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   No Escape from Matria 
 
      
 
    Daniel Donovan tapped the touchpad as he scanned across the different shots. He loved the interplay of color and light, timing and luck when it came to photography. Back in college, one of his professors encouraged him to chase his dream and become a professional. 
 
    It worked. 
 
    Although the hours could be difficult, he loved travelling. The flights sometimes grated on his nerves and reserves of energy, but he had visited more than twenty countries as he worked on one contract after another. 
 
    In a digital world where anyone with a smartphone thought they could be a photographer, Daniel Donovan actually made it work, which explained his latest venture. 
 
    Matria. 
 
    As a photographer, he needed to find the novel, the unusual, something that would attract a lot of attention online. This country had the chance to do that. 
 
    After all, who had even heard of this crazy little nation? He had searched for them on Wikipedia and hit Google Earth. Strangely enough, he didn’t find entries on either website. He did, however, eventually manage to discover a route here after getting a tip from an anonymous person online. He didn’t know exactly who sent him the DM, but it didn’t matter now. 
 
    His flight was about to land. 
 
    Still, the pictures in the digital brochure looked amazing. Beautiful castles, deep lakes, verdant forests, and gorgeous women. At first, he hadn’t noticed what was strange about the pictures. 
 
    The men seemed different somehow. In every picture, a beautiful woman with dark hair or light, red or brown, smiled back at the camera. In so many pictures, there were men on their knees, holding their hands behind their back, or serving the women in those images. 
 
    When he noticed this, Daniel just shrugged because it probably didn’t matter. Considering how sexism had ruled the advertising world for so long, this digital brochure had probably been designed by a more progressive firm, one determined to emphasize female empowerment in their pitch. 
 
    But now they were about to land, and he would get to explore a new country, one very few people visited. 
 
    Through most of the flight, a woman sitting two seats over had glanced at him several times. 
 
    Because Daniel was working and because he might need contacts in this country, he finally made eye contact and asked, “Sorry. Do I have something in my teeth?” 
 
    The woman smiled, must’ve realized how her behavior might be considered rude, and answered, “Oh, no. I was just surprised. When I didn’t see anyone sitting next to you, I assumed your wife or sister must be in the bathroom or something.” 
 
    “No,” he said. “I’m alone on this trip.” 
 
    “Really? I didn’t know men were allowed to travel to Matria alone.” 
 
    “Yes…” Daniel replied. “Why wouldn’t we be?” 
 
    “Oh, you know,” she said with a dismissive wave of her hand. 
 
    Daniel wanted to ask more. He may not have been a writer, but some extra color for his pictures could go a long way in terms of selling them to magazine and website editors. 
 
    “No, I really don’t,” he said. 
 
    The woman smiled and slid a pair of headphones into place, blocking out his voice. 
 
    Daniel furrowed his brows, surprised by this quick interaction, but then it hardly mattered because the pilot announced they were about to land. “Ladies and gentlemen, please fasten your seatbelts,” she said. “We will be landing momentarily. Welcome to Matria.” 
 
      
 
    When they landed, the plane rolled to a stop, and the women started to get up. Daniel tried to join them, only something was wrong. He glanced down at his waist as he pushed on the seatbelt’s release, only it refused to budge. He pressed again and again, but the mechanism wouldn’t let go. 
 
    By this point, several women stepped off of the plane and headed toward the airport’s main concourse. Daniel glanced around, surprised, then embarrassed. 
 
    Somehow, he didn’t notice that a couple of males remained seated as the women got up around them and deplaned first. 
 
    Finally, Daniel glanced over at one of the flight attendants. She was a beautiful woman with her blonde hair tied back into a severe bun. She had on shining black boots, tights, a dark skirt, and a white blouse. 
 
    “What can I do for you, young man?” she asked when he waved her over. The flight attendant had to maneuver her way between the other passengers, but she ducked down an empty row and now looked at him. 
 
    “This is a little bit embarrassing,” he said with a chuckle, “But I can’t seem to get my seatbelt off.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said. “Don’t worry your handsome little head about that. This is standard procedure.” 
 
    “Standard procedure?” 
 
    “You are cute,” she said. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said. “This is standard procedure? Really?” 
 
    “That’s right,” chirped the woman as though she were talking down to a child. “Have you never been to Matria before?” 
 
    “No,” he said. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “It’s really quite simple. You see, local law requires that women deplane first.” 
 
    “Really? Is there some reason for it?” 
 
    “There are lots of reasons for it,” she said. “Don’t worry. The restraints will be released once the captain gives you permission to disembark. This should be within a couple of minutes.” 
 
    “Okay, but—” Daniel started to say, only the woman turned around and walked away. As she sauntered off, Daniel knew she had no interest in talking to him. 
 
    Before, when he had been strapped into his seat, he hadn’t really minded. Now that he knew he couldn’t get up, the irritation itched at the back of his mind. And yet, he told himself that this was just some strange local custom. Obviously, this was a small and insular nation, one without a lot of outside contact with the world. 
 
    Finally, the last of the women left the plane. One male after another unbuckled his seat belt and got up, leaving. 
 
    Eventually, Daniel was the last one. 
 
    The cabin appeared to be empty. As far as he could tell, everyone had exited the vehicle. He shifted around in his seat as much as the seatbelt allowed. Then he started to shimmy and then halfheartedly wondered whether or not he could get out on his own. The seatbelt couldn’t actually hold him here like a prisoner, could it? 
 
    Just then, a woman rushed down the center aisle and stopped when she saw him. “You don’t want to do that,” said a woman. 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “Get out of your seat belt without permission from the captain,” she said. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “It’s a crime,” she said. “But then, you must be new, aren’t you?” 
 
    Normally, Daniel had no problem acknowledging his status in foreign countries. He was a newcomer, and he could own it. He would be polite and try to understand the local customs as best he could, especially when the natives generally accepted him so long as he did his best to be polite and respectful. 
 
    “A crime?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said the woman. “Didn’t your handler tell you anything about this?” 
 
    “My handler?” Daniel repeated the words like they came from a foreign language. 
 
    “Oh, you boys,” said the woman like his gender explained everything. She smiled at him, pulling back her thin lips to reveal her white teeth. She was actually quite beautiful, especially with her blonde hair tied back into a simple bun. “I can’t believe how many of you end up in Matria without any real idea of what you are doing.” 
 
    “And what am I doing?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said. “You tell me. I mean, I know whenever I go on vacation, I make sure to learn as much as I can about the local communities before I arrive.” 
 
    “This is work,” he said. “And in my defense, there isn’t a whole lot about Matria online.” 
 
    “True. Maybe that’s why you should have contacted someone like me.” 
 
    “And who are you?” 
 
    “My name is Kayla,” she said with another big smile. “And I know this is a little bit old-fashioned, but it might help you out.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out a business card. She extended it, and he took it. 
 
    “Thank you. My name is Daniel. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” Daniel glanced down at the neat, crisp font along the card stock. “A travel agent?” 
 
    “That’s right,” she said with a smile. “And if you get into any trouble, I can help you out. In fact, have you done anything with the Security Bureau yet?” 
 
    “No,” he said. “If you haven’t noticed, I’m a little bit stuck here right now.” 
 
    “You know, I have a friend who might be able to help you out. As long as you can pass an obedience test, I don’t think there will be a problem.” 
 
    “An obedience test? What’s that?” Daniel didn’t like the sound of it. 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry your handsome little head about it,” she said. 
 
    “Is that normal? Is that something you normally say to men?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Don’t worry your handsome little head,” he said. “You’re the second person to say that to me since I landed just a few minutes ago.” 
 
    She smiled, “Welcome to Matria.” 
 
    Daniel tried to pretend that he wasn’t attracted to this woman. Besides, he told himself that he had a thick skin for travel, at least that’s what he always liked to believe about himself. In actuality, he couldn’t know whether or not this was true. 
 
    Unlike women who worked in his profession, Daniel had never gone to a part of the globe dominated by the opposite sex. While female journalists and photographers routinely had to deal with chauvinistic, sexist, and patriarchal communities where women may not have had many freedoms, Daniel never faced this problem. All across the globe, males routinely ruled. 
 
    In fact, it never really occurred to him that this barely noticed European nation might be an exception. 
 
    Because she was beautiful and he really didn’t know what he was getting himself into he said, “Yes. I would really like your help.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said. “Have you ever been to a matriarchy before?” 
 
    He had vaguely heard the word back in a Gender and History class he had to take in college. Even so, he could only vaguely form the outline of a definition of his mind. 
 
    Since he seemed to be having trouble, Kayla explained, “A matriarchy largely controlled by the female half of the population.” 
 
    “And that’s Matria?” 
 
    “For the most part,” she said. “Don’t worry. We make sure to protect our boys, but our Prime Minister is female, the vast majority of the nobles are female, and most property rights are held by women.” 
 
    “That hasn’t created any problems?” 
 
    “No,” she said with a casual shake of her head. “Women are more stable, rational, patient, and collaborative.” 
 
    “You really think so?” As far as Daniel had been able to tell during his travels across the globe, women could be just as arrogant and erratic as their male counterparts. Then again, he thought of the female prime ministers and presidents who have managed to claw their way to the top of certain governments. Those nations seemed to excel while others fell behind. 
 
    “Yes,” Kayla said with a condescending smile. “As long as you do what you’re told, you will be fine. You think you can handle it?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “I’m sure I will be fine. I’ve been all over the world.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Just then, the flight attendants came back. “Ma’am, is this boy with you?” The airline employee seemed genuinely deferential as she spoke to the travel agent. 
 
    “I have volunteered to be his escort through security,” Kayla replied. 
 
    “Is this true, young man?” asked the flight attendant. While she had clearly respected Kayla, the flight attendant’s voice shifted when she spoke to Daniel. The condescension returned instantly. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “I guess so.” 
 
    “Okay then,” said the flight attendant. 
 
    She pulled up her tablet, pressed a button, and suddenly his seatbelt released. 
 
    Feeling odd, Daniel grabbed his stuff from the overhead compartment and followed Kayla back into the airport. Within just a few feet, they made it to security. 
 
    “Show them your passport,” she instructed. 
 
    Daniel obeyed at once, fishing it out of his pocket and sliding it across the counter to a woman in a dark red uniform. She scanned his information, glanced back at her screen, and asked, “Who is your handler?” 
 
    “I’m guiding him through security, but I don’t think he has a handler.” 
 
    “No, I don’t,” Daniel said, feeling as though he needed to speak up. 
 
    The security agent glanced at him for a moment before turning her attention back to Kayla. “Currently, he is listed as a Wild Male. Is this correct?” 
 
    Wild male? 
 
    “Yes, that’s correct,” she said. 
 
    “He will only be allowed to stay for a maximum of two weeks, per national law and all applicable regulations,” said the woman behind the counter. Again, the words seemed to be aimed at Kayla…like Daniel was just a child or pet who couldn’t possibly understand what this meant. 
 
    “If,” she continued, “he remains in the nation after this time allotted, additional protocols will go into effect.” 
 
    “What kind of protocols?” Daniel asked as he tried to do his best to keep up. 
 
    The woman continued talking as though he hadn’t said anything at all, “Because the boy in question currently holds the status of Wild Male, this means he is not eligible for bond should any legal requirements come into play.” The border employee continued to discuss the different factors he needed to consider. 
 
    Then again, she always addressed Kayla, so Daniel had no idea what was really going on. 
 
    Finally, the woman stamped his passport after scanning it again, and she motioned for them to go through. 
 
    He had questions. 
 
    “Lastly, the woman said, preventing him from actually asking any of those questions, “we need to ensure your obedience.” 
 
    “Obedience?” 
 
    Kayla reached over and placed a hand on his shoulder reassuringly. “It’s just a little test. It’s actually pretty silly.” 
 
    “What kind of test?” 
 
    “Young man, please stand off to the side.” 
 
    Daniel felt strange, especially because he had gone through dozens of airports, yet he had never experienced anything like this. Obedience was obviously part of the security experience, especially in the United States where the government made such a big show of protecting every passenger. 
 
    Reluctantly, he stepped off to the side. Distantly, Daniel knew that some of the nearby women were looking in his direction. What were they thinking? What did they know that he didn’t? 
 
    “Very good,” said the security agent. “Please hold your hands in the air.” 
 
    Daniel immediately thought of the scanner with their rotating sensors, but he wasn’t in any kind of machine. He was just a few feet away from the main line, and there were definitely women watching and smirking now. 
 
    “Good boy,” said the agent. 
 
    Kayla also encouraged him, “You’re doing great. Keep it up.” 
 
    All he had done was stand off to the side with his hands in the air. This didn’t feel like any sort of accomplishment. 
 
    “What is this?” Daniel started to ask. He may not have been a journalist or a writer, but a little bit of local color could certainly help with crafting hashtags and captions. “What is this supposed to prove?” He tried to suppress the hostility in his voice, except he didn’t entirely succeed. 
 
    “Please be quiet,” said the security agent. 
 
    Daniel was about to disregard her instructions and ask another question. After all, this seemed ridiculous. He glanced over at a couple of the other security kiosks, but he didn’t see any women going through an “obedience test”. 
 
    Before Daniel could do something foolish, Kayla touched his shoulder again. Actually, having her this close was very reassuring, “Just relax. Be good. It won’t be a problem. I know you can handle this.” 
 
    Fine…He fumed silently. 
 
    “Can you stand on one leg?” 
 
    Daniel rolled his eyes, but he obeyed, lifting his right foot. 
 
    “You can put your foot down now,” said the agent. “But I will need you to remove your shirt and pants.” 
 
    His lips parted, and he was about to gasp out of the obvious question, but the woman looked right at him. 
 
    “Of course, if you fail the obedience test, you won’t be allowed into the Capitol. You’ll have to wait here for another flight out of the country, during which time you will be kept in the kennel.” 
 
    His fingers pushed down into the palms of his hands. 
 
    Kennel? Like dog kennel? 
 
    Clearly, this had to be some kind of dialectical issue. The women of Matria spoke English quite well, but they inflected their words with a lilting, almost teasing tone. Besides, languages evolved. It wasn’t like every country and community would use the same rules and vocabularies even when they picked similar sounding words. 
 
    “You should probably do it,” Kayla said to him. 
 
    “She wants me to remove my shirt and pants,” he said. 
 
    “No talking,” said the security agent, although her voice had softened somewhat. She didn’t sound strict or fierce. If anything, he noticed the way the corners of her eyes crinkled, like she was enjoying this! 
 
    “New country,” Kayla said with a travel agent’s patience, “new rules.” 
 
    Deep down, Daniel knew she was right; at the same time, he understood that he was exploring a little-known country, which meant he would have to take risks. 
 
    Telling himself that she didn’t really mean a dog cage, he glanced around the rest of the airport. As he swept across his line of sight, he saw lots of women looking in his direction. In fact, he spotted a couple of girls who looked like they could have been in high school or attending a university. They had their eyes on him and watched him almost hungrily. 
 
    Dipping his eyes down toward the floor, he grabbed the edge of his shirt and pulled it off. 
 
    “Not bad,” Kayla said. 
 
    He ignored the way the heat played along his skin as he glanced back at the security agent. In that moment, he hoped she might decide he had gone through enough. This was only supposed to be an obedience test, after all. 
 
    When she didn’t tell him to stop, he loosened his belt, pulled off his pants, and quickly kicked them off. 
 
    “Very good,” said the security agent. He couldn’t tell whether or not she was referring to the contours of his toned body or his decision to behave himself and do as she commanded. “Please get down on your hands and knees so I can photograph you.” 
 
    But they already had his picture… 
 
    Seething, he took a breath, got down on his hands and knees, and he heard that group of girls off to the side giggling and hooting. Yes, they enjoyed this. They enjoyed it quite a bit. As far as they were concerned, they could enjoy a free show. 
 
    Down on all fours, Daniel Donovan couldn’t help but wonder where this information might go. 
 
    He only had one real consolation: since Matria was such an insular and isolated country, he didn’t think these pictures would get out or go anywhere. This was probably one of the few exceptions to how information generally traveled across the planet. 
 
    Light flashed across his body as the agent took several pictures. Then he glanced up and saw she was holding her phone. 
 
    “Don’t say a word,” the agent instructed. “You’re almost done.” 
 
    While this implied threat hung on the air, he tightened his shoulders and stayed there on all fours. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to become his legal handler? I mean, if I just type in a couple of extra words, you can take him home with you tonight,” the agent said to Kayla. 
 
    Quiet hung on the air. 
 
    Realistically, it only persisted for a few seconds, yet it felt much, much longer to Daniel. 
 
    Finally, Kayla said, “No. He is definitely a very sweet boy, but we just met. I don’t think I should try to keep him.” 
 
    Again and again, Daniel had to try to keep his mouth shut. Clearly, these women were just teasing him. They didn’t really mean Kayla could declare him to be her property and take him home. That was crazy! 
 
    And yet, he was on an airport floor in nothing but his boxers. 
 
    “Okay,” the agent said. “You can take him now.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “You can get dressed now,” said the agent almost dismissively. He grabbed his pants, shoes, socks, shirt, belt, and everything else. He yanked his clothing on as fast as he could. Then he glanced over and saw a couple of the girls. They had looked away, but he could feel the disappointment radiate off of them. 
 
    The show was over. 
 
    Just before he could leave with Kayla, Daniel Donovan stopped and looked over at the agent while all of these questions swirled through his head. He nibbled on the inside of his mouth and wondered if he could confront her. 
 
    Daniel knew this woman wasn’t interested in answering his questions, especially when she called out, “Next!” Daniel glanced over his shoulder and saw a pair of women strolling toward the security kiosk. 
 
    Almost playfully, Kayla leaned over and whispered, “We should probably get going unless you want to start your first day in Matria by getting arrested.” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    Once they were through security, he looked around the rest of the airport. Actually, he was pretty impressed as he drank in the different sites. Still walking beside him, Kayla guided him over towards the baggage claim. 
 
    “You can carry my luggage to my car for me,” she said. 
 
    “Sure,” he said despite her casual tone. Then again, he added, “I guess I owe you for your help.” 
 
    “Yes, you do,” she said. 
 
    For a second, Daniel didn’t know how to read her tone, but then the corners of her mouth rose up into a smile, and he wondered what it might be like to kiss this woman. Kayla was gorgeous, after all. 
 
    Occasionally, he could conjure an adventurous mystique when he told the women, especially back home, about his work as a photographer. Lots of women marveled at how he could jump from one country to another. 
 
    Somehow, he didn’t think that would work with a woman like her. 
 
    When they made it to the baggage claim, Kayla quickly spotted her luggage, and she pulled the pieces off. It took Daniel a little while longer. 
 
    “So business or pleasure?” 
 
    “A little bit of both,” he said. “But mostly business.” 
 
    “And what do you do?” 
 
    “I’m a photographer,” he said. 
 
    “Fascinating,” she said. “You really don’t know anyone here, do you?” 
 
    “No,” he said. 
 
    “And who is your employer, if you don’t mind my asking?” 
 
    “Right now, this is a spec piece,” he said. “That said, considering how mysterious this little country is, I’m sure there are going to be a bunch of different magazines and websites who will be clamoring for a spread.” His mouth actually watered at the prospect. After his last couple of assignments, Daniel was doing fine for funds, but he really craved the byline, the credit, the interviews, and the recognition that came with his work. 
 
    Yes, people looked at his pictures, but they saw his name. They recognized him as an adventurer and an explorer. 
 
    Too many people went online and automatically assumed that all of the questions have been answered, the mysteries solved, the map explored. They didn’t really understand how many secrets the world still held. 
 
    “I’ve never met a photographer,” she said. 
 
    “Back home, pretty much everyone with a cell phone pretends to be a photographer,” he said. 
 
    “Yes…” Kayla replied. 
 
    “You get the same problem as a travel agent?” 
 
    A cute, half smile lifted one side of her mouth as she stared off into the distance.  
 
    “Follow me,” she said. 
 
    He continued to drink in his surroundings. He studied the different restaurants, the shops, and then they were outside. Sedans and SUVs rolled back as people got out or met up with loved ones. Daniel watched a boy get into the backseat of one car while his sister took the front. 
 
    It was a small detail, but Daniel always made sure to note what the different cars looked like in each country and how their drivers behaved. In Matria, he saw several women, all of whom drove quite politely despite some of the usual airport congestion. 
 
    Matria may have been a small country, but they seemed prosperous. In the distance, he could see the taller buildings of the capital. Then, of course, there were the beautiful blue, white, and gray mountains. 
 
    “It really is lovely, isn’t it?” Kayla asked as they made their way toward one of the parking structures. 
 
    She strode ahead with perfect confidence while he scurried to keep up. 
 
    They stopped at a small red light. Daniel and at the other pedestrians stopped as they waited for their chance to cross the street. 
 
    “You have no idea,” she began. 
 
    Elsewhere, he watched as a young woman escorted a boy toward the sidewalk. A woman got out of another car, threw her arms around him, and gave him a big hug. It seemed normal enough, at least until the boy lowered himself down onto his knees. 
 
    Was it a marriage proposal? 
 
    No, it couldn’t be. Then again, Daniel reminded himself just how little he knew about the local community. Obviously, the Matrians spoke English and obviously embraced technology and modernization, but he watched as a woman reached into her pocket and pulled something out. At first, he couldn’t discern what dangled from her grip. Then she took the two ends, drew them tight around his neck, and Daniel imagined a click or a clasp locking. 
 
    The boy smiled, dipped his head down, and said something Daniel couldn’t possibly here. 
 
    Just then, Kayla seemed to notice what he was looking at. “Travel agents definitely have that problem,” she said, drawing his attention back to her. “You see, everyone assumes that you can just go online and use all of the tools to get the best deals. But that’s not how it actually works. This is a gross simplification.” 
 
    “Really?” Daniel craned his neck to get a better look at the boy with the band around his neck. Were chokers more fashionable here? But then, his movements had seemed almost scripted or ceremonial. 
 
    “Being able to pull up a bunch of numbers on the screen is only half of the equation. In order to get the best deal, you have to know where the most value actually exists. For that, you need a person. Sure, you can book a flight online, but that’s not the same as knowing which airline will give you the best service or how to get perks out of them.” 
 
    Up ahead, the light shifted, so the pedestrians made their way across the large street toward the parking structures. 
 
    “Anyway, I guess I’m just saying that you really need to live in a place to experience it for yourself.” 
 
    “That’s right,” he said. “Too often, people underestimate the importance of expertise.” 
 
    “You’re a smart boy,” she said. They made it to her car, and she looked over at him, “This is me. Do you need a ride?” 
 
    “No thank you,” he said. He pulled out his phone and glanced down at the screen. Sure enough, the device had connected to the local network, so he shouldn’t have any issues. “But I’ll give you a call if I ever need a travel agent.” 
 
    “You do that,” she said. 
 
    Daniel turned around and headed back toward the front of the airport. He didn’t see Kayla watch him or study him as she wondered whether or not he would be a good prospect. Then again, he still didn’t understand what “Matriarchy” really meant in this nation. 
 
      
 
    Meeting Kayla had been exciting, but the jet lag finally caught up with him. 
 
    Luckily, the internet seemed a lot more forthcoming now that he was actually here in Matria. Before arriving, his searches often took him to irrelevant results, but he managed to find their local rideshare app and call for a driver. 
 
    When she pulled up in front of the curb, she leaned forward and glanced out the window. “Is it just you?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “Just me.” 
 
    As he had seen other riders do, he reached for the front passenger door. His fingers brushed along the handle, and he pulled, only the door refused to yield. “Boys ride in the back,” said the woman. Then she looked a little bit embarrassed, “Sorry. It’s the regulation.” 
 
    “Right…” Daniel said. He wondered if it was a safety thing, like there had been men who attacked women or something. 
 
    In any case, he opened the back door and got inside. 
 
    “Please secure your seat belt,” she said. 
 
    Daniel obeyed pretty much without thinking. He set his bags on the other side of the seat, and he drew the restraint over his chest and across his waist just as he had done thousands of times all across the world. 
 
    But then he heard the seat belt click into place, and something occurred to him. 
 
    Before he could test his private theory, the woman glanced down at the phone mounted to her dashboard. “You’re going to the First Matria Suites?” she asked. 
 
    “That’s correct,” he said. “I’m staying there for a night before heading out to get some shots of the local landscapes.” 
 
    “So you’re here for work?” 
 
    “That’s right,” he said. “And your wife lets you travel alone?” 
 
    “I’m not married,” he said. 
 
    She didn’t turn back, but she still glanced at him in the rearview mirror. “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that,” she said. “That must be really difficult for a boy.” 
 
    “No, not really,” he said. 
 
    “Very brave,” she said. 
 
    As he resisted the urge to roll his eyes, Daniel glanced back down at the seatbelt again. Part of him didn’t really want to know, but then he pushed on the button anyway. It didn’t pop out. It didn’t release. 
 
    “If you don’t mind my asking, do all the seatbelts in Matria lock in place?” 
 
    “It’s a safety feature,” she said. That started to make some sense. It seemed a little bit extreme to Daniel, but then she continued, “We wouldn’t want our boys getting into any trouble, you know?” 
 
    “Wait,” he said. “The restraints only lock for the men?” 
 
    “For the boys,” she confirmed. “That’s right. Now, I should focus on the road, so if you can be quiet, I would appreciate it.” 
 
    Realizing he had been dismissed, Daniel still tightened his brows with a mix of surprise and confusion, but the woman drove him through the city, and he enjoyed looking out the windows. 
 
    Again and again, he came back to the same question: how could a place like Matria remain so hidden from the world? Yes, he knew there were plenty of micro-states scattered across the planet. Places like the Vatican and Monaco existed as independent countries when they were little more than overgrown cities. 
 
    Still, Matria seemed bigger. More importantly, the culture was so different. It was unique and strange, which made him think lots of people should have been talking about it. 
 
    Unless… 
 
    Maybe this would be Daniel’s huge break as a photographer. Yes, he could jump around from one country to another, but he would never be able to do much more than survive. And yet, there were some photographers and photojournalists out in the world who made some enormous discovery, focused, built up a fan base, wrote a book, and built tiny media empires. 
 
    Daniel Donovan had never really thought of doing this for himself, but he had never made a discovery like this before either… 
 
    As those thoughts rushed through his head, he continued to study the beautiful glass buildings, the small shops, and the women and men walking along the streets. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to First Matria Suites,” said the driver. 
 
    Daniel started to get out and grab at his luggage. The woman stopped him, however. “Daniel?” 
 
    He paused, surprised to hear her use his name, but it made sense since his profile must have popped up on her screen. “Yeah?” He wondered if he had forgotten his coat or something, but no. He was wearing it. 
 
    “Be careful,” she said. 
 
    “Is there something I should know about?” 
 
    The woman glanced out the windows. 
 
    The Capitol was a gorgeous city, new, clean, and obviously quite prosperous. Daniel had explored failed states and countries locked in grinding civil wars. Matria looked easy by every kind of comparison. 
 
    “You’re an unescorted boy,” she said. “Just be careful. Okay?” 
 
    “Sure…” Daniel said, letting his voice trail off because he didn’t know what else he could say to that. 
 
    Daniel Donovan grabbed his luggage, rolled it into the lobby, and looked around. He glanced over at the check-in desk. It was a large, marble edifice, quite impressive. In fact, he found himself marveling at the price of the accommodations. 
 
    Clearly, the locals knew how to keep costs down, at least when it came to travel. 
 
    It never occurred to him that prices for unescorted males might be kept intentionally low, thus luring them to this society. 
 
    He rolled his bag forward and started to approach the desk. 
 
    The woman looked at him, raised an eyebrow, and seemed confused. Daniel opened his mouth, and he was about to tell her that he needed to check-in when another woman stepped in front of him. 
 
    Daniel Donovan blinked, surprised. The two women started conducting business even though he had already been there first. 
 
    Daniel found a couple of words drumming at the back of his throat. He could have said something like, “Excuse me. But I believe I was here first.” He stopped himself. As a foreigner, he didn’t know exactly how the local regulations worked. Perhaps he had missed something. 
 
    The woman who had cut in front of him finished, headed off, and so Daniel stepped forward again. 
 
    He expected an apology from the woman at the desk, but she glanced over his shoulder, as if checking for other clients before helping him. 
 
    “Are you an unescorted male?” 
 
    Daniel thought of the designation on his passport. With his chest tightening just a little bit, he said, “Yes. Is that a problem?” 
 
    “No, no problem,” she said. “But be careful with the local curfew. You don’t want to get in trouble. Any male who is outside and unattended after curfew can be legally claimed.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    The woman smirked at him even as she said, “I’m not an attorney, and I don’t want to give you any kind of legal advice.” 
 
    “Not even an approximation?” Daniel pressed. 
 
    “Not even that,” she said. She grabbed him a key card, slid it across to the desk, and checked his paperwork. “By the way, there must’ve been a glitch on your paperwork. Wild Males need to make an extra security deposit, and the price is twenty percent higher.” 
 
    “Is that even legal?” 
 
    “Yes. It is,” she said. But then her expression softened. “That said, there are certain domestic duties you could volunteer for if you don’t think you’re going to be able to pay.” 
 
    Daniel quickly went through his budget. He didn’t like unexpected costs, but he had traveled enough to recognize the necessity. Whether this meant bribing a corrupt official in some failed state or paying an extra service fee, he knew it was a requirement of his profession sometimes. 
 
    Careful to maintain his professional façade, he handed the woman his credit card. “It won’t be a problem.” 
 
    “I’m glad,” she said. “You know, you always hear stories about Wild Males. They run off, they try to think for themselves, and they inevitably get in trouble. But I’m sure that won’t be you. Will it?” 
 
    “From what I understand, Wild Male is only a legal classification,” Daniel replied. 
 
    “Right…” The young woman smiled at him. “But you know, if you ever need someone to be your handler, I might be willing to volunteer.” Her eyes sparkled as she studied him. 
 
    He was exhausted and jetlagged. Maybe that’s why he had to ask, “What does that mean?” 
 
    She leaned forward, “I would be happy to slip a collar around your neck, tie you down, and give you the training you require. Boys need to be broken, right? Isn’t that why there are so many problems in the rest of the world?” 
 
    “No,” he said, grabbing the key card, his luggage, and heading down the hallway. 
 
      
 
    That first night, Daniel had no problem getting to sleep. Once he closed his eyes, he lost himself, but he didn’t fall into the dreamless void he might have preferred. Instead, he remembered Kayla, the security agent, and the young woman up at the front desk. He thought of them and the way they looked at him, like he was a piece of meat. 
 
    Then he found one phrase popping up inside of his head again and again even as he drifted through the night, “I’m not I’m not a Wild Male. I’m not a Wild Male. I’m not a Wild Male.” 
 
    Really, he didn’t even know what those words meant, yet they seemed important. 
 
    He woke up, still somewhat jetlagged, but Daniel got to work. 
 
    Over the next couple of days, he wandered through the Capitol and hunted down some amazing shots. The city had been designed around a crescent shape with this incredibly blue lake at the center. As he strolled the docks and harbor, he marveled at the sailboats drifting across the water as they navigated some of the choppy waves on a windy day. 
 
    Later, Daniel hunted down some amazing pictures of the local architecture. Many of the buildings were simple and comfortable designs, nothing special. But then they had these spectacular glass edifices that seemed to stretch up into the sky forever.  
 
    Daniel didn’t understand how they could accomplish anything like this. 
 
    He thought of handing his information off to some of his journalist friends. How could a country as small as Matria gather this kind of wealth while maintaining such a low profile on the international stage? Something strange was going on here. 
 
    But for now, he just needed to get these pictures. 
 
    For the most part, the locals were quite friendly, perhaps too friendly. 
 
    Daniel got used to standing at the side of one building, aiming his camera, lining up the shot, only to have someone tap him on the shoulder and ask, “Excuse me, young man. Are you lost?” 
 
    Young man. When he first heard that phrase, he assumed it had come from an elderly woman. But no, pretty much every female here in Matria used it to address a male she didn’t know. 
 
    At one point, a teenage girl walked up to him, patted him on the shoulder, and asked if he was lost. When she called him “young man,” Daniel almost burst out laughing. Of course, the girl seemed to be earnest, so he did his best to take her seriously. 
 
    As she had walked away, Daniel wondered about something. If one of these women called the police and decided that he wasn’t really a Wild Male, what would happen? 
 
    He remembered what the security agent said: they could always throw him into a kennel. 
 
    No. 
 
    They wouldn’t do anything like that, he told himself. 
 
    Aside from the “helpful” offers, Daniel also had to deal with women expecting his help. It happened on his first full day in the city. 
 
    He had just finished taking a bunch of shots of some rather exotic looking sailboats when a woman glanced over at him. “Excuse me, young man, can you grab that for me?” 
 
    She was seated at an outdoor table and had her laptop open. Her pen or stylus had rolled off, and Daniel was at least twenty feet away and walking in the opposite direction. 
 
    His brows creased with surprise. Really? She was asking him to get it when she was so much closer? 
 
    But then she cleared her throat and called out a simple, “Now.” 
 
    He felt foolish for cooperating with her, but he scurried over, crouched down, and grabbed the stylus. “You haven’t been taught very many manners, have you?” 
 
    The woman was probably younger than him by a year or two. She had bright red hair tied back into a bun, and her blue eyes shined with a mixture of amusement and contempt. 
 
    “I’m new here,” he said. That excuse usually worked pretty well. 
 
    “Well, when a lady asks you to help her, you had better obey unless you want to get in trouble.” 
 
    “Right,” he said. Since he had given her the pen and really didn’t want to talk to her, he started to walk away. 
 
    She gave his ass a smack. 
 
    Daniel hopped forward and glanced back with big, shocked eyes. 
 
    The woman had her hands on her keyboard and all of her focus aimed down at her screen. Even so, the corner of her mouth twitched up because she had obviously enjoyed that. 
 
    This was the kind of treatment the men of Matria could expect, he quickly realized. When Kayla told him that this was a matriarchy, she hadn’t been kidding. 
 
    The easiest way to understand it would have been to take the 1950s and invert them. Men could be househusbands or maybe work some shop job, but that would be it. As tempting as this approach could be, Daniel didn’t think it told the real story, especially as he started paying more and more attention to the way women and men interacted. 
 
    When he explored the main shopping boulevard and started taking pictures, Daniel saw lots of guys, which surprised him. Then he realized those boys had accompanied their wives, girlfriends, sisters and mothers to carry their bags. 
 
    At first, everything seemed normal enough. 
 
    Then Daniel started to notice the chokers. 
 
    They didn’t look all that strange. In fact, lots of these chokers were hidden beneath the boys’ collared shirts already. 
 
    Those men had been claimed, Daniel realized. They weren’t “wild males”. 
 
    How many men like Daniel were actually in the city? 
 
    Pretty soon, he came to a conclusion: not many. 
 
    The boys followed orders, kept their heads down, and didn’t question the women around them. Perhaps, behind closed doors, some of these males might be more defiant. 
 
    Again, Daniel wasn’t a journalist, and he wasn’t interested in writing some scathing exposé. Still, he saw an opportunity when he found a young man waiting outside a shop. 
 
    “Hey,” Daniel said quietly. 
 
    The young man looked up. He may have been a year or two older than Daniel, but he held a pair of plastic bags in his grip and continued to look down. “Good afternoon,” he said politely. 
 
    “You mind if I ask you couple questions?” 
 
    “Questions about what?” 
 
    “I’m new to the area,” he said. 
 
    “Oh…” The man smiled. “Does that mean your wife lured you here? I’m sorry. I know how that can be really disorienting.” 
 
    “Lured me?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said the man. “A friend of ours, Olivia, did that with her boyfriend. Basically, she said they were just going to go on vacation here for a couple of months, and she got him used to the idea of being a man here. Before he realized it, she became his legal guardian, his handler, all of it. Then he couldn’t leave. I guess he tried once, so she had to punish him, but I don’t think he has made that mistake again since.” 
 
    Daniel blinked. 
 
    “Really? That kind of thing happens here? Men are kept in this country against their will?” 
 
    The man looked at Daniel for several more seconds. “Didn’t your wife talk to about all of this? How new are you?” 
 
    “I’ve only been here for a couple of days,” Daniel confessed. “And I’m not here with a woman.” 
 
    “You’re not here with a woman?” The man glanced to his left and right, like he really, really wanted to run, only he didn’t know where to go, especially because his wife was still in that boutique, wandering the aisle and figuring out what she wanted to pick out next. 
 
    If this boy ran, he would probably get in trouble. 
 
    Daniel tried to sound diplomatic and reassuring at the same time, “Look, I’m not trying to get you in any trouble or anything. Just try to get a better sense of what this country is like.” 
 
    “It’s an excellent country,” said the man. 
 
    Daniel searched his features for some sign of deception. He didn’t find any. 
 
    “I really love it here,” he said. “Look, I’ve seen a couple of movies. I know how different things are here compared to the rest of the world, but they really are better. Men were never meant to rule. We were never meant to lead.” 
 
    “What about the harassment?” 
 
    “Harassment?” 
 
    “I’ve only been here for a little while, and I’ve had women order me around, slap my ass, and call me a bunch of names.” 
 
    “Really? What did they call you?” The man seemed to genuinely curious and maybe a little confused. 
 
    “Cutie. Sexy. Hot stuff,” Daniel said as he rolled his eyes and shook his head. 
 
    “Those are complements,” the man said. “Are you not a native speaker of English? Because your accent is excellent.” 
 
    Daniel heard all of this, but he couldn’t really believe it. 
 
    “What about the husbands? Are they really here against their will?” 
 
    “Maybe at first,” the man said, “But they learn to be happy. This is an amazing place to live. It’s clean, there isn’t any pollution, and there is a real sense of community.” 
 
    That’s when the doors to the shop opened, and the boy looked up. Suddenly, the color dissipated from his cheeks. He turned his head down again as a woman approached. Her heels clicked down against the sidewalk. 
 
    Her husband or boyfriend or whoever may have been intimidated, but Daniel looked right into her eyes when she asked, “Are you trying to make friends with my husband?” 
 
    “I’m just a tourist getting to know people,” he said. 
 
    “A tourist? And your wife isn’t here with you? She should be holding your hand and making sure you don’t wander off.” 
 
    Daniel couldn’t quite help himself. He muttered, “Are you sure she wouldn’t want to keep me on a leash instead?” He thought he had actually seen this a couple of times, but he never got a good look, nor could he ever catch a picture. 
 
    “I don’t have a wife,” he said. Daniel was getting quite tired of pointing this out to one person after another. 
 
    “Interesting,” she said. “So you’re a Wild Male? Is that it?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, feeling oddly chastised. 
 
    “Let me see your paperwork.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    The woman kept her eyes on him and enunciated slowly, “Show me your paperwork, young man.” 
 
    Obviously, he had his passport in his pocket, but he didn’t see why he should have to hand it over to this woman, someone he didn’t know and whose authority he didn’t recognize. 
 
    “Do you work for the government or something?” Daniel asked as he stalled for time. 
 
    “I’m not going to tell you again,” she said. 
 
    Her husband took a chance and suggested, “You probably want to do what she says. She is a woman, after all. She knows what’s best.” 
 
    Daniel thought of just turning around and walking away. Really, he just wanted to learn more about this culture and community. 
 
    “I’m not going to hand it over,” he said. 
 
    “Then I guess I’m just going to have to call one of the constables,” said the woman with a cruel smirk. 
 
    She inhaled and she was clearly going to shout. Daniel felt himself tense up, like he might need to literally turn and run. He had been in some difficult situations over the course of his career, but he never thought he would be stared down by some shopper and her husband. 
 
    “Actually, I don’t think you have to do that,” came a familiar voice. 
 
    Daniel turned, saw her, and said, “Kayla.” 
 
    “You’re already getting in trouble. Not a good sign,” she said with a smile. 
 
    “Is he yours?” 
 
    “I was his temporary handler yesterday,” Kayla said. “Trust me. This one doesn’t really know what’s going on. I think we should be nice to him.” 
 
    The woman seemed to consider Daniel for several long seconds. Since Kayla had her hand on his shoulder and stood there with a warm, convivial smile, the shopper shrugged. “Come along,” she said to her husband before the two disappeared down the street. 
 
    “Seriously? If a woman asks you for your identification, you have to give it to her,” Kayla said. 
 
    “Why? That’s not fair,” he replied. 
 
    Kayla placed her hands on her hips and looked at him like he had just said something adorably foolish. 
 
    “Fine,” he muttered. 
 
    “Remember,” she said, “You are a boy, and that means you need to do as you’re told. We have a wonderful city here, but it only exists because of our emphasis on community.” 
 
    “What about that husband? Is he a part of the community?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Kayla said. 
 
    “Are you sure he’s not a slave?” 
 
    Immediately, Daniel braced himself for some comment about his hyperbolic language. Slave? Really? Wasn’t that being a little bit melodramatic, especially when that husband had only been standing outside of a shop? 
 
    “Yes,” Kayla said smoothly, “I’m very sure he’s not a slave. Trust me, if you saw slave, you would know it.” 
 
    He stared, he blinked, and he didn’t know how to really process those words. But then, she said, “You have been to other countries before, ones where things are very different, right?” 
 
    “Yeah…” 
 
    “And I bet you have even been to countries where women are treated like chattel. Is that right?” 
 
    He had. 
 
    “This isn’t that different,” she said. “We can stand around and debate how women and men should interact, but this is the fact of the matter right here and right now: in this country, women are in charge. This is a matriarchy, and we won’t apologize for it. Do you understand?” 
 
    His heart started beating faster. 
 
    Although the sun was shining bright in the sky, a cool breeze wafted along his skin, and everything seemed fine, he couldn’t ignore the adrenaline pumping through his veins. 
 
    “You look like you might be getting a little bit over exerted. Do you feel like getting an early dinner with me?” 
 
      
 
    Daniel was surprised when she took him by the hand. She slid her fingers through his, tightened her grip, and only seemed startled for a second when she asked, “Oh, sorry. Is this okay with you?” 
 
    Her touch was warm, and he enjoyed it, especially after so much traveling and work over the course of the day. At the same time, he still tried to process exactly what had happened outside of that expensive boutique. 
 
    Not only that, Daniel kept thinking of his travels, especially through male dominated countries. Yes, he had gone to places where women weren’t allowed to vote, drive, or even expose their hair. He had read a couple of feminist treatises on the topic, and he did consider himself to be an ally of women all across the world, but he had never felt any real rage or passion when it came to the topic. 
 
    Sure, there were feminist scholars and activists out there who wanted to bring equality to every corner of the world. 
 
    What would they have said about Matria? 
 
    “It’s fine,” he said. 
 
    “Good,” Kayla replied with a little wink, “Because I wasn’t going to let go anyway.” 
 
    He chuckled like she was joking, and she escorted him down a couple of streets. 
 
    All at once, he realized that the women all around him were looking at him differently now. 
 
    When he had wandered the city, he had drawn a lot of attention. None of the females had actually walked up to him and started speaking to him unless they wanted something from him. Yes, he had to pick up lots of fallen pens, bending over, and he had quickly figured out they just wanted to check him out. It had seemed silly and harmless enough, so he mostly ignored it. 
 
    But then there were the other glances. There were a couple of whispers from one woman to another. 
 
    “Do you think he has been claimed?” 
 
    “I would love to put a collar on that,” said a different woman. 
 
    “He looks like he needs to be tamed.” 
 
    “He looks like he needs to be broken!” 
 
    Each time, Daniel Donovan had glanced over, stared, and tried to intimidate the women. A few looked away, mostly because something else caught their notice. Several more held his gaze. They were challenging him, he realized. But in this city, he wouldn’t stand a chance. He couldn’t complain, and if he confronted them, he knew it wouldn’t go well for him. Perhaps Daniel didn’t know exactly what might transpire, but he could imagine soldiers or the police getting involved and whose side they would take. 
 
    “Here we go,” Kayla said, having left Daniel to his thoughts. Without letting go of his hand, she tugged him into a sandwich shop. “They have the best meatball sandwiches in the entire country. Probably the entire continent.” 
 
    “The best challenges in all of Europe,” he said. “That’s quite a boast.” 
 
    “Go sit in the corner,” she said casually. “I’m going to order.” 
 
    He blinked when she let go of his hand. 
 
    Daniel glanced around the rest of the small café. One couple sat half to the side. Or rather, a woman was seated while a boy he kneeled at her feet and massaged her toes. 
 
    Daniel blinked through his surprise. 
 
    Resisting the urge to go over and talk to them, he instead picked a corner table, sat down, and waited. 
 
    A few minutes later, Kayla came back with a tray, two sandwiches, and a couple of drinks. 
 
    “Coke?” Daniel asked. 
 
    “I thought you might like a reminder of something foreign,” she said. “You know, something to make you think of home.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he said and took another swig from the straw. 
 
    “And your sandwich,” she said, nudging the plate toward him. 
 
    He picked it up, took a bite, and started chewing. It was delicious. He loved the texture, the different flavors mingling together, and the heat against the roof of his mouth. 
 
    “Good, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Very,” he said as he took another bite. At the same time, Daniel realized he hadn’t eaten much all day. The hunger wound through his stomach as he looked over at Kayla again. 
 
    She was studying him with a different kind of yearning. 
 
      
 
    Daniel loved and hated these moments. While they ate, he suddenly got nervous about holding onto a meatball sandwich, especially when the sauce threatened to drip onto his lap or shirt. 
 
    As the excitement buzzed in the air between them, he had to wonder if he was really reading her tone and gestures correctly. This was a strange area, and he didn’t know how these women thought or saw the world. 
 
    But they continued to chat, she reached over and brushed her fingers down his bicep or along his forearm before pulling back. She seemed intrigued by him. Not only that, she was a travel agent and had spent a lot of time out of the country, so she probably knew what she was doing. Right? 
 
    “Tell me about your trip,” she said. “Where else are you going to be taking pictures?” 
 
    “I want to focus on the city for about a week, and then I’m going to head back into the outskirts. I’d like to get some shots of the mountains and forests. From what I understand, you have some really nice castles as well.” 
 
    “We do,” she said. “The history of our Queens and rulers is pretty fascinating.” 
 
    “I’d love to learn more,” he said. 
 
    “Maybe if you stay longer,” she allowed. 
 
    “I only have two weeks,” he said. 
 
    “Well…” Kayla said. “Technically, you can stay longer, but that would just make you vulnerable to being claimed.” 
 
    “Claimed?” 
 
    “It’s exactly what it sounds like,” she said. 
 
    Daniel wanted to ask some questions, but she had something else in mind. “Would you like to come back to my place?” No euphemisms, no rationalization or justification. Just an offer. 
 
    Still, he knew he might be misinterpreting things. But he smiled, said yes, and followed her out of the restaurant. As he walked behind her, he let his eyes glide along the dark fabric of her pants. It clung to the curves of her legs and up her posterior. 
 
    His heart kicked faster. 
 
    Daniel knew he should be offended or annoyed or whatever by the matriarchy in this society. He should have been outraged for the men who were oppressed as second-class citizens. But with this beautiful woman in front of him, he couldn’t worry about any of that. 
 
      
 
    She lived in a small apartment on the second floor of one of the downtown buildings. She opened the door, he walked inside, turned around, and faced her. With the back of her foot, she kicked the door shut, and it closed with a clicking the lock. From there, she leaned up, shifted her weight on to the tips of her toes, and kissed him gently. Her lips brushed the bottom half of his mouth. 
 
    “Did you like that?” 
 
    “Very much,” he said, each word low and resonant deep within his chest. 
 
    “Good,” she said. “Because I was hoping we could do some more of that.” 
 
    “Yes, please,” he said. 
 
    “That’s the right attitude for a boy in Matria,” she said with a bright, alluring smile. 
 
    Daniel wanted to get annoyed, but she leaned in again, kissed him, and now her fingers brushed along the contour of his cheek and down his neck. From there, she enjoyed palpating his body. She massaged his back, squeezed his ass, and even brushed one hand up between his legs. 
 
    Daniel couldn’t help himself. Hot desire pulsed through his body, and he let out a little groan of need. 
 
    That’s when she broke off the kiss, stepped back, and held onto his hand. “Come with me,” she said. 
 
    She guided him down the hallway and into her bedroom. Once there, she shoved her palms against his chest and nudged him down onto the bed. 
 
    Not only that, she climbed up on top of him, straddling him. She pushed him down, leaned forward, and kissed him again. With this woman placed on top of him, he could feel the firmness of her inner thighs, the squeeze of her breasts against his chest, and the warm, intoxicating heat of her lips against his. 
 
    At one point, Daniel tried to grab her, to roll her over so he could climb on top. 
 
    She grabbed his wrists, pushed him down, and grinned, “No. That’s not how this works.” 
 
    He could have argued or protested, but that might have ended their time together, so he gulped and nodded instead. Like so many other boys, he could be easily manipulated, especially when sex entered the equation. 
 
    When he stopped wiggling or trying to push her off of him, she rewarded him with another kiss. Not only that, her hand drifted along the buttons of his shirt. She opened one after another. 
 
    When she got to his belt, he didn’t know what she might do, but his shaft strained through the excitement. 
 
    He couldn’t help it. 
 
    This woman was gorgeous. As her soft lips pressed down against his mouth, he only opened his eyes when she slipped her hand beneath his belt. Suddenly, her fingers moved along his manhood. She stroked and teased him, gently playing with this boy as he tensed there beneath her. 
 
    “How do you feel about getting naked?” Kayla asked. 
 
    “Sounds fun,” he said, mustering as much confidence as he could. 
 
    He sat him up, yanked off his shirt, peeled away his T-shirt, and went for his pants next. 
 
    He marveled at the speed with which she stripped him. But then Kayla surprised him by reaching over and opening a drawer. 
 
    “I have something I want you to wear,” she said as she pulled the collar out. 
 
    It was a red collar. It probably had a leather liner, only the exterior seemed softer and almost velveteen. 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    She opened the collar and started to lift it up toward his neck. 
 
    “Tradition,” she said. “When a man is claimed by a woman, she collars him. He accepts the collar as a sign of his subjugation and surrender.” 
 
    “But I’m a Wild Male.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she said. “None of this is legally binding.” 
 
    For a moment, Daniel really didn’t know whether or not he could believe her. So much about Matria already seemed improbable and unbelievable. None of this tiny microstate met his expectations, but he was an explorer, and she was beautiful, and there was something about the curves of her face, the shine of her eyes, and the way she looked at him that made it easy to relax. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. 
 
    “Thank you for trusting me,” she said as she clipped the collar around his neck and pulled it tight around his throat. It was snug, not quite comfortable, but he could still breathe without any trouble. 
 
    A collar. He now wore a collar like a dog. 
 
    That thought pulsed through his head, but she rewarded him again, kissing him and brushing her fingers along his scrotum, up to the base of his shaft, and along his length. She wrapped her digits around his member and rubbed gently, banishing all of his worries and anxieties. 
 
    “You’re a beautiful boy,” she said. “I like having you in my bed.” 
 
    “Thank you for having me,” he said. 
 
    She grinned, kissed him, and continued to stroke him. 
 
    At the same time, a smile tugged at the corners of his mouth, “But shouldn’t I be on top?” 
 
    “Not here,” she purred. “Not now. You’re a collared boy, which means you’ll do as I say while you’re in my bed.” 
 
    “What? Does that make me your slave?” 
 
    She leaned down and kissed him. At the same time, she brushed her fingers along his inner thighs. She just gently touched him, soft moments of contact that made the photographer shiver and shake for more. 
 
    She knew exactly how to run her fingers along his body, to bring him to the cusp of that orgasm without allowing him the relief he craved. 
 
    Desire pummeled against his psyche, and he wished he could just grab her, roll her onto her back, lean in, kiss her, and take control. But no. This was a different country, and Kayla had something else in mind. 
 
    “This is really frustrating for you, isn’t it?” Kayla asked. 
 
    Biting down, he could hardly think clearly. Her fingers just barely touched him. He didn’t need anything more than a caress, yet those hints of contact sent fresh ways of need pulsating through his body. 
 
    More. He needed more. 
 
    He wanted to reach up and grab her, to slide his fingers through her hair and take a hold of her scalp. He wanted to pull her down, but she grinned. “Have you ever surrendered to a woman before?” 
 
    “No,” he admitted, “Not really. I’m not even sure what that means.” 
 
    She kissed his neck, grazed her teeth along his skin, and brushed her lips down the length of his chest. 
 
    His breathing quickened before his lungs finally seized up because he thought she might wrap her mouth around his shaft. Oh yes, he wanted a blow job. He wanted it so badly. 
 
    He wanted to be able to look down along her soft, lustrous hair. He wanted to see her slide her gaze back up to him as she serviced him. It would have been so incredible, so intense and alluring. 
 
    And yet, Kayla had no intention of giving that to him. She sat up. Straightening her back, she touched her two pointer fingers down to his knees and traced little patterns along his flesh. 
 
    He started to reach for her. 
 
    With an amused lilt in her voice, she commanded, “No. Stay down. Stay down like a good boy or I will kick you out of my bedroom and send you back to your hotel.” 
 
    His throat clenched at the prospect. Daniel hated to think of how much fear that simple suggestion sent racing through his body, but he knew he would do anything to remain with this gorgeous woman. 
 
    As the sun set outside, she continued to touch him, gliding her fingers along his body. 
 
    “Just a photographer? Really?” 
 
    He sputtered out, “What? What are you talking about?” 
 
    She leaned down, brushed her breasts along his chest, “Are you sure there’s not another reason why you are here?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m here just to take pictures. I didn’t know anything about this country. I thought I could learn.” 
 
    Her questions should have surprised him, only Daniel Donovan couldn’t think clearly. With the desires still spinning hot through his frame and down deep into his core, he couldn’t formulate any coherent thoughts. 
 
    At this point, he had one goal: stay still. He needed to remain on his back with his arms poised above his head. He almost imagined a set of leather shackles to match the collar around his neck. This woman could have him trapped right there on his back, and he would be her prisoner. 
 
    So long as she continued touching him like this, he could embrace captivity. 
 
    It was a silly thought, one prompted by arousal and nothing else. 
 
    But now she cupped his balls in one hand. She gently teased the underside of his scrotum as he continued to squirm helplessly on his back. 
 
    When he caught a glimpse of her beautiful face, he recognized her expression. She was having fun with him. She was toying with him and teasing him because this could just be a game. 
 
    “It always fascinates me that men have been able to assume dominant positions throughout society and the rest of the world,” Kayla told him. “I always wonder why women don’t take control elsewhere. Just look at you. I have you on your back and in the collar. All it took was a little bit of kissing, some soft touching, and I’m pretty sure you would do anything for me right now, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    If he had been thinking clearly, then perhaps Daniel Donovan would have been insulted or annoyed by the implications of her questions. But when this gorgeous woman smiled, he studied the beautifully sharp contours of her cheeks, and he cried out, “Yes. Anything. I would do anything for you!” 
 
    “Good boy,” she said. Her fingers wrapped around his shaft, and she teased the tip of his manhood before gliding her hand back down. She rubbed him, down and up, down and up, again and again. The rhythmic movements sent those kinesthetic bolts of desire shooting between his nerves. 
 
    “That’s always the right answer, Daniel. Tell a woman you will do whatever she wants, obey her completely, and surrender yourself. That’s all it really takes to make us happy.” 
 
    Pulling one hand away from his genitals, she reached over and touched her fingertip to his collar. 
 
    Some of the moisture drained away from his mouth as he swallowed and arched his back. 
 
    She started to slide forward. She pulled down her pants and her panties, exposing the soft, creamy skin beneath. He tried to look away. He wanted to study her face, the curves of her breasts, and the contours of her legs all at the same time. 
 
    “I bet you wish you could click a picture right now, Mr. Photographer.” 
 
    His fingers pushed down into the palms of his hands. He may not have been tied up, yet the desperation made him wish he could move. 
 
    But he couldn’t. This woman had him exactly where she wanted him, and she had no intention of releasing him, even if he had only been held down by his own obedience and the desperate desire to please and satisfy. 
 
    Once she was naked from the waist down, she kissed him again, first on his lips, then the tip of his nose. 
 
    Daniel didn’t really understand, not until he saw her giggling again. 
 
    Yes, she was playing with him. Yes, she was toying with him. 
 
    Then he waited for that moment when she would take his shaft, and they could finally have sex. 
 
    He closed his eyes, relaxed, and waited for the soft, welcoming embrace of her opening against his shaft. 
 
    He wanted it so badly. 
 
    It took all of his self-control not to try to grab her. 
 
    Only then she started to shift forward, and he opened his eyes just in time to see Kayla slide her slit along his mouth. 
 
    When he inhaled and got ready to speak, he caught the scent of her arousal. The piquant aroma overwhelmed him right as she said, “Lick me. I want sex with you, boy.” 
 
    He started to say something. When he opened his mouth, he made himself vulnerable. It was so easy for Kayla to press her sex down against his mouth. His lips brushed along her opening, and she grinned. She jerked her head back and let her hair splash down the nape of her neck and along her shoulders while this boy tried to figure out what to do. 
 
    He had to serve her. 
 
    “I’m riding your face, boy,” she teased. “You had better make this worth my while, or I might not let you have an orgasm.” 
 
    For just a moment, he froze. 
 
    Daniel came from another culture, one where sex normally meant penetration. A man was supposed to climb on top of a woman, hold her down, and assert himself. It was supposed to be natural. 
 
    But this was Matria, and in this society, sex meant a woman’s pleasure. 
 
    The idea that he could be denied or left wanting had never occurred to him. Women throughout the rest of the world may not have automatically assumed sex meant their pleasure or their satisfaction, but he needed to learn quickly. 
 
    Although other men might have scoffed or argued that he didn’t need to do this, Daniel found himself surrendering. He’d already agreed to strip and wear a collar. He spread himself out on his back and became vulnerable, so now he lifted his head, parted his lips, and kissed her crevice. 
 
    In the next moment, he started licking. He just barely grazed his tongue along her opening. 
 
    When he heard her moaning, Daniel knew he had done the right thing. 
 
    The sounds of her arousal pulsed through the air and echoed off the walls. Now he plunged forward, sliding his tongue deep into her. 
 
    “Oh, that’s right,” she said. “Lick me. Show me where you belong, boy. Show me what you can do with that tongue of yours!” 
 
    As she spoke, she shifted her weight and pressed her sex down, practically impaling herself on his tongue. 
 
    Daniel gave her everything he had. His tongue flicked out, and he worked her diligently. 
 
    That’s why she rewarded him, stretching back and stroking his shaft. She gave him a squeeze, and he almost lost control. 
 
    Unfortunately for this boy, his tongue slowed down, and he stopped thinking of her first, which meant he didn’t deserve that stimulation. It was a reward for his good behavior, not something he was automatically entitled to. 
 
    She grabbed onto her headboard, tightened her grip, and rode his face. She worked her hips up and down. She slid her body forward and back. Her inner thighs slid along his cheeks, and she threw her head back, gasping with every moment. Eyes wide, she looked up at the ceiling without really seeing anything. 
 
    For his part, he kept his eyes closed even as he worked hard to learn as much as he could about her body. 
 
    Then she cried out, pulled away, and straddled his chest. 
 
    With her hair having fallen forward like a curtain around her face, she grinned down at him. 
 
    When he licked his lips, he tasted her excitement. “Was that good for you?” Daniel asked. “Was that what you were hoping for?” 
 
    She reached down and touched to the tip of his nose. “That was perfect.” 
 
    “Would you, would you have sex with me?” 
 
    “Only because you asked so nicely,” she said. “I think you have a lot of potential. Be careful, Daniel. If you stay here for longer than two weeks, I can claim you. I know I would be sorely tempted.” 
 
    Daniel wanted to ask some real, serious questions. But now she had his shaft back in the palm of her hand, and he lost the ability to think clearly or worry about the future. 
 
    In this nation, women claimed men. They owned them. And yet, he didn’t worry about any of that. Instead, he savored the feel of his tip as she started to surround him, to envelop and imprison his most sensitive body part with the walls of her sex. 
 
    Inch by inch, she relaxed and lowered herself down. Pretty soon, she had him completely trapped. 
 
    “How does the collar feel?” 
 
    He gulped. If he had been thinking clearly, then maybe he would have tried to sound diplomatic or more aggressive. Instead, he groused, “I can’t like it. I don’t like what it represents.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” Kayla tittered. “What you think it represents?” 
 
    Since she had already enjoyed an orgasm, she could think clearly. She knew exactly what she wanted to do and say. It was the poor, helpless boy on his back who couldn’t think because all of his blood flowed away from his brain and down between his legs. 
 
    Boys. 
 
    Explaining male control of the rest of the world would always be challenging, but male subjugation? Male surrender? Kayla could feel the reason for his total subjugation right there between her legs. 
 
    Now she started to lift herself up as she enjoyed the friction of his body against hers. As she used him, she felt another orgasm begin to build. 
 
    Glancing down at him, she said, “Don’t you dare have an orgasm. Don’t you dare!” Then she started to ride him. She brought herself up, almost sliding free of his shaft before enveloping him again. 
 
    Bright, vividly addictive arousal pumped through her body. Her breathing came fast, and she loved the way his cheeks had flushed. 
 
    Under so many circumstances, Daniel Donovan looked like the kind of boy who could remain stoic if he needed to. Only now, he yearned for more. He would do anything to get it. 
 
    She thought of how she could tease him. 
 
    She imagined pulling away altogether and leaving him desperate and wanting. 
 
    But no. There was something about him. Maybe she even liked him. 
 
    Then it hardly mattered because she was bouncing up and down, sliding his shaft deep into her and reveling in their connection as her hair shimmered along the lines of her neck. 
 
    “Now!” 
 
    She clenched down, cried out, and felt his shaft throb as she trained him. 
 
    Within the span of just a few seconds, he must’ve felt completely burned out and utterly spent. 
 
    Since it was so easy for her, she grabbed her panties and her pants. She pulled them on, positioned herself next to him, and pulled him closer. She used him like a pillow, resting her head there on his chest even as his heart continued to hammer away behind the bars of its cage. 
 
    “That was incredible,” he said. 
 
    “I know,” she agreed. 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Daniel knew he had to get back to work. He removed the collar, grateful to see it hadn’t been locked on. From there, he got dressed as quietly as he could. 
 
    When he first planned his trip to Matria, he assumed he would have at least six weeks, not two. As such, he was awake before the sun rose the next morning. He wrote a quick note, left his number, and hoped Kayla would call him back. 
 
    If not, he could understand how these sorts of things worked sometimes. 
 
    He tried to ignore the pounding in his chest, but he realized some women weren’t interested in something serious or long-term. There was a very good chance that this gorgeous woman saw him as a quick fling. Besides, he was going to be gone in another week or two anyway, so it wasn’t like she had to worry about developing feelings or anything. 
 
    Although he kept thinking about Kayla, Daniel did have his work to consume most of his time and attention. He continued to explore the different buildings, monuments, and local sites. 
 
    Images were all unique, and he knew these would look great when he finally got to post them online. 
 
    Although he enjoyed internet access, for some reason, his social networks didn’t work. Stranger still, he had no problem receiving information. He could go through his feed and see what his friends and colleagues were up to, but when he tried to upload anything or post a status announcement, the text went gray and refused to load properly. 
 
    He assumed it was some kind of problem with the local network. 
 
    Whatever. 
 
    After his encounter with Kayla, he checked his phone several times in the first couple of hours while he worked. After that, he decided she probably wouldn’t reach out. 
 
    Fortunately, he had his work to distract him, so he concentrated on the shots. He made sure he got the right light, the correct angles, and the work looked good. 
 
    Then it was time to check out of the hotel. He tried to rent a car, only to discover that men weren’t allowed to drive on their own without female supervision. 
 
    After a quick sigh of the exasperation, he found a car online and had someone drive him. 
 
    Most of Matria was comprised of the Capitol. In fact, that designation seemed to somewhat redundant when more than ninety percent of the population lived in this single city. Even so, there were several smaller towns along the outskirts, so he traveled to one and explored. 
 
    He took pictures of the deep forests, the ancient paths, and even some wildlife. At one point, he watched as a fox darted between some trees and underneath a bush. 
 
    Luck was on his side, so he was able to snap the shot before the quadruped disappeared entirely. 
 
    Feeling good about all of this, he continued to work until it was time to head back to his room. This small town didn’t have anything like a hotel, although he’d been able to reserve a room at the “inn”. 
 
    In actuality, his lodgings were little more than a single room above a small restaurant that could have been charitably described as a café, a diner, or a random woman’s kitchen. 
 
    In any case, it suited his needs. 
 
    After his first day of wandering, he was just going to have a little bit of stew in his room, especially because he didn’t think he had the patience for many more women. If he thought the harassment had been bad in the city, it got even worse out here. 
 
    The moment he got out of the car, a woman strolled over to him, leaned forward, and asked, “Are you here on your own?” 
 
    As a man, Daniel Donovan had always enjoyed walking wherever he wanted. Sure, he recognized that some environments could be dangerous. They could be sketchy; there might be criminals all over, but he was a man, so most people left him alone. He knew some of his female colleagues had a lot more trouble. They always needed escorts, guides, and guards. 
 
    But this woman looked at Daniel like he was a piece of meat, and she only had to claim him for herself. If he remained much longer, she might be right about that. Luckily, that wouldn’t be an issue. 
 
    “Just here to get some work done,” he said. 
 
    The woman smiled at him, and she did look genuinely friendly, only he couldn’t shake the idea that she had a hidden agenda. 
 
    As he walked off, she reached out and grabbed his ass, pinching him. Another woman gave him a quick smack. 
 
    They laughed and said they were being playful. They told him to relax and enjoy it. One said, “We don’t get many Wild Males out here. They’re something of a novelty, young man.” 
 
    Daniel muttered something, and he just wanted to get away. 
 
    He spent most of his time wandering out amongst of the forests and hills which led up to the mountains. 
 
    Although it was warm in most of Matria, Daniel discovered something strange on his first day there. If he picked one direction and just started walking, he ran into a wall of mist. 
 
    When he first saw it, he seized the opportunity and captured some really gorgeous shots. Daniel didn’t usually think in these terms, but he knew these could be printed and sold in some high-end galleries. 
 
    Tendrils of fog seemed to stretch out toward him, almost beckoning like curved fingertips. 
 
    That’s when he decided to pull out his phone. Something occurred to him. It was this little niggling edge of curiosity somewhere at the back of his brain. 
 
    After he stowed his phone, he checked the screen. According to the GPS, he couldn’t go forward. He didn’t understand, and he kept staring down at the screen like he expected the lines and shapes to resolve into something logical and coherent. But no matter how hard he squinted at the pixels, they refused to make any sense. 
 
    Reluctantly, he turned around and headed back toward the inn. 
 
    For the first mile or so, Daniel kept glancing around. He almost felt like something was watching him, only that was ridiculous. This part of Matria was sparsely populated. He had done his research, and he knew nothing exciting happened out this way. There weren’t any hunts, no one lived nearby, and there weren’t even any predators. 
 
    That fox was probably the most dangerous thing out here. 
 
    He made it back to the main path and headed toward town. After another mile, he heard something over his shoulder. 
 
    Daniel tensed up and spun back; his muscles braced like he thought he might have to fight. 
 
    There was someone behind him! 
 
    But then Daniel felt like an idiot because she was a girl in a golden yellow dress. Tight around the waist, her skirt flared out. She had on sandals, and there were flowers in her hair. Right away, he exhaled, surprised by her beauty. 
 
    This girl wasn’t just a cute, hot, sexy, or gorgeous. Instead, she exuded this nearly aristocratic strength and confidence. She looked like the kind of girl who had been born to rule. 
 
    “Hello,” she said playfully. “What are you doing out here all on your own?” 
 
    She looked younger than him by five or six years. She had wavy blonde hair, rounded cheeks, and bright eyes. When she smiled, her lips puckered just a little bit, and the expression struck him as adorable. 
 
    When she strode forward, she almost skipped or danced her way closer to him. 
 
    “I’m taking pictures,” he said. He reached down for his satchel and pulled out his camera to show it to her. 
 
    “Interesting,” she said. “And your wife is okay with that?” 
 
    Not this again. 
 
    Daniel considered redirecting the conversation. He could have asked her what she was doing out here or commented on the weather. After a couple of miles, the fog had dissipated altogether. 
 
    A strange thought occurred to him. 
 
    If this fog surrounded all of Matria, how did the locals leave? He came in on a plane, but there had to be other options, right? Trains or buses? 
 
    All at once, Daniel started to strain as he tried to remember if he had seen any advertisements or some sort of reference to the way out of the country. 
 
    He couldn’t remember anything. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “Sorry,” he said with a shake of his head. “I just got a little bit distracted.” 
 
    She tilted her head to the side slightly, smirked, and giggled, “That’s okay. Boys get distracted pretty easily.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure I’m older than you,” he said. 
 
    “Older doesn’t mean more mature. Older doesn’t been smarter or wiser either.” The corners of her eyes crinkled with amusement as she watched his cheeks color. 
 
    “My name is Daniel. If you don’t mind my asking, who are you?” 
 
    “Would you like a simple name or something more elaborate and honest?” 
 
    There was something so alluring and coquettish about this woman. When he thought of Kayla, Daniel saw a genuine strength. With this girl, he couldn’t help but think of wealth and impressive pedigrees. 
 
    “I usually get simple names, so let’s try for something more elaborate and honest,” he said as he tried to play her game. 
 
    The young woman straightened her back, held her hands at her sides, and seemed to shift her weight on her feet. “Allow me to present myself. My name is Amanda Desirae of House Amata, Heir to the Duchy of Amata and the Surrounding Environs as established by Queen Vesta.” As the last words left her lips, she did a curtsy and a quick bow. 
 
    “Actually, you should be quite honored. This is an something most boys get to hear unless they’re accompanying their wives.” 
 
    Daniel stared at her for several long seconds as he waited for her to burst out laughing because this had to be a joke. 
 
    “That’s your title?” the photographer finally asked. 
 
    “Officially, this is how I’m supposed to introduce myself,” Amanda Amata replied. “With a boy like you, I would normally just say I’m Amanda.” 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you,” he said. 
 
    “But you, young man, are an interesting specimen.” She skipped forward, circled him, and swept her eyes along his dirty shoes, up his jeans, and over his shirt and satchel. “What are you doing out here?” 
 
    “Just exploring,” he said. “I’m not trespassing or anything, am I?” 
 
    “And what if I said you were?” 
 
    “I guess I would apologize.” 
 
    “An apology from a boy isn’t worth much, especially if you don’t have your wife here to vouch for you.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes and finally growled, “I’m not married.” 
 
    “Girlfriend? Who’s your Guardian?” 
 
    “I don’t have one.” 
 
    Her eyes flashed wider for just a moment before she schooled her features. As her lips parted, she brushed her teeth along her lower lip. She started to nibble gently and asked, “Would you like to walk with me? I can escort you back to town.” 
 
    “I don’t think I need an escort.” 
 
    “Don’t you?” Amanda teased. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “I’ll bite.” “Why do I need an escort?” 
 
    “Because you’re a cute boy out in the wilderness, and if someone just grabbed you and took you home, what would stop her from keeping you here? How long have you been in the country?” 
 
    “A while,” he said. 
 
    “Granted, I’m no lawyer or barrister, but boys aren’t allowed to stay here for more than three weeks.” 
 
    “Two, actually,” he said. 
 
    “Oh,” she said, grinning at him. “So does that mean you are living dangerously?” 
 
    “Not really,” he said. “I have my flight all booked, so I just have to head back to the Capitol the day before my passport expires here.” 
 
    “Just don’t sleep in that morning,” she said. That’s when she grabbed him by his arm. She hooked her limb along his and tugged, guiding him forward. At first, Daniel thought of traditional couples and how women used to hold onto men’s biceps. 
 
    He had the same impression here, but only for a second. As she strode ahead with perfect confidence, he realized that he was being led along. 
 
    Together, they walked over a narrow bridge, between thick clumps of yew trees, and along the dirt path. She still didn’t let go. 
 
    “So tell me, if you end up staying here, what kind of slave would you be?” 
 
    “I’m a photographer,” he said, “I’m definitely not a slave. And I’m not going to be one either.” 
 
    “I love your confidence. It’s adorable.” 
 
    Daniel really believed that he kept his expression neutral, only Amanda reached up and pinched his cheek. “Pouty boy.” 
 
    “I’m not pouting,” he said. 
 
    “If you’re not pouting, that must be because you are a rational young man capable of thinking for himself, which means you should be able to tell me what kind of slave you would be.” 
 
    An exasperated sigh left his lips. But then he glanced over at her. She was annoying and intoxicating at the same time. He didn’t understand how those reactions could mix like this, but she made it work. She knew exactly how to provoke him. 
 
    “Fine,” he growled. “What are my options?” 
 
    “As a point of fact, there are quite a few different kinds of slaves. Obviously, they are all male.” 
 
    “Obviously,” Daniel agreed. 
 
    “Some boys are little more than animals.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. In fact, there are quite a few trainers in this area.” 
 
    “Trainers?” He already knew she wasn’t talking about athletics. 
 
    “That’s right. Some women in this area like to train male ponies. These are the boys who are properly equipped, trained, and tamed. They might start out defiant or whatever, but after enough prodding, they learn to behave just like any other pony.” 
 
    “Right…” 
 
    “You don’t believe me,” she said, turning the words into an accusation. 
 
    “It’s just a lot to accept,” he replied. 
 
    “I suppose,” she said with a lazy shrug. “But it’s true. When I was a little girl, my mother and I would go out to some of the pony ranches. We would see the boys. I even got to whip one as he pulled my cart around the estate.” 
 
    Amanda may not have been especially tall or intimidating, yet she still carried herself with the same aristocratic race. If she had insisted royal blood ran through her veins, he would have believed her. 
 
    “So what? You don’t think you’re a pony?” 
 
    “I’m definitely not an animal,” he said. 
 
    “Do you think you’d be a butler then?” 
 
    “I don’t think I have what it takes for domestic service,” he said flatly. 
 
    With her free hand, she reached up and brushed his arm, “But you’re a boy.” 
 
    “Isn’t there any kind of equality here?” 
 
    “No. Why?” 
 
    Daniel looked off into the distance. They were surrounded by these beautiful trees that towered off into the sky, soft earth, vivid moss, huge stones, and more. Even so, he glanced over at this girl, and he knew she was the most beautiful thing here. 
 
    “It’s just hard to believe,” he said. 
 
    “Which part?” 
 
    “This. Matria. You. All of it.” 
 
    “Just relax and take your time,” she said with a chuckle. “I know how easily boys can get flustered.” 
 
    “There. That. That’s exactly what I’m talking about,” he said. “I’m not flustered. I’m just confused. Men can be just as intelligent as women. We can be just as relaxed and rational.” 
 
    “Interesting,” she said. “I’ve never met a boy like you.” 
 
    Daniel didn’t know what to say as they continued to walk. Up ahead, he spotted the outlines of the town. The cute brown buildings all looked like they came from another time. Sure, they had electricity and Wi-Fi, but the ambience seemed so sedate, like something from another century. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’ve never met a Wild Male,” she said. “You’re very intriguing.” 
 
    “Thank you?” 
 
    “Oh, I definitely mean it as a compliment. So many of the boys are boring. You snap your fingers, and they obey right away. But you? I think you could be a fascinating specimen.” 
 
    “I’m a man,” he replied, “not a specimen.” 
 
    She tightened her grip on his arm, and he had the feeling she disagreed but didn’t bother arguing. 
 
    “So if you would want to be a pony or a butler, what about a sex slave?” 
 
    Daniel started laughing, only then she turned to him, and she smirked just a tiny bit, but she seemed…serious. 
 
      
 
    They walked right past his inn and down the street. Within minutes, he saw the grand estate. Hidden behind huge oak trees and a large gate, it looked exquisite. 
 
    “Welcome to the Amata Estate,” she said as the wrought-iron gates opened for them. She strolled ahead, tugging on his arm as she made her way up the steps. 
 
    Daniel looked at the giant wings of this enormous house. 
 
    As a photographer, Daniel tended to visit war-torn regions or areas unspoiled by very much human contact. When he saw wealth, it usually existed in private penthouses atop unbelievably tall skyscrapers. 
 
    He had never been to a mansion like this before. 
 
    When they walked inside, he was surprised by the brush of warm air. Not only that, he could smell freshly baked bread. 
 
    “Are you hungry?” Amanda asked him. 
 
    “I’m okay,” he said. 
 
    Her eyes twinkled, “I wasn’t talking about food.” 
 
    His head twitched just a tiny bit. 
 
    She giggled, “Are all Wild Males as naïve as you?” She leaned forward and came close, so incredibly close. He caught the aroma of her perfume. It smelled like cherries or strawberries. The sweet aroma wafted along his nostrils, and he tried not to breathe in even as he enjoyed the heat radiating off of her skin. 
 
    His shaft hardened almost instantly. He didn’t want his body to react like this. He had only just met this girl, and she seemed dangerous. She was the kind of woman who truly believed in slavery; as far she was concerned, men were meant to have collars around their necks. They belonged on their knees. 
 
    “I, I don’t think this is a good idea,” he stammered. 
 
    “And yet, I think it’s going to happen anyway,” she said. 
 
    That’s when she cupped his cheeks in the palms of her hands, leaned forward, and kissed him. A swell of heat rushed through his body. Wild ecstasy surged along his skin, and he soon lost himself as he pressed forward. 
 
    She broke off the kiss, grabbed him by his hand, and yanked. 
 
    Soon, she was almost running as she pulled this boy along. He followed as best he could, down one hallway after another. They went down a stairwell, emerged into another corridor, and that’s when she picked one of the doors. 
 
    Daniel had no idea why she picked this one over any other. Was it her bedroom? 
 
    No. 
 
    It had a bed. But then he saw the other implements along the wall once she opened the door. 
 
    He saw leather shackles, metal cuffs, collars and leashes, whips and paddles. 
 
    His heart started to beat faster. 
 
    “What, what are you thinking?” 
 
    “I’m thinking that I want to have some fun with you, Daniel.” 
 
    “But we are just playing, right?” 
 
    She finally let go of his hand, did a little twirl into the bedroom, and faced him. The photographer saw her wavy blonde hair, the perfect contours of her cheeks, and the curves of her body. His gaze drifted from her legs up to her torso, her breasts, her neck and her lips. 
 
    His breathing quickened. 
 
    It felt like some drug had been injected straight into his bloodstream, but it was just this girl. Her presence. 
 
    “Come,” she said with a wave of one finger. 
 
    Daniel crossed the threshold, she reached out, grabbed him by his wrist, and pulled him down. 
 
    “I’m not a slave,” he told her, although those words could have just as easily been meant for himself. 
 
    “No, you’re not,” she agreed. “But we can always pretend.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Aren’t you just a little bit curious? Wouldn’t you like to know what it feels like to be owned?” 
 
    His nostrils twitched, and some of the moisture drained away from his mouth as he tried to think. 
 
    She made it even more difficult. 
 
    Some of her blonde hair fell forward and brushed along his cheeks even as she gently pressed her lips to his. In the same moment, she slipped her fingers along his skin. She stroked his jaw, then his neck. 
 
    Wherever her fingertips went, little sparks of electricity danced along his flesh. It felt so good, and then she straddled him. 
 
    For just a second, he thought of someone else. 
 
    But then she worked the buttons on his shirt. She pulled it off, followed by the T-shirt beneath. She stripped this boy. He was bare from the waist up with his heart kicking wildly in his rib cage. The adrenaline flashed, the excitement burned, and he knew he had to be close to her. 
 
    He couldn’t help it. 
 
    At this moment, he didn’t feel like he could think for himself. He didn’t want to either. 
 
    “Now the pants,” she said. She shifted back, kneeled above him, and looked down at this boy. 
 
    Daniel flashed back to middle school or high school. He couldn’t remember exactly which, but there was this girl, Brianda, and she was so beautiful. She had long brown hair, the perfect body, and she had looked down at him at one point. She had been older; he knew that for sure. 
 
    He didn’t remember what she said, but it hardly mattered. There was just something so condescending and affectionate in her gaze. 
 
    Now he saw the same expression on Amanda as she studied him. 
 
    “Go on,” she coaxed. 
 
    With a quick growl of frustration, he loosened his belt, pulled down his pants and boxers in one movement, and kicked off his shoes all at the same time. He threw his clothes down onto the bed. 
 
    Then she leaned forward, and she started kissing him. She pressed her soft lips to his stomach, his sternum, and the tip of her nose brushed above his heart. “Your pulse is so fast,” she said. “Does that mean you’re nervous? Do I scare you, Daniel?” 
 
    “No,” he said. She pulled back, brushed a loose bang behind her ear, and grinned down at him. “Are you sure about that?” 
 
    “Maybe a little,” he admitted. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she chided. “A little bit of nervous anticipation is to be expected, especially when you want this so badly.” 
 
    She gently licked three of her fingertips before reaching for his shaft. 
 
    She reached down slowly, drawing out every moment. His eyes bounced from her glistening fingertips to her face and back again. 
 
    “This what you want,” she said. “This is what you need.” 
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
    “Then you’re going to be a good boy for me,” she said. “You are going to do whatever I want. And right now, I want to tie you to this bed. I want you down on your back, helpless beneath me.” 
 
    His time with Kayla felt like long ago, but he remembered how she had ordered him down onto his back. 
 
    “I can stay still,” he protested. 
 
    She slid forward along the length of his body, grabbed him by his hair, pulled his head back, and kissed him ferociously. Her lips pushed down against his as their tongues teased one another. 
 
    With every second, the arousal burned hotter and brighter within his body. It pulsed from deep within his core as she toyed with him. She had one hand up along his scalp. Her other hand stroked and rubbed his manhood. 
 
    “You are my slave,” she said, “So I can just keep you here so long as you are a Wild Male.” Her eyes twinkled again. Was she messing with him? Was she teasing him? In her mind, would it have been perfectly acceptable to grab him, lock him in a cage, and wait for the clock to run out so she could claim him legally? 
 
    Those thoughts sounded like frantic whispers at the edges of his brain. When he saw her, he knew he wanted to be with her. 
 
    Like so many men before him, Daniel knew he could take a stupid chance if it meant sex. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. At the same time, he tried to reassure himself. If she really wanted to enslave him, then she would need his permission. She probably could have just grabbed some of her servants or something and hunted him down like an animal. 
 
    “Say it. Say you want to be strapped down and powerless beneath me.” 
 
    “I want to be strapped down and powerless beneath you.” 
 
    “Because you are just a peasant boy,” she said. Then she kissed him again. 
 
    Daniel had never spent any time with an aristocrat before. He had never met a Duke or a duchess, a prince or a princess. And yet, when she looked down on him, she made him feel lowly yet somehow cherished at the same time. 
 
    She teased him. She played with him. 
 
    She continued to stoke those desperate desires throughout his body as she grabbed his wrists and pinned him down. 
 
    For long seconds, she rewarded him with her proximity, the feel of her body, the scent of her perfume, and the touch of her lips. With each second, he lost himself to the conflagration burning bright beneath his skin. 
 
    Then she pulled away, sauntered over to one of the shelves, and picked up a set of leather shackles. 
 
    “Arms and legs,” she said. 
 
    Daniel nodded his head down and up. “And a blindfold,” she added. 
 
    “Is that, is that really necessary?” 
 
    She touched a finger to the corner of her mouth, looked up as she seemed to ponder the question, and finally decided, “Yes. This is very necessary.” 
 
    Daniel stayed on his back, naked and enthralled as she climbed back up onto the bed. She straddled him again, only now she attached the shackles to the bedposts. She drew them tight, secured them, and then finally fastened the restraints around his wrists. She started with the left. When he felt the cuff encircle his arm, he tugged on it halfheartedly. 
 
    Instantly, he knew he wouldn’t be able to break free. 
 
    This girl had strapped down one limb. Moments later, she strapped down his other arm. Then she grazed her fingernails along his biceps, down his forearms, and she finally caressed his palms. Again, the electric tingles ran along his nerves. 
 
    “I could keep you just like this,” she said. 
 
    She nibbled on his ear, grazing his flesh with the edges of her teeth. Although she just barely touched him, he yearned for more. With her right hand, she stroked his chest. With her left, she fondled his shaft. 
 
    Then she pulled back, grabbed the second set of restraints, and strapped his feet to the bed. Finally, she came forward again, lithe and gorgeous. Although he was naked, she remained completely dressed. 
 
    “You look lovely,” she said, “Just like a work of art. In fact, I’m tempted to keep you.” 
 
    His nostrils twitched, “You can’t do that,” he said. 
 
    “Oh? And you think you could stop me?” 
 
    “Please…” Daniel said. 
 
    “And what are you asking for?” 
 
    Daniel didn’t get the chance to respond because she slipped the blindfold over his eyes and around his head. She drew the scarf tight, making sure he couldn’t see anything. 
 
    “Are you nervous?” 
 
    Daniel didn’t see any point in lying, “Yes…” 
 
    “Good,” she said. “Did you know we study male psychology in school?” 
 
    “What?” Daniel asked, thrown off by the sudden shift in topic. 
 
    Not only that, Amanda continued to stroke him. She played with his manhood, brushing her fingers gently up and down again and again. Every few seconds, she gave him a soft squeeze, just enough to keep him right there on the verge of release. 
 
    Without thinking about it, he tried to buck his hips up, to rub himself on her and get off. 
 
    Every time he tried, she pulled away an instant before he could enjoy that rush of release. 
 
    “That’s right,” she said, “We study male psychology. It’s part of the curriculum for every girl in the country.” 
 
    “Why?” The words jumped from his lips. 
 
    “Because it’s important that we understand how and why males are inferior. It’s important for us to understand why boys need to be trained and why you need to be owned.” 
 
    “That might be true here,” he said, struggling hard to sound diplomatic. It was difficult, especially with his breathing coming in one ragged gasp after another. “But out in the rest of the world, men can think for themselves.” 
 
    “Can you? Can you really?” Amanda asked. “Because right now, it looks like you let me tie you down.” 
 
    He froze for a moment, but then she brushed her fingers around the tip of his shaft. With the pad of her thumb, she rubbed his length. 
 
    A growl of desperate desire reverberated through his chest and along his extremities. His fingers pushed down into his hands, and he jerked against of the leather shackles, but they held him down quite easily. 
 
    “If you let me tie you down, that must mean you understand your place. Deep down, you must yearn for the chance to be owned.” 
 
    “No,” he said frantically. “No, that’s not true! I couldn’t help it. You, you’re very beautiful. You’re beautiful, and I—I want to be close to you.” 
 
    Time seemed to stop for him. She only considered his declaration for a moment or two, yet those seconds stretched on and on for the bound photographer. 
 
    “That’s so sweet,” she said. 
 
    He heard the sounds of rustling fabric, but he didn’t know how to interpret her response. What did she have in mind? 
 
    Then she scared him. 
 
    She slipped off of the bed once again. He turned his head, and he wanted to ask her where she was going or what she had in mind. Somehow, he could already tell Amanda wouldn’t share that information with him. She liked his uncertainty; his nervous energy fed her excitement. 
 
    Finally, he couldn’t help himself, “What, what’re you doing?” 
 
    “I’m just getting something,” she said. “But that reminds me. Can you tell me how boys are inferior?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He heard something like a clap. The sound echoed off of the walls, forcing him to tense up. Nervous energy burned through his body. 
 
    “Can you tell me how boys are inferior? I mean, they obviously are, but I would like to hear an explanation from your perspective.” 
 
    “Men aren’t inferior,” he replied. 
 
    “I mean, yes,” she allowed, “The boys are certainly useful for many things. You’re very good at lifting heavy objects and fetching items off of the top shelf, but I’m talking about intellectually. Emotionally.” 
 
    “Men aren’t inferior,” he said again. 
 
    “Oh my,” she teased as she climbed back up onto the bed. He may have been strapped down, but she grabbed this boy by his waist and pulled him onto his side, exposing his butt. “I think someone is going to need some discipline.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I’m holding something in my hand,” she said. “It’s something special. I use it every morning.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    A playfully disappointed sigh left her lips as she answered his question with one of her own, “Have you ever been spanked with a hairbrush?” 
 
    “No…” Daniel exhaled slowly and definitively. “No, you can’t do that. Don’t. Don’t you dare!” 
 
    Too late. She swung the hairbrush down, striking it hard against his naked flesh. He felt the clap. The burst of sound rushed along his skin along with the sharp pain. She pulled the hairbrush back and struck again. And again! 
 
    “You can’t, you can’t do this!” 
 
    “I’m Amanda Desirae of House Amata, Heir to the Duchy of Amata,” she said, savoring every sound and syllable of her title. “And you are just a boy, so I can do whatever I want with you.” 
 
    He breathed in and got ready to answer, but she didn’t give him the opportunity. 
 
    The hairbrush flew down again and again. She struck hard and fast until his backside turned a bright shade of red. Heat coursed along his skin as he tried to catch his breath or convince her to stop. 
 
    She released him, he fell onto his back, and he tried to look up at her, but he couldn’t see anything through the opaque fabric of the blindfold. 
 
    Frantic now, he struggled. She giggled as he twisted and writhed against his restraints, yet the leather bonds held him down, right where she wanted him. 
 
    “Poor boy,” she teased. “Don’t worry,” she said. “I can make sure you know where you belong.” 
 
    Hissing through his teeth, he didn’t answer. She struck again, three times in quick succession. The hairbrush flew down hard, crashed against his flesh, and sent though shivers of pain running between his nerves. 
 
    Then she used something even more nefarious. 
 
    She just barely ran her fingertips along his reddened skin, making him shiver with vibrant need. 
 
    “You like that, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes…” 
 
    “Then I guess you want more,” she said playfully. 
 
    She unleashed another barrage, smacking his backside hard with her hairbrush. Through those waves of effervescent pain, Daniel pulled the restraints tight as he fought to escape. And yet, he still thought of this beautiful girl perched on the edge of her bed, brushing her hair each night. The simple intimacy, the soft caresses, and so much more made him want to break. 
 
    “Boys are inferior! Boys need to be enslaved!” He called out those words without really thinking. 
 
    “Service me,” she ordered. “Use that sweet tongue of yours, boy.” 
 
    He didn’t understand, not until that moment when she straddled his face, just as Kayla had done. Lost in the darkness of his blindfold, he knew he should be thinking of Amanda, but he couldn’t dislodge those thoughts of Kayla. He kept picturing the young woman poised on top of him, gorgeous and perfect. 
 
    But then he had no choice. 
 
    She slid her sex along his lips. She rubbed herself on him. 
 
    The sweet aroma of her perfume mixed with the scent of her arousal as he surrendered. Daniel lifted his head and started licking. His tongue darted along her sex again and again, just the way she wanted. 
 
    “Good. That’s right. Good boy. Lick. Lick me like a servant. Lick me like a peasant,” she teased. 
 
    She rubbed herself on him as she enjoyed every second. 
 
    “Oh, this is incredible. I have never been serviced by a Wild Male before. Maybe I have to keep you. Yeah, that would be so good. I could just collar you and leash you. I could show you off to all of my friends. I could tame you and teach you to do tricks!” 
 
    A whimper vibrated in his throat. 
 
    She must have heard it because she threw her head back and started laughing. He couldn’t see her, yet those sounds—like playful bells—vibrated along every inch of his body. 
 
    “Deep down, you know. Deep down, you know this is where you belong. You should be in restraints. You should be collared. Every boy needs to be owned. The rest of the world is broken, Daniel. You know it. You can feel it. Maybe you don’t want to admit it. Maybe your culture taught you wrong, but you can feel it. I know you can. That’s probably why you came here in the first place.” 
 
    She was toying with him. 
 
    She was just messing with him. 
 
    “It would be so easy to put you in a cage. I could just keep you. Yes, I could! 
 
    Again, he held onto those mantras: she was just toying with him. She was just playing with him. 
 
    She didn’t really mean any of this. 
 
    She was a rich, spoiled girl who could have whatever she wanted, and the prospect of taking him appealed to her. But really, she wouldn’t enslave him. Besides, he had every legal right to be in the country as an independent man…for a few more days. 
 
    Daniel tried so hard to ignore that final detail as he licked. 
 
    “You can’t lie to yourself, Daniel. Serving a girl like me is exactly what you need because this is who you are!” 
 
    His tongue flicked faster and faster. He traced little patterns, shapes and letters, all in the hopes of satisfying her. 
 
    Then she cried out. She screamed. As the burst of pleasure worked through her body, she finally pulled herself away. 
 
    With her head dipped down, she giggled, “You know, I meant it.” 
 
    He licked his lips as he tried to get his thoughts back in order, “What? What do you mean?” 
 
    “I could keep you,” she said. She rested her hand on his chest. “Oh, that scares you, doesn’t it? Poor boy. You’re scared of being locked in a cage and owned by a pretty girl? Does that make you nervous? Does that frighten you? I could lock up your cock. You could wear a chastity cage for me as my plaything. Don’t worry. I would let you out from time to time. I know when a boy needs to be spanked.” 
 
    “Please…” 
 
    “I’m going to make you choose,” she said. 
 
    “Choose?” This question came out like a squeak. 
 
    “That’s right,” she said. “I’m going to make you choose. Right now, you can have sex with me. I can ride you and make you feel incredible. It will probably be the best orgasm you have ever experienced.” When he looked up at this girl, he knew she meant those words. Just as importantly, he knew she would be right. 
 
    “But if we have sex, I don’t think I’m going to be able to let you go. I think I will have to keep you for myself.” 
 
    His eyes widened as he heard those words. 
 
    “You could let go of your life outside of Matria. You’d be a slave—my slave.” She traced little circles and hearts on his chest with her fingertip. 
 
    With his mouth suddenly dry, Daniel couldn’t speak. Yes, there had been moments in his life when his brain blanked, only he stared up at this girl. 
 
    The temptation was right there, bright and incandescent. 
 
    He could do it. He could just say yes, and she would keep him. More importantly, he believed her. This was a girl who had the wealth and means to keep a boy prisoner until it was time to register him as her property… 
 
    “No!” he had to shove the word past his lips. It took all of his self-control, all of his discipline, everything he possessed. 
 
    “Too bad,” said the girl in the golden dress. “I guess that means you get to be a free man for a few more days.” 
 
    “I’m getting out of here,” he said. 
 
    She released him from the restraints, and he sat up. He looked down at his hardened shaft. Despite everything, his erection hadn’t faded. If anything, he wanted this girl more than ever, and he felt the temptation to plead with her, to beg for the chance to try again. 
 
    “Yes,” she said as she leaned forward. He couldn’t help but glance down and see her cleavage. There was something so perfect about her breasts, the lines of her neck, and the curves of this girl’s beautiful cheeks. Her voice played along his psyche as she teased him, “I’m sure you will get away. I’m sure you’ll get to go back to your old life as a photographer. You’re definitely not going to end up as a slave.” 
 
    He got dressed and headed for the door. He would find his own way out. 
 
    “By the way,” she teased, “If you end up on an auction block, I will definitely bid on you.” 
 
      
 
    Daniel stumbled off of the estate. At first, he seriously worried he might get lost and have to spend hours wandering the mansion. Luckily, he had a pretty good sense of direction, so he soon found his way outside. From there, he walked along the main path and left the grounds altogether. 
 
    Again and again, the possibility echoed in his mind. 
 
    Just right then, he could have been enslaved. 
 
    He only saw one room in this palatial estate, yet he was sure this beautiful, rich girl would have cages and maybe even dungeons. 
 
    Luckily, he made it back to the inn. He threw himself down onto the bed, stared up at the ceiling, and contemplated what it could have been like. 
 
    “I have to get out of here,” he whispered. 
 
    As a photographer, he had traveled the world, seen so much, and been scared plenty of times. There was that time in Morocco when a crazy cabdriver nearly drove them off a bridge. In India, he and a group had been surrounded by separatist rebels. Even in the United States, he got mugged in Tennessee. 
 
    Each time, he had known things to go terribly, terribly wrong, but the dread had been different. Now he got up and walked over to the window. He looked outside. 
 
    A couple of kids were playing. Three girls were throwing a ball back and forth, and there was a boy running between them as he tried to catch it. 
 
    “You lose!” one of the girls announced. 
 
    “Really? I thought I had more time!” protested the boy. 
 
    “I’m a girl, so I’m right, and you are wrong. Get on your knees, boy!” 
 
    The boy glanced at the other girls before finally accepting defeat. This was just a children’s game, so there weren’t many rules, but Daniel was sure about one of them. The girls would always win. 
 
    That was how this country worked, he knew. 
 
    Daniel shook his head, dropped the blinds back over the window, and threw himself onto the bed. 
 
    He ignored the fear coursing through his veins. Exhaling slowly, he looked up at the ceiling and knew he could leave right then and there. He could call for a driver, head back to the Capitol, and pay some outrageous fee to leave early. 
 
    But he had never run away from a project before. He had never fled. 
 
    As a professional, Daniel Donovan decided this wouldn’t be the first time. He would finish. One way or another, he would get this done. 
 
    The next day, he headed over to another little town even further away from the Capitol. From there, Daniel added to his collection of photos. He found exquisite specimens, took pictures of the local women, and even explored an old castle. 
 
    When he got back to the real world, these shots would be worth a small fortune. Again, he allowed those ambitions to smolder as he pondered what it would be like to build an entire brand off of this country. 
 
    Unfortunately, the castle proved to be more complicated than he originally expected. He only finished about half of his anticipated shots before the sunset, which meant he had to go back to his room. 
 
    The next morning, he got up. He checked his phone. 
 
    He still had a few hours. 
 
    Okay, he could do this. 
 
    He rushed back to the dilapidated castle and finished. Then he ran back to the small town. Once there, he saw the car was already waiting for him. 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    Adrenaline burned through his body. At the same time, he knew he had to make his flight. If he didn’t, he would be exceeding the two week mark. 
 
    If that happened, he would probably have to hide out in a hotel or something. So long as the women didn’t notice him, they wouldn’t be able to claim him. Or at least, that’s what Daniel told himself. 
 
    When he got into the car, he glanced around the rest of the town. Several women made eye contact with him. They seemed to be studying him. Then again, this could have been his imagination. 
 
    He doubted any of these women were really thinking about him or contemplating his status as a Wild Male. 
 
    “ID?” the driver asked after Daniel loaded his luggage in the trunk. 
 
    He handed her his passport. She glanced over at the phone mounted to her dashboard. “You’re cutting it close, aren’t you, young man?” 
 
    “A little bit,” he said. 
 
    “A few more hours, and you will be fair game.” 
 
    Fair game. Hardly. In this country, men always lost. 
 
    He pushed those thoughts aside, smiled politely, and said, “By the time my paperwork expires, I’m going to be on a plane headed back.” 
 
    “Right,” she said. 
 
    He sat in the back, pulled the seat belt on, and knew that the lock would engage, just as it had for his other journeys. When he heard a click, he tried not to flinch. He tried not to think of captivity either. 
 
    They drove in silence for the first hour or so as they made their way through trees and along the mountain roads. 
 
    After all of his hard work, Daniel let his eyes slide shut. He relaxed to the vibrations of the engine and the gentle sway of the vehicle as the driver navigated. Before long, he fell asleep. 
 
    The car came to a quick stop. 
 
    Jolted out of his reverie, Daniel lifted his arms and stretched them as best he could in the back seat of this woman’s car. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Daniel asked groggily. “Why did we stop?” 
 
    “Mudslide,” she said. 
 
    Daniel stretched as much as the seatbelt allowed. He looked out through the windshield and saw the road was indeed covered in thick globules of dirt and mud. Not only that, some huge rocks had apparently rolled down the mountainside as well, completely blocking the road. 
 
    Daniel grabbed his phone. He had a little bit of time left before his flight, but not much. 
 
    “We have to get through this,” he said. 
 
    “Sorry, young man, but I don’t think that’s possible. We are going to have to turn around.” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    She glanced at him. She must have been able to tell exactly what he was thinking. 
 
    “We passed another town, didn’t we?” 
 
    “We did,” she allowed. 
 
    “Let’s go there,” he said. 
 
    The driver shrugged, “Whatever you say.” 
 
    All of the sleep and fatigue dissipated from his body as he nervously tapped his fingertips against his leg. As the driver promised, they turned around and headed toward the previous town. Daniel had only spotted it for a second. He had awoken just long enough to look out and see another large estate, one which immediately made him think of Amanda. 
 
    Rather than drive to the town, they went right back to that estate. The driver pulled up to the gate, and Daniel leaned forward, “What are we doing here?” 
 
    “You need a place to stay, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, but…” 
 
    The woman rolled down her window, and an intercom buzzed by the gate. “Yes?” 
 
    “I’m here to see Lady Lucy of House Renata. The road is blocked, and I have something she might like to see.” 
 
    “One moment please,” came the response. 
 
    After a few seconds, the gates swung open. 
 
    The woman drove them up to the front of the house, she unbuckled her seatbelt and got out. “I’ll be back in a minute,” she said. 
 
    “Wait, what are you doing?” Daniel tried to ask. Too late, the woman had already slammed the door shut. 
 
    Even though he already knew what would happen, Daniel tried to release the safety buckle. 
 
    Where was his driver? What was she doing? 
 
    Daniel refused to panic. Even so, he couldn’t get any new information. 
 
    The seconds ticked by, and he was torn between dread and boredom. Eventually, he pulled out his phone, he wondered if he could call for help. 
 
    Right away, he considered whether or not he actually knew anyone. He had met a few different women in Matria, yet only one name came to mind: Kayla. He scrolled through his phone, found her number, and wondered if he should call her and ask for help. 
 
    Hours. 
 
    Within hours, his status as a Wild Male would be revoked. He didn’t know what the new legal term of might be, but he understood the implications well enough. A woman would be able to claim him. He could be owned. 
 
    He could be enslaved. 
 
    “That’s not going to happen,” Daniel said. Alone in the car, he tapped his screen and held the phone to his ear. 
 
    It started ringing. 
 
    “Come on,” he said. “Come on.” He chose that moment to look out the window. 
 
    That’s when he saw the driver. She was walking back toward the car with another group of women behind her. 
 
    Daniel Donovan had never panicked like this before, but he could only listen to the ring tone as it continued to buzz against his ear. 
 
    The ringing kept going and going. With every second, the women came closer. That’s when the driver realized what he was doing. She rushed forward after saying something; Daniel couldn’t hear what. 
 
    The driver wasn’t alone. 
 
    Several of the other females rushed forward. They opened the car door, and the driver hit a button. Suddenly, the seatbelt came loose, and the women grabbed him. 
 
    Daniel thought he might be able to just brace himself in the back of the car. 
 
    No. These women were strong. They yanked him out, dragging him from the vehicle. He stumbled, hit the ground, and jumped back up onto his feet. Like a group of she-wolves, the driver and the strangers encircled him. 
 
    Only one woman stood back. She seemed more mature than Daniel. She held herself with an aristocratic stance that reminded him a lot of Amanda, yet she seemed more worldly and capable. 
 
    While the other women encircled him, this one stood off to the side. She had on tall black boots, khaki pants, a white blouse, and a black vest. At her side, she had a crop. Daniel took in all of these details at a glance, yet there was something about her gaze that made him think this was the kind of woman who could own any male. She was the kind of woman who helped rule Matria and ensure female supremacy. 
 
    “Hi,” he heard Kayla say, “You have reached Kayla’s mobile phone. Please leave a message at the beep.” 
 
    He heard the beep. 
 
    “Kayla!” Daniel shouted. 
 
    One of the women grabbed the phone from him, ripping it from his grip. In the next moment, he tried to lunge at her, only another woman grabbed his right arm, then his left. 
 
    A third woman kicked him in the back of his legs, which sent him sprawling once again. 
 
    He hit the ground, and that’s when the women went to work. They yanked on his arms, his feet. Soon, his hands were tied behind his back, some kind of rubber cylinder was shoved into his mouth, they blindfolded him, and he couldn’t move or see. He couldn’t even talk. That didn’t stop Daniel from snarling and shouting. But after a few minutes, he realized it was pointless. 
 
      
 
    “Daniel Donovan,” said a female voice. “It’s good to meet you. My name is Lucy Renata. Depending on your natural inclinations, you might love me or hate me. Either way, I don’t really care. I have never been in the habit of worrying about what my animals think of me.” 
 
    He heard those words. Her voice was precise yet somehow warm and controlling all at the same time. 
 
    He flinched when he felt her hand along his cheek. The blindfold still obscured his vision, making impossible for this man to see anything. He had no idea what was going on or what this woman had in mind. 
 
    “First, you should understand that you now belong to me. One of my associates has filed the appropriate paperwork. Now, I have some good news and some bad news for you. The good news is that you may not belong to me for long. Depending on what I decide, I might put you up for auction. Granted, even then, you might not sell. It all depends on whether or not anyone is willing to pay for you.” 
 
    Daniel didn’t see how getting put up for auction could possibly be considered good news, yet he tried to mumble something through his gag. After restraining him, the women had loaded them up onto some kind of cart and rolled him to his new destination. 
 
    He could smell the warm aroma of leather, and he heard women giggling followed by the sounds of neighing or whinnying. It seemed hard to follow, and he wondered if his imagination had started to run off since he couldn’t see anything. 
 
    “The bad news,” she said, proceeding as though he had said nothing at all, “is that you are about to be reformed as a pony.” 
 
    She stroked something else along his cheek and down his neck. 
 
    “This is a leather crop,” she said. “But it is very special. You see, it has a small electrode at the tip, which can be used to deliver a rather painful electrical shock. Don’t worry. It won’t cause you any real harm. It won’t damage your body or make you less valuable as a specimen, but it will sting. Now, there are some men who come to me, and they never need to be punished. Not once. These are the determined boys who are so eager to please me. It’s really wonderful. It’s actually very sweet.” 
 
    Daniel grunted and jerked against the ropes holding his wrists behind his back and his ankles together. He tried to squirm, to rotate his wrists and slip one hand free. If he could just see, if he could just get the gag out, if he could just talk to this woman, then maybe he would be able to convince her there had been some kind of terrible mistake. 
 
    He wasn’t supposed to be here, not anymore! He had his photos, and he was supposed to escape! 
 
    Because seriously, they couldn’t keep him. He wasn’t a citizen of this country. They couldn’t just own him. 
 
    And yet, during all of his time in Matria, he hadn’t seen a single embassy. More importantly, he wasn’t on assignment here. He didn’t have a contract or some employer would start to worry about him. No one had paid any kind of insurance policy on him to make sure he could make it back safely. 
 
    When he saw the pictures of the beautiful women, the beautiful cityscape, and the lovely countryside, he had just assumed he would be able to maneuver his way through this country. 
 
    Maybe he had been wrong. 
 
    No. 
 
    Daniel Donovan refused to give up. He refused to acknowledge the possibility that he might be trapped here. 
 
    “Stop struggling if you want me to remove the blindfold.” 
 
    Instantly, Daniel recognized this as a test. She wanted to see how easily she could manipulate him. That’s why he redoubled his efforts, tensing his muscles and flexing his arms and legs as he tried to rip free from those soft, silk cords. 
 
    She lifted his shirt, stroked his side with the tip of her crop, jerked it back, and brought it down hard. 
 
    The snap of leather against his skin stung, but it was the biting burn of electricity that made his eyes widen and water beneath the blindfold. 
 
    “Now I have your attention,” said the woman. “I am Lady Lucy Renata, and I will not tolerate disobedience from a boy.” She still held his shirt up and open, leaving his torso exposed. With her free hand, she struck. The tip of the crop flew down again and again, sending hot, jagged bolts of energy running through his body. He tried to twist away, to escape, but they had him tied up against the wall. He pulled on the hooks, but the rope didn’t yield, and he couldn’t get away. 
 
    Finally, the barrage stopped, and he drooped forward, drained and exhausted. 
 
    “You don’t get to struggle, Daniel. You are an animal, which means you are owned. You might not understand this, but you should be grateful. I am your superior, and I have decided to take you. Perhaps I will keep you. Perhaps I will sell you. Either way, you are no longer a Wild Male. You don’t get to wander off or try to make your own decisions. You are owned.” 
 
    You are owned. Those three simple words echoed inside of his head as he listened to the sultry tone of her voice. 
 
    For good measure, she brought the tip of the crop down again. Electricity burned hot through his body, making him jerk back, but then he slumped forward. He stopped struggling. 
 
    “Good boy. That’s right. You just want to relax and surrender. You don’t want to think for yourself. You don’t want to fight. Be a good boy. Be a good pet. Be a good animal.” She nearly took on a singsong cadence as her fingers brushed along his cheek and down his neck. 
 
    “My associates are going to help you now. They’re going to strip you naked, and you had better not fight. You just want to relax while they get you prepared.” 
 
    He lifted his head and tried to look at her, not that he could see anything through the thick silk of the blindfold. Prepared? What did that mean? 
 
    “Nod your cute head for me,” she said. “Nod like a good, obedient boy.” 
 
    Daniel bobbed his head down and up, just the way she wanted. 
 
    That’s when he heard a door open and close. Then there were the footsteps. 
 
    They pulled him off of the hooks, cut away the ropes, and let them fall to the floor. 
 
    All at once, Daniel tensed up. He itched to throw himself forward, to rip off the blindfold and to try to escape. 
 
    If he had been an action hero in some movie, he could have punched his captors in some elaborate sequence, throwing out one elbow, launching a fist, kicking and weaving back just in time to avoid any reprisals. 
 
    But he wasn’t an action hero. He was just a photographer. Yes, he was in reasonably good shape, but he didn’t think he could take on these women. 
 
    It felt strange to simply stand there as they removed his pants, his shirt, every stitch of fabric. Soon, he was naked before these women, but they still hadn’t taken the blindfold off of him. He still couldn’t see what was happening or the equipment they had brought. 
 
    “That’s right,” said Lady Renata. “Just relax. Let my associates do their work. They know exactly what you need. They understand who you’re supposed to be. I understand who you’re supposed to be.” 
 
    She reached out and brushed her fingers along his sternum. She pressed the flat of her hand to his chest and felt his heart pounding. “Oh, you’re scared.” 
 
    With the rubber cylinder still wedged in his mouth, Daniel couldn’t say anything. Even so, he gave a quick shake of his head because he wanted this woman to understand that he had traveled the planet and wouldn’t be intimidated even if the nervous adrenaline continued to pump along his arms and legs. 
 
    “It’s okay if you’re scared. Don’t worry. You’ll learn to relax into your new life. You’ll feel so much better. Yes, you will. I just want to get some photos of you. I just want you to be properly equipped. And yes, I might take you for a ride.” 
 
    Daniel still couldn’t figure out what any of this meant, but then someone grabbed his right leg and forced it up. It was strange maneuvering and moving without seeing where he was going, but then he slipped his right leg down into some kind of boot. He felt the zipper slide up. Straps were secured around his ankle and shin. The same thing happened on his left leg. 
 
    He tried to flex his toes, but the leather boot was far too snug. 
 
    The next thing he knew, his arms were pulled behind his back and slipped into a strange set of sleeves. Another zipper. Another set of straps. Next, they slid something over his head. He still couldn’t tell what was happening. 
 
    They wrapped some kind of harness around his chest and over his shoulders. They drew it tight and locked it on. 
 
    Next, they pulled the cylinder from between his teeth, and he was about to speak, only they pushed something else in. It was rubber, just like the first gag, only this one felt slightly thinner. Not only that, it pressed against of the corners of his mouth. 
 
    “Very nice,” said Lady Renata. 
 
    “Would you like to see yourself?” 
 
    Daniel didn’t try to speak. Instead, he bowed his head down and up. 
 
    “Good,” she said. “Because this is my favorite part.” 
 
    They pulled the blindfold off. 
 
    Strangely enough, he couldn’t see anything to his left or right, not that it mattered because his focus locked on to the mirror in front of him. 
 
    Daniel saw his reflection, only he didn’t recognize himself. Normally, when he stood in front of a mirror, he spent his time trying to pick out the perfect shirt for an interview with a potential client. 
 
    Now, he wore a black harness equipped with different buckles, restrictive leather sleeves, and a strange pair of boots. Not only that, he had a pony bit in his mouth, a bridle over his face, and blinders blocked out his peripheral vision. 
 
    He had been turned into a human pony. 
 
    “Lovely,” she said as she stepped up to him and brushed her fingers along his naked ass and up toward the harness. “I think you’re going to be perfect. But first, there’s something I want to do with you, Daniel.” 
 
    He tried to turn his head and look away. He needed to find the exit, to discover some way to escape. Then again, his arms were thoroughly bound behind his back, meaning he couldn’t use his fingers. He couldn’t even pull his arms toward his front. Like a pony, he could only use his mouth. Then again, his lips and teeth were held back by the bit. 
 
    “I want you to know that I was impressed by your work. I think you did an amazing job of photographing my country. In fact, I might be able to sell your photos off,” she said. “But I think there’s one last thing we need.” 
 
    She let go of the harness, stepped back, and he turned to her. 
 
    That’s when he saw his own camera pointed right at him. The red light came on, and he knew what was going to happen, yet Daniel Donovan couldn’t look away. 
 
    She took one picture after another. The flash blasted across his face and down his body. He stared forward, all while his new owner took pictures of her pony. 
 
      
 
    She would sell the images. She would tell this incredible story about a boy who wandered into Matria thinking he could record whatever he wanted and leave without any consequences. 
 
    Foolish. Silly. So very male. 
 
    As Lady Renata tugged on his harness and guided him out of the stall and into a long corridor, he wondered how many pony boys she had trained. He glanced to the left and right. He saw equipment stored in different rooms and closets. 
 
    Within moments, however, she took him outside. He saw the paddocks, the fences, the open green grass, and the hitching posts. 
 
    She walked him over to a cart. When he saw it, Daniel knew exactly what was going to happen. 
 
    “The whip I’m going to use is also laced with a variety of tiny electrodes,” she explained. “If I have to use it on you, it’s going to sting. That said, there are quite a few different settings. Some of them are hardly noticeable. Others can be excruciating. Now, as a pony, you will pull my cart. I will use the reins to indicate which direction we should go in. If I pulled to the left, you go right. If I pulled the right, you go left. Understand?” 
 
    Daniel did, so he dipped his head down just a tiny bit. 
 
    “Good boy,” she said. “Right now, I’m just interested in testing your obedience, but we can still have some fun. Understand?” 
 
    He dipped his head down again. 
 
    When he looked around, he saw another cart along one of the dirt trails. A boy pulled it. He kicked down in his leather boots, trotting while a woman sat in the cart, swung the whip, and prompted him to gallop faster. 
 
    “That’s Tonya, one of my best clients,” said the animal trainer. “You should hope she doesn’t buy you. She tends to be brutal with her animals.” 
 
    From there, Lady Renata guided Daniel up to the cart. She pulled the straps over to his harness and locked them on. Within moments, he knew he was going to be used as a beast of burden. It seemed impossible to accept, especially because he had a university degree, he had sold photos to so many major publications, and people respected him. 
 
    A shiver ran down his back as he wondered what his ex-girlfriend would have thought if she saw him like this. 
 
    She might have smiled. 
 
    Lady Renata double-checked the straps, pulled herself up onto the cart, touched the whip to the back of his neck, and she yanked on the reins. “Ya!” she called out. 
 
    No. 
 
    Daniel Donovan understood that if he started to behave like a pony right here and now, these women would be able to make him do whatever they wished. He would lose his independence, his freedom, everything… 
 
    No. He couldn’t let that happen. He wouldn’t! 
 
    He braced himself. He knew what was coming, but he could handle it. He had to. He had no other choice. 
 
    He dug his teeth down into the bit and prepared himself for the inevitable. He knew what was coming. 
 
    At least, he thought he did. 
 
    His owner chuckled from behind him. “I bet you think you are being so clever right now. You probably believe that this will be enough to protect your independence and freedom. But here’s the problem, Daniel Donovan. Those are already gone. You belong to me. The paperwork has been filed, and my barrister is very good. There’s no way you would ever be able to overturn her work.” 
 
    “I don’t care!” Daniel tried to call out, only the words were mumbled and muzzled via the bit in his mouth. 
 
    Still, she must’ve been able to guess what he intended to say because she chuckled again, “This isn’t about whether or not you care. You will break for me,” she said. “You are going to run. You’re going to pull my cart, and you will go in whichever direction I choose because I am the woman, you are the boy, and that means you are little more than a beast of burden.” 
 
    He wanted to shake his head, to turn around and face her, but the harness, the straps, and the cart made that impossible. 
 
    Whether he wanted to admit it or not, this boy had to stand there and stare straight ahead. He wouldn’t even be able to see her in his peripheral vision, not with the blinders set against of the sides of his face. 
 
    “Remember, this didn’t have to be difficult on you,” she said. 
 
    With expert precision, Lady Renata jerked the whip back and the tip flew back before she yanked it back down. The tip with its dozens of tiny electrodes struck his skin. She used the button on the handle to control the electrical output. 
 
    The crop had stung. 
 
    Impossibly hot agony swept through him. It tensed every muscle in his body. He would have collapsed, except the harness and cart kept him up. He sagged there in the restraints for just a moment. 
 
    “I think another one is in order,” she said. 
 
    He tried to call out; with the bit in his mouth, his words sounded more like the whinny of a panicked equine. 
 
    She struck again. 
 
    In this moment, Daniel Donovan stopped existing as a man. He disappeared into the burst of pain. Everything else vanished. His thoughts, his plans, his fears and ambitions disappeared. 
 
    When the electricity finally dissipated, Daniel stared straight ahead. Then he felt the reins slap against of the back of his neck and down his shoulders. Lucy called out, “Ya!” 
 
    Like a good pony, he started to jog forward. 
 
    Daniel Donovan didn’t think about it. He couldn’t. 
 
    The pain lingered, buzzing just beneath the surface of his skin. He knew she could strike again at any moment. 
 
    He pulled on the cart, felt the wheels grind against of the gravel along the path, and his breathing came harder and faster. It didn’t matter. 
 
    “That’s right,” she called out. Her tone was so soothing, so encouraging now. Only moments ago, she had unleashed a storm of excruciating electricity, but now she could encourage this pony boy. “Good. Keep going. You don’t have to go too fast. Slow. Woah, slow down, boy.” 
 
    Part of him wanted to defy her, to simply close his eyes and race ahead as fast as he could. 
 
    And yet, he knew this would be a mistake. 
 
    Instead, he allowed himself to follow the direction of the reins. The reins. Those leather strips slapped down against his shoulder, they tugged to the left or right, and he followed them, turning the cart as his owner directed. 
 
    He ran beneath the sunlight. Sometimes she brought into a complete stop. At other points, she had slowed down or simply had him walk in his leather boots. 
 
    Over the course of the morning, sweat dribbled down his shoulders and along his back. He continued to run hard whenever she called out the command. He walked, trotted, galloped, and ran. He went hard until he felt like the exhaustion would tear him down and throw him to the ground. 
 
    But this woman seemed to understand exactly what he could tolerate. She knew what he could handle, and she didn’t ask him to do anything more than his very best. 
 
    “Back to the stables,” she called out as she aimed the cart toward the large barn built behind her estate. 
 
    Exhausted, he wondered if maybe he should feel humiliated by their destination. 
 
    She guided him right back to the entrance. Then she got off, and she stroked his cheek. She brushed her fingers along the top of his head, then down his neck. He tried not to bask in her attention, especially when she said, “Good boy. Such a good boy. I’m very proud of you. You did a great job. Who ran so hard? You did!” 
 
    She was teasing him, talking down to him. Even so, Daniel endured and enjoyed it. There was something about having her attention focused on him. 
 
    Then she glanced over at one of her associates, a woman who carried a small video recorder in one hand. “Did you get it?” 
 
    “Yes, Lady Renata.” 
 
    “Make sure the guests get the footage. I want to make sure his potential price is as high as possible.” The woman reached up and pinched his cheek, “We are going to have to make it worth my while if I’m going to part with you.” 
 
    Daniel wished he could narrow his eyes, growl, or fight back. But then she pulled the bit from his mouth, and she reached into her pocket. She held something up on the palm of her hand. 
 
    When he saw that small, white sugar cube, his mouth start watering instantly. He had run hard, and his body yearned for something sweet. 
 
    He could have turned his head away, grunted, or simply stared off into the distance as though he hadn’t seen it. 
 
    A woman like Lady Renata wouldn’t wait long, he knew. 
 
    As much as he wished he could be stubborn, Daniel lacked the strength and willpower. There was something about being close to this woman—all of these women. It was their confidence, their strength, and their determination. They understood how they were stronger and better than the men, so they deserved to rule. 
 
    That’s why Daniel dipped his head down, and he started to lick the sugar from her palm. The sweetness ran along his taste buds; he lost himself to the simple pleasure. 
 
    From there, she took his reins and handed them over to a young woman. This girl couldn’t have been more than seventeen or eighteen, yet she held the leather straps and guided him back to a stall. 
 
      
 
    Daniel Donovan had no idea what to expect. 
 
    Another girl came for him, grabbed his reins, and pulled. She brought him back into the house. They walked down corridors, and he tried to keep track of where they were going, but he soon became hopelessly lost. 
 
    She pushed through a set of double doors, and he could hear a voice. 
 
    It was Lady Renata. “It looks like I have fifteen. What about sixteen? Look at his fine musculature and excellent posture. Sixteen. I have sixteen from Lady Oleander. What about seventeen? Okay. I have seventeen. Eighteen?” 
 
    Daniel shivered as he realized what was about to happen. 
 
    The girl who escorted him here held onto his reins. Someone else whispered, “It’s almost time.” 
 
    She nodded, but she must’ve done this before and been very confident with the process because she pulled her phone out and started to scan across her feed. 
 
    For her, this was just another normal day. 
 
    For Daniel Donovan, it would be the moment when he would be sold off like livestock. 
 
    But then he glanced down at the harness, he felt the bit in his mouth, and he could never forget the blinders to his left and right. Women could walk right by, and he wouldn’t be able to see them. 
 
    “Twenty-two for this fine specimen,” announced Lady Renata. “Congratulations go to Duchess Amata.” 
 
    Duchess Amata? Amanda’s mother? Did that mean—? Before Daniel could put the thoughts together, Lady Lucy Renata’s amplified voice cut through the air and vibrated all the way to his core, “And now, allow me to present my favorite acquisition. You have seen his photography. You know what he can do. This is Daniel Donovan!” 
 
    The pony boy stumbled out as the young woman guided him. She brought him to the center of the stage before walking him to the left, then the right. It was obvious she intended to show him off. Standing at the center of the stage, Lucy beamed proudly. 
 
    “I must confess, I am sorry to see this boy go, but I already have a stable full of young men who require my attention. That said, let’s see what he will be worth to any one of you.” 
 
    Daniel blinked and squinted as he tried to peer through the gloom. There must have been dozens, maybe even a hundred women out there. He tried to scan the audience. 
 
    At first, he thought he would only see Amanda if luck was on his side. But then, what if that blonde coquette actually bought him? She could take him home, lock him in chastity as she promised, and torment him every day… 
 
    Again, he remembered that one simple fact about this nation: here, he had no rights. Here, he was livestock. 
 
    His bit, bridle, blinders and harness demonstrated his status better than any legal statute. 
 
    Before he spotted the cute blonde with her rounded cheeks, he saw another woman, someone he actually recognized. Kayla. 
 
    He had called her. Had she tracked him somehow? Was she there to rescue him? 
 
    Their eyes met for a moment, and he knew she wouldn’t be able to afford him. With a pang, he realized she was just a travel agent. She could never compete with the daughter of a Duchess. 
 
    He would be trapped in chastity forever. 
 
    He would be tormented. He would be broken. 
 
    Then it hardly mattered because his handler tugged on his reins and pulled him to the left, then the right. She showed him off as Lady Renata addressed her audience. 
 
    The numbers flashed by quickly. 
 
    Under the bright glare, Daniel couldn’t see who bid on him. 
 
    The numbers went up and up, higher and higher. He heard them, but he didn’t understand what they really meant. He didn’t know how to process what it meant to be bought or sold. 
 
    Finally, Lady Renata clapped her hands together, “We have a buyer!” 
 
    Who? 
 
      
 
    The handler pulled him back offstage, but they didn’t give him much time to catch his breath or even let his vision adjust. Perhaps this was part of their procedure. They knew it would be easier to package him while he was disoriented. 
 
    They slipped a blindfold over his face, released him from the restraints, only to tie him up under silk cord. Then they shoved him into a box. 
 
    He could actually feel the cardboard beneath his naked back and buttocks. 
 
    After that, he had to wait for transport. 
 
    Daniel had no idea how much time he spent in there. 
 
    Hours at least. 
 
    Days? 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    No one told him anything. The box got shuffled around every few minutes. He could feel it inside of a vehicle. It rumbled beneath him. Then he was lifted, and lowered back down again. 
 
    He tried to sleep, but he didn’t know what had happened. 
 
    Actually, he did. With a frustrated growled deep within his throat, he knew that a woman had bought him. 
 
    Amanda? Someone else? It was probably a stranger, he realized. There had been so many women. Besides, was there a real possibility that Amanda Amata would choose him? Yes, she enjoyed teasing him, but she would probably go after some other boy. 
 
    Then someone cut through the top of the cardboard box. 
 
    “Hello,” she purred. When he heard her voice, he didn’t know what to think or believe. He had hoped, but it seemed impossible. No, this had to be some kind of delusion. It was a fantasy. 
 
    It couldn’t be! 
 
    Only then, she reached down and pulled away his blindfold. He blinked through the sudden illumination and saw Kayla’s face. She wore a warm smile as she said, “You know, you were warned. You just had to leave before two weeks went by, but could you do that? Nope. Silly boy. Oh well. I guess you’re going to have a lifetime as my boy to think about what you could have done differently.” 
 
    “Kayla? You? How?” 
 
    “I bought you,” she said. 
 
    “But, but you’re just a travel agent!” 
 
    A grin tugged at the corners of her mouth, “Is that what you still think? Frankly, I don’t understand how you could be a globetrotting photographer when you’re so, so naïve.” 
 
    She ran the back of her hand along his cheek, then down his neck. “Are you ready to be my obedient boy?” 
 
    For just a second, he ran through these equations and calculations. He imagined himself fighting her with everything he had. Yes, she was beautiful, and maybe some part of him even yearned to get down on his knees in front of her and promise his fidelity, his loyalty, and his obedience…yet he still felt that glowing ember of defiance. 
 
    He was supposed to be a man, right? Independent. Free. 
 
    But if he tried, she could sell him. 
 
    No. He couldn’t risk it. He had to be good. 
 
    “I, I’ll do whatever you want,” he said. 
 
    “Good,” she said, “Because you don’t want to make a member of the Security Bureau angry. You know what I could do to you?” 
 
    He gave a quick, nervous shake of his head. 
 
    “And you don’t want to find out either,” she said. She untied him, stood up, and said, “Come.” Then she pointed to a spot right in front of her feet. 
 
    Her one-word command made his body tingle as he crawled forward and kneeled in front of her feet. 
 
    “Are you ready to be collared?” 
 
    “Yes…” 
 
    She reached down, touched to the underside of his chin with the curve of her knuckle and said, “Address me as your Mistress from now on. I own you. You are property, and so you will give me the respect I deserve.” 
 
    “Yes…Yes, Mistress,” he said. 
 
    A smile touched to the corners of her mouth. “Good boy.” 
 
    She reached over for one of the nightstands and grabbed his new collar. She held it up and said, “This isn’t a toy. It’s enabled with GPS. Not only that, it can be used to deliver an electrical shock should you disobey or try to leave the boundaries I set for you. Sometimes, I will let you go out and run errands for me. Most of the time, you’ll stay here.” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress,” he said. 
 
    “Oh, and I’m going to have you outfitted with a chastity lock,” she promised. 
 
    His eyes widened. 
 
    “Do you have a problem with that?” 
 
    “No, no, Mistress,” he stammered. 
 
    “Good. But don’t worry. There will be times when I will want to ride you. I knew exactly how good you can feel. Now go get up on the bed, spread your arms and legs, and get ready to be strapped down.” 
 
    “What, what you going to do with me?” 
 
    “Whatever I want,” she purred. 
 
    Daniel knew that would always be the answer, so he obeyed. He scurried across the room, threw himself down onto her bed, and spread his arms and legs. He turned his head to the side, saw the shackles, and immediately thought of Amanda. And yet, Kayla wanted him for herself. She wanted to play with him, to tease him. 
 
    He was a lucky boy. 
 
    The idea seemed ridiculous, but he couldn’t push it out of his head, no matter how hard he tried. 
 
    Yes, she would own him. Yes, she could be strict and severe just like any other woman, but he saw something else when she looked at him. It wasn’t just the playful cruelty of a spoiled, rich girl. 
 
    She climbed on top of him, strapped him down, and grinned. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she said. “We both know you want to try.” 
 
    He bristled for only a moment, but then he tugged on the restraints. The leather shackles connected to thin, silver hued chains. The soft clinks of metal reverberated against his eardrums as he pulled. At the same time, he couldn’t ignore the beating of his heart. 
 
    “This is where you belong,” she said. She had him completely restraints now. He pulled on his bonds once again. “The first time I played with you, I didn’t bother with the shackles. But now, I want you to understand exactly who and what you are.” 
 
    “I’m your slave,” he said. 
 
    “That’s right!” She flashed him a warm, playful smile. 
 
    “And I’m always going to be your slave,” he said. 
 
    “Yes,” she breathed into his ear. Then she kissed his cheek. The tip of his chin. And finally his mouth. She pressed her body down against his. Not only that, she reached for his shaft and started teasing him. 
 
    He couldn’t help but think of Amanda and how she played with him without letting him have an orgasm. 
 
    Kayla could do the exact same thing. 
 
    With a collar around his neck, he surrendered to her. He kissed her. She pushed his head down. She brushed her lips along his mouth. At the same time, she stroked his sides and caressed his naked flesh. 
 
    “I miss your mouth,” she said. That’s when she sat up. 
 
    She had on a snug blue dress, only now she peeled away her skirt, yanked down her panties, and straddled his face. It happened so fast. 
 
    “Buying you turned me on,” she admitted as she pressed her sex down against his mouth. 
 
    He didn’t hesitate, not this time. Like an obedient boy who knew his place, Daniel didn’t worry about photography, his ambitions, or even his life outside of this country. He knew that he was owned. More importantly, he knew he couldn’t escape Matria. 
 
    His tongue darted along her opening. He tasted her. He moved up and down, left and right. He traced those patterns. All the while, he lifted his head and did his best to make her feel good. 
 
    This wasn’t just about physical sensations. 
 
    He wanted to be close to her. 
 
    He wanted to serve her, to satisfy her. 
 
    Daniel couldn’t explain these feelings. He didn’t understand how this surrender swept through him so totally, but he embraced it anyway. 
 
    He worshiped her body until she climaxed hard. She shoved the flats of her hands against the wall, bracing herself while she enjoyed his mouth. Finally, she pulled away. She looked down into his eyes. 
 
    “Tell me about your life.” 
 
    “I couldn’t get out. I couldn’t get out, so you bought me. You bought me, and I belong to you. Please, allow me to serve you. Please, Mistress…” The words felt so right. 
 
    She lifted up her skirt, lowered herself down, and she enveloped him once again. The walls of her opening tightened around his shaft. His manhood disappeared underneath the strength and power of this woman. Then she lifted herself up, and he savored the friction of her body against his as she claimed him. 
 
    “I can’t wait to train you,” she said. “I know you’re eager to please, but you’re going to have to learn so much, Daniel. My Daniel.” She grinned as she started to move faster now. Her nipples tightened underneath her dress. She lifted herself up, slid herself down, and reveled in the heat of his body pulsating against hers. 
 
    “After this, I’m locking you up. I’ll let you out. When I feel like playing with you. Remember, you belong to me.” 
 
    He should have been horrified. Instead, he called out an eager, “Yes, Mistress!” 
 
    She pumped him. She rode him hard. 
 
    She turned this boy into her slave. 
 
    “Come for me. Come for me right now, Daniel!” 
 
    She closed her eyes, arched her back, and savored that moment when his shaft pulsated. She lost herself in the throbbing rhythm. Wild ecstasy burned hot through her body, exploding along her extremities, all the way to the tips of her toes and her fingertips. 
 
    Then the sensations faded, and she lowered herself back down. She rested her head on his shoulder. 
 
    “Good boy,” she said. “Very good boy.” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress. Thank you, Mistress.” 
 
    “Rest now,” she said. 
 
    Again, he obeyed his new owner as he settled into his life of captivity. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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    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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