supposed to drag me back?"

"I will," she said. "But I don't need to win this first match."

Eric tilted his head to the side and waited.

"I think a conversation between you and me is far more important."

"Why?"

"Because I think you know who your owner is. You can sense it, can't you? She doesn't care about you. She's not interested in you. She will play with you for a little while and discard you."

"Why are you telling me all of this?"

"Because I want you to throw the race."

"What race?"

"There are three competitions," she said, raising one finger in front of him. By now, she had discarded her nail file. Instead, she leaned forward and grinned at him, her eyes shining with mischievous delight. When it came to dealing with boys, all of the women from their coven had learned to be arrogant and condescending. And why not? They had abilities that none of these boys could possibly match. "The hunt is the first one. Think of this as an exhibition. It's important. It makes a difference, I suppose. But since you are going to help me win the next two, it won't matter." She chuckled and glanced around. "Just as importantly, it creates a sense of drama. You know what I mean?"

"I don't," he told her.

"I want everyone to think that Marina had a chance. This way, I will be able to ask around and get a sense of their excitement. I need to learn who is loyal to me, and who will need to be kept at arms length later on. But again, those are important political questions, so you don't have to concern your handsome boy head with them."

"I'm not going to betray her," he said.

"Why not?" Lexie sounded genuinely curious.

He dropped his head down, only he didn't know what to tell her.

"She doesn't love you."

"I didn't think she did," he said. Besides, there was someone else…

No. He didn't want to think of her, especially now.

"Interesting," Lexie said. "Who is she? What's her name?"

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

Lexie glanced up, splayed her fingers, and brought them together. As she did so, he could feel the invisible ropes tighten around his wrists, his ankles, his shoulders and his waist. At first, he hardly noticed. Within seconds, they tightened and threatened bruises after a few more seconds. After that, he wondered if they could snap his bones.

"Britney!" Eric gasped out, practically shouting her name.

"An old lover?"

Eric didn't answer.

"It's okay. I can see it in your eyes. You fell in love with a girl, and now you're using those feelings to shield yourself from our influence. Is that it? Is that why Marina hasn't been able to completely control you?"

"But you can?"

"I'm better at manipulation," she said after a quick shrug. "When it comes to boys, I'm willing to learn about them. Marina isn't. You know how she wields her magic?" Again, she didn't wait for him to answer, mostly because she didn't care what this boy had to say. His best guesses wouldn't have been enough to hold her interest for more than a few heartbeats. "I can look into your mind and see the truth about you, boy. Marina, meanwhile, just likes to use raw, arcane strength. She can usually get what she wants and she knew how to impress our tutors, but she's a hammer and I'm a scalpel."

"Why are you telling me all of this?"

"Because you should know more about your owner, especially since she will discard you."

"How can you be so certain?"

"She has never kept a boy before. Why would she keep you?" Lexie looked down into his eyes, like she was searching through his thoughts and experiences. She made it seem like she truly wished to spot some potential reason, some justification for why her cousin might wish to keep this boy. "Are you special?"

He didn't answer.

"You're not," she said. "And that's okay. You don't need to be special; there's another path for you."

This time, he lifted his head, and he stared right back at her. She seemed disinterested, like she didn't care about him one way or the other. In that way, perhaps she was more honest than Marina had been?

What did Marina think about him?

For once, he couldn't quite remember the traces of those old wounds left by that other girl. Instead, he thought of Marina, her full lips, her dark eyes, her matching hair, and how amazing she looked in her own catsuit. With that clingy material tight against her body, he had yearned to reach out and to touch her. He had wondered what it would be like to run his hands along her frame, to squeeze her, to pull her close…

Did Marina care about him?

She saw him as a toy, a prop, possibly nothing more.

This wasn't supposed to affect him, but Lexie flashed a pout filled with insincere concern, "Oh, you don't like thinking about that, do you? You want to be special. There's nothing wrong with that. I'm sure, in your regular life, you're a good guy, and you deserve lots of nice things."

"What are you saying? Why are you bothering with any of this? You're a woman, and you seem to see me as a piece of property."

"True," she said. "But I'm not like Marina and the others. My sisters and cousins and aunts all underestimate men."

"Really?" That concept seemed foreign and alien, like a notion from some ancient belief system. He had only been away from mainstream society for a couple of days, yet he had started to absorb so much of what Marina told him. When she touched him and teased him and kept him imprisoned in a chastity device, it was easy to believe everything she said.

"You are right about me. I believe the boys are inferior because you are. Just objectively, you can't do what I can. Isn't that right?"

"That's right," he said, mostly because he needed to hear what else she had in mind.

"And because of that, I am your superior. And yet, you're still a boy, and you boys can have a lot of potential. You can do so much. You can cook and clean and overhear things. Not only that, you are an important part of these competitions. When we started, you didn't have to run. You didn't have to try. You could have turned around, dropped on your knees, and waited right there. Sure, Marina would have punished you for it, but you could still sabotage her. This is something so many of the boys born within the coven don't understand. For as long as they have been able to remember, they and the other males around them have all been completely and utterly subjugated. Their inferiority is a given to the point where they have forgotten what they can technically accomplish."

"What do you want from me? Why are you telling me all of this?"

"First, I’m wasting time because I want the others to think I'm having some trouble with you."

"Why?"

"Because I want you to understand the Marina doesn't care about you. And because she doesn't care about you, you should help me."

"Why?"

"Because if you do, I will wipe your memory and send you back your old life."

"You can do that?"

"Of course, I can," she said, making it sound so easy. "You're a boy, and boys can always be manipulated."

It should have been easy.

For so long, he had been searching through the different possibilities for a potential strategy which could be used against Marina. Then why did this make him tense? Why did he think he could taste bile at the back of his throat?

"I can see she's already gotten her hooks into you," Lexie said. She got up, and she crouched down in front of him. She looked at this boy, and she looped her fingers underneath his collar, "During the next competition, we will be racing one another. It's going to be a lot of fun for the girls and very uncomfortable for you boys. But that's okay. As you run, I want you to think about what you actually want. Do you want to be her slave?"

"No," he said automatically, only he couldn't pack the same vehemence he had expected into his answer.

"No," she echoed him. "You don't want to be a slave. Because if you are her slave, she will mark you. She will leave an indentation on your soul, and you will always belong to her. You will yearn for her approval. You will be desperate to get close to her, to be with her, to please her. You will surrender completely. That's not what you want, boy. I can see it in your eyes. Even now, you long for your old ambitions. You want to go back to your little cubicle and stare at your screen and think about the ways you can change the world."

"But what about the rest of you? How can I go back to my life when there is so much more to the world?" Each word came out, awkward and cumbersome, mostly because he had never contemplated a possibility like this before. As he focused on projected earnings and cost reports, Eric had believed he could see how the world was actually shaped.

But he had been wrong.

"Remember, I'm going to let the covens do as they see fit. If I become the Heiress Aparent, I'm probably not going to change anything. Marina, on the other hand, is far more erratic. Is that what you want? Do you want a girl who follows her whims to take control of one of the most powerful covens in the world?"

"I, I don't know…"

"Actually, I think you do."

"You're saying she would push ahead? She would take over?"

"It seems likely," Lexie told him. "She's the kind of girl who likes to wander around and play with the toys she finds. So far, I'd argue the schism has been pretty good for you. Sure, there are women in my family who believe that the boys the world need to be thoroughly and explicitly subjugated, but I tend to be a fan of the easy equilibrium we have. We stick to the shadows, enjoy the fruits of your labors, and you get to continue on under the impression that you are free to do as you wish."

"What do you want from me?"

"Two things," she said, holding up a pair of digits as though he might not understand otherwise. "First, I want you to understand her."

"What?"

"If you talk to her, you're more likely to realize the truth. And if you realize the truth, you'll definitely do the second part for me."

"What is that?"

"Betray her," Lexie said. "During the race, I want you to lose. She will climb up on your back, and she will ride you hard, but you are still her mount. You are her steed, and if you refuse to budge, then she doesn't stand a chance."

"I, I…"

"You don't need to make a decision right now. Like I said, talk to her. But now, I think you're done with your speaking privileges." She yanked him closer, raised her other hand, and pushed her palm to his mouth. Fresh energy tangled along his skin, and he didn't bother asking what was going to happen. Instead, he closed his eyes and waited for the black flames to rise up along their bodies.

"What took you so long?" Marina demanded.

"Your boy is slippery," Lexie said.

For his part, Eric glanced around. The world was still frozen. Back in the apartment, he had been able to pretend that the world hadn't really changed, yet he was once again confronted by the power and influence these women wielded over the world. Fundamental laws of physics and reality meant nothing against their ability to literally stop time.

Lexie shrugged, "Or maybe he just really, really wanted to get away."

"You did an amazing job," Marina said to her boy. Her eyes practically glowed with excitement. "I caught her familiar almost ten minutes ago."

Eric opened his mouth to speak before he remembered that his speaking privileges had been once again revoked. Inside, something tensed. It was that old anger. These women really thought they could play with the men of the world and win.

Did he want to get involved in their rivalry? Did he want to be part of this?

He glanced back at Marina, and he felt it again, that twinge of attraction.

She sauntered over to him, attached his leash, and guided him forward.

That's when he saw the two other boys. They were positioned on some kind of display. "Go to the top," Marina said. She yanked on his leash to ensure his obedience.

Following after his Mistress, he climbed up onto the stand.

"Ladies and gentlemen, we have our victors. In first place, Marina and her familiar, Eric!" It was an elderly woman who made that announcement. She didn't seem to try, yet her voice still carried across the air to the assembled women and their slaves.

After that, Marina seemed to enjoy the attention. To her leashed boy, it seemed like dozens of women came up to congratulate her. They squeezed her shoulders and hands. They embraced her, holding her tight and whispering words of encouragement to her.

While all of this happened, Eric kept his gaze aimed downward. For the most part, they ignored him. Occasionally, one of the women might come up and gently run her hand along the top of his head. The first time that happened, he flinched. Then he realized something. As far as they were concerned, they had every right to touch him. He was just an animal there on his knees before his owner, and they could touch him if they liked. A few of them gave him words of encouragement, telling him, "You must been really scared, but I'm sure you are still a brave boy." Another woman said, "We watched all of it. You were so cute as you hid under the bed."

Did they really watch all of it?

By now, he wasn't surprised by the idea that these women could monitor him. The competition only made sense if it was a spectator sport. Standing around, waiting for one of the women to return with her prize seemed pretty boring. But if those witches could reach out with their senses and follow along, then he could understand why they might enjoy this.

But if they could watch all of it, did that mean they knew about Lexie and what she had told him?

No. Probably not.

For once, Eric wanted to bow his head down, close his eyes, and pretend he was somewhere else. He wanted to let these women deal with the politics of their family. Somehow, he almost felt grateful that his speaking privileges had been revoked since it meant he didn't have to worry about lying.

But what if Lexie had been telling him the truth?

At one point, Eric glanced back up at Marina. He studied the curved tips of her hair, the sleek suit she wore, her curves, and it was hard for him to pull his gaze away from her. She looked so amazing, so powerful and dexterous. After a few seconds, she seemed to notice his attention. She glanced down at him, and he almost wished she would tell him something reassuring.

And yet, she had hunted him down, kidnapped him, tamed him and teased him.

Had he been tamed?

No. At least, that was what he wanted to tell himself. He could still think for himself. And at that moment, he could still feel the urge to earn his freedom, no matter what it took.

And yet…

If he helped Lexie, then Marina would fail. She would be humiliated in front of her sisters, cousins, and aunts. Intellectually, Eric tried to convince himself that he didn't care about that. And yet, it all came down to one simple truth: if he fought her at the right moment, he could probably make her lose. But if she lost, it would hurt her.

Was that what he wanted?

Tentatively, Eric reached up, and he brushed his fingers underneath the collar. He tugged at it without any real hope of removing the band of leather. It represented her control over him, and he knew he wouldn't be able to remove it on his own. Even if he returned to the mundane world, would something like a chainsaw be enough to slice through that material or had it been protected by some kind of supernatural force?

Lexie could remove it.

Although he didn't understand how their abilities worked, he was confident that one which would be able to undo the work of another. But could he trust her? He hated that thought. If she wanted him to betray Marina, would she actually honor her side of the bargain? If these women really did see him as nothing but livestock, why would they bother with any kind of contract? Why follow through on any agreement?

Biting down, Eric stared at a random spot of pavement.

At some point, the other women had wandered off. Maybe they wanted to go celebrate, but it was Marina who crouched down in front of her boy. Right after she touched him, she asked, "Are you ready?" Just as the tingling heat spread down to his throat, Eric realized he had been given his speaking privileges again.

Tentatively, he asked, "Ready for what?"

"Our private celebration," she told him.

Right as he heard those words, fresh desire pulsed through his body. Right away, he glanced back up at her, "Yes, Mistress."

Then she surprised him. He was down on his knees, so she tilted his head back and she kissed him. From there, she leaned forward, and she whispered into his ear, "You made me very proud. Your Mistress is pleased."

Your Mistress is pleased.

Her four words seemed to bounce and vibrate through his body. This warm sense of light excitement rushed through him, and it had nothing to do with his manhood. Instead, he remembered what it was like to win a spelling bee back in middle school. His teachers congratulated him and a couple of the other kids glanced at him with barely concealed envy. It hadn't been a big deal, of course. Most of his classmates didn't really care. And yet, he had still done something worthwhile, and now that exact same feeling seemed to glow at the base of his stomach.

"Come along," she said, sliding her fingers under his collar.

Her lips moved in another incantation, and the fingers on her free hand darted through the air. Black flame sprang up along their bodies and they disappeared.

This time, Eric didn't experience that lurch of sensation and disorientation as they landed on her living room floor. She wrapped her boy's leash around her wrist and tugged. "Crawl," she said.

Before he realized what he was doing, he had pushed himself forward onto his knuckles and knees. He followed that beautiful woman as she strode ahead. She practically skipped ahead, forcing him to crawl as fast as he could. He stopped thinking. He didn’t worry about that doubt at the edge of his mind. Instead, he soon found himself on his knees in front of that beautiful girl, and then she smiled. With one finger, she beckoned him to stand, and he obeyed.

Eric lifted himself up onto his feet, and that's when she slowly turned around. "Unzip me," she ordered, and he obeyed.

"You can feel it, can't you? Right now, you simply want to be a good boy for me."

Yes, he did.

She continued, "My pleasure is your top priority. You don't need to worry about anything else nor do you don't need to think about investment deals, taxes, bills, or the rest of life because you know exactly what you need to do." He unzipped her catsuit, and she peeled off that single layer of sleek material. Then he saw her naked body, and his heart pounded faster now. She pulled off her panties, and soon she was naked, just like him.

Unlike this boy, she still possessed her independence and freedom. She was the owner, and he was the pet. She was the Mistress, and he was her slave.

Those truths tightened around him, even as she noticed this boy on his knees. She looked down into his eyes and she smiled. "I am very impressed with your work today. You tried so hard, didn't you? I didn't think you would be able to evade her for that long."

A flash of guilt twisted across the back of his neck even as it soaked down into the rest of his body.

"Yes, Mistress," he said.

"Good," she said. "Because I think my boy deserves a treat. And to begin, I'm going to let you worship my body."

"Yes, Mistress," he told her.

She turned around and sauntered over to her bed. She pulled away the blankets and pillows and lowered herself down onto her back. She closed her eyes and waited.

Tentatively, he rose to his feet. He walked forward, and he looked down at her. Again, there was that little flash of nostalgia, the hint of regret, a stab of disappointment, only those feelings had nothing to do with Marina. Instead, his thoughts turned elsewhere.

What was wrong with him?

"Mistress?"

"What is it, boy?" Marina asked, her tone light and indulgent.

"Are you, are you going to let me out of my chastity belt?"

She sat up, bracing her weight on her elbows as she looked down at him. "What do you think?"

"I don't know what to think," he confessed. Then, without even thinking about it, he reminded her, "I'm just a boy."

That's when she giggled. Then she threw her head back and laughed at him. His face turned a bright shade of red, and he remembered what Lexi had told her about Marina and how this girl didn't really value her slaves. She only kept Eric because he could be her familiar for this competition. That was the only reason…

When they finished, she wouldn't need him.

As a businessman, Eric had prided himself on his sense of realism. Unlike so many other "visionary" partners, Eric tried to see through the fog of idealism. Yes, as he built his business with his partners, he wanted to believe they were making the world a better place. But in truth, their battery technology would be an incremental improvement for society. He wouldn't be changing the world; they wouldn't be able to fix all of society's problems. Modesty and intellectual humility were incredibly important, especially because he refused to build a company on the strength of brash ego alone, as so many other famous businessmen had done.

Whenever he saw Marina, however, it was almost impossible to focus on reality. This girl seemed to bend the laws of physics with her presence. Logic didn't apply, especially because her smile triggered something at his core. "You are just a boy," she agreed. "But you've been a good boy, so I'm going to let you figure it out. Now, come over here. Pleasure me."

"How?" Eric honestly didn't know what to do with this freedom, "How would you like me to pleasure you?"

"Use your imagination," she said. "Follow your instincts. Don't think about it. Just act."

A few days ago, that would have meant jumping off of the bed and darting for the door. But now, he climbed up onto the bed and he considered this beautiful girl arrayed in front of him. She was so amazing from the soft texture of her skin to the curves of her breasts, the slender contours of her neck, her lips, her shining eyes, the shape of her ears. Every detail seemed to call out to him, to make it impossible for him to resist her influence.

Was it her magic? Had she cast another spell on him?

No. He didn't think so. But he couldn't be sure.

Before he abandoned his thoughts altogether to concentrate on this girl, he thought of that one conflict everyone had to contend with. Yes, people might feel like they were making their own decisions, but how many choices were prompted by instincts or biologically programmed reflexes? To what degree was choice and self-determination just an illusion?

Close to this beautiful girl now, he didn't care. He reached down, and he started to massage her right foot, then her left. At the same time, he stretched his head down, and he started to kiss her ankle, her shin, her knee. He worked his way up, and that's when she chortled, "Remember to take your time, boy."

"Yes, Mistress," he said.

The temptation to press his face down between her legs in her pussy rushed through his body. In fact, he saw her slit and the tuft of her pubic hair, and he wanted to yield to her right there. And yet, she insisted he take his time, so he moved his hands up along her legs to her hips. He kissed her, moving his mouth up to her navel, then, that spot between her breasts.

"Would you prefer left or right, Mistress?"

Marina knew exactly what he meant. The corners of her eyes crinkled with amusement. "Left," she said, entertained by her slave's creativity.

For the next few minutes, he didn't think or worry. His hands moved along her frame, caressing her skin. He started at her ankles and worked his way up. He brushed his fingers along her thighs, and every caress sent warm bolts of pleasure and satisfaction racing along her skin. That was his goal; that was his only priority.

And now he wrapped his lips around her left nipple by her command. He licked and sucked. He used the edges of his teeth, listening as she let out satisfied little gasps and moans.

By now, her slit was probably damp with excitement, but he needed to take his time.

That was a different kind of torture, especially because this was supposed to be a celebration. He had done a good job, so he deserved a reward.

Right?

"You're working so hard, aren't you?" Marina asked.

"Yes, Mistress," he said, pulling away from her breast, just long enough to utter those words.

"Good. This is how you earn rewards. This is how you get your treats. You want out of that chastity belt, don't you? All you have to do is dedicate yourself completely to me."

Eric didn't try, yet Lexie's words still scraped across his thoughts: Marina didn't care about him. She was only using him. She would discard him just as quickly as she had adopted him. And what would that mean for this boy? Lexi offered him freedom; even if he wouldn't remember this, he could go back to his old life. That was what he wanted. Right?

Those doubts remained distant and shunted off to the side, but he couldn't ignore them. They felt like a bug bite on the back of his neck.

Concentrating harder now, he looked down at his Mistress. He loved how her hair was spread around the pillow even as his hands continued to move along her body.

At this point, he raised his head and brushed his fingers along the contours of her breasts. He didn't touch her nipples again, not right away. Instead, he just barely came into contact with the soft give of her delicately firm flesh. Then he pressed down, cupping her mounds and squeezing them. He kneaded her breasts as he straddled her.

"You like being on top of me like this?"

"Yes, Mistress," he confessed.

"Does it feel natural? Does it feel like this is where you belong?"

Right away, he shook his head. "No, Mistress. This is a treat. This is a special reward because I worked hard and pleased you," he told her.

"Exactly," she said. "Does it really matter where you are? Whether you're on top of me or behind me or underneath me?"

"No?"

Although she enjoyed his attention, she was still able to push through her own desires and arousal as she looked up at him. "You don't sound sure of yourself, boy. Care to try again?"

Because this felt like a test, he gulped back his nervousness and told her, "No, Mistress. It doesn't matter where we are in relation to one another."

"Why not?"

"Because you are my Mistress, and I belong to you."

I belong to you. The words echoed inside of his head, and he realized something; he wanted to believe them. He wished he could. And yet, those doubts still continued to burrow their way down into the back of his mind. He thought of Lexie again, and how that girl may have been playfully cruel, yet she had seemed sincere. Her arguments made sense…

"You do," she said. That's when she reached up and slid her fingers around the back of his head before tugging him down. He braced his weight on his elbows, and he kissed her, his lips just barely touching hers at first. But then she wanted more. She forced him down, and now their tongues danced and teased one another.

She rubbed her body against his. She tugged him onto his back. She spread her legs, and that's when she started to rub herself on him.

His eyes widened as he realized what was happening. She started to grind against him and she could do this because she was in charge.

"Yes," she said.

For once, he didn't have to use his mouth. And yet, he wanted to.

"Tell me where you belong," she instructed, her breath coming faster now.

"I belong to you, Mistress. I, I am your property. I'm your slave. I'm your pet." The words tumbled out of his mouth, one after another. He uttered those words as declarations, yet they still tasted like promises.

"Tell me where you belong," she instructed again.

"Wherever you want me, Mistress. It doesn't matter if I'm on my back or on my knees or standing up because I belong to you." As he said those words, he could feel that conflict lodged deep within his psyche. Was he telling her the truth or was he simply playing her game?

As hard as he tried, he couldn't tell one way or the other, and now she forced him up onto his knees. She matched him and they kissed like that right there on the bed. Her hands moved down to his naked ass. She played with him, touching him, and teasing him. Her nails grazed the curves of his buttocks, and then she stroked the small of his back. She grabbed him by his shoulder blades, all while she continued to kiss him.

"Remove your chastity belt," she said.

As she had toyed with him, he hadn't noticed the audible click of the locks.

Although his mouth felt dry, he dropped his hands to the belt. He started to remove it, pulling off the different pieces. Suddenly, he was hard and that's when she grabbed him. She pulled him down onto the bed. Her back hit the mattress first, and now he was on top of her.

"Good boy," she said. "This is what you get for trying so hard."

"Mistress?"

"What is it, boy?"

"May I...May I service you?"

"Yes," she said. "You may." She lifted her knees and spread her legs. He slid down between her inner thighs and he pressed his face to her pussy, just as he had done before. As he started to lick, this felt right. It felt correct.

He didn't know how that was possible. Seriously, he was supposed to be focused on his career, his ambitions. He was supposed to be dedicated to his business, not the pleasure of a beautiful girl like Marina Diamonte. And yet, she owned him…

That simple truth gripped him tight, especially as he continued to lick, his tongue sliding up and down, then left and right. He worshiped her, spiraling his tongue in those quick movements, all for her satisfaction.

"Get up here," she called out.

Her boy crawled forward, and he slid his cock down between her legs. She had hold of him now, and she claimed his member. Yes, he was desperately hard, yet he still focused all of his attention on this girl. That storm of desire may have worked off on the horizon, but he looked down into her eyes, and he studied her face, and he was so close to her.

"You need permission," she reminded him.

Eric didn't need to ask what she meant.

His Mistress pulled him down and suddenly his cock was right there between the walls of her pussy. He went in, inch by inch, slowly. Her body was relaxed and ready for him, but he still savored that tight heat. His breathing came faster and faster. His heart pounded and he didn't know if he could really hold off. Then again, he didn't have any choice.

This was what his Mistress craved; she owned him and would get whatever she desired. He would give it to her. He had no choice. He belonged to her.

"Nice and slow," she commanded.

He drew back. Just before he could pull away entirely, he pushed down again. He worked her gently just like that as she arched her back and pushed her shoulder blades down against the mattress. Her shoulders rubbed along the smooth sheets, and she reached for the headboard. She grabbed the underside of the wooden frame, her fingers pressing down until they turned white. At the same time, her nails scratched against it the wood, not that she cared.

"Good boy. That's right. This is what you do to please your owner," she said.

For a few seconds, she seemed to lose herself. Then she glanced back, their eyes met, and she told him, "Tell me what you are. Tell me how I've trained you."

"You trained me, Mistress," he agreed, his voice straining. "You’re training me and breaking me, and…"

"Stop," she ordered. He halted, frozen in position by her command. "And what? What am I doing?"

"You make me forget," he said.

Her expression softened, she reached back, her fingers tightened against the curves of his ass, and then she spanked him. She struck hard. "Good," she said as she demonstrated her authority over this boy.

He pumped down again, thrusting into her. He drew back. He jerked down again. He pleasured her with his shaft, just as she expected. "Faster," she instructed.

Again, he obeyed. He yielded to her authority and gave her everything she wanted.

"That's right. Fast! Hard!" She had her knees in the air, her ankles raised. He pushed down and withdrew, sliding forward and back just as she wanted. The heat and friction of their bodies spun hot and fast as he gave her everything he had. By now, his heart was pounding and perspiration appeared along his brow. If he wanted to stop, he didn't get the chance.

He focused on her.

Strangely enough, he didn't have trouble suppressing the orgasm. Despite everything she had done to him, he knew his place at that moment. He forgot about everything else, so the rest of the universe just faded away. He was her slave, and he could concentrate on her. He could lock all of his attention on that one moment and lose himself to the truth of his subjugation. He was owned. He belonged to her.

She smacked his ass again. The pain helped him concentrate. Pleasure and quick snaps of agony flared together deep at his center, all while he satisfied this woman.

She cried out. Her muscles tensed and he could feel that delicious pressure right between his legs. She squeezed his cock, and he lost control. As she said, "Come for me, boy! Come right now! You know you belong to me. You know that orgasm belongs to me!"

Yes!

Marina was right; he was her slave.

He jerked back as he finished, spent and exhausted.

She grabbed him and pulled him close. He rested his head against her shoulder. He was still breathing hard, and now she reached out and pressed her hand against his chest. "Your heart is pounding," she told him.

"Yes, Mistress. I tried. I tried really hard to pleasure you." Normally, he didn't worry about complements or reassurance. Since he had been one of the cofounders of his company, he hadn't been able to rely on anyone else to comfort him if something had gone wrong. Yes, there had been Mark and Alicia, but they had their own concerns. When it came to the finances, he carried those responsibilities as best he could.

"You did," she reassured him. After that, she closed her eyes, and she was ready to relax now. Within the next few seconds, she could fall asleep…

"Mistress?" Eric didn't know what prompted the question. Some perverse sense of curiosity? Something else altogether?

"What is it, slave boy?"

Slave boy. She used that term so casually. He tried not to flinch, especially because he couldn't risk disturbing her. Besides, there was that other question. He felt possessed, especially because he knew this was foolish for so many reasons. She probably wouldn't tell the truth. If she did, he might not want to know the answer.

"Mistress, do you care about me?" Even as he spoke, the words hit the air, and this sense of embarrassment flooded through his body. He tensed, and he wanted to tell her that it didn't really matter.

Before he got the chance, she chuckled, "Don't worry your cute little head about that," she said. Casually, she reached up and stroked his head. "No more speaking privileges for you."

The tingling warmth returned along his throat, and he knew he would not be able to talk.

Instead, he closed his eyes. After everything he had gone through, the exhaustion was right there waiting for him, especially now that he couldn't speak.

Pretty soon, they both fell asleep.

Marina looked down at the boy. When she woke up, she found this boy pressed against her side. He was strong and powerful, at least for a male. She smiled and couldn't help but think of dogs or ponies. There were those animals out in the world, beasts who had once been at the apex of physical achievement. No person could hope to run as fast as a mighty stallion. No human could compete with the loping gait and dangerous fangs of a wolf.

And yet, dogs were pets and ponies existed to please little girls who were fascinated by horses.

That was what this boy had become, she reflected.

After she awoke, she decided to let him sleep. Because she still craved her own entertainment center versions, Marina had expended the energy to teleport him back into his cage. Not only that, she had returned him to the chastity belt. When he woke up, he would be bound just like before.

Stretching her arms over her head, she gazed down at him longer than she had expected.

Did she care about him?

Marina didn't know how to answer that question, not yet. He was intriguing. He was beautiful in so many different ways. He entertained her, certainly. But did she care about him?

Marina wasn't familiar with that kind of question. Sure, she had met other women from her coven who claimed to love their familiars, but the notion had always seemed foreign and exotic to a girl like Marina. As far as she was concerned, boys were supposed to be interchangeable.

Right?

Shaking off those thoughts, she closed the door behind her and stepped back out into her living room. She found her phone and decided to relax for a couple of minutes.

Just as she started to scroll through her feed, her phone buzzed and vibrated. Jenna's name appeared there.

"Congratulations are in order," her friend said right away.

"Thank you very much," Marina said.

"I think you did a really good job hunting down Lexie's familiar," Jenna said. "But I think we should talk."

"I don't know. I liked the enthusiastic congratulations from before," Marina said, smirking. "Can we go back to that?"

"Look, I’m pretty serious about this. I have been hearing some rumors…"

"Jenna, there are always rumors swirling around," Marina replied.

"You might be right about that," her friend conceded, "But is that a risk you really want to take?"

"Okay. Then tell me."

"I think we should talk in person."

Marina nodded. "Where?"

"Feel like a hamburger?"

It was funny; in a city filled with literally millions of people, witches and their covens could go around unnoticed and undetected.

Ultimately, it always came down to a question of focus. So many people here had their own priorities and specializations. Maybe elsewhere in the world, neighbors could get to know one another and worry about each other's business. Here, each individual had some project, goal or intention. Maybe it was a date, hooking up with someone hot, meeting up with her friend, completing a report, making a sales pitch, or hitting a certain score on their favorite screen. One way or another, they stopped paying attention.

Even so, Marina and the other casters all knew the city's blind spots: alleys, hidden corners, and other spots in the shadows.

Dressed in snug black yoga pants, a pair of her favorite flats, a white blouse and a red vest, Marina emerged from one of those empty spots between two buildings. She stepped out onto the sidewalk with dozens of other people.

Across the street, she saw Hamburger Patty's. Yeah, it was a corny name, but they served some of the best burgers in the city. In spite of her family secrets, she crossed the street with a couple of high school girls and listened as they chatted and treated in conspiratorial comments about some argument for drama percolating between them and their friends. For a moment, Marina examined those young women. They were bright, vivacious, confident, and determined. Marina wasn't attempting to eavesdrop, but she still overheard one of these girls say, "I don't care what he thinks. I'm not going to let him get away with this."

What was it? Had her boyfriend cheated? Maybe he lied to her about something?

The other girls nodded along.

By that point, the group had crossed the street, and now they headed toward the opposite block. For her part, Marina watched them go and wondered about those mundane girls. No, they didn't wield magic and yet they were ready to assert themselves.

Was it time? Was it time for the women of the world to step up and seize control?

Despite her tutors' best efforts, Marina hadn't paid much attention to history, ancient or otherwise. She knew the basics about the world wars, colonization, empire building, the various crimes against humanity spread across the different continents, and more. But if one went back millennia, it was possible to see an entirely different world. At some point in the ancient past, women had ruled. Because they oversaw the rights of fertility, they had been able to take control.

A woman's natural role was that of guardian, priestess, and leader. Even decades ago, when the entire world seemed to be ruled by men along virtually every facet of society, there were still those little acknowledgments. Men who wrote sitcoms and dramas still indicated just how much influence a woman might have. Try to expressions like "Happy wife, happy life" and "A man might be the head of the house, but the woman is the neck," conveyed a sense of authority. Even if society had been engineered for male supremacy, it still wasn't enough.

On the edges, women looked on and watched. More importantly, they exerted a great deal of control and influence.

That was back when the majority of women had been thoroughly raised to believe in their own inadequacy. But that had been stripped away. With every generation, women became more and more powerful.

Would or could feminists eventually evolve into female supremacists?

It a possibility.

With the help of the covens, it might become a certainty, Marina knew…For a long time, the schism had seemed like an academic exercise. But as she watched that cadre of students head down the block, Marina felt something else. It was a thrill of excitement, the knowledge that she could become the Heiress Apparent and contribute to the future.

What would that look like?

For so long, the women of her coven had reigned supreme over their own territories and fiefdoms. For centuries, man has wandered the world, exploring, innovating, searching and working so hard, all while they believed they were in charge. But so many major corporations, government entities, and other parts of society were controlled by Marina and her sisters.

Was it time for the women to seize control everywhere?

Perhaps it didn't need to be a charade; maybe they didn't need to play this game.

Marina imagined all of the men out there collared and leashed, stripped naked, or dressed to please their owners. Those girls were already confident, but what would they think if they saw the truth? What if, instead of worrying about their boyfriends' poor decisions, those girls could prevent them instead? What if every male out there understood that he wasn't entitled to a vote, to property rights, to anything except commands from his superiors?

Nibbling on the inside of her mouth, Marina shook her head. Yes, she wanted to indulge a little while longer, but she also refused to keep her cousin waiting.

Unsurprisingly, Marina stepped through the door, and she spotted her friend in a booth on the other side of the restaurant. Marina strode over and took her seat.

"The victor arrives," Jenna said as she lowered her menu.

"My boy, did well, and I got lucky."

"I watched you hunt. You did a remarkable job with that familiar," Jenna said.

"But you don't think that was enough, do you?"

"That depends," Jenna said.

"On?"

"On how seriously you want to take all of this," her friend said. Jenna reached across the table, grabbed Marina by her hands, and rested her palms over her knuckles. "There've been some whispers about Lexi and her performance."

"What whispers?" Marina asked as she narrowed her eyes slightly. At the same time, she glanced around the rest of the restaurant as though she expected double agents to lurk at any of those tables. But no, they were just regular people: families, couples, friends, and individuals who wanted to grab some food before heading back home or to work.

"Lexie may have let you win," Jenna told her.

"Why would she do that?"

"Drama," Jenna replied. "Or maybe she wanted to take some time to talk to your boy."

"My boy?" Marina thought about it, and she could hardly understand why someone like Lexi would want to talk to Eric. Yes, he was cute and could be fun, especially when he squirmed against his bonds, but he was still just a boy. Besides, there weren't any threads binding the two of them, not as the universe had dictated for Marina and Eric.

"Do you think she could turn him?"

"I think he's a boy," Marina said.

"That didn't answer my question," Jenna replied. "I'm serious, Marina. Do you think she could turn him against you? The competitions are supposed to be straightforward, but we both know how all of these games work. She doesn't need to be a better rider or interrogator or huntress if she can get you to trust him. The wrong mistake at the wrong moment can wreck everything. I know that. You know that."

"He won't betray me," she said. "I've trained him thoroughly." In fact, Marina had been able to sense it, that uncovered drive on his part. More and more, he had discovered his natural inclination. Like all men, he yearned for the opportunity to be owned. Maybe the boys who sauntered around society and pretended they had power would resist or argue, but those instincts lurked within every male. Men needed to be owned. They needed to be controlled, disciplined, punished and domesticated.

As far as Marina was concerned, a boy could only be happy with a collar around his neck and a woman to serve.

"But he's smart, too, isn't he? I saw the way he ran off. He didn't just panic. He didn't just push himself until he collapsed like some of the others."

"He's smart...for a boy," Marina admitted.

"Then there's the other half of the equation, isn't there?"

"Why are you bringing all this up?"

"You know why," Jenna replied.

Marina rolled her shoulders back, "Because you're my best friend and you care about and are worried about me?"

"Exactly." Jenna glanced toward the entrance for a moment. She watched as the servers raced from table to table, bringing drinks and food. "And we’re growing up, everyone could see just how powerful you would become. It wasn't just a question of your incantations. You know what you're doing and you know what you want. But now, it's a little bit harder because you aren’t just playing with some random boy. You have grabbed a familiar."

"For the competition," Marina pointed out.

"Is that all?" Jenna asked.

"You want to know if I care about him?"

Several seconds of silence lingered between them. "It's going to make a difference," Jenna eventually said. "I know you don't like to think in those terms, but he's a boy, he's going to get attached if he hasn't already. Lexi might be able to use that against you."

Marina inhaled slowly, filling her lungs as she contemplated exactly how she would respond. Finally, she looked right back at her friend. "He's a boy, and I don't need to worry about what he's thinking or feeling. I'm a woman, and I make the decisions in our relationship."

"That's not exactly how it works," Jenna told her.

"Just because you are soft on Jacob, that doesn't mean I need to coddle Eric."

Other women might have been offended, but Jenna just shook her head and grinned. "If you think I'm soft on Jacob, you have no idea how our relationship works."

"Do you rely on him? Do you depend on him?"

"Sometimes," Jenna acknowledged. "But I also pay a lot of attention to him, and I don't take him for granted."

"Why not? He's a boy. It's not like he could ever compete with you," Marina pointed out.

"True," Jenna said. "But I want to be able to trust him. Even if you think of a boy as nothing more than livestock, a tool, or a slave, that still gives him an opportunity."

"You really think Eric is going to be trained?"

"Have you told him how much you care about him?"

"What makes you think I care about him?" Marina asked right after her back stiffened and she stared across the table at her cousin.

Jenna just stared back at her, her expression taut with undisguised skepticism.

"I know you don't like trusting boys. I don't like relying on them, but there is going to come a point where you need to make a connection with your familiar."

"What if I decide to get rid of him?"

"What? Sell him?"

"He's a strong boy with a lot of potential. And like you said, he's smart. If we win, he will be quite valuable."

"What do you think of that? What you really think of that idea?"

Marina's lips hardened. She had voiced that possibility so easily, only now there was that stab at her center, and she didn't like it. She turned away and glanced out the window. "It doesn't matter what I think. If I decide to become the Heiress Apparent, then I need to worry about our coven."

"You can't do it on your own," Jenna pointed out.

"I would have to do it on my own. That's the nature of leadership. Look, I know you would be there for me, and I have other friends and sisters who would want to help, but leadership means taking responsibility. Ultimately, someone has to be in charge, right? Someone needs to make the hard decisions."

For several seconds, Jenna didn't say anything. She had pulled in a long, slow breath, only now she held it. Eventually, she puffed out her cheeks and told her best friend, "Just be careful, okay? Don't take him for granted, and don't assume he will always be there for you. He's a boy, so you're in charge, but he still has feelings."

"He's a boy," Marina said with a little start. "I'll tell him what to feel."

When he saw the harness, Eric didn't know what to think. It was composed of a series of leather bands, stirrups, and buckles. Once he wore the restrictive harness, he really did feel like livestock.

After she had him properly equipped, she put her hand on his shoulder and commanded him to his knees. Of course, he dropped down. He still didn't understand what was going on. Yes, they were in the training room, which he thought meant it was time for him to start running again. And yet, why would he? They had already conducted the hunt. Marina had been victorious, both because her familiar managed to evade capture for the longest span, and she had managed to capture her target in the shortest amount of time.

Only now she had brought him back, and she connected the different restraints. At this point, his arms had been pulled behind his back and held in place. He could feel the straps around his thighs, between his legs, around his chest, and up and over his shoulders. It was tight, and now he kneeled in front of her.

She climbed up onto his back.

Without telling her boy what was going to happen, she slid her legs past his arms and into the stirrups. Then she raised her hand and placed her palm against his bicep.

"Up," she commanded. As she spoke, he thought he felt something, a breeze. They were in the middle of a skyscraper; that wasn't supposed to be possible. Maybe the air conditioning unit had decided to get especially aggressive?

No, it was something else.

When he pushed himself up onto his feet again, he expected to wobble. He thought this would be nearly impossible. Marina may have been a slender girl, but she still had to weigh somewhere around a hundred pounds. Right?

She channeled arcane energy into his body. As he lifted her up, he still felt the press of her frame against his shoulders and back. But it was different.

"Run," she instructed.

He didn't answer her. Instead, he jogged forward. With every stride, he expected to slip or fall.

Instead, he stayed upright. He practically jumped from one step to the next. His arms were locked behind his back, and there was this girl literally riding him with her feet in the stirrups. At some point, she materialized a crop in her hand. She smacked it against his right leg. That jolt of pain sent a spurt of adrenaline running through his body, speeding him up.

Clinging to his back, she laughed as he rushed forward. Pretty soon, her hair was bouncing against her shoulders, and she listened as he panted. Simultaneously, she decided to encourage him. "Run for me, boy. That's right. Run. Run hard. Run fast. This is how you're going to impress me. This is how you're going to please me. And we both know that's what you want to do, isn't it? You need to please your owner!"

"Yes," he gasped back at that beautiful girl locked there against his back. "Yes, Mistress!" As he called out those words, however, he thought about her answer. Did she care about him? He didn't know. What about Lexi? She offered him freedom…

As he ran forward, cutting from one curve in the track to the next street away, he contemplated how he was getting used. Yes, he was getting used. He could feel it like a knot of angry thoughts lodged deep at the base of his brain. He couldn't push them aside.

Before, when he had run, there had been the clarity of movement as he focused on his limbs, but this was different. It was cumbersome and difficult. Even with her added strength, he found his lungs burning for air. Heat danced along his skin and he wanted it to stop, if only because he didn't understand what the point would be.

What if he helped her win another game?

What would she do then?

If she didn't care about him, why was he bothering?

Although he allowed himself to fall into her orbit, this was different. After his conversation with Lexi, he felt like he was waking up again. More and more, he pushed himself past his urges and desires. He started thinking strategically again. Sure, the urge to escape had always been there, lodged within his chest, only now the frustration and humiliation pushed him harder.

He ran as she struck his right side, then his left. She wanted him to go faster!

"Keep going. Draw on the strength I’m giving you. You can do it, boy. Remember, you're going to have to run. You're going to have to jump."

That's when she grabbed onto his collar and pulled. For a moment, he could feel that pressure against his throat, and then she jerked to the right, so he turned to the left. He ran toward the rest of the gear in the training room.

"Don't stop," she commanded. This time, she pushed the strength of her will straight down into his body. "Jump!"

He leapt over the balance beam. It had to be at least four feet in the air, but he braced his knees, kicked off the ground, and flew up into the air. It wasn't amazing; he wasn't a superhero, but this was so much more than he would have been able to accomplish on his own.

It was only when he landed that she grabbed his ass and laughed. "Nice! No, let's do that some more!"

She trained him for several more days. He learned to run with that girl riding on his back. At the same time, he could feel the toxic anger simmer deep within his chest. She learned to control him, to ride him hard, to guide him. All she had to do was pull on his collar. At one point, she had laughed, telling him that some women used reins. She didn't see the point, especially when she knew she could already get him to do whatever she wished.

Marina didn't warn him. Clearly, she didn't see the point.

One morning, he woke up in his cage, and she was standing over him. "You know what the stakes are," she said. "Do well, you get rewarded. Fail, you will be punished."

He had glared up at her again. She hadn't expected that.

For the most part, he seemed to have settled into his captivity, only now she read his expression. Not only that, she had a hard time seeing past of the anger simmering within his psyche.

Still, she opened his cage and let him out. That's when she grabbed him by his wrists and pushed them up against the wall. He may have been taller, but she had no problem overpowering him. At least he had learned he couldn't struggle or fight her.

She kissed his neck, just above his collar. His breathing caught in his throat, and she chuckled. "It's good to know that even if you don't want to, you still can't help yourself. You belong to me, and you know it."

"Yes, Mistress," he said.

Was there an edge in his voice? Was there a little pulse of anger right there behind those words?

Possibly. If so, it wouldn't change anything.

Then again, she didn't know about Lexi's offer…

After she kissed his neck, she brought her hands up along his sides. As she touched him, he could feel the delicious tension right between his legs. His cock struggled to stiffen, and he wanted to pull away his chastity belt, but he couldn't escape that device.

Finally, she put her hand on the top of his head and pushed his face down. She kissed him. She took what she wanted. At the same time, she stimulated him, reminding this boy that he would always be at her mercy, at least until she decided to trade him to someone else.

Once she could feel his heart pounding, she pulled away and chuckled. "You're going to do your best, aren't you?"

"Yes, Mistress," he said. For a second, maybe less, she thought about trying to look into his eyes to read his intentions. But she had been playing with him quite some time now, so she didn't see the point. Besides, she still needed to get him into his gear.

Eric didn't resist as she slid the straps around his thighs, waist, chest and shoulders. She made sure the stirrups were in the right spots, and she tightened all of the straps and buckles. Perfect. She was ready to ride this boy into the race and to take her second victory.

She grabbed his hand, tightened her fingers against his, and she unleashed the black flames. The fires raced up along their bodies. They vanished, only to reappear on the street once again.

This time, Eric wasn't surprised when he saw that the world once again had frozen. At every angle, the world had simply stopped. Birds hung suspended, their wings outstretched. Way up overhead, a plane floated in the air as though it had been painted on the sky.

And then he saw the starting line. Several young women were already there, their boys appropriately bound and equipped with their riding gear.

"Come along," Marina said.

The boys were positioned straight ahead even as the Matriarch spoke. Once again, the wind carried her words, "We come together to see some of our youngest test their talents and abilities. We want to see what kind of power these women wield. Girls, the coven will be watching. Handle your boys, push them hard, and show us exactly what you can accomplish. Good luck."

Marina climbed up onto her boy’s back.

"Run hard, run well!"

Eric didn't see who called out those words, but he heard the synchronized clap of the crops down against of the boys' exposed flesh. He felt that first to jolt of pain, so he ran forward. He stumbled for a second, only to realize that Marina hadn't granted him any strength, not yet.

"I know what you want, boy," she said as the others started to race ahead. At that moment, Eric was struggling to dart between the different cars trapped in rush hour traffic. She reached for the base of his neck and her fingers pressed against the exposed patches of his skin. She channeled her energy and he suddenly felt that strength slip through his body.

"Run for me," she said. "Run hard."

He understood what that meant as he kicked forward, slamming his feet against the ground as he raced ahead.

By that point, the other riders had already cut the lead. Eric started to cut the distance between them as he enjoyed that rush of extra energy.

Another girl glanced over her shoulder, saw Marina, and quickly blanched. She brought her boy into the center of the cleared path.

Marina jerked Eric over to the side, and she called out, "Jump."

Just as they had practiced, he leapt up. He landed hard against one car. He expected the metal to bend or crumple underneath their combined weight. Instead, it held. He jumped up onto the top of the sedan. He nearly lost his balance; the roof was curved and being up high like this made him nervous. Even so, he leapt onto the hood of the vehicle before jumping down again. He hit the pavement, and he ducked to the right. He wove between the vehicles just as his Mistress commanded.

In his first few seconds, he understood something. This was her opportunity. At first, he just wanted to get ahead of the others. But if she won again, she would be in charge. She would take control of her coven. Two out of three victories would give her exactly what she wanted.

No.

He thought of his cage, the chastity device, the collar around his neck, and the company he had tried to build with his best friends. He thought of that girl and how he had almost surrendered to her. Those desires had drawn him forward, making it so easy to think that he could have a future with this girl.

He couldn't.

She didn't care about him; she would sell him off.

He was nothing but an asset. He was a piece of property, one she didn't care about. Maybe slavery would have been tolerable if it included her affection. But after this, she would move on to someone else, someone different, someone novel and exciting.

When he bit down, he didn't expect the fury or hurt. For so long, he had blocked out all of those different feelings.

"Run harder," she commanded. Her voice sounded like a whisper despite the air gusting past his ears.

He defied her.

At least, he tried to resist. Her command beat through his defenses, yet he still slowed down. To his right, he saw another rider break away and outpace them. He didn't know when they would come back around. By now, he had lost track. They had turned to the left, to the right, to the right again. No one had bothered to explain the race's route to the boys.

At first, he pushed himself as hard as he could. Then, up ahead, two or three blocks away, he spotted the finish line. There were the women cheering, laughing and pointing as they waited. In has peripheral vision he saw Lexi; he saw her familiar as he ran just as hard.

That other young woman didn't say anything to him. She didn't turn or acknowledge him.

And yet, her offer echoed inside of his head.

He could get back to his life.

As Marina squeezed her legs against his torso, he ran harder. He pushed all of his efforts into just keeping up with Lexi and her familiar. He could barely breathe. He sucked in one frantic gasp after another, he was exhausted and his lungs burned. It felt like he had inhaled nails. Too bad. She wanted him to keep running. If he intended to be a good slave, he had to do it.

This would be his chance.

Forty yards separated them from the finish line. Thirty. Twenty. Ten.

Eric stopped. He could've slowed down; that would have been enough, but he let the anger lock his legs into place. He stumbled to a stop, and his Mistress struck the side of his leg with her crop. She unleashed jolts of painful electricity. He didn't care. He stared straight ahead, and he indulged. He thought of that other girl, and that's when Marina tried to command him. "Run, boy. Run right now!" At the same time, she could only watch helplessly as the other riders cut them, darting for the finish line.

Then, only a few seconds later, the race ended with Marina's defeat.

"Why?"

He was in the center of the room, his arms and legs spread, black chains encircling his wrists and ankles just like before. He stared straight ahead as he hid behind those other defenses.

Marina paced back and forth. "Why? Why did you fail me like that?"

Eric said nothing.

"This is serious," Marina said as she stopped in front of him. She grabbed him by the base of his jaw and forced him to look into her eyes. "We are talking about the future of my coven. You understand what that means?"

Perhaps his eyes narrowed as he glared at her. Despite all the progress he had made, he now refused to speak. Of course, she had vented some of her fury back at the race. She still had the crop, but she needed to understand first. Despite the frustration clawing through her body, she couldn't rush forward.

That was something other women would have done. She had heard the stories of how Lexi disciplined and broke her boys. A few women indulged in their most sadistic impulses. As far as they were concerned, boys only had themselves to blame for the punishments they received. To some extent, this was true. And yet, Marina had always believed in control and precision. She took what she wanted and she disciplined boys when they stepped out of line, but she refused to let her rancor take over.

"No, of course you don't understand," she said. "You're just a boy."

She stopped in front of him, inhaled, and tried to think of this differently.

"Why did you stop?"

He still said nothing.

This boy must have sensed the shift in her tone because he glanced back at her. Their eyes only met for just a moment, and he said, "I want to rebel." After that, he bit down. He locked his jaw and he stared straight ahead again. Right there, she could've raised her hand and slapped him across the face. Less dramatically, she could have lifted her hand and unleashed a shot of pain straight through his body.

Considering the frustration raging right behind her rib cage, it would have been so easy to release that storm of incandescent anger. In fact, part of her still itched to watch him struggle and writhe against his restraints. But now, Marina had never ascribed to be her, that a woman should lose control. There were specific reasons why women were smarter and stronger and better than their male counterparts; part of that included the talent for both experiencing and controlling their emotions.

"Why?"

He smirked.

Stomping back and forth now, she could really understand why some of those other women believed in letting go and yielding to their worst instincts. A quick strike or another shot of arcane electricity might have been enough to prompt his obedience, but she needed it to be more than that.

She stopped in front of him, and she held her hands behind her back. She straightened her spine and peered right into his eyes. For several long seconds, she simply attempted to understand him. Unfortunately, this boy had grown up in the mundane world, so he had learned a lot about maintaining a stoic façade.

Among her people, every boy born to a coven understood his place. Part of that included absolute honesty. Boys aren’t taught to lie; sure, they might try from time to time, but the truth would always be discerned one way or another.

Only now, Marina searched through this boy's expression even as she tried to pierce the veil of his resistance, and it didn't work. Why not? She still didn't understand his ability to defy her.

She could have brought down the full force of her abilities. She could have shunted every iota of effort she possessed, but that would hurt him. At that moment, she needed to understand why he had behaved as he did. This wasn't about vengeance; it wasn't a question of breaking him. She could have done that. Instead, she wanted something from him.

Marina's tone softened, "Why did you do it? Why did you want to rebel?"

"I'm a boy...your slave boy," he said. "I wanted to fight back because I need to escape."

"That's not it," she said.

"How would you know?" At first, he sharpened his stare and focused on her. In that moment, she knew she was supposed to be annoyed or irritated all over again, yet she had him restrained and bound in her home. More importantly, she was still the woman in their relationship, which gave her every advantage. That's why the corner of her mouth started to rise up. In spite of everything he had done, she could still enjoy the way he wiggled and struggled. For his part, he snorted and rolled his eyes, "So what now? You don't like my answer, so you're going to take away my speaking privileges?" Every word dripped with disdain.

"You don't need to escape. He didn't want to escape. I could see it in your eyes. I could feel it in your psyche. Eric, you wanted to be my slave. You are ready to accept it."

"Never," he said.

"Liar," she shot back.

"I can't lie to you. I'm a boy, and boys are inferior. Remember?"

"You can try," she said. She looked into his eyes again, she stared hard, working to push through the barriers separating them. She needed to understand; she had to comprehend how something like this could be possible.

A boy's psyche was supposed to be a series of colors, sounds, and other perceptions. She was supposed to be able to look at him and sense the echoes of his emotions. But right there, there was just that storm, hazy and cloudy dark, nothing more. Somehow, this boy blocked her all over again.

"How?" Marina demanded.

He blocked her again. He stared right back at her and she could feel the strength of his willpower as he tried to fight her.

One second, two, three, four, five…

They didn't move; their battle shifted. They didn't need to speak. He tried to fight her, to hold this woman off with nothing but the strength of his willpower even as it was fueled by something else, a different kind of energy he wasn't supposed to possess. He was a boy; boys could never wield the arcane winds. And yet, she sensed something magical about him. A different kind of energy seemed to resonate through his body, just barely discernible behind his senses.

It made her think of those noises, you might hear when you're alone, and everything is supposed to be silent, and it's so quiet that you can barely detect the vibration on the air. In fact, you start to wonder if maybe it was something you imagined.

But she saw it.

She kept pushing. She fought hard, all while he channeled that pain. First, she shoved her way through his ambitions. Those didn't mean anything because he didn't actually care. The screens, the numbers, the presentations and those other goals didn't mean anything. They were a way to fill each day, endless hours pursuing bigger numbers on those same screens.

Underneath the ambition, she saw his real defenses.

Regret. Loss. Shame. It clouded his thoughts and made it almost impossible for her to navigate through the storm.

Marina didn't care; she pushed through. With nothing but raw, arcane power, she channeled those winds and fought his tornado with a hurricane.

In the real world, she bit down, and heat raced along her body. She was tensed, locked in place as every iota of willpower she possessed chopped through his defenses.

Eric's Mistress peeled back those barriers with the last of her strength, so she heard two syllables echo in her mind.

A name.

Marina jerked back, her eyes suddenly watering. Exhaustion had ensnared her, but she didn't care. Breathing in and out, she stumbled back, and wished she could just close her eyes for a couple of hours or maybe a couple of days. No. She needed to know what was happening and what transpired with her boy.

"It's not possible," Marina whispered as she thought through the implications.

"What did you do?" Eric asked. His head slumped forward for several seconds, but now he raised his chin, and he glared at her again. Some of the defiance had been stripped away from him. He was tired, but he didn't know why. He had struggled instinctively, wielding his masculine barriers to the best of his ability.

Normally a woman with Marina's talents could have bypassed his thoughts and emotions. She could have manipulated them, altering his perceptions until he would be willing to give her whatever she wanted. In fact, some of the witches enjoyed competing; random boys could be picked up and the women could demonstrate their talents by altering and sculpting their thoughts and instincts. Sometimes it was a race. How long did it take? Sometimes it was a question of artistry. Who could get her boy to worship her the best?

"I found the truth," she said. "Now, do you want to tell me anything about her?"

Right away, he opened his mouth. He intended to say something, only he stopped at the final second. No, he wouldn't tell her anything. Instead, he tightened his fingers into fists and sharpened his glower.

"That's what I thought," she said. She lifted her hand and pressed it to his forehead. A second later, black flames erupted along their bodies.

They dropped down in the middle of a sidewalk. Marina didn't care if anyone happened to see them. There were those moments when someone might spot something inexplicable, only to blink a couple of times and realize it must've been some kind of psychological glitch. Maybe some errant dust got into their eyes, or maybe they just imagined it.

For his part, Eric quickly touched his hands to his chest. She had done more than simply teleported them. "You're welcome," she said as he realized he was wearing clothing once again.

"Where are we?" Marina asked next.

"You tell me," he growled. "You brought us here."

She stepped behind him, put her hands to his cheeks, and forced him to face the house in front of them. When first built, it had probably been some kind of mansion. But now, on the outskirts of the city, it had been converted into a small apartment complex with a set of four doors.

"Where are we?" Marina asked again. She wouldn't let him turn away, no matter how badly he wanted to.

"This is her house," he said. "She lives in that apartment." He bit down. "At least, she used to."

"Who?"

"Britney."

"That shouldn't be possible," Marina said even as she reached out with her senses. She could feel the other people in that house, of course. There were a couple of guys. One of them was playing video games. Another was trying to take a nap, although he kept rolling back and forth as he attempted to deal with the light streaming through his windows. She also sensed the two women in the quadraplex. One was curled up on her favorite couch as she read a new novel on her tablet as she favored the freedom of a day off.

Then there was that other psyche.

Marina sensed the aura...only it was something new.

"What is she?" Marina whispered.

"Why are we here? What's the point of this?" Eric demanded right as she grabbed him by his hand and pulled him forward.

Marina focused on one door; at the same time, she tried to sift through her studies to think if anyone had mentioned anything like this. As a part of her education, she had learned about the various covens. More importantly, she had learned that every witch, whether one of her sisters or a woman from another family, wielded power which changed the tone and color of her aura. Spell casters could always identify one another, yet this soul seemed different.

She wasn't mundane. She wasn't a witch either...but that wasn't supposed to be possible.

Holding onto her boy's hand, she guided him up the stairs to the door on the second floor. She knocked, and then she waited.

When the door opened, a young woman stood there. Blonde and dressed in sweats, she glanced at Marina first before turning to Eric.

"Hello?"

The boy pressed his lips together, and he stared at her. Then it overwhelmed him, and he glanced down at the wooden deck beneath his feet.

"Hello. My name is Marina Diamonte. Can we talk for a couple of minutes? It's important."

Britney kept glancing from Eric to Marina and back to her ex again. Tentatively, she stepped back. "Yeah? I guess?"

When Marina stepped across the threshold, she reached out with her senses once again and she could feel it, just a trace of arcane energy. The winds may have touched all of existence, but this was different. It wasn't the home of a woman who routinely drew on those forces to shape reality. But it wasn't the mundane apartment of a girl who only worried about her job, friends, or a lover.

"Sorry," Britney said quickly as she moved some laundry off of her couch. "I wasn't really expecting anyone."

Marina sat down. She forced Eric to do the same.

At first, Britney stood over them, only then she seemed to realize this might be rude, so she sat down on the chair off to the side. With her knees pressed together, she leaned forward. She focused on her ex-boyfriend, only she must have recognized the hurt coloring his features, "How are you doing, Eric?"

Marina allowed her slave to speak for the moment. "I'm okay," he said. Both women could hear that nervous shake at the back of his throat. He could say whatever he wanted, but it was obvious that he didn't know how to exist right then or there.

"Britney, I'm sorry to interrupt, but need to know what happened between the two of you."

"And you are?"

"A friend," Marina replied. "I know this might seem strange, but I'm here for a very specific reason. I'm worried about this boy, and I want to make sure he gets everything he needs. Unfortunately, he won't tell me what's going on."

Britney smiled and shook her head for just a second. "Yeah, that sounds a lot like him."

"Can I ask...what happened between the two of you?"

Britney glanced over at Eric, like maybe she thought he would interject or say that this was none of her business. But since he stayed quiet on the edge of the sofa, Britney shrugged. They hadn't seen each other for several years. Did it really make a difference?

"Eric and I had a lot of fun, and we were really good together for a while."

"But?" Marina prompted.

"But I fell in love with someone else," Britney said, her voice dropping slightly.

"Do you regret it?"

Britney puffed out her cheeks for a second. She glanced over at the boy again, but he still couldn't match her gaze. Maybe she could sense something else. In any case, she turned back to Marina. "I was sorry that I hurt him," she said truthfully. "But I knew I had to be honest with him. I wasn't going to cheat on Eric, but I had fallen in love with someone else, so I had to move on. It looks like he has done pretty well for himself?"

"That remains to be seen," Marina said. This helped just a little bit, only she had to lean forward and ask, "I'm sorry if this is personal, but did you love Eric? When the two of you were together, did you fall in love with him?"

Britney hesitated for a moment, like she wasn't sure whether or not she was going to answer. There were all of the perfectly appropriate responses. She could have said something about how that was none of her business or how this question was inappropriate for one reason or another. Instead, she nibbled on the inside of her mouth, glanced away, searched through her feelings, and finally nodded. "Yes. I was in love with him. To be honest, I didn't think I was ever going to be up to love anyone the way I loved Eric. It was intense and wild and wonderful all at the same time. But it didn't last." She shrugged. "I don't know. I guess I don't really know how love does work."

"Thank you for your time," Marina said. She walked forward, and she reached out.

Britney got up onto her feet as well, and that's when Marina embraced her. She hugged this other woman, and that's when she felt it.

They walked outside. Eric probably had questions, but Marina wasn't interested in anything he had to say. He had been quiet that whole time, and now she needed to make her decision.

She’d take him back, ride him, fix him, and bring him to the competition.

They were out in public and she didn't care. This was more important, especially because she needed to work through her feelings. What did she just experience? This was different, something new.

It wasn't just Eric; he wasn't the next stage in evolution.

But what did this mean?

They made it about ten steps down the length of the sidewalk before she unleashed those doubts and insecurities. She channeled the energy into those black flames. They swept up from the ground, engulfing both of them.

They landed in her apartment. He had his arms and legs spread, and she had removed his clothing once again. She studied him.

He didn't try to look back at her. He was smart enough to know that something had happened, but what? More importantly, what was she going to do now that she had this new information? What was it? What did it mean?

Eric was just a boy and she had no intention of sharing her thoughts with him...not yet, not until she made her decision.

Once she had him back in his chains, she circled him for several minutes. She let her eyes run up and down along the contours of his body. From his calves to his chest, along his neck, down between his legs, and then toward his face. Finally, she stopped right in front of him, and she looked into his eyes.

At first, he stared past her, his stare focused on some random point past her shoulder. As the seconds ticked by and the time mounted, Eric got nervous. He didn't say anything. He didn't address her.

"You think you're impressive, don't you?" Marina asked. "You have a strong will, especially for a boy. Originally, that was what I assumed had allowed you to protect yourself from me. That's why you could resist my magic. It wasn't a question of my abilities. But it's not just your willpower, is it?"

The corners of his mouth hardened, yet he stayed quiet.

"It's not your willpower that has allowed you to resist. And now, I'm taking this away from you."

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

"Let's see if I can fix you," she replied.

Marina placed her hands on his chest; her thumbs touched right over his heart. At this point, his brows creased, and then he watched as the flames engulfed her. They ran through his body, washing over him. Although it didn't burn, his vision got obscured, and he tried to see what she was doing, all while her lips moved in impossible patterns. Those exotic syllables raced across the air, and he could almost feel the words caress his frame even as she bent reality around them. She folded the truth into something new.

Or at least, she made the attempt.

Marina kept talking. She kept speaking. She continued those words until something seemed to smack into her, and she stumbled back. Opening her fingers wide and keeping her arms at her sides, she glared at him, her expression tight with barely controlled fury. The power enveloped this girl as she strode forward again. She came up to him, and she braced one hand against his sternum.

Fresh, impossible sounds hit the air. His vision blurred as his attention was pulled away from that beautiful woman and this room.

He was thrown back.

Britney.

Seeing her in class.

Tentatively asking her out.

Holding her hand.

Kissing her for the first time.

Getting to run his hands along her body.

Sitting in that movie theater and flirting, laughing when they realized no one else was going to show up so they could talk and joke as loud as they wanted. Yeah, the movie sucked, but that was supposed to have been one of the best nights of his life.

He remembered the first time he peeled off her shirt to reveal her bra underneath, playing with the clasp and trying to remove it.

Licking her nipples, tasting her pussy, climbing up, and watching her as he got ready. Sliding his cock into the heat between her legs, savoring that tension and losing control.

When did he fall in love with her? When did those straight and curved lines get etched onto this boy, invisible ink on the unprotected flesh of his soul?

Then there was that other moment, the one he had tried to hide from for so long. She texted him and said they needed to talk. He drove to her place. He sat on the couch, and she sat next to him, and she took his hands, and she said she had met someone else. It wasn't his fault. He had been such a good boyfriend, and she would always treasure their time together, but…but...but...but...

The justifications were all there; he hadn't done anything wrong, and neither had she. She never cheated on him; she never lied to him. The feelings crept in slowly; she never meant for any of this to happen. Once she realized that truth, she told her boyfriend--she dumped him. There was nothing he could do about it.

He didn't remember getting up or driving back to his place. He could vaguely recall standing in his apartment and wondering what he was going to do, especially because his world had changed. When he woke up that morning, he had been connected to this incredible girl, and he loved her more than anything.

No, no, no!

Eric tried to push all of that aside. He wanted to bury it again. He had to shove those memories down underneath something else, anything else.

That's when he opened his eyes and he saw her again. Marina.

She had touched him and played with him. She had teased him and used him.

A new set of feelings came back. He remembered what it was like before he talked to Lexi. He remembered what it was like when there had been that hope. Even if he hadn’t named it or explored it, the sense of energy and hope had been there. The desire was there, pushing him forward.

She jerked her hands back. She stumbled away from him again.

He opened his mouth to say something, but she straightened her back and glared at him hard. The expression on her face sent a thrill of fear running down his spine. That's when she marched up to him again and she grabbed his forearms. Her fingers pressed down, her nails biting into his skin.

A burst of power destroyed the shackles. They vanished from around his wrists and ankles. Then she grabbed him and dragged him back into her bedroom. She shoved him down. She tore the chastity belt off of him, dematerializing the different components. Eric didn't even see if they clattered to the floor.

"What, what are you doing?"

"Taking you," she replied. That's when she kissed him. With her legs spread, she straddled him and she held him down.

His cock had hardened, and those barely suppressed desires surged through his body. All at once, he tried to grab her and to roll her onto her back. He wanted to be in her, to hold her down and to kiss her just as hard. But no, he couldn't do that. He was her slave, her property, and he couldn't resist.

Despite his best efforts, she knocked him down. She held him in place without bothering with shackles. By drawing on the arcane winds she gave herself the strength she needed. She kept him right there on his back, his arms trapped over his head. He had become that beautiful damsel in distress and she could ravish him whenever she wished.

"You are mine," she said. Right after, she whispered another set of syllables. His vision blurred again, and he tried to think of Britney. The images came back, but something was different? He couldn't be certain. His breathing quickened and his heart thundered in his chest.

She kissed him again, harder this time. She pushed her lips down against his, and she took what she wanted.

She took him.

"You are mine," she declared again. "You are mine because I caught you. I'm keeping you. You belong to me. Do you understand, Eric? Do you understand what it means to be my property? You are my slave, and my boy."

He needed to answer, to speak, but she didn't give him the opportunity. Instead, those words continued to buzz along his frame. At the same time, he could feel something shifting inside of him. He didn't know how it was possible, yet the architecture of his psyche seemed to move. He could imagine gears spinning, rotating, twisting, and assuming a new formation.

As she worked, she reconfigured something within him.

Or at least, she tried.

That was when she pulled off her pants. She already had access to his cock and balls. She touched him and stimulated him, sending one desperate pulse of need vibrating through his frame after another.

Eric didn't know if he fought. He didn't know if he could. But then she took him, and that's when she looked into his eyes. "You belong to me," she said.

He could have fought. He could have resisted. He could have pushed back.

When she rode him, she claimed him.

She worked to own him.

Did it work?

Marina couldn't tell.

This was probably the hardest part. Something new had happened, and she wondered if she should go to the Matriarch. No, not yet. If she failed, then she could always defer to her elders. In the meantime, she pushed to prove herself worthy. That meant handling her own problems.

For the next few days, she worked on him, training him and teasing him, touching him and playing with him. For the most part, he remained quiet. It was like this boy had forgotten exactly where he was supposed to be or what was supposed to happen.

Then she surprised him. "I want you to know that your friends are going to be fine," she said.

"Mistress?"

"Your friends are going to be fine. I tracked down that investor and made sure that he will give them all of the financial support they require. Pretty soon, they will hire someone new so you don't have to worry about them."

"Yes, Mistress," he replied. He demonstrated his obedience, but did that mean anything?

Before she took this boy into that race, she had truly believed she would be able to take what she wanted. That second victory was supposed to have assured her supremacy. She would have taken over as the Arras Apparent. And no, she wouldn’t become the Matriarch immediately, but she would have the opportunity to learn.

"Speak."

He opened his mouth, and he could have tried to stay silent. He didn't. He looked at her, "Thank you, Mistress."

"I know that doesn't change anything," she said. "But I wanted you to know."

"Why?" Eric asked.

"Because I care about you," she told him.

From there, she put her hand on his throat and revoked his speaking privileges. She didn't need to answer his questions. Besides, she needed to test him. She needed to see the truth.

Ultimately, it would come down to this boy and what he chose. That was always the paradox. The boy could be owned, but he could always fight back. Not only fight back, he could take the exact wrong moment to resist. Even hesitation at the wrong instant, might be enough to undermine his owner's goals and ambitions. Eric had already proven that point.

Had she repaired the damage? Had she reversed it?

Perhaps.

Several days later, she had and get dressed. She was wearing a snug, red dress with crisscrossing straps, a silver chain and a ruby heart that dangled just above her breasts. She applied her lipstick, did her makeup, and pulled her dark hair into a pair of sleek braids. This time she had trained him. He spent time in his cage or on his back, strapped down as she used him. He serviced her, and she ran her hands along his body, although she didn't allow him any kind of release from his chastity cage.

At several points, he had intended to ask her what might happen next. He needed to know, yet he understood the truth. He was a prisoner. He was her slave.

Intellectually, he fought so hard to cling to that simple idea. Moment by moment, he searched for the rage that he knew lurked deep within his gut. Sometimes he found it. Sometimes he didn't.

To what degree could he control his emotions? How far could he push his own reactions?

When he saw her again in that red dress, his throat tightened, and his mouth watered. He couldn't help himself, not as she awoke those instincts deep within his body. Without saying anything, she attached his leash and she dragged him to the middle of her apartment.

"Let's show them what you can do," she said.

Although she spoke with the crisp authority of a young woman who could do whatever she liked, Eric thought he heard something else. Perhaps it was his imagination, only he still seemed to detect a hint of uncertainty seep out in her voice.

The flames engulfed them, and he appeared in the middle of a large ballroom. The other women were there. Right away he saw the other competitors, including Lexie.

Eric glanced over at the other girl and he tried to get her attention. Her eyes swept across the room and she must have seen him, but she didn't acknowledge him.

What did that mean? Did it mean anything at all?

If Lexie won, would she release him? Would he have finally earned his freedom? Could he go back to his old life?

Again and again, Eric asked himself those questions, although he didn't get any answers. He kept running through the different possibilities. He had honored his agreement with that stranger, only to be betrayed. She could send him back to his life, but her magic might not be able to remove the memories of what had happened here. Whenever he turned and saw his Mistress, he could feel her presence. It was different. It wasn't just what she had done or what she had said or how she had touched him. It was more than that, so much more. He saw her and he thought he could feel something etched deep within his psyche, along his blood, maybe all the way down to the bone.

Marina tugged on her boy's leash. She guided him up to the front of the room, and he saw the other males. Like him, they were collared and leashed and locked in a chastity belt.

Eric wondered what they might have said if any of the boys had been allowed to speak.

Someone came up behind Marina, grabbed her shoulders, and whispered, "Good luck. You've got this."

"We'll see," Marina answered.

Eric wanted to look over to his owner and hear some kind of reassurance. A different kind of doubt started to blitz its way through his chest. It wasn't just a question of his agreement with Lexie. It was more than that. Moment by moment, he tried to envision how the next couple of hours or days might go, and he had no idea. Throughout his life, he had always been adept at planning. This was one reason why he had done so well with accounting and fiscal planning; he could always come up with plans and countermeasures, different options for various scenarios. He anticipated what might come next.

Only right then and there, he couldn't do it. Surrounded by these beautiful women, he stayed silent, fully aware that they would make the decisions that would determine the course of his life.

And yet…

An elderly woman stepped in front of the crowd. As she strode forward, she moved with a quick, confident gait. Once she arrived before her audience, she held out her arms, and she called out, "Ladies of the Diamonte coven, I welcome you once again. Today is no ordinary day. We determine the hierarchy. We take our best and brightest, our strongest and our most ambitious, and we see them compete. We watched them demonstrate their very best. Girls, I am so proud of you. Sisters, daughters, cousins, and mothers, we have built something amazing here. We are one of the most powerful covens on the planet. We work together. We rely on one another. Yes, there may be disagreements, but we are loyal. And for that, we are rewarded with strength."

The woman lowered her hands, and she now gazed out at her audience.

Eric was surprised when the Matriarch glanced at him for just a moment. Their eyes met, and she seemed to see past the flesh and blood of his body to something else, something deeper.

It lasted for just a fraction of a second, but it made him glance up at Marina again.

It should have felt obvious, yet the truth punched into his chest. He would never be like these women; he could never understand them. They existed in realms he could never comprehend. He could try to come up with the words; he could attempt to seek out the descriptions, yet it would never be enough. Their existence would always remain ineffable because he was a boy, and he was inferior to them.

He had uttered those words before, by her command, yet, maybe he had never truly understood them.

The Matriarch continued, "Today, we determine the hierarchy. When it is my time to pass from this world, who shall take my place? Who is ready?" She turned back to her audience, and her focus seemed to linger on two girls: Lexie and Marina. Both of these young women stood there, their shoulders rolled back, their spines stiff and straight as they stared ahead. Both young women could feel the attention of the audience. Marina seemed to endure it; Lexie seemed to bask in it, like she couldn't wait to seize control.

"We have watched these girls hunt and ride. Today, we watch them wield one of the most important skills any one of us can possess: the ability to control and influence the boys around them. We all understand the threat that males represent. Perhaps this is a lesson we sometimes forget. Individually, we are so much more powerful than they could ever be. And yet, the schism has persisted for centuries for a very, very good reason: we are outnumbered. Just as importantly, as their advancements run forward, we don't know what they might offer in a decade, a year, just a few months…" The Matriarch nodded to herself as she considered that point.

"Good luck," she said. She clapped her hands, and that's when flames shot up from the floor.

Eric glanced down just in time to watch the purple fires swirl around his ankles, up his legs to encase his chest, and then everything disappeared.

"Hello again," came her smooth voice.

Lexie Diamonte.

He opened his eyes and he quickly looked around. Somehow, he didn't want to face, that girl even as he heard her voice. Eric found himself on his feet, his legs spread, his arms held above his head, his wrists locked together with a set of rigid manacles and a chain leading up into the dark overhead.

Almost everything was dark.

He found himself standing there in the center of a circle of light. Impenetrable black surrounded him to his left and right and straight ahead. He opened his mouth to say something, but she touched his throat, and he heard those alien syllables. The exotic sounds vibrated through his body and the tingling ran along his skin.

"You can speak," she said. "I allow it."

Even so, Eric didn't know what to say. He remained quiet.

Maybe that was new for him. Like so many other men, he had gone through his life able to speak and assert his opinion whenever he wanted. If there happened to be a woman in the room, he could speak over her. How many times had he done that to Alicia, his business partner? He hadn't really thought about it; he never really noticed, but now he had been quiet a lot as Marina's slave...It helped him notice more.

"Close your eyes and think about it. There is a detail, something I wish to extract from you. You're going to tell me.

Tell me quickly so I can win this competition, and I will be in charge."

"And if I do, you will send me back to my regular life?"

Lexie stepped in front of him.

By so many different standards, she was gorgeous. There was something about the sleek curve of her nose, her high cheekbones, her slender frame, and her big breasts. Even so, he saw her and he didn't feel that gravimetric poll. When he got close to Marina, he felt like the world shifted around him. His pulse kicked to a new rhythm. But with this girl, there was only a sense of trepidation percolating at the back of his neck.

"Yes," she said. "Now what is it?"

For a second, his stomach twisted as this cold brushed along his body. What if he did know it? What if he had no idea what she meant?

Sixteen.

The number jumped into his head, and he instantly knew what it was. He could feel it. This was a secret, something he wasn't supposed to share. If he wanted to, he could open his mouth and speak. But that was what she wanted. It could have been the Matriarch, or another woman from her family; in any case, they had used their abilities to slide into his mind along with one simple goal: keep it secret.

It was time for his interrogation.

Sixteen.

As far as he could tell, it didn't mean anything; it was just a random piece of information, a singular idea wrapped in an urge to keep it to himself. But even as he poked and prodded at the concept lodged in his brain, he knew he could tell her. There was nothing blocking him, nothing keeping him quiet.

"I don't, I don't think I can…" Why? Why did he hesitate? He thought of his old life, of Mark and Alicia. They were so happy together. They didn't need him…No. He had worked to help build that company. He had poured a so many hours of his life into those screens, those data sets, those predictions, and choices. If he went back, their company could be successful. He could be rich. He could enjoy exotic vacations, valuable properties, and he could do it without Marina.

Marina.

He thought of her name. He remembered her face, her touch, the way she tasted, the scent of her perfume, the way her hair bounced, and how her eyes shined when she studied him. He remembered having that girl focused on him and the heat that played into his body whenever she came close.

Marina.

Eric clenched his eyes shut and tried to hide from her name, her memory…

"Yes, you can," she said.

A nervous gulp dropped down his throat. "I, I…" His voice trailed off.

Sixteen.

"Right now, your girl is busy interrogating my familiar. He's going to hold out for as long as he can, but we have to face the truth. He's just a boy, just like you, and so you understand his limitations. He won't be able to resist for long. He will do his absolute best because he knows anything less will result in his strict punishment. But still, I intend to impress the Matriarch and my sisters. So tell me. What is it, boy?"

Eric still didn't answer.

"Boy…" Lexie reached up. Her nails scratched along his flank. She started at his chest and worked her way down to his hip. Those scratches sparked along his nerves, making him tense. His fingers pushed down against the palms of his hands as dread soaked into his body.

"I, I can't tell you anything," he told her. He didn't know where those words came from, yet they felt true.

Lexie grabbed him by his cheeks. She cupped his cheeks and squeezed just a little bit. At the same time, the edges of her nails dug down into the sides of his face. She stared at him and her lips hardened. She may have been gorgeous, but that wasn't enough. When he saw her, he could recognize those details, but he wasn't attracted to her, not the way he felt himself get drawn toward…

"There's something you need to understand, boy. I'm going to get that information out of you. You can be smart. You can think this through rationally and recognize the truth. Marina doesn't care about you. She isn't interested in you. She is the kind of girl who will wander around and play with boys without ever taking a real familiar for herself. She is never going to leave her witch's mark on you. Do you understand?"

He looked back at her.

Because she was accustomed to speaking over boys, she continued, without waiting for him to answer, "She might lock you up and forget about you. She might sell you off to another family. It won't really matter because you won't be close to her. There is absolutely no reason for you to be loyal. I, on the other hand, can give you what you want. I can return you to your boring life. No, you won't remember this. No, you won't be able to explain where you were, but that won't matter. Your friends will eventually shrug and decide that it doesn't actually matter."

He still didn't say anything.

Her grip tightened, "What do you owe her? So far, I have offered you everything. More importantly, I have refrained from really punishing you. You know, that's how this is supposed to work. You're just lucky that I know how to obscure their senses. The others might watch us, but they can't see this conversation. Just like before, when I hunted you down, they don't know exactly what's happening. There might be rumors, but that's it. Give in. Yield to me, boy. Tell me what I want to know."

"I can't," he said.

"Why? Because you love her? Because you think she loves you? She doesn't. I know that girl. She is vicious and selfish. She can't think about anyone else, especially a boy."

He heard those words, and they almost felt true, yet he thought of what it was like to sleep with Marina. It wasn't just the sex or that connection. He remembered her hand on his chest, his head on her shoulder. He remembered the way they wrapped their bodies around one another.

"Last chance, boy," she said. At the same time, he could hear that edge in her voice as she stared into his eyes. By now, one hand had run up along the top of his head. She grabbed him by his hair and stared into his eyes.

"You have to know that I'm going to break you. You understand that, right? You are a boy."

"I'm not going to tell you," he said.

"You will," she said. She stepped behind him, wrapped one arm around his torso, and reached down for his ass. Her nails dug down against the contours of his butt. "Last chance."

"I can't do it," he protested.

"You can. You will."

She jerked her hand back and slapped his ass. It wasn't a simple spanking. She awoke the nerves along his body. All at once, he gasped, crying out. He shouted. The pain stepped into him, so much more intense than he had expected. Yes, Marina had punished him from time to time, but this was different.

He had no idea that one of these girls could awaken this kind of agony deep within his body. It pulsed from his backside, along his spine, into his arms, and back down into his legs. The sharp blade of pain overwhelmed him.

For one, two, three seconds, he hung there against his shackles, spent and drained after just one strike.

She unleashed another.

His world turned into a blazing white jolt of excruciating electricity.

White heat.

The jagged tension.

The fight and failure to escape.

He jerked and twisted.

Her hand flew down over and over again.

"That was just a taste," Lexie promised him. "I can do this for a couple of hours, or a couple of days."

"No," he said. "I, I belong to Marina. I, I won't betray my Mistress."

"That's what you think," she said. "But you are a boy. You are weak."

"I, I might be weak compared to you, but I can still hold out for her." He didn't know why he said those words. When he spoke, he didn’t get to calculate or strategize. He simply let the truth fall from his lips.

"Wrong," Lexie growled. She stepped in front of him, and her hand went down to his chastity device. She squeezed for just a moment right before she unleashed another torrent of electricity. The energy coursed through the steel and straight into his body. He arched his back and jerked against his chains. He attempted to free himself, fighting with every ounce of strength he possessed. But as he had already said, he was weak compared to her. For a woman like Lexie, escaping the response might have been easy. She could have drawn on the arcane winds to give herself extra strength or to rip those bonds out of reality.

This boy couldn't escape.

He couldn't flee the barrage of pain as it swept across his skin, lighting up every nerve he possessed.

Then it stopped, and she stroked her hand along his cheek and down his neck. "Tell me."

"No."

She punished him again and again.

"Tell me now," she growled. Maybe he derived some satisfaction from that hint of frustration lacing her demand.

"No," he gasped out, desperate for air even as he answered her. At the same time, he thought of Marina. He thought of her smile, the way she touched him, the way she felt when they fell asleep together…He thought of Marina, no one else.

This time, she didn't make the demand again. She slapped his ass. She made him shout out, so the sounds ricocheted against the dark.

"This doesn't have to hurt you," she reminded him. "Right now, you are being a stubborn boy. I don't enjoy hurting you, but I will keep doing it. It's my responsibility to break you. I will be the Matriarch. I will not let some insignificant boy get in my way."

"No," he said again as he shook his head.

"You know, it doesn't have to be pain," she reminded him. She ran her fingers up into his hair. His head had dropped forward, so she grabbed him by his scalp and pulled him back, so he looked at her. His eyes seemed unfocused, but she didn't care. "Give me what I want, and I can make sure you are rewarded. You’d like that, wouldn't you? You're a boy. Boys are controlled by their cocks."

He shook his head as best he could.

That's when she surprised him. Her hand fell from his scalp down to the base of his throat. She grabbed onto his collar, and she channeled her arcane abilities. Magical fire ripped across the leather, shredding it. She disintegrated that band. He should have felt relieved. Instead, the air felt cool against his throat and she put her hand on his chest, just as Marina had done. "She doesn't love you. She didn't leave a mark on you."

Only then her eyes widened.

"What is that?" Lexie asked. "What are you?" When she spoke, she made it sound like she was addressing some exotic specimen, something she had never encountered before.

She locked her teeth together, and she growled. These words weren't meant for him, he could tell even as he forced himself to keep his head up. "There are two. Two marks. That, that's not supposed to be possible. No one has ever done that. No one has ever tried that. Who are you? What are you? Who owns you?"

She jerked her hands back. She strode up to him, slapped him across the face, and his vision blurred. "Tell me!"

He didn't have anything left. He couldn't hold out.

And yet, he had no choice.

For her.

For Marina.

Her name, the echoes of sensation and memories kept him from uttering those syllables.

"Then suffer," she said, exhaling.

Another storm ripped through his body, tearing along his nerves. He jerked against his bonds, thrashing from side to side. He didn't act. He didn't think. And when she stopped, he dropped down, exhausted.

Tell her.

"I...I can't..."

You can, came the whisper.

Was it her? It sounded like her.

Was it a trick?

Tell her. It's done. I've won.

Lexie raised her hands again, and she was about to touch his shoulders. Right before her fingers came down, he called out that one word, "Sixteen!"

Marina Diamonte took her position as the Heiress Apparent. She stood with the Matriarch, raised her hand into the air, and promised she would learn all she could in order to guide their people forward. As she made those promises, she held onto his leash. She had replaced his collar and kept her naked boy down on his knees in front of her.

Breaking Lexie's boy had only taken two or three minutes at most. And yet, she had been able to sense her familiar's hurt and anguish. She had pushed through their defenses to whisper those words to him, to tell him to yield. Once again, he followed her command like a good boy.

And yet, he was quiet.

Marina had to focus on her tasks as the Heiress Apparent, but the ceremonies had come to an end and she crouched down in front of her boy. She touched the underside of his chin, only he still didn't meet her gaze. Rather than command him, she kissed him on the forehead, and she tapped into the winds. The fires carried both of them across the city and back into her apartment.

"What happens now?" Eric asked her in a small voice.

"Now I keep you," she said.

"But, but you've never done that before."

"I haven't," she acknowledged. "To be honest, I never found a boy I wanted to own. But now I have you, and I have left my mark on you."

"Your mark…"

"That's right," she said. "When a witch loves a boy, she can leave her mark on him. Usually, a collar is good enough, but I have done something else. I found something special inside of you, and I have locked you down. Sorry, Eric. You're not getting away."

"But it was more than that, right?"

"Shush," she said. She touched a finger to his lips. "This is something you, as a boy, don't need to understand."

He pulled in a breath, held it, and answered correctly, "Yes, Mistress."

That's when she took him by his hand, and she pulled him across the room. She nudged him down onto his back, and she climbed on top of him. She leaned down and started to kiss him. She took her time. "My brave boy. My eager, loyal boy."

When he heard those words, he forgot about the punishments, the humiliation. He knew where he belonged: on his back, by this girl. She kissed him and ran her hands along his body. With her gliding touch, she stimulated him. His chastity belt was right there, locked around his waist and he still experienced a bout of desire. Too bad. He would only be freed when she decided to release him.

"You impressed me, Eric. And so, I'm going to give you a reward."

"Take me? Use me?"

"You could have asked to be taken out of the chastity belt forever, but it's okay. I'll just put you back after I use you," she said.

His eyes widened, and his Mistress laughed at him. But then she was kissing him again. True to her word, she freed him…temporarily. Reaching down, she loosened the buckles and locks. The belt came away, and his shaft hardened.

She pulled away, and he thought about trying to argue or plead with her. Clearly, his owner had made up her mind.

She stroked him, gliding her fingertips from the base of his cock up to the tip and down again. Then she slid her fingers around his circumference, and she squeezed. It was almost enough to make him climax right there. Almost.

"The zipper," she said, turning around. He pulled down the zipper on her dress. She peeled away that layer of fabric and threw it down onto the floor. She removed her tights and her boots. She stripped until she was down to her bra and panties.

Eric had no idea how a girl could be so beautiful. He saw her, and something, but then his body lit up and glowed. He could feel it along his fingertips to his palms, up his forearms, all the way to his shoulders and straight to his center.

She leaned forward again, and he tentatively asked, "May I touch you?"

"No," she said. That's when she pulled back, and sparks of energy played along her eyes. That's when the ropes appeared starting at his wrists and pulling them toward the corners of the mattress. She wanted him tied down and helpless. "I'm going to take my time with you, Eric. I'm going to make sure you enjoy yourself."

"Yes, Mistress," she said.

That's when she reached up, and she brought her hands toward her shoulder blades. She loosened the clasp on her black bra and tossed the silk garment to the floor. He watched it sail down to the carpet before he turned his gaze back to her mounds. He studied her breasts, and the moisture drained from his mouth as the heat coursed along his flesh.

"Left or right," she said, feeling playful.

"Left," he breathed out.

She leaned forward, and she told him to suck. He obeyed, wrapping his lips around her left nipple. His mouth tightened, and his tongue darted along that singular point. He pleasured her, going up and down. Then he traced circles with the tip of his tongue around her nipple. She had stiffened. The heat simmered along her body as she enjoyed it. Yes. He could hear her breath catch as she savored the raw stimulation.

"Switch," she commanded. She pulled away, and he tensed his lips right until that moment when she lowered her other nipple down.

This was what he had craved. The proximity, the intimacy, the ease.

There was something else.

She had him tied down. If she liked, she could have gotten up and walked away at any point. But she didn't. Why not? She loved having him right there on his back, spread out. He was the focus of her attention, and he experienced something incredible as she used him.

He was grateful.

"You know who you belong to, don't you?" Marina teased him.

"Yes, Mistress," he said.

"Smart," she said, her eyes twinkling with amusement. "Say it."

"I belong to you," he said.

"Should I take off my panties?"

"If it would please you, Mistress."

"You know what I love about having you just like this, all spread out and powerless before me?"

"What, Mistress?"

"I have you," she said. "And it's not just a matter of physicality, not anymore." She leaned it down, and she nipped at his earlobe for just a second. Simultaneously, she reached up, and she stroked his cock once, twice, three times. Each time she slid her fingers along his length, he shivered with desire. His entire body shook; the urges were right there, simmering and bubbling beneath the surface of his body. He couldn't ignore them. They overwhelmed him, superseding everything else. "Do you know what I mean? Do you know what I'm talking about?"

"No, Mistress," he answered.

"Don't worry," she said. "You will."

When her lips came down on his mouth again, he didn't resist. Instead, he embraced those desires. He yielded to this woman, his owner. He gave her everything he had. At the same time, he could feel that connection. It wasn't just of the pull of her charisma, the gravity of her beauty, or the undeniable nature of her power. It was something else, something invisible and inescapable.

"I have marked you," she told him.

"Mistress?"

"I have marked you," she said. "Before, I had a hard time controlling you. I had a hard time influencing you. Why? Because someone had already left a mark on you. She did it unintentionally and accidentally, and that's okay. She and I are going to have a little conversation later."

"Do you mean…?"

Marina didn't allow him to finish. Instead, that beautiful, dark haired girl sat up, and she touched a finger to his mouth. "Shush," she said. "I told you more than you actually need to know. And for that, you should be grateful. Are you grateful?"

He nodded his head down and up. "Yes, Mistress."

"Why are you grateful?"

"Because you own me, train me, and domesticate me," he said. "Because you have enslaved me, Mistress." Eric had been sincere throughout much of his life, yet those felt like the most honest and truthful words he had ever spoken.

"Good," she said right before she kissed him again. After several more minutes of teasing this boy, she peeled off her panties and she threw them to the floor. From there, she took him. She spread her legs, lowered herself down onto his cock, and savored the connection of his body to hers. "Mine," she said.

She lowered herself down inch by inch as she savored the way his curves stretched her walls. She arched her back, pushed her weight down against her knees, and buried his cock to the hilt. Then she leaned forward, and she grinned at him. She braced her hands on his shoulders, and her nails scratched along his skin, adding to the delicious stimulation already dancing along his nerves.

"I'm keeping you. You wear my mark now. It's invisible, but every other witch will be able to see it. We will all know the truth. We will all see you as my slave, my property, my boy."

"Yes, Mistress," he agreed. Then, before he could even think about trying to stop himself, he called out, "Thank you, Mistress."

She proceeded to ride him slowly, to take her time, to torment him with those delicious motions, all while he yielded to the power of her presence. Groaning beneath her and desperate for more, he savored every second as his owner used him.

This time, Marina took a rideshare.

She stood outside for several long seconds. As the Aris Apparent, there were a variety of different meetings she was supposed to attend. Additionally, there were other decisions that required her attention. Even so, Marina recognized that this as one of the most important moments in human history.

"Everything is about to change," she whispered to the air.

Reaching out with her senses, she could feel the truth, especially now that she knew exactly what she had to look for. It was different, not the traditional vibration of a witch's being, yet this other woman's aura still resonated with power.

Marina walked up the steps, stood in front of the door, and knocked.

This time, Britney wore a pair of jeans, sneakers, a shirt and a black, leather jacket. "Hello?"

"Hello," Marina said. "We need to talk."

It was time to teach Britney—it was time for the others to learn the truth.

The End


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!"

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


Connect with Me:

My name is Anna Ritter; thank you for reading my story. I love books about erotic power play, and I’m eager to connect with my readers and talk about our favorite fantasies. You can email me here at ARitter664@gmail.com. Feel free to ask questions or send me ideas for future stories. I’m also available for commissions.

My favorite games:

Female supremacy is my favorite fantasy. I love stories and novels about entire societies where women have seized control. Men are reduced to the status of chattel, slaves, and toys for their female superiors. In these storylines, men can fight, but they’re destined to lose. Sometimes women have taken control based on magic or technology. In other stories, women are just smarter and work to outmaneuver the boys who foolishly thought they were in charge.

Dominant women make up many of the characters in my stories. These tales focus on wives, girlfriends, and other female rivals who take power in specific microcosms. Here, the women are still very much in charge, but their control is limited to a single man. He’ll still be enslaved, but the rest of the world remains largely the same.

Chastity training is intense. Boys are obsessed with their libidos, so there’s something magically enticing about locking a man up and reducing him to a pathetic, kneeling slave ready to obey every command. Sometimes these males need to be tricked. Maybe they need to be blackmailed or even kidnapped and forced into a chastity cage. One way or another, they’ll give in. Holding his key is one of the most delectable pleasures I can imagine.

Cuckolding is another incredible fetish. Since I am interested in how men can lose control, I’m fascinated by the idea of a wife or girlfriend who’s decided that her man just isn’t good enough. Yes, she still cares about him and wants to keep him around, but he will be a slave, forced to watch his girl with another man—if he’s lucky. This kind of the trail is one of those ultimate expressions of power and control.

Bondage can be psychological, but I tend to prefer the literal restraints. The notion of having a man strapped down, his arms and legs spread, his naked body on display is powerfully erotic. I love knowing his girlfriend or wife can touch him and tease him, forcing him to beg and plead. His dignity drains away as he succumbs to that overwhelming desperation.

Spanking is an amazingly simple punishment. Take a man, put him across your lap, and spank him. Make him cry out. Pain might be one of the oldest incentives, but it works beautifully. When a man whimpers, he understands what he’s lost.

Humiliation is one of those tools men seldom acknowledge. They want to believe they’re capable of dealing with any slight or insult, only this isn’t true. So many men are incredibly fragile. They tell themselves that they’re powerful, but they still worry about what the women nearby might think. Getting collared, leashed, and crawling before a woman is an incredibly humiliating experience. It strips him of his identity now that the world can see who he really is.

These are just a few of my favorite fetishes. If a game involves taking or losing control, I’ll probably love it. So please, if you have any fantasies or ideas you would like to share, feel free to email me: ARitter664@gmail.com.

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.
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