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Are you interested in a commission?

Do you have a special story you’d love to see? My name is Anna Ritter, and I've been writing femdom and gynarchy erotica for the last three years. You can find my short stories, novellas, and novels on Amazon. Now I'm doing commissions!

I’m available for any storyline or fantasy. With no limits and a vivid, biting imagination, I'll write out your favorite scenario. You can include popular characters, franchises, or something from your personal life.

Keep it short or get as detailed as you like. I charge one cent per word. You get a written fantasy designed to your specifications, and I hold onto the publishing rights.

I’m happy to include specific descriptions. Have a special someone in mind you’d like to see in a story? Maybe a celebrity? Some unique kink you can’t find anywhere else? I’m definitely your girl.

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

ARitter664@gmail.com.

I hope to hear from you soon!




Prologue

Life in the Dawn Star Confederation was pretty good for its citizenry. Crime, poverty, and political corruption had been largely minimized. It wasn't a utopia; human nature still asserted itself from time to time. Someone might get angry or jealous. Greed could lead to some pretty dumb decisions, and an uncertain future always made it difficult to guess precisely what might happen next. Despite all of this, most of the citizens were content.

Why not? They were women, they had power, and they could make their own choices.

Unlike the boys.

The political structure for the Dawn Star Confederation was open and inclusive. Female adults were allowed to marry whomever they wanted, vote, own property, and they had a very equitable tax structure with a generous safety net. Entrepreneurship, scientific exploration, education, and personal development were all heavily encouraged.

Of course, things were different for the boys. In the Confederation, different planets followed different local laws and regulations, but the general theme was the same: boys couldn't be trusted. They didn't deserve rights or freedoms. And why would they?

Throughout history, starting with Old Earth, men had proven their general incompetence. They lost control of their emotions and engaged in ridiculous tantrums. If these men had been controlled, then it wouldn't have really mattered. If they had been collared and leashed, then they could have gotten angry or upset without any real consequence. But time and time again, men had been allowed to take political office, to achieve important military ranks, and to own entire conglomerates responsible for hiring thousands of people. Again and again, these boys messed up.

Politicians frequently took advantage of their office and connections. Routinely, they accepted bribes or worked to punish their political rivals. Too often, they concentrated entirely on their own ambitions. They didn't recognize the distinction between their personal desires and their obligations to the wider community. Others used their connections, influence, and gravitas to overpower specific individuals. Some men might achieve impressive heights of political power, only to bully and attack those around them.

Male soldiers became generals, and they would lose control of their tempers and throw massive weapons or entire armies at an enemy with no real chance of victory. These men craved control and domination; they didn't think about the people around them or what would be best for everyone involved. They just wanted to see their armies grow like some kind of parasitic weed.

Then there were the corporate executives, men who chased after numbers in their bank accounts. These were the men who thought they deserved everything. Even if slavery was illegal, they messed up by pushing wages down as much as they possibly could. As they earned more and more, they used their wealth to suppress dissent and to protect their monopolistic interests.

That was the majority of human history. But here's the thing about history: it is dominated by a singular paradox. Human nature remains the same, and nothing ever really changes, but time marches on, and everything must evolve as the rules are constantly shifting. New ideas, technologies, and attitudes get injected into society.

Eventually, a few women came together. They started working toward one goal: a female dominated government. With the Dawn Star Pact, they succeeded. They started with just a couple of worlds. These weren't important, and the other local governments didn't think they were any kind of threat. But little by little, the Dawn Star Confederation spread. It grew into an interstellar power with vast armies, powerful fleets, successful corporations, new technologies, and so much more. From their free universities to their inclusive political and economic structures, the Confederation offered the universe something new and special.

This was harmony on a massive scale, all under the control of powerful women.

It wasn't perfect. It wasn't a utopia. There were still a few political scandals, a little bit of corruption here or there. Some women fell into feuds, but it was all a matter of degree. Overall, the leaders recognized their responsibilities and they worked hard to strengthen their communities, their worlds, and the broader Confederation. They were willing to listen to one another. They trusted one another.

This unity gave them a massive advantage.

Along the way, the males in society watched as the Confederation grew stronger, all while they were relegated to the status of servants, slaves, and playthings. Again, the male experience varied from world to world.

On a few planets in the Confederation, men were domestic helpers. They stayed at home, raised the children, took care of cooking and cleaning, and ultimately enabled their wives to succeed. These men were probably some of the luckier ones, especially because they could still express their opinions.

On other worlds, men became slaves. On these planets, they were sentenced to different types of labor, some hard, some domestic. Some of them were routinely muzzled. Of course, the women around them still took care of these men; slaves had value, after all, and they could handle some heavy work. In certain places, especially around mining and agricultural communities, this was very useful. A few of the slaves might actually find themselves trapped by bits, bridles, and harnesses. With their arms sleeved behind their backs, they would be treated like horses and other equines. Specialized trainers would get them and teach them how to run hard or to pull plows.

Then on other worlds, men became playthings. On these planets, men could be kept like pets, stripped naked, leashed, and trained for their owners' amusement. A few of the luckier boys might be treated like actual companions. They would learn to listen, to make the appropriate sounds of respect, to massage, to lick, and always to obey. Then there were the others who became little more than animals.

These different dynamics mixed together on other worlds in the Confederation. Occasionally, it debated what was best, but one certainty was never really tested or questioned: men needed subjugation.

They needed to be owned.

It was for their own good. Throughout history, males had been allowed to make their own decisions, to vote, and to fight for their "freedom". Clearly, that had been a mistake.

While peace was pretty much an inevitability on most Confederation planets, many of these women and planetary leaders still had their own ambitions, especially when it came to the Duchy of Durendal. Initially much larger than the Confederation, this allied group of planets clung to tradition. Yes, women were allowed a few leadership roles, but men dominated commerce, industry, business, and politics. Occasionally, a female activist would rise up and try to change things within the Duchy, but she would inevitably fail. Both women and men, it seemed, had been thoroughly trained to believe that this was the normal way, the traditional way, the "right" way. So what if women made less for doing the same jobs? So what if women weren't really respected as much as their male counterparts? Everyone in the duchy relied on a narrow view of meritocratic principles; if women didn’t succeed, then it was because they didn't work hard enough or try hard enough.

Although men enjoyed numerous advantages in the Duchy, a few of them immigrated to the Confederation.

Mostly, these men were husbands, boyfriends, or family members.

For example, a wife might start to do some research on the Confederation. If she was a pilot, a navigator, or an engineer, perhaps she visited one of the Confederation worlds. While there, she might see the clean streets, the deferential males, and start to read about this planet. She would start to see all of these different opportunities. That wife might then go back home and convince her husband to come with her. Together, they could go and join the Confederation. They could start their lives over.

Sometimes, the women were honest with their husbands. They told these men that things would be very, very different for them. They wouldn't be allowed to vote, own property or money, and they would ultimately be treated like second-class citizens. But still, these wives might promise their husbands that nothing would really change between them. After all, men had loved women while simultaneously subjugating them throughout history.

Perhaps those guys agreed because they overestimated their strength and independence. Maybe they couldn't envision any kind of scenario where men weren't in charge, so they headed off, only to face an entirely different reality.

Then there were the wives who are more circumspect. These were the women who knew that their husbands wouldn't change. After growing up in a culture where men were generally more respected and revered than the women around them, these men absorbed those tacit assumptions about their own innate intelligence, charisma, and ability. That's why they had to be lured to the Confederation. Maybe the women said that things weren't really all that different. After all, if men had taken charge of the Duchy, then the same would be true pretty much anywhere, right? Besides, men had excelled throughout history. Was it possible for an entire, interstellar nation to be controlled by women? No, of course not.

So these men headed off to their new homes, only to be collared, leashed, trained, humiliated, integrated. One way or another, they were tamed and taught to obey. They learned about male inferiority. And even if they silently disagreed, it wasn't like they could escape.

Elsewhere, men retreated to the Confederation for other reasons. These were the ones who weren't cajoled or tricked. Instead, they went voluntarily.

Eric Sandren was an excellent example. Originally a singer and performer in the Duchy, he apparently got upset when tax collectors came after him. He was the kind of guy who said that he worked hard, so he shouldn't have to pay a single credit back to the Duchy. When the collectors came for him, he jumped on a shuttle, transferred his assets, and soon found himself on a Confederation planet. Once there, he announced himself, and the local officials asked him who his handler was going to be.

His handler? He didn't understand. His manager was back in the Duchy.

Soon enough, this boy was stripped as unclaimed property, taken to an auction house, and sold off. Apparently, he raised quite a bit of revenue for the local municipality. Considering his talents as a singer and dancer, quite a few women were interested in purchasing him for their own amusement. Later on, pictures came out; he was stripped, bound, and caged like a songbird.

Then there was Captain Tyson Reeds. He was originally a soldier for the Duchy, but he became disillusioned with how he was being treated. Specifically, he thought that soldiers should be allowed to trade. At one point, he lost control, attacked a Confederation ship, and fled into their territory, perhaps thinking that he and his men could start a new life as pirates.

They were captured within twenty-four hours. Since he had gone rogue, the Duchy ambassador wasn't even willing to vouch for him. That's why these troops were also stripped naked, sold off at an auction house, and trained at separate estates. Several of his men rehabilitated as househusbands. They learned to cook, clean, and defer to their new wives. Tyson himself, however, was purchased by an industrialist who thought he would do well with hard labor. So day after day, he found himself lifting heavy crates and working hard to please his new owner, a woman who enjoyed randomly shocking him to "encourage" him.

Elsewhere, a navigator ended up on the wrong planet and soon found himself collared. Luckily for him, a woman decided that she wanted to keep him as a plaything. She enjoyed touching him and teasing him. Although he, like most boys, was confined to a chastity belt, at least his new owners decided that they liked him, so they could be quite affectionate with him from time to time. More like a beloved pet, he had to give up his travels, and he was no longer considered capable of navigating a starship, but it could have been worse.

Then there was Albert Connors, a corrupt politician who seemed determined to live up to his last name. In the Duchy, he would have been executed for accepting bribes. Every once in a while, the municipal police forces swept the political class for corruption. Albert never believed he could get caught, but he had been sloppy with his bribes and blackmail. One woman stepped forward, made some very detailed accusations, and Connors decided to go on the run. Apparently, he was aiming for a nonaligned star system, but he ended up in Confederation space anyway.

Once there, he thought his money would be enough to protect the life of luxury to which he had become so accustomed.

Nope.

The women here weren't impressed, especially because he had a small ship filled with gold, expensive artwork, and other items. One woman found him, collared him, and claimed his property as her own. He sputtered and protested, but no one was interested in listening to him. Soon enough, he found himself muzzled, shocked into compliance, and taken home. From that point forward, he wasn't a powerful politician who could sway those around him. She treated him like a piece of furniture and routinely used him as a footstool. This was his life now.

Some men in the Confederation might be happy. Those are the ones who had learned to accept their status. They understand that they didn't deserve rights. They didn't deserve the opportunity to make their own decisions. They are slaves and servants, property and playthings. This is how they are meant to live, and they should accept it. Because if they don't, they will simply be punished until they do.




Chapter 1

"Thank you for coming, Governor Johnson," lied the weapon platform's commander. General Marquez Tiburon loathed dealing with politicians, especially men like Alexander Johnson. Granted, the general needed his support, especially when it came to funding, but these political animals never understood how combat actually worked. Their minds operated differently, in realms of promises, deceptions, public perception, and preference.

Military action, on the other hand, came down to objective realities. Marquez understood this on a primal, visceral level. It was in his blood. Like his father and grandfather before him, he believed in a very specific kind of service: expansion, aggression, and control. Of course, these leaders hadn't cooperated. In fact, they had ceded one planet after another.

It stops here. It stops now, Marquez promised himself, and this time he wasn't lying.

The two men met on the command bridge of the Titan Claw. Three rows of consoles were manned by loyal specialists, young men and the occasional woman. A weapon like this required special training from some of the best trained minds in the entire duchy.

Spread across dozens of star systems, the Duchy of Durendal was supposed to be a powerful nation. They were supposed to be unstoppable. Decades ago, that had been true as they acquired one planet after another. Propelled by their FTL drives, explorer ships spread across of the galaxy and claimed one world after another. The opportunities seemed to be limitless. Young, ambitious men could make money as navigators, explorers, engineers, or virtually any other field. Everything was growing so fast. The optimism had spread, but then something happened.

The so-called Dawn Star Confederation.

Right as Marquez thought of their name, his insides tightened. Simultaneously, he glanced over the shoulder of one of the sensor specialists. This planet, Ansion, was next in line for conquest. Frankly, Marquez wished he could be leading a grand fleet to attack the Confederation, but he understood that they needed to prove themselves first. They needed a victory. And even now, female forces were encroaching on this planet.

They came in small waves. Ansion had several very well developed cities, but most of the planet remained uninhabited. Small groups of ships could appear, get detected, and the planetary defense cannons could activate, but they rarely shot anything down. Even when they damaged one of the ships, there was no proof that the soldiers or passengers on board were killed. Obviously, the Duchy troopers tracked down the wreckage, but there were never any bodies.

Was the Dawn Star Confederation relying exclusively on drones and AI?

It was a possibility. Perhaps these women decided that they no longer wanted to fight, so they relied on their factories, engineers, and programmers. It was a foolish strategy. And as much as he hated them, he didn't want to underestimate them either.

"Thank you for defending this territory," said the governor. "I've reviewed your records, and I know that you are one of the best commanders in the fleet. We are lucky to have you here."

For just a moment, Marquez wondered if Alexander Johnson was lying to him. Was this some kind of game, some kind of trick? That was the problem with politics, Marquez reflected. If everything came down to promises and flattery, then anything could be a lie, and he had no idea what someone else was really trying to convey.

Suppressing the urge to shake his head and sigh with disgust, Marquez finally asked, "Governor, is there anything else you would like to see?"

They had already toured the bridge, the primary engineering bay, the second fusion reactor, and one of the two primary cannon claws. Granted, General Tiburon hated worrying about the political implications and nuances, but there was one thing he really enjoyed: admiring this triumph of Duchy technology. It had taken years to build, but this weapon would be enough to defeat the Confederation. Over the last few years, those women had stolen so much. It was time for them to get a bloody nose, for them to taste defeat.

"Actually, I was hoping I could see your office," said the governor.

Marquez opened his mouth, and he was about to ask what the governor had in mind, only then he remembered that this was probably a political issue.

"Okay," said the general.

A few minutes later, the two men were in the small office. Even as the commander of the entire platform, Marquez wasn't allowed that much space to himself. There were too many other priorities, and it always made him think of the ancient sailing vessels back on Old Earth. Yes, the captain might get his own cabin while the rest of his sailors shared hammocks or bunks, but his space could never be expansive or truly impressive. After all, every inch given over to the commander's privacy meant less room for cannons, for storage, for sails, or anything else their vessel might need.

Remembering to be polite and a good host, Marquez opened one of the screens. He pressed his finger to the reader, and the small red light blinked green as the locks disengaged. "Can I get you something to drink?"

"If you're partaking, I would be happy to join you," said the governor. In that moment, he wore this expansively unbelievable smile.

Suppressing his urge to punch the man, Marquez reminded himself that Governor Johnson hadn't done anything especially foolish. Strictly speaking, they were on the same side, both in terms of nationality and local politics. The general was certain that members of the government desperately wanted to see Ansion surrendered to the Confederation. After all, couldn't they just give these women one more concession? Appeasement hadn't worked last time, but maybe the women would be willing to back down this time? Didn't that make sense?

A little growl vibrated at the base of his throat; the general couldn't help himself. Whenever he thought of those speech-makers, blatherers, and poll-chasers, he wanted to punch something. In fact, Marquez actually had to flex his fingers before he grabbed a pair of shot glasses, poured some amber liquid into each one, and held out a glass to the governor.

"Jacobian Whiskey," said Marquez.

The governor gratefully took the glass and clinked it against the general's. "To the Duchy," he said.

"To the Duchy," agreed the general.

Both men paused for just a second, then threw the liquid back against the rear of their throats, and there was that delicious burn. Of course, it looked like Governor Johnson was about to succeed for a few seconds. Marquez grinned ferociously. "It's good stuff."

"Yes, yes, very good," wheezed the politician.

Leaning against his desk with his arms crossed, Marquez gave the man a few more seconds to regain his composure. Finally, he asked, "What is today's tour about, really?"

"Truly, I wanted to see the Titan's Claw. You don't know how many budget meetings I had to attend to make our contribution to this platform."

"This was a direct order from your superiors," Marquez pointed out.

"True," conceded the governor, "But that's the problem with having an interstellar nation, isn't it? How do you maintain order and structure across entire solar systems? FTL drives and relay communication can help, but if the Assembly issues in order, it could get 'lost' or misinterpreted. That sort of thing happens all the time."

"There's always the fleet," Marquez pointed out icily.

"Please, don't misunderstand me," Governor Johnson replied, holding up one hand placatingly. "I'm loyal to the Duchy. More importantly, I think we need to fight hard against the Confederation. Those women are on my planet, after all."

"But you actively talk about sedition?"

"Not sedition," The governor replied. "It's more complicated than that. Remember, if you send a message to another world, they get to decide whether or not they obey. When literal light years separate you from them, that distance can mean everything, especially because our forces can't be everywhere at once. Just let me give you an example. Recently, a shipment came to Ansion, and there was some legal dispute. A sickly, it was a question of permits or whatever. A minor assemblymen quickly dispatched a courier, and he made it very, very clear that I needed to cut through the red tape. And if I didn't do it immediately, I would face his wrath. There was just one problem. This man must have assumed that I didn't pay attention to Assembly politics. So I politely replied that I would look into the matter as soon as possible. So what does that mean?"

"You do it the same day," the general said.

"But I'm a planetary governor," Johnson answered. He glanced down at his glass, almost like he wanted more. "There are always competing priorities. Besides, as a soldier, don't you think I should be more concerned with the Confederation and its positioning of forces?"

Marquez locked his teeth together. He had risen through the ranks based on merit, discipline, and achievement. Of course, he had witnessed politics along the way. Favors and bribery floated through the military hierarchy, whether he liked it or not. Still, it was something he wished to deny, and he always did his best to remove those kinds of considerations from his own thought process, not to mention the men and women under his command.

"Thank you for the lesson," General Tiburon said. "So why are you really here?"

"I wanted to express my...concerns."

"What concerns are those?"

"What do you think of the Confederation? What you think of the rumors?"

"I try not to pay attention to rumors," General Tiburon spat back, his tone icy.

"I can appreciate where they get frustrating," Governor Johnson replied. "But they can be useful, especially when it comes to politics."

Politics, the general silently sneered.

"Rumors shape perception, perception shapes the choices people make, and those choices can make a huge difference. But anyway, I know your reputation, General Tiburon. You want to rely on fact and solid leads. What I want to know is whether or not you are ready to use the Titan's Claw. I know that we don't have any solid leads, but I think the Dawn Star forces are getting ready to strike. We have already lost contact with several townships, and I don't know what's going to happen next. Obviously, traditional military assets don't work. This platform, however, might be our best chance."

Tiburon considered the shorter man standing in front of him. Of course, Governor Johnson was an attractive man. He has smooth, cleanly shaved cheeks, a strong jaw, and vibrant blue eyes. When he smiled, it was easy to imagine women swooning over him. Not only that, he could wield that melodious voice to get people to listen.

General Tiburon, on the other hand, maintained his dark gray, neatly trimmed beard, and he was proud of his uniform. Dark gray adorned with dozens of different medals, he also carried a holstered pistol at his side. If the forces of the Dawn Star Confederation ever tried to take the Titan's Claw, he would be ready.

"I saw the reports," Marquez conceded.

"Then you know that the women are planning something." Yes, he could refer to that entire nation based on their leading gender.

"Governor, when I reveal this weapon, I want to make sure we unleash the maximum impact."

"I'm sure you do." Alexander Johnson seemed to hesitate for a moment. "Do you know what they do to men?"

"At this point, I'm not sure what we should believe. How much of it is propaganda?"

"I don't think it's propaganda," Johnson said. "I can study propaganda. Frankly, you could argue that every speech I have ever given qualifies as propaganda. I get it. Words, perception, all of that is my battlefield. And when I see the streams of life in the Confederation, I believe them. Look, I'm not a soldier. I'm not a fighter. That's not what I'm good at."

"I know," Tiburon replied. "But it doesn't matter. They're never going to take this world."

"If their streams are accurate, then they enslave their men. They are collared, sometimes treated like second-class citizens, sometimes treated like animals. I don't want that to happen in my world. I don't want that to happen to me," he said, his pitch rising.

"Governor, if you can keep the Assembly off my back, then our chances are going to be quite a bit better."

"Okay," Johnson nodded.

"General to the bridge," interrupted another voice. It was a young man, he sounded nervous. "General, please report to the bridge. We have another incursion."

Tiburon pushed himself away from his desk, strode out through the automatic doors, and out onto the command bridge. Overhead, the nine massive screens had shifted. Before, dozens of different readouts had been displayed, but now the six to the right showed aerial footage in real time. Golden yellow and orange streaks cut across the sky. Simultaneously, explosions blossomed as thousands of canons unleashed their fury.

Alexander Johnson stood out of the way, probably because he knew he wasn't supposed to be here. If he made a sound, then there was a very, very good chance Tiburon would have him escorted away from the command center.

"Sir, we have a wave of drones incoming," said one of the sensor officers.

"Concentrate fire on anything armed. Launch our drones as well."

Out in the atmosphere, small ships and automated fighters with swept back wings cut down through the atmosphere. As the heat splashed off of their hulls, their programs recognized the attackers mounted against hilltops and mountainsides. The canons poked out like strange foliage, and their barrels glowed red as they unleashed one fusillade after another.

Up in the sky, bursts of energy exploded like miniature suns, only to dissipate.

At first, it was impossible to tell whether or not any of the Confederation drones or freighters were actually hit. At this distance, with this much heat and electromagnetic noise, the sensor operators back on the Titan's Claw couldn't tell what was happening, not exactly. They squinted down at their displays, ran the data through various filters, and attempted to come up with solid conclusions even as they fed their best guesses to the gunners throughout the region.

One gunner picked out a drone, and he tried to shoot it down. The damn thing kept weaving through the air, practically dancing. Although he remained completely professional, watching the heat levels on his cannon and reading through the sensor displays, He couldn't help but think that maybe this machine was actually taunting him. Maybe the drone was having fun as it swerved to the left, to the right, up and down.

Again and again, he fired. But then the drone finally swept down, and his camera feed buzzed into static.

The gunner took over a different weapon. This one wasn't as strong. It didn't have the same range or payload capacity, but the Duchy forces didn't have any choice. They had to fight back with whatever they had. Thousands of cannons fired again and again, but they didn't seem to score any solid hits. Not only that, the canons were destroyed, one by one.

All across the Duchy military holdings, the gunners kept coming to the same conclusion. Obviously, they didn't say anything out loud. Defeatism could be enough to wreck their careers or maybe even have them sent off to the brig. And yet, they had to wonder the same question: how did the women do it? How could they send waves of ships down into the atmosphere, endure that kind of attack, and emerge, seemingly unscathed?

Finally, one drone was destroyed. A lucky shot hit it, and it spun, going wild. Its thrusters continued to burn a hot shade of blue even as orange fire clung to the left wing, and black smoke scraped across the sky.

The gunners cheered, and the commanders nodded, pleased with themselves. And yet, the freighters continued to land, somewhere off in the distance. Worse, the Dawn Star Confederation's techs activated their camo shields, and suddenly large swaths of territory disappeared from the satellite feeds and sensor readouts. Just like that, another patch of Ansion seemed to vanish beneath the Dawn Star Confederation's influence.

Standing off to the side, Governor Alexander Johnson watched all of this happen. At the same time, he experienced this sickening tightness of the base of his stomach, especially because he considered himself to be adept when it came to one specific skill: prediction. Unlike so many other leaders and politicians, he didn't allow himself to drift toward his desires or what he hoped might happen. Instead, he could evaluate a situation, parse the different variables, and come to a pretty solid conclusion.

This time, his certainty and confidence seemed to flee.

Or rather, he started to come to a different conclusion altogether. These women were inserting their troops one after another on his planet. Traditional weapons and technology had failed again and again against them. The Titan's Claw was their best chance of defeating the matriarchal forces, pushing them off world, and showing them that the Duchy wouldn't be defeated.

And yet…

What if this wasn't good enough?

Alexander hadn't been able to understand everything he saw on the different screens. Still, he had watched as one freighter after another landed. Not only that, there were hundreds of drones, yet the Duchy gunners cheered when they took one down? Just one?

At that moment, what would've happened if those gunners decided they wanted to sweep in across any of the major cities? Would they have been able to hold out?

No…

And what then?

The women march in, grab the men, and drag them back.

Governor Johnson had told himself that he needed to understand their enemies, so he watched the streams. He saw those videos. Some of them had been intended for men like him. Beautiful women stood in front of a camera and talked about how life in the Confederation was better, both for women and men. In the Duchy, men were constrained by their choices and goals. In the Confederation, they would be treated well. They would be owned, loved, cherished, and trained. They wouldn't have to think or worry about their futures. They wouldn't have to fight unwinnable wars…

Then there were the productions intended for the female population, videos that talked about how the men of the Duchy had suppressed female ambition and drive for far too long. Yes, he understood some of the sexist ideologies still existed. In fact, Alexander could see it just by glancing around the command bridge. Most of the people up here were men. And the women? Did they feel like they were treated as equals? What did they think about the sexist jokes in the locker rooms? What did they think about the posters of scantily clad women and their alluring looks in some of the dormitories?

Alexander shook his head. Those women were loyal to the Duchy...for now.

When the Governor gulped, he could almost imagine what it would be like to have a collar around his neck. He would be stripped, trained, and sold.

On this world, they had indentured servants. Of course, slavery was cruel and barbaric, but contracts could still be bought and sold. At the same time, he understood how there was always wiggle room, neither side would enjoy complete moral superiority.

But now, he watched the battle take place, and he glanced around the rest of the command bridge. He hoped that this would be enough to defeat the Dawn Star Confederation, yet his intuitive facility for prediction whispered that it wouldn't.

"According to recent reports, another force has successfully landed on Ansion," said the newscaster, his expression solemn and serious. "Several enemy drones were destroyed, but it's unclear how many Confederation soldiers have arrived on the besieged world."

Peter was the only one in the bar listening to this. He sat at a small table off to the side, and he watched the large screen. Carefully edited images played next. Explosions burned across the sky, and a darting, wheezing Confederation drone exploded before falling to the ground and crunching into a bunch of trees.

Seconds later, the segment concluded and then an anchorwoman took over. Now she was talking about Assemblyman Pyrite and his bill to cut taxes on colonial spice and chemical production.

"Sorry I'm late," came a woman's voice as she sat down opposite him.

Sarah Montgomery was flushed, her cheeks red as she panted just a little bit. "Traffic was pretty crazy out there. Did you really have to pick a bar near the starport?"

They were only one FTL jump away from Ansion. Strictly speaking, the Confederation hadn't demonstrated any particular interest in this colony, but that could change at any moment.

Peter did his best to pretend that he wasn't nervous. After all, he wasn't a soldier or really a fighter. He considered himself to be the kind of guy who was brave enough to realize that he didn't need a gun, and even if he had one, it wouldn't be anywhere near enough to protect him from the horrors of the universe.

In fact, he dipped his head down and smiled. He shook his head as he remembered Brian, one of his friends who worked as a miner. When a news report started streaming about Ansion, Brian quickly called Peter and asked if he wanted to head into the capitol to purchase some pulse rifles. Quickly, Peter said that he didn't understand, but his friend quickly said, "We need to be able to defend ourselves. Those soldiers could come down at any moment." That seemed unlikely, especially because the Confederation had never tried to annex more than one planet at a time (they seemed to be very considerate that way). More importantly, what were they going to do with a couple of pulse rifles? If the Confederation showed up with tanks, armored troops, drones, fighters, and battle cruisers capable of leveling planets from orbit, would a few rifles change anything?

Peter didn't say any of that. This friend was nervous, and he respected that, so he wished him luck. Of course, he would probably be able to pick up a couple of rifles, but the prices were going to be wildly inflated. Supply and demand could be especially cruel when panic entered the equation.

"Sorry about traffic," Peter said, focusing his attention on his companion.

Sara Montgomery ran her fingers through her short blonde hair, and she glanced over at the bartender. Apparently, he was busy, so she exhaled and turned back to him. "So, what did you want to talk about?"

"Well…" Peter said. "I've been thinking a lot about that job offer. And I guess, I just wanted your opinion?"

"It sounds dangerous, and I don't think you should do it," she said. Of course, that had been her answer the first time he asked.

"But this could be pretty incredible. Besides, I would stay away from the combat zones. And you should see it. I swear, this publisher is just going to fill a dump truck with money and drive it up to my apartment."

"That's because they want shots from a war zone," Sara said.

"No, they don't," he replied. "Remember, this is still a nature shoot. I could avoid the Duchy and the Confederation armies."

"Exactly. You're a nature photographer. Do you really want to take this risk? Do you really want to mess around with tanks and drones in the sky?" Sara asked. She leaned forward, and she reached out, touching his hand. She squeezed him gently. "We have been friends for a while now. I just don't want you to get hurt. Okay?"

"I won't," he said.

"So you invited me out tonight, you aren’t really asking for my opinion, are you?"

"I guess not," he said. "I mean, I did want to hear if you had something else to say."

"I knew it," she said. "And that's why I got you something."

"What?"

"What do you know about the Dawn Star Confederation?"

"They're aggressive and expanding." He thought back to the news stream, and a little shiver ran down his spine as he wondered whether or not the report had been heavily modified. Those drones looked incredible, especially as they cut through the air. He saw plenty of Duchy fighters, ships, and drones; nothing they possessed could move like that.

"And?" Sara prompted.

"Are you talking about the reports of slavery?" Peter asked.

"Look, I know that it was just a friend of a friend, but she has been to Confederation worlds. It's not a joke. I don't care what the streaming hosts say on the Grid. It's real. If a boy ends up on one of their worlds, and he isn't properly identified, he can be taken and kept as property. It won't matter if you're a citizen from another nation. They won't care. It's not like they're going to go let you talk to an ambassador anyway."

"I'm going to Ansion, a Duchy world."

"And if it's conquered?"

"You mean annexed?"

"Peter, I'm serious."

"And so am I. Yes, they have taken a couple of planets, but it always takes a long time. Besides, I'm going to be out with a bunch of trees and maybe I will see a couple of rodents. I have already researched the wildlife there. There's nothing dangerous."

"Except for soldiers, tanks, and drones," she pointed out again.

"You could come with me," he said.

"No thank you," she said. "I have way too much work to finish."

"Sara," he said. "I guess I just really want to try something different, you know? I love exploring, and now I want to go somewhere where, yeah, maybe it will be a little bit dangerous. But you know me. I'm not trying to be a hero, and I'm not dumb enough to run toward the combat. Besides, I’m just a photographer. Why would they even care about me?"

"You're a boy, you could be property, and they could sell you?"

He rolled his eyes. He had always grown up in the Duchy. Throughout their united territories, the culture had remained surprisingly homogenous. One aspect of this meant that men were generally treated with more respect. If there was a meeting, and Peter started talking, and another woman started talking, people would usually listen to him first. He knew it wasn't fair, and he tried not to take advantage of that dynamic, but he recognized that it was there. Maybe part of him just couldn't imagine a society ruled by women?

"I'll be fine," he said.

"Okay…" Sara leaned back, and she glanced down at her satchel again. Then she reached into it, and she said, "I had a feeling you were going to say that."

"Really? Because you have so much respect for me?"

As his friend, she grinned, "Yeah. Respect. Let's call it that." But then she pulled something out of her bag. It was a small box, sleek and black. She put it on the table and pushed over to him.

"Jewelry?"

"Open it," she told him.

Peter picked up the small box, lifted the lid, and looked down inside.

"A choker?" He chuckled at her. "You know, I'm not really interested in jewelry."

"It's a collar," she said. "Basically, if you find yourself near Confederation troops, put it on as quickly as you can. I'm not sure if it's a really good facsimile, but it should be enough to make sure that the soldiers leave you alone."

"It's that easy?"

"You see that little red tag right there?" She pointed down to a small stone embedded in the dark brown, leather band. "Apparently, it's programmed with some information. It indicates the name of your guardian and your status as her property."

"And guys really wear these?"

"They do," Sara replied.

He exhaled slowly and glanced away from his friend.

"You know, it really isn't too late," she said. "You could change your mind. I mean, if you're interested, I could probably find you some work. There is a falcon migration coming up in a few weeks. I think I know of a publisher who might want some good shots."

Peter considered that for several long seconds. As he held that collar in his hands, he knew he could just settle into her offer. It would be easy enough, and he didn't have to be brave. He wasn't trying to be a hero, nor did he want to defend the Duchy or worry about interstellar politics.

"Thank you, Sara. You're a really good friend, and I'm glad I know you. But…"

"But you're a guy, and now you want to prove yourself, so you have to go out and do something foolish? Is that it?"

Shoving down the nervous energy buzzing at the base of his stomach, he looked across the table at his friend, smiled and answered, "You know me so well."

Commander Natalie Sherush, First of the Red Wolves, was on her back with the tablet held overhead. "I'm really looking forward to finishing this mission," she said, her voice low and quiet.

Yes, she was grateful that she could see the woman on the other end of the communication line: General-Commander Dominique "Mina" Verita. Both women maintained their professional expressions, but Natalie still admired Dominique’s long blonde hair, each strand straight and gorgeous. Her blue eyes seemed so vivid, even when transmitted.

"Get down to that little mud ball, check things out, file your report, and come back to me," said the general. "Just stay safe, okay?"

"I promise," Natalie answered.

"How much longer until you make it to the planet?"

"Just a few minutes," she exhaled. "We don't have much time."

"We never do," said the other woman.

"Do you really think they have anything that can actually threaten us? Come on, when was the last time we lost a battle?" Natalie smiled, shook her head, and glanced off to the side. She knew that she was going to have to head through that door, exit her small cabin, and head up to the cockpit. When they entered the atmosphere, things were about to get much more interesting. Then again, this was her ship, the Bridled Stallion. She loved this ship almost as much as her pilot did. More importantly, Natalie trusted in the skills of her wolves; these women knew what they were doing. They were some of the Confederation's best trained operatives.

This world, "Ansion" (the Duchy's name), was little more than a mud ball floating around space. Sure, it was probably ideal for agriculture or whatever, but that wasn't the real reason why the Red Wolves would be assigned to a place like this.

"You can be cocky because you know you're the best," Dominique answered. "But you know, if you mess up and get hurt, you're going to be in a lot of trouble, sweet girl."

"You're right," Natalie said. "I don't want to think about this until I have to."

"So what you want to think about?" Dominique asked.

Normally, the General-Commander seemed so intimidating and powerful, like a goddess in front of her soldiers. But at moments like this, Natalie saw the other facets of her personality. After all, Natalie had seen this woman naked in every sense. She had run her hands along Dominique's cheeks, through her strands of golden-yellow hair, down her neck, along her breasts, she had touched and licked her in the most intimate ways possible.

"You," Natalie said. "I want to think about coming home. I want to think about taking you by the hand and running into the bedroom. I want to push you down onto your back and kiss you furiously for hours and hours."

"Hours? You think you could wait that long?" Dominique smiled playfully, and the corners of her eyes sprinkled with amusement. "If I recall correctly, you tried to do that once, and you only needed a few minutes before I rolled you over onto your back, and you spread your legs, and you were begging for me to kiss you somewhere special."

"Somewhere special? Is that what we're calling it now?" Natalie asked, just as playfully.

Sure, these kinds of relationships were forbidden by the regulations, but Natalie was the First of the Red Wolves.

"Come home safely, and you find out," Dominique said.

"We still haven't decided who's going to be in charge," Natalie said.

"Me. Obviously," Dominique retorted.

"It's not obvious. What if I found you, and you had a long day of boring meetings, and you just didn't have the strength to resist? I could strip you naked, push you down, spread your arms and legs, and tie you to the bed. I know you would like that."

Despite their game, Dominique shivered appreciatively and flashed a crooked smile that revealed the edges of her teeth. "Yes, please," she said.

"Then it’s settled. I'm going to be in charge, and you can be my sweet, obedient slave girl."

"That's only if I'm really tired and you manage to overpower me. What about you? You're going to be cooped up on that ship for at least a few days. Maybe you'll be exhausted, Natalie. Maybe you will feel like you just want to relax, and I can be here to massage you. I can rub your shoulders and push you down. I think you’d be cute with a couple of straps wrapped around your wrists and ankles."

"We could always wrestle for it," Natalie said. "You could wear your dress uniform and I could wear my powered armor."

On the other end of the line, Dominique snorted. She actually threw her head back and laughed. "No, I don't think that's going to happen. Nice try though."

Opening her mouth, Natalie was ready to continue their game of flirting back and forth. It was always so easy, pushing and pulling, tugging and shoving as they verbally sparred. But now, a little red light appeared on the bottom right-hand corner of her tablet. "I'm getting a message from my pilot. I'm guessing we’re about to enter the atmosphere," Natalie said, her tone shifting. "I need to get going. But I want you to remember that I love you, and I can't wait to come back home to you."

"Stay safe, sweet girl."

"Always," Natalie replied even if she couldn't keep that promise.

Less than two minutes later, she was dressed in her powered armor. The standard equipment for an operative squad like hers was composed of a series of off-white scales, from her boots, up her legs, to her breastplate and neck guard. The Red Wolves, however, had painted their armor a dark shade of crimson.

Lithe and powerful, these women darted into combat, removing one threat after another. They moved quickly, like shadows. They could dart, unseen through any combat scenario. They had been well-trained, and they knew exactly what they were doing. Whether they faced Duchy shock troopers, tanks, or stellar pirates, the Red Wolves always struck hard and fast before withdrawing, their mission complete.

Natalie Sherush stepped down the central corridor of her ship, a phantom-class cutter named The Bridled Stallion. Another one of her fellow wolves stepped out, equally armored.

"First," said the woman with a polite acknowledgment. Kayla Herstar was similarly armored, although she wore a heavy cannon on her back. Strictly speaking, these women were supposed to be professionals, meaning that they didn't grow attached to their equipment. As military assets themselves, there were supposed to use the tools at their disposal, discard them when they were done, and never think of them again. But of course, the Red Wolves were still people. They developed their attachments, and Kayla loved that cannon. She cleaned it two or three times a day, and she swore that it would always protect her.

The two wolves made it to the cockpit where another one of Natalie's unit grinned ferociously.

"It looks like they got lucky," said the young woman seated at the helm. With one hand, she held onto the navigational controls. Around them, the normally quiescent star field bucked and twisted. Up ahead, they could see Ansion. Worse, the battle had already begun.

Down on the ground, there had been dozens of skirmishes between drones, tanks, ground-based defense forces, and other assets. For the most part, the Duchy and the Confederation avoided war because few actual soldiers had been harmed. Instead, long-distance defense platforms and drones had been involved. Those autonomous fighting machines could be destroyed again and again without the political factions of either side really getting excited.

But now, Natalie and her operatives watched as the satellites aimed their spectrum lasers, their flack blasters, and that their missile launchers in the Bridled Stallion's direction.

Instinctively, Natalie held onto one of the seats even though the artificial gravity compensated. Occasionally, she and the others could feel the tell of inertia as the cutter spun through the atmosphere. Seconds later, the corona of orange fire encapsulated the ship. Even so, their pilot continued to maneuver, banking left and right, up and down, in spirals and twirls as she sought to avoid a killing blow.

"Come on, boy. You can do it. Show me what you've got. You're my special guy, and I'm never letting you go!" The pilot grinned, hollered, and cheered as the flames dissipated. Down in the lower atmosphere, she cut down, and they came in close to the ground. They flew hard and fast past the tips of thousands of trees.

"Are they still tracking us?"

"No pings detected," said Diana Mujera from the sensor station. All of the Red Wolves had been trained on these different positions, but each woman had a personal preference.

"Find us a place to land. Run diagnostics. Make sure we didn't take any damage. Also, cross-reference the target's suspected location with all available information. I want to find this thing, and I want to find it soon. If the Duchy has a weapon that is actually capable of threatening our assets, we need to know about it now."

As Natalie sat down in the command chair, she watched the trees as they seemed to rise up all around her vessel. At the same time, she thought of Dominique, and she let a little smile tug at the corners of her mouth. Heading home after another successful mission would definitely warrant some time off for both of them. Then they could get back to their game, one she intended to win.




Chapter 2

"Welcome to Ansion," came the prerecorded voice of Governor Alexander Johnson. "We are so grateful to have you here. Although our community is generally safe, there are some precautions everyone should take. Remember, stay within the city boundaries. Although Duchy military representatives assure us that Ansion is a safe tourist location, you can never be too careful. If you see anyone who looks suspicious, especially potential female operatives, please inform law enforcement representatives as soon as possible. In the meantime, have a wonderful trip, and remember, you're always welcome back!"

Peter glanced around and realized that he was the only one on board the shuttle who had bothered watching. Then again, he had also been the only one who was interested in the military exercises happening up in space. When the shuttle first entered orbit, they saw several of the satellites unload their payloads.

The captain had quickly come over the intercom to reassure everyone. "Don't worry, folks. There aren't any military threats in this area. Additionally, I just received word from the planetary defense forces that this is only a practice exercise."

Most of the men in the cabin, guys who were playing on their tablets or personal communications devices, kept staring down as they checked their messages or drafted reports. They had work to do, and they weren't about to be distracted by something as insignificant as a potential military engagement.

Peter exited the shuttle along with everyone else. He had one bag over his shoulder, and he quickly headed off to the transport rental desk. He just needed a small vehicle, something that could take him up into the mountains. Once there, he could wander around for a couple of days as he sought out his own target: families of Black-Wing Hawks. Basically, these exquisite creatures generally hid from observers, but at this one time of year, they came out to forage for extra food and scavenge supplies to build their nests.

The Grid had large communities of people who couldn't wait for still shots and a video.

As he stepped off the shuttle and onto the main concourse, Peter double checked his equipment five or six times. Each time, he was reassured that he had everything he needed.

After that, he used the pregenerated instructions for his air transport. The small, atmospheric shuttle took him up into the sky and away from the city.

Because he couldn't help himself, he pulled out his camera, and he started securing shots, one after another. Cityscapes weren't his favorite, but he had to admire the lines of sky traffic, plus the towers. Made from composites of gold, silver, and gray, those enormous obelisks stretched up into the sky. At one point, he saw the sunlight flash and a sharp burst down one side of one building. In the next moment, he marveled at Harbor Square, the huge park set off to one side.

"Okay, I get it. I can see why they might want to conquer us," Peter said with a little smirk.

The vehicle flew him past the city's borders. Moment by moment, he kept wondering if he would be confronted by the police or maybe a border patrol. But now, he flew out, and soon enough, there were nothing but trees down below. A gigantic forest stretched out. Back in the city, the buildings had seemed impressive, but now he marveled at the enormous trees, the way the leaves seemed to sway, and in the distance, he picked up on other gorgeous shots.

Unfortunately, lots of people from other worlds never got to appreciate this kind of beauty. They lived in enormous, monolithic application blocks spread out across various planets in the Duchy. Of course, some of those had also been taken by the Confederation.

Peter shook his head and it was best not to think about it. Obviously, he didn't approve of the conquest, but he didn't want to think about it either. For a long time, some degree of corruption seemed to have infected the Duchy. Too often, political operatives, pundits, and the wealthy in general have been able to isolate themselves from everyone else. Maybe that was why the military didn't seem to fight back that hard or that effectively. Whenever a planet was about to be invaded by the Confederation, everyone who "counted" was quickly evacuated.

Peter didn't know one way or another. Then again, he had always been busy. Ever since he graduated, he had focused on his photography, running from one opportunity in his colony to the next. He knew he would never get rich doing this, but he loved it.

There was something about shifting his perspective. When he held a camera, he could isolate these moments, capture these images, and demonstrate something new. Even if it was something people had witnessed dozens or hundreds of times before, the right picture could change everything. Maybe it would just be a question of light or shadow. Perhaps it was a new angle. Or maybe, just seeing it from a specific kind of distance could change how a viewer saw this one item, whether it was a building, a river, a statue, a plaque, some work of art, or something else.

As Peter waited for the guidance system to take him to his landing zone, he remembered one of his favorite murals. It was a very old image painted on the side of the building. Part of it probably should have counted as miraculous since it had never been covered over by graffiti or vandalism. The pictures seemed straightforward enough, especially at first glance. It was a monarch butterfly, but there were these different levels. Around the butterfly, there was the picture of a simple sheet of blue lined paper. Then there was the edging, as though someone had broken through the brick. There are strips of tape, and then he lifted his camera and took the picture. Layer by layer, people could see how complicated the world could be. In reality, it was nothing but paint on brick, yet it made him pause. Perhaps that was another aspect of art, he reflected. People needed to slow down, to take a moment, to review something, and to see it from a different angle. He could provide that angle.

He posted that picture of this layer to butterfly to one of his social feeds, and people responded. They talked about what this meant and why it mattered. A few people tried to argue the point, but there was this new energy, and it was something he had created.

A few minutes later, his shuttle landed, and an automated voice said, "This vehicle is due back to the rental facility in twenty-five hours. If you fail to return it on time, additional fees will be applied to your account."

"Thank you and wish me good luck," he said as he grabbed his backpack.

Peter called the pack out of the storage unit, he lowered it to the ground, and then he double checked all of his supplies. Food. Water. Clothing. Sleeping bag. His camera, a backup unit, several extra batteries, and a communication tablet. As he checked out his different supplies, he came upon that small, rectangular box.

The collar.

"Sara," he said with a dismissive shake of his head.

For a moment, he was tempted to make that call to her and to just throw it back into the vehicle. Seriously, he was out here all on his own. Better yet, he knew there weren't any military operations that would waste time on the wilderness. On a planet like this, they would focus on the cities. Those were the strategically important locations.

And yet, he hesitated. Peter knew that he just needed to toss it back into the vehicle, turn around, and start walking. He had a lot of ground to cover, and he didn't know how long it would take to find his subjects. On the trip to Ansion, he had studied these hawks, but that wasn't a guarantee of success. Ultimately, time wasn't on his side either.

Sara had just been messing with him. It was a joke. Lots of women throughout the Duchy brought up the possibility that women could take over. The refrain always went something like, "If it happened in the Confederation, why can't it happen here?" Of course, there were dozens of very logical, coherent arguments for "why it couldn't happen here." Both culturally and legally, men of the Duchy enjoyed a wide array of privileges. It wasn't just a question of social conventions. Men routinely made more money. They received certain benefits of the doubt, and the hiring practices were obvious, at least if you were willing to listen to the economists and scholars who studied such things.

Most people weren't.

Tightening his grip on the small box, Peter tried to tell himself that Sara had just been joking, and yet there had been something serious in her expression. Her eyes shined a little bit brighter as she considered a different society. If she had wished to, she could have emigrated. Like most people, however, the idea of jumping from one society to another seemed like too much. So instead, she lived her life, managed her grid sites, and did her job.

Finally, Peter pushed the small box back into his pack. He wasn't going to need it, but he had taken it with him.

After that, he zipped everything back up, pulled the backpack over his shoulder, and he headed into the woods.

Just as the shuttle disappeared from his view, he nodded to himself. He was ready to see something new, something different, and to share it with the rest of the Duchy.

Amani Lucien was a rarity, especially as a Duchy soldier. First, she had earned her alpha grade as a scout. Second, she had actually managed to receive a promotion. Yes, a couple of the guys on her squad still rolled their eyes whenever she gave a command, but they had all tried to fight her one way or another.

With six men under her direct command, they probably didn't write home about this one detail; their commanding officer was a woman. If there were fighting women, was that even logical? Seriously, why would the commanders ever promote her?

Of course, they actually knew the answer: she was good. Really good. For once, the meritocratic decision had been made. Despite her sex, Amani had received the second stripe on her dress uniform shoulder.

"This is another sweep routine," she said once the new orders came in. "Apparently, a ship came down somewhere around this region." She held up her wrist, and the small screen on it demonstrated the three-dimensional grid map. "Speed is a major concern, so we are breaking up into groups of two."

"Ma'am, the last has to be a single," said one of her scout troopers. At once, he glanced over at his comrades, and they'll snickered. Historically, girls' math scores had always been lower in the Duchy. Educational specialists insisted that this was due to social conditioning rather than some biological limitation. Still, Amani recognized the unsubtle dig for what it was.

Unfortunately, she didn't have time to deal with this sort of insubordination, so she growled back, "Thank you for pointing out the obvious. Since none of you can match my skills, I'm going alone. For the rest of you, I want you to stay sharp. The Confederation forces have been using different kinds of camouflage technology. It's way beyond our pay grade, but I want to be careful. Use more than the portable scanners. Use your eyes. Listen. Take your time. We are splitting up specifically so we won't have to rush any of these segments. You know the drill."

"Yes, sir!" chanted the men (another tacit insult?) before they broke up into their partnerships and headed off into the forest.

As the commander of her squad, Amani could have broken radio silence, but she didn't see any point. Instead, she made her way between the trees, carefully picking her path as she did her best to remain silent. Like so many other scouts, she loved this kind of movement. It was easy to lose herself in the wilderness.

When she had to deal with the commanding officers, there were issues of politics, interpersonal rivalries, feuds, and feelings. Out here, she could concentrate on her job, and she didn't have to worry about anything else.

At one point, she saw the canine. It growled at her before sprinting off, perhaps to find to some easier prey. Still, her eyes had locked onto that creature's gaze, and they stared back and forth for a few seconds. It seemed to study her.

Of course, she had blades and a blaster. A canine wouldn't have been any kind of threat, especially because she wouldn't have allowed it to come close enough to employ its teeth, claws, or any other evolutionary advantage the universe may have deigned to give it.

She continued her hunt. Her wrist-mounted tablet directed her general movements, but she also followed her instincts and intuition.

"Proceed north," came the whispered, computerized voice.

And yet, Amani decided to head to her left (west). She wasn't sure if she had heard something. Or maybe she saw something. Either way, the foliage out here was incredibly thick. She slowed her steps and carefully monitored her gait as she maneuvered between huge branches, thick trunks, and enormous rocks.

Then she heard it: click.

Her brows creased, and she didn't know exactly what was going on, but then she saw him.

A guy?

For a second, Scout Commander Amani Lucien of the Duchy's Armed Forces couldn't quite believe what she was seeing. There was a guy, and he was standing on top of a big rock. Apparently, this spot gave him a pretty good vantage of the surrounding area as the ground sloped downward from this point. He had something out, he aimed it, and she braced herself for a fireball, a rocket, or maybe just a blast of concentrated energy.

Instead, she heard that sound again, another click.

He had a camera?

Amani snuck up on him. She came in low, quiet, and fast. She drew her blaster pistol from the holster on her left hip. She grabbed the combat knife from the scabbard on her right hip.

In the next moment, she came up behind him, put the barrel of her gun to the back of his skull, and she looped her arm around his shoulder to press the blade against the base of his throat. "Who are you?"

Cold, alloyed steel pressed against his throat. It rubbed down against his skin without drawing blood (yet). Something cold and metallic pressed against the back of his skull in that same moment, and he froze, his insides locking up.

Yeah, he paid attention to the natural world. Peter understood the dangers. The wilderness could throw canines, ursids, and other things at him, any one of which would love to chase him down and tear him apart. The natural world could be a dangerous place, but his tablet also included an application that sent out silent, invisible pings as it searched for potentially hostile wildlife.

But he didn't expect people. At the same time, he didn't expect someone who might wear the kind of stealth gear that would neutralize his unit's publicly available sensor sweep.

"Peter," he said, freezing up. He dropped his camera, so it fell, only to get caught against his shoulder in that next moment. He wobbled for a moment, and the blade left a shallow cut against his throat.

"Don't move," she said. "I have absolutely no problem killing you right here and letting the ghosts figure out what to do with you."

Ghosts? Did she mean the special agents who worked for the Duchy? There were lots of stories about them online, both formally created by some of the streaming studios, not to mention the amateur fantasies published by their fans.

"Okay. I, I'm not moving," he said.

"I asked you a question. Who are you," she said, pressing the barrel of the gun harder against the back of his head.

"Peter," he answered again. "My name is Peter Drake."

"And what are you doing out here, Peter Drake?"

He gulped, and the blade seemed to pull away ever so slightly. Unfortunately, the gun was right there. At the same time, he did his absolute best not to think about how one twitch of a finger would be enough to end his life. A chemical reaction could begin. Maybe a bullet or a blast of energy would shoot through his skull, tearing apart bone before burrowing straight into his brain and liquefying the meat that made him a person.

"I'm a photographer," he said. "I, I can show you my credentials. I can show you my work order."

"A photographer?" The woman holding the gun and blade seemed to struggle with those syllables, like they came from a foreign language or something.

"Yeah," he said. "There's supposed to be movement for the Black-Wing Hawks, and I have an assignment to get some shots."

"Are you armed?" She drew the blade back, slid it into her scabbard, and then she started to pat him down before he had the chance to answer.

"No, I don't have any weapons. No, wait. I do have some ursid repellent," he said after a second. "Does that count?" As he spoke, he clenched his jaw shut as the embarrassment flared through his body.

"Can I ask who you are?"

"No," she said. "Not yet anyway. Step forward, turn around slowly, and make sure you don't make any sudden movements. You're in an active engagement zone, meaning I'm fully authorized to shoot you."

"I understand," he said, doing his best to sound both calming and sedate.

She nudged him forward, he stepped ahead, and then he slowly turned around with his arms still held up in the air. Not sure if he should volunteer information, he decided it would be a good idea to appear as helpful as possible, so he nodded down toward the bag on the ground a few feet away. "That's my pack," he said. "I don't have any weapons on me except for the repellent, and there's nothing else in there besides my survival gear."

"Get on your knees, hold your hands behind your back, and stay right there," she said as she stepped toward the pack.

He obeyed at once, lowering himself down. Then he had to watch as she started to root through his supplies. She wasn't especially callus with his gear, and it didn't look like she broke anything, but she was obviously moving as quickly and as efficiently as she could. She jerked out his spare canteen, his pack, and she threw some spare pants onto the ground.

Then she found the box, and his eyes widened. Not only that, some of the color drained away from his cheeks. Stupidly, he said, "You don't have to look in there."

"But you said you didn't have any weapons?"

"It's not that," he said.

Still holding the weapon in one hand, she opened the box, and that's when she saw the collar. "Why do you have one of these?"

"It, it was a joke," he said.

"Or…You're a spy."

Peter didn't make a choice. He didn't think about this consciously or rationally. She glanced down for only a moment, and if he had tried to plan this, he probably would have failed.

In an instant, his instincts kicked in, and he realized something. The moment she said the word "spy," his entire life within the Duchy could have come to an end. Yes, he had a collar, and yes, it was programmed with fake data in case anyone from the Confederation found him. But what if she took him to the authorities? What if they needed a victory? What if trumpeting the capture of a spy was good enough? It wouldn't matter if he was innocent or guilty, not when those local magistrates and investigators needed a win.

He turned, and he ran.

A second later, she opened fire, and he heard the hiss of compressed heat and light as the blast shot right over his shoulder. He ducked between the trees, and he could hardly believe it, like some part of Peter's psyche cried out for him to just stop, hold up his hands, and turn around.

Another tree ignited, a black burn coating its thick bark as a fresh blast of energy slammed into it.

"Stop!" demanded the scout as she ran after him.

Peter couldn't answer as he swung his arms, ducked under a branch, dodged around one tree, jumping between rocks and doing his best to make his way forward. If he had watched himself from a distance, he would have been shocked at his speed. Yes, he worked out occasionally to stay healthy, but this was a thick forest. It wasn't like there was some path for him to follow, yet he ran nonetheless.

The scout stopped, aimed, and fired. She tried to hit him, probably in his shoulder or leg. She didn't want to kill him, not when he might have valuable information for the Duchy.

She missed. Barely. The bolt sizzled right past his left wrist as he ran.

Heart pounding, he pushed himself as hard as he could. He didn't know where he was going. He didn't know what was going to happen, especially since he didn't have his pack.

Within minutes, he had to slow down, but he didn't know whether or not she was still following him. There hadn't been any blasts of superheated light, and he didn't hear her voice. By now, sweat ran down his face, it soaked into his shirt, and his camera kept bouncing against his side, he hadn't noticed it until now.

Taking a risk, he glanced over his shoulder, and he didn't see her. What did that mean? Had he escaped?

He slowed to a walk, but he didn't stop. He continued to push himself forward, weaving between trees and climbing over large stones. He came to a stream, and he tried to remember how it related to the maps he had checked out. He glanced down, hoping he might have his pocket tablet, but it must've been in his bag.

Desperate to stop and just catch his breath, he paused behind a large tree.

"Peter…" came the scout's voice just a few seconds later. "Peter, you have to know you're not getting away. I'm going to catch you. Now, you can make this easier for yourself. Just turn yourself in. I can tell the authorities that you surrendered. I'm sure that will go a long way. Besides, you can make a deal. Give us the information you have on the Confederation, and I'm sure they can make your sentence a light one."

His sentence.

As far as this woman was concerned, he was a spy.

What could he say to convince her otherwise?

Gritting his teeth, he imagined himself standing in front of a magistrate, and he would have to talk about how he was a photographer. Yes, he had his entire life as evidence, but how much of that could have been faked? He could offer references. Sara might be willing to testify on his behalf, but what if they didn't question her? Or what if they decided she was part of an espionage ring?

His heart started pounding faster again, and this time it had nothing to do with running through a forest.

Pushing his back up against the huge trunk, Peter held his breath. His heart slammed several times for every second, and he heard the crack of a stick under her boot, the noise of the scout pushing through the leaves.

"Just come along," she said.

He bit down. Part of him wanted to be an obedient, a loyal citizen of the Duchy. He had always stayed out of trouble. He went to school, paid his taxes, and took his pictures. He was a photographer, an artist, not a threat. Up until now, no one had really noticed him. Yes, he had a message list on the Grid with some of his fans, but that was about it. He wasn't a threat to the government!

But he wouldn't be able to convince them. That same thought kept running through his head. As far as the security specialists were concerned, he was a guy wandering around out in the wilderness, and they would never believe anything else.

Suddenly, he really, really wished he had listened to Sara. Of course, he had never imagined a scenario like this. Bullets? Yeah, he thought he would be able to flee any combat scenario. But what about paranoia? What about the uncertainty that now surrounded him?

If he could just get back to his vehicle, get back to the city, and get off world, then he could pretend that this never happened.

"Just come along," she called out to him. Clearly, she was somewhere on the other side of that tree, searching. But of course, there was so much for her eyes to filter through: millions of leaves, thousands of trees, tens of thousands of branches, hundreds of rocks, vines, and the movement every time a breeze wandered through the foliage.

If he didn't move, he had a decent chance.

Before Peter could think about it, he lowered himself down onto his butt, and he pulled his knees to his chest. He tried to make himself a small as possible. Without trying, he remembered something from his childhood, a stupid game he used to play with some of his friends. It was probably the laziest version of Hide and Seek imaginable; from time to time, his friends would go into a room, sit down, and remain absolutely motionless. Afterward, someone would come looking, and they wouldn't be able to spot them. Maybe the seeker moved too quickly. Or maybe humans lived up to their predatory instincts; if they didn't see eye contact or movement, they couldn't notice another person.

Peter didn't know one way or the other, but he didn't care. He knew he was exhausted, his muscles aching with fatigue. At the same time, this woman would be able to run him down. She was a trained soldier; she was obviously a lot stronger.

"It won't be so bad. I'm sure it will be better than your life in the Confederation," she said. Again, she was shouting in random directions, perhaps hoping she might be able to provoke him.

Her voice, strong and confident, continued to ring out, "From what I understand, the Confederation is pretty hard on you boys. They collar you, then enslave you, and they treat you like pets and servants. Isn't that right? Out there, you don't get a chance. Why would you be loyal to those women? You know they don't respect you. You know that they want to keep you oppressed."

I'm not from the Confederation! Peter desperately wished he could just shout out those words and get her to believe him. But of course, that was the point. She needed to make him react. If he shouted out, she would know his direction. She would be able to track him down.

"But I guess you must be a pretty special slave if they trust you like this. I mean, it makes sense. They can send you out here, and you aren't an obvious choice for a spy. I didn't know they even trusted boys enough to send them out on their own. Of course, you still had a collar with you, so it's not like they completely trusted you. Or is that just in case some of their troops come around? If you play it smart, you can probably use that kind of information to your advantage. You don't have to end up in a prison cell...or worse."

He locked his teeth together, desperate to stay quiet and unseen. He heard something, maybe the crack of a branch or the crunch of leaves. He wasn't sure one way or another, but he didn't dare move. Again and again, he told himself to just remain still.

"So what kind of slave were you before this? Were you a performer or something? Did they have you acting and putting a little performances for your owners? Or maybe they brainwashed you. Is that it? Maybe you really don't think you are a slave. Maybe you honestly believe you're just a photographer." Even at a distance, he picked up on the sarcasm dripping from her voice.

Once or twice, Peter saw the headlines on the Grid about brainwashing. At the time, he just assumed it was supposed to be an attention grabber, like it wasn't real. The Grid was rife with misinformation and rumors, so he just discarded that information, but what if it was true?

Just as likely, what if the magistrates believed it? If they decided that he really had been brainwashed by those women, then he might "believe" everything he said, and they could discard it just as easily. Perhaps they would decide the same was true of Sara.

No…He couldn't let that happen. He couldn't let his friend get dragged into this.

But what was this?

His fingers pushed down into his palms as the tension raced along his body.

"What if I promised to take you home with me?" called out the scout. "I'm a woman. I'm your superior, don't you think? I could put the collar around your neck, drag you home with me, and keep you as my pet. Just tell me everything you know, Peter. Surrender to me, and I promise I will be gentle."

Right, he silently scoffed.

His nostrils twitched right as he noticed something in his peripheral vision.

All at once, her entreaties stopped, and some instinct forced him to lift his head and turn to the left. That's when he saw her, just a couple hundred feet away, her eyes locked on his.

Peter jumped to his feet, and he started running again, his skin cold from the perspiration that had chilled beneath the soft breeze and cool air. But he was running again, crawling over rocks, ducking under branches, and pushing himself as hard as he could. At the same time, he heard the tromp, tromp, tromp of her boots as she sprinted toward him. He got lucky before, but now this scout was determined to catch him.

He made it into a small clearing, recognized his mistake, and tried to make it to the other side. The cover had been his ally, making it harder for him to be tracked. More importantly, it slowed her down.

But now she broke into a hard sprint; she dashed for him hard, racing as her fingers flashed through the air and her heels kicked down against the soft ground.

He was about to make it to the other side of the clearing when she jumped forward, kicked, and caught him right at the small of his back. He lost his balance, tumbled forward, and hit the ground hard. He probably scraped his cheek, he heard part of his shirt rip, and suddenly he was on his stomach, desperate to catch his breath. The air had been knocked from his lungs, his eyes watered, and it felt like he couldn't catch his breath, no matter how hard he tried.

She grabbed his wrists, pulled them behind his back, and he felt the zip ties as they tightened, locking his arms in place.

Finally, she got up, and she pulled out her communicator. She tapped the surface, working her way through the menu. He rolled onto his side and watched all of this.

Peter tried to sputter out another explanation. He tried to tell her that he was just a photographer here on assignment. He tried to insist that the collar was just a joke.

Apparently satisfied with her message, she put one boot on his shoulder, rolled him onto his back, and then she dropped down. She straddled him and looked into his eyes. For just a moment, he realized something; this scout was quite beautiful, especially with her black hair tied back into that braid.

Peter couldn't have possibly understood the internal politics of the Duchy defense forces, but she seemed to consider him for a second. Maybe she simply wished to bask in this particular triumph. As far as she was concerned, she caught a spy! But no, it was a different sort of excitement that lit her eyes.

It was ambition.

"I'm taking you back to base," she said. "And when I do, the interrogators are going to want to talk to you. Now, I have a little bit of pull. I'm a loyal citizen, a soldier, and if I vouch for you, I might be able to help you out. But first, there's something you have to tell me."

His eyes widened, he gulped, and he nodded his head down and up. After all, Peter pulled against his restraints, but they refused to let him go. This was an alien sensation. He had never really been helpless, not like this. Maybe he felt powerless when negotiating with an obnoxious boss or a potential client, but this was completely different. Besides, his lungs had only just barely started to recover, and the bruises and cuts still buzzed with pain.

"What? What do you want to know?" he wheezed out.

"Where is it?"

"What? What are you talking about?"

"Where is it?" she demanded again.

"I don't know what you're talking about!"

She slapped him across the face. Her hand flew down, and it all happened in an instant. Fresh pain flared along his cheek, hot and vibrant. At the same time, he could hardly believe it. She probably could have struck a lot harder, but she wanted to embarrass him. It worked. Instinctively, he pulled against it the cords around his wrists. He twisted from side to side as he tried to break free, but this young woman held him down. As she straddled him, she made sure he wasn't possibly going to be able to escape again, no matter how lucky he got.

"Where is it?" she snarled.

Eyes widened, he glared up at her. "I don't know. I don't know what you're talking about. I don't know anything about any weapon, a military installation, anything! I'm just a photographer!" As she considered him, he cried out, "I can tell you about birds. I can show you the pictures I've taken just look."

Surprising him, the soldier grabbed the camera, lifted it up and looked down at the small, embedded screen. She turned it on, and she started to swipe from one image to the next. "This is going to be really useful," she said. "How do I decrypt it?"

"Decrypt it?" Peter asked, unable to process what she meant. He understood the words, but these were just pictures of trees, landscapes, mountains, rocks, and streams. He was proud of them, and he thought they were pretty good, but he didn't bother encrypting them. Why would he?

"This isn't the back cover," she said. "But I want to know where it is. Where is your base of operations? Where are the Confederation forces gathered?"

"I don't know about any base!"

She slapped him twice across the face, once on his left cheek, again on his right. He glared at her now.

"I'm serious!"

"Fine. You won't talk to me, then I'll just have to take you back." Clearly, she was going to do that one way or another. But now, she jerked him back up onto his feet, and then she considered him for a moment. She had one arm locked around his, but she reached into her pocket, and she pulled something out.

The collar.

"Bet you would feel better with this on, wouldn't you?"

"What, no!" Peter insisted.

But it was too late. This young woman slid the collar around his neck, and she walked on. Then she started to pull him back through the forest.

At several points, he tried to convince her again. When they made it to his backpack, he insisted that he didn't have anything. The camera was just a camera. Those landscape shots were just pictures. There weren't any secret, embedded messages. The pixels didn't secretly align to create clandestine messages.

From time to time, the scout seemed willing to listen to him. She nodded along, almost as though she were entertaining his explanation, but then she would just smile and say, "I don't believe you. But don't worry. Our interrogators will get to the truth. They will find out if you are a spy or you were just brainwashed."

After a while, Peter gave up. He started thinking about other scenarios. Did he know any good lawyers? How do you figure out who to contact?

Then, with a sinking feeling, he had to wonder whether or not they were even going to allow him to contact an attorney. If they considered him to be a spy, he was sure they could just make him "disappear". He could vanish, and his friends wouldn't hear anything about him.

Eventually, she grabbed his bag, and they met up with another group of guys. When they saw Peter, they sneered. Their eyes immediately dropped down to the collar around his neck. As far as they were concerned, he was the worst kind of traitor. He didn't simply act as an enemy operative, but he had actively worked against his own sex. As far as they were concerned, men were better and stronger. They didn't understand how the Confederation soldiers had cheated, but those women weren't real soldiers. They weren't strong enough. They weren't smart enough.

Peter thought about trying to talk to them, to explain, but they obviously, if reluctantly, followed their commander's orders.

Still bound and collared, he followed the scouts. He expected them to head to a clearing, but they seemed to push their way into some of the densest chunks of forest. Peter almost expected one of them to produce a black bag and to shove it over his head, only he realized something. They didn't care what he saw. At first, he hoped that they just decided there weren't any real landmarks. After all, how was he supposed to tell one giant tree from another? Then he came to a different conclusion; as far as they were concerned, he wasn't going to be able to make it out of here. He was a spy, and he was about to disappear into the bowels of their base.

Hunkered between another grove of massive trees, they finally came to a group of large rocks. The woman raised her wrist tablet, typed in some command, and the rocks pulled away. They had looked completely genuine and authentic just a moment ago, but now they revealed an opening. Metallic steps waited for them, and she pushed Peter forward.

Within seconds, their boots and shoes clicked against the metal staircase that eventually flattened out into a long hallway. Lights turned on automatically, and he wondered exactly how far this tunnel went. Eventually, they came upon several guards standing in front of a gate.

"Welcome to the Titan's Claw," muttered one of the scouts. "You're going to be here for a while."

The Red Wolves were known for their ferocity, but they were equally adept when it came to stealth. Today, they proved that again as they remained hidden from the pair down on the ground.

Each operative in Natalie's squad wore their helmets now. They could speak and shout without actually being overheard, yet they whispered nonetheless. It was Kayla who asked, "Orders?"

Another one of the wolves suggested, "We can take both of them. We got a boy in a collar. He might actually be one of ours. He's probably going to cooperate if we take him."

"But how do they collar a boy and have him alone with her? She's a Duchy scout."

Natalie pursed her lips and pointed out, "Do you see the icon on her shoulder? She's a scout commander."

"She might have the information we need," Someone else said.

Natalie nodded as her fellow wolves debated the different possibilities. Ultimately, the decision was hers. She ran through the different possibilities as this scout shoved her prisoner forward.

For just a moment, she blick-clicked her helmet's scanners. She zoomed in on the captive boy, and she wondered about him. He had his hands tied behind his back, and he stumbled forward, but there was something bouncing against him with every few steps: a camera?

None of this made sense, and she had to wonder if perhaps it was some kind of ambush. It was possible that the Duchy military forces were aware of her squad's presence. Possible but unlikely.

Every military engagement ultimately came down to this kind of information asymmetry, she reflected with a little smirk. Theorists and tacticians always loved to debate the best choice, but the choice would ultimately be hers. More importantly, she needed to find the Duchy's new weapon, whatever it turned out to be.

"We follow," Natalie decided.

At once, the debate came to an end, and the armored wolves crept through the forest, unseen and undetected.

They dragged him from one level to another, and he marveled at how big this place was. From a distance, out in the forest, he hadn't been able to see a single sign of this facility. But now, they pushed him down several more flights of stairs, and soon they opened up a barred cell. They shoved him inside, the gate clanged shut behind him, and the locks engaged.

Just like that, he became a prisoner. They didn't even bother removing the zip cords that kept his hands trapped behind his back.

After that, Peter sat down on a small bench, and he waited.

Down in the bowels of this installation, he had no idea how long he had to wait.

Almost immediately, time became distorted. He couldn't use his hands. He couldn't do anything more than walk a couple of feet to his left or to his right before coming back to the bench.

At one point, he wondered if it would be rude to try to bend his knees, stretch his arms and slip his hands around his feet, thereby pulling his arms back to his front. Then again, he didn't really care about being "rude". They were holding him here against his will.

In theory, Duchy citizens were supposed to have certain rights. And yet, no one talked to him about any of those. They probably labeled him as something like an "enemy combatant," which would give them free license to do whatever they wanted.

Peter kept waiting for the terror to drill down into his psyche, only he came to a conclusion. Part of him probably didn't believe that this was really happening. He kept thinking that maybe if he cooperated, they would figure out the truth and let him go.

But what if he already knew too much?

No, he couldn't allow himself to think that way.

He was going to get out of here. Eventually, someone competent would figure out that he didn't belong in a cell.

So he sat down, trying to relax. At other points, he walked back and forth.

And then the outer door opened, and that's when he saw someone important. That much was obvious from his uniform.

"Peter Drake," said the man. He was older. His hair was streaked with gray, and his eyes had already narrowed as he absorbed as many details as he could.

Instantly, Peter recognized a simple fact. This man was a warrior, the kind of guy who had probably been in dozens of firefights. He had probably pulled out his knife and actually used it to try to kill an enemy. He knew more about war than someone like Peter could actually try to imagine.

"I'm Peter Drake," The photographer said unnecessarily. "Look, I think there has been a mistake here."

The general ignored him, "Why did you let them put a collar around your neck? Do you view yourself as an animal? Do you view yourself as a slave?"

Straightening his back, Peter tried to inject as much dignity into his voice as he could as he answered, "I'm a loyal citizen of the Duchy."

"Sure you are," he said. "Do you know who I am?"

"No," Peter said with on a shake of his head.

"I'm General Marquez Tiburon, and I want to know exactly what you are doing out there."

For a second, Peter inhaled, and he wanted to remind this man that he had already told the scout everything. He was a photographer. He was on assignment. Of course, this man would want to hear it for himself, so he started, "I'm just a guy. Okay? Look, I messed up. I took an assignment on this planet, and I didn't think I would get into any trouble. I figured it was probably a big planet, and we aren't technically at war with the Confederation."

"Technically at war," the general sneered as he shook his head. "Your people keep annexing worlds, but it's going to stop."

"I'm from the Duchy," Peter said again.

"But you're wearing a collar."

"Your scout put it on me," Peter said.

"She found it in your bag."

"It was a joke."

"Why don't I believe you?"

"Okay, so maybe it wasn't a joke, not exactly. My friend gave it to me, and she said it would be helpful in case, you know, anything happened. If it had ever occurred to me that someone would see it and automatically assume I was a spy, I obviously never would have brought it with me. Can't you check my background? Haven't you looked me up?"

"I have a couple of specialists who are checking out your name and general details," General Tiburon replied. "But you know, that can only tell us so much."

"What, what do you mean?"

"Confederation information splicers have hacked into our systems before. It wouldn't be that difficult to leave a false trail."

"But…" Peter said.

"Right now, you aren't going anywhere. Right now--" He didn't the chance to finish his sentence because the floor shook beneath them. They were already underground. Something like that wasn't supposed to happen. A moment later, the lights blinked out for a second, coating everything in impenetrable black. Then the emergency lights came on. The main lights came on as well a few seconds later.

General Tiburon pulled his wrist up to his mouth, and he demanded to know what was going on.

Seconds later, he disappeared through the doors.

Several minutes before Peter and the general started their conversation, Natalie used her helmet's lenses to scan the terrain. As near as she and the other Red Wolves could discern, the Duchy base only had one entrance.

"Not very safe," Mujera pointed out. "What are they going to do if they need to evacuate? There could be a fusion leak."

"I'm guessing the designers didn't care," Natalie said.

"Duchy engineers," Marissa snorted, like those two words together constituted an oxymoron.

"Based on the scans, it looks like this is it. I'm seeing a large facility underground. This is what they've been working on," Natalie decided. "We need to take it out."

"What about the collar boy?" Diana Mujera reminded their First.

Natalie considered this for a few seconds. Then she glanced back at Jennimir, their pilot. "You have the coordinates. You think you can make some noise and give us the opportunity to get inside?"

"One distraction coming right up," said their best pilot. She rose to her feet and started to jog off.

Now it was just a matter of time.

The vibrations continued to pulse and rumble through the walls, floor, and ceiling. At several points, Peter reached up and grabbed onto the bars, shaking them. They didn't move, not even a little bit. Whoever designed this cell had done an excellent job. For a few seconds, he even contemplated trying to slip between the bars, but Peter quickly came to the conclusion that it would be an impossibility.

Again and again, he turned around, checking his left and right, up and down, as though he expected something to change.

There it was again, another rumbling vibration. The entire facility was shaking. But they were underground.

Then he felt something, like his stomach dropping. Did they just rise up?

There was another shift, and it felt like gravity became displaced for just a moment. He felt a lot lighter, then a lot heavier. Without any windows or some other point of reference, he had to rely on his inner ear. And yet, none of this made any sense!

"It looks like our secret is out," General Tiburon said. He had his arms crossed behind his back, his shoulders straight. He looked like the ideal soldier. All around him on the command bridge, his officers worked as they whispered reports to their superiors and called out the status updates for each component of the Titan's Claw.

"Go to attack mode," he declared. "Let's make these bitches pay." Unprofessional? Yes. Exactly what his men needed to hear? Absolutely.

They had been through these routines hundreds of times, but it seemed like the Confederation forces had finally found them. Not only that, they were willing to engage in an actual fight.

Perfect, he thought.

Jennimir loved the Bridled Stallion. As far as she was concerned, this ship was her boy. Yeah, she was entitled to slaves, and yes, she had a lot of fun with some of the captives back on Athena, yet this was where she belonged: in the cockpit, holding onto her controls. She loved the questions of navigating, of pushing the thrusters and anti-grav repulsors. Every second always felt like an amazing challenge as she calculated the trajectories, speed, atmosphere, and momentum.

Combat was even better.

It became infinitely complicated as she lost herself to tracking missiles, weapons emplacements, and so much more.

To begin, she kept the Stallion in stealth-mode. Then, feeling playful, she lowered the rail guns from beneath the undersides of the cutter's two wings. With a ferocious grin on her face, she hit the buttons, and the tungsten bolts slammed down into the ground.

"Did I wake you up?" asked the pilot to no one in particular.

Nothing happened, although her sensors made it quite obvious that there was something large, rounded, and metallic just beneath the surface. But what was it going to be? What was a going to look like? Some secret base with special armaments? Maybe a hidden starship capable of ripping through cities from orbit? What if it was nothing but an intelligence gathering installation? With a groan, Jennimir really hoped that last guess was wrong. Watching a bunch of Duchy boys run out into the wilderness would have been fun, especially because the Red Wolves could catch those boys and sell them back in the Confederation, but this girl was interested in so much more than just her paycheck! She wanted a challenge!

Since the guns didn't seem to get their attention, she locked her targeting sensors onto a couple of random spots, she switched payloads, and suddenly the missiles appeared. "Maybe this will wake you up," she suggested. She hit the buttons, and the missiles launched, two black streaks shot down into the ground and quickly blossomed into orange and red bursts of flame.

That's when she could make out the edges of it the weapon, whatever it happened to be.

The ground shook, trees collapsed, and rock separated as the outline of the weapon finally appeared. Chunks of gravel and dirt came loose as the machine rose up onto its enormous, mechanical legs. There were six of them in total, three on the left, three on the right. The monstrosity rose up like a gigantic crab, complete with two long arms, each of which ended in snapping pincers. At the center of each claw, wide barrels appeared, and they were glowing.

As Natalie watched the base reveal itself, she realized that this was a gigantic war machine. She had never seen cannons that large before, and she didn't know exactly how fast this thing might be able to move, but she could only watch as the Bridled Stallion unleashed its payload. Bullets, flashes of laser fire, and missiles rained down on the Duchy war machine, but it seemed completely unaffected.

For once, Natalie had to wonder if maybe the Duchy had created something actually capable of threatening the Confederation.

As a citizen, she wanted to laugh and deride the men for their best effort. They built a gigantic crustation, like they thought this would be enough. And yet, she was a soldier, so she knew she couldn't allow herself to underestimate the enemy.

For now, they needed information. That meant rescuing the collared boy, downloading the data reserves from this machine, and ideally disabling it.

"That definitely looks like a distraction," Marissa said.

"Wolves, we run and jump," Natalie ordered her squad.

Natalie glanced back at her fellow operatives. They nodded and were ready in an instant. Each woman wore elegant, formfitting plates of white and red armor. Utilizing their blink and haptic interfaces, the women ran forward, activated their antigrav boots, broke cover, and leaped upward.

As the world blurred around her, Natalie left at this moment. An instant later, the Red Wolves landed on top of that the giant crab. They darted for the entrance, running hard and low.

Diana Mujera, her third, spotted a sensor cluster, lifted her weapon, keyed the activation rune, and raised her blade. The interlocking pieces shot forward just as she jumped again and brought the edge down in a two-handed swing.

Natalie and the rest of the wolves made it to the entrance, but it was locked. "Interface?" Natalie asked.

Marissa already had her wrist tablet up, and she shook her helmet and headset, "No luck. It looks like they aren't accepting any kind of data signals or connections."

"Then we do this the old-fashioned way," Kayla announced. She pulled a tool off of her belt; Natalie and the others did so as well. They keyed them on, and the glowing orange bursts of flame ignited. They aimed the flares along the entrance's visible seams and started to cut.

Within seconds, they had access to the interior.

Inside of the Titan's Claw, a sensor operator called out, "General, I have lost visuals. Sensor Node 6 has been destroyed."

Before Marquez could respond, another officer called out, "Primary entrance has been breached."

"Dispatch armsmen," ordered the general. "Gunners, bring that ship down!"

As he stood there, General Tiburon eagerly wished he could have shoved someone aside and taken position at one of the command consoles. He wanted to push his fingers down against the touchscreens, push a lever, slam a button, and feel the war machine vibrate beneath him. He wanted to know that the Claw followed his commands.

But no. He was the commander, and so he needed to stand there, aloof and unaffected by any of the new developments. They were under attack for the first time. This was the Claw's first taste of battle. The Duchy had invested billions of credits in its construction, and he wasn't going to fail. Okay, so the Confederation's spy had clearly sent some sort of signal back to his compatriots.

It didn't matter, Marquez told himself.

They would take the Titan's Claw, and they would march right into Confederation territory. They would remind these women, once again, that this world belonged to the Duchy. It was a man's world, and it always would be. After the Confederation troops were sent running, the Claw could be transported to world after world. Hundreds of meters tall and capable of knocking out defense grids, batteries, and anything else the Confederation threw at it, the Titan's Claw would ensure Duchy supremacy.

As far as Marquez was concerned, it was an inevitability. But in the meantime, he had to stand there, call out commands, and inspire his troops. At the same time, he glanced at some of the different stations, and he did his best to ignore that growing sense of apprehension wedged deep within his gut. He tried to relax into one simple idea: this was the Titan's Claw. It was an incredible war machine, composed of advanced alloys, innovations that the Confederation had never seen before.

Besides, his gaze jumped from one station to the next, and as near as he could tell, it was just one small cutter attacking.

That wasn't ideal; the Titan's Claw had been designed primarily for ground operations. Yes, defensive turrets had already activated, so flak and missiles were shooting into the air. Even so, the small vessel darting above them had a skilled pilot, and she clearly knew how to use her size and speed to her advantage.

That meant the cutter was just a distraction.

Marquez suddenly felt the urge to grab a gun and a blade and to run to defend his ship. Unfortunately, he told himself that his place was on the bridge. He had good men under his command, and they could handle this.

Natalie and her three compatriots shot their way through this monstrous creation. Long, twisting corridors, intersections, and a maze of interconnected rooms made it impossible for them to know exactly where they were going. Or at least, that would have been the case except they took another hallway. All at once, the five wolves spotted the terminal.

"Find what we need," Natalie ordered.

Marissa Sheron rushed forward, and she examined the data node. Her fingers danced across the screen as she considered different possibilities. Simultaneously, she held up her left arm, and she glanced down at the screen. She tried to create a connection.

In a lot of streaming narratives, slicing and hacking happened in just a few seconds. For most programmers, searching for a vulnerability in a computer system would actually take hours at least and years at most. Fortunately, Natalie's slicer used better algorithms and preprogrammed exploiters. Even so, this could take a couple of minutes, and remaining in one place for long could be dangerous, despite their advanced weapons, despite their superior armor.

Right as that thought crossed her mind, a pulse of red energy exploded past her head.

Eight Duchy armsmen appeared at the end of the corridor; they ran forward, a pistol in one hand, a baton in the other. Each baton glowed with electricity as they rushed forward, ready to go into combat.

"Try for nonlethal," Natalie radioed to her comrades. "Remember, we're here for intelligence, rescue, and to disable this thing. Strictly speaking, we aren't at war."

"Politicians," Kayla muttered.

Even so, she pulled the enormous cannon off of her back, raised it up on one arm, mounting it against her shoulder plate. Then she fired.

A rocket shot toward the guardsmen. Before they could react, it pivoted upward toward the ceiling, exploded, and dark gray mist filled the hallway.

Natalie and her three wolves all whispered the same command to their helmets' sensor suits, "Dark Sight."

Their night vision activated, turning everything to shades of blue, red, and orange.

The Duchy's soldiers coughed and sputtered. To his credit, their leader shouted orders, and he tried to rally his troops. Before he could finish his first sentence, however, the Red Wolves were among them.

Natalie and the others shot forward, running hard, their boots slamming against the metal decking. They had disengaged the stealth dampeners on their armor. Now they exploded forward like behemoths in the dark. At the same time, the guards opened fire, and Natalie felt the pings of superheated energy against her shoulder, her gut. Unfortunately for these fighters, their weapons wouldn't be able to penetrate her armor.

Poor boys.

She almost felt bad for them.

Almost.

The wolves were among those armsmen. With her blade in one hand, she parried those batons as they came down swinging. Strictly speaking, her armor probably could have handled the electric pulse at the tips of each weapon, but she didn't intend to take the chance.

There were grunts of pain, gasps, and the armsmen went down.

The encounter took less than four seconds.

Seconds later, Marissa uploaded the schematics for the entire facility. Natalie glanced back at the others as she assimilated the new information. "Marissa and Kayla, I want you here. Get as much information as you can. Diana, take out the engine room. I'm going after their prisoner."

The wolves could hunt as a pack, but they knew how to fight alone.

Her soldiers acknowledged her orders, and they quickly split up.

Natalie darted through the facility. She encountered another group of soldiers. They were running in her direction, but then they paused when they saw her. Apparently, they didn't know what to think. Or maybe they had hoped they would never encounter a warrior from the Dawn Star Confederation. Perhaps she broke their conceptions of what a warrior was supposed to look like. After all, she wasn't some hulking barbarian. Rather, she lightly dodged and ducked beneath their attacks. First, she deftly avoided the bolts from their pistols. Then she was among them, blocking attacks with the edge of her blade, ducking, and sweeping from side to side.

For a few seconds, Natalie was tempted to just relax into the dance. It was so easy. But with her enhanced strength, she had no problem taking them down, one by one. She brought her fist up into the gut of one guy, and he stumbled back, hitting the wall before sliding down, unconscious. She backhanded another’s face throwing him aside. He landed hard, probably with a broken jaw, but he would recover.

Again and again, she took these fighters down. They had probably trained for thousands of hours, yet they couldn't compete.

Eventually, she made it to the brig. The door was locked, she contacted Marissa, and her companion opened the door. At the same time, the cell unlocked, and Natalie saw him for the first time.

He jumped up onto his feet, and he looked at her. Then he stumbled back, perhaps scared of the red, armored figure in front of him. Remembering that he was just a boy and she didn't wish to frighten him, she pulled off her helmet.

"My name is Natalie Sherush, First of the Red Wolves. Who're you, boy?" she asked quickly as she grabbed onto the bar to the gate and pulled it open.

The captive man glanced around, like he couldn't contemplate a scenario where the gate could be open. At the same time, his eyes moved up and down the length of her armor. He studied those interlocking plates, and it was obvious he didn't know what to do or say.

"Normally, I would be a lot more gentle with you, but we need to get out of here now," she said. At the same time, an explosion rumbled through the war machine. "I'm guessing that was one of my compatriots." She reached out and grabbed him by his shoulder. She pulled him out because it was time to go.

On the bridge, Marquez stood with his back straight. Occasionally, he called out different orders. He tried to get a better read on the situation, but the different pieces fit together into a very ugly picture: as he suspected, the cutter had been a distraction, and now the Claw had been boarded. His brows tightened with concentration, and he tried to redirect some of his best troops to the engine room, but they didn't get there in time.

There was a blast, a pulse of energy, and he watched as white electricity danced across the control panels.

"An EMP," he said to no one in particular as the lights went out. The electromagnetic pulse killed electronics, at least temporarily. "Technicians to the bridge," he called out. Then he glanced back at his second, "Rennick, you're in charge."

"General?" the man asked. He was busy at one of the stations as he tried to help another technician restore functionality.

Marquez had already started to march off the bridge. "I'm grabbing some troops, not going to stop them myself. If you can, shut the bulkheads. Seal them in. I don't want those women getting away."

Marquez didn't have time for anything fancy. First, he needed to gather as many troops as he could. He didn't care exactly who they were or what they could do. Second, he made it down to the weapons lockers; he wasn't interested in just a pistol or a stun baton. He wanted something real, so he grabbed an auto carbine, plus his favorite blade. This sweeping, curved sword always felt so good locked between his palms, and he was ready to draw blood.

Those women came into his war machine; they invaded, and they expected to escape unharmed?

No.

Maybe they saw this as a preemptive attack. Maybe it was supposed to be some sort of ambush. He didn't care. He was going to bring them down, one by one. Better yet, he would have these women, and he would be able to show them what happened when they confronted the Duchy. Maybe the political leaders weren't ready for a direct confrontation, but he was.

He grabbed a breastplate, pulled it around and locked it in place. He had his weapons, and now he jumped forward. He had a couple of specialists, two of his best fighters, and a group of noncommissioned officers who barely knew how to use their weapons.

Marquez didn't care. They were going to fight hard, and they were going to take these women out.

Gathering his resources took time, but he knew this ship better than they could. Even if they had algorithms that analyzed the Claw's structure, it wouldn't be enough. He had been here for construction. He had an intimate knowledge of every bulkhead, chamber, maintenance shaft, and hallway.

They took a shortcut, little more than a ladder leading from one level to the next. Then they positioned themselves right in front of the exit.

They braced themselves, and he hated the idea of giving away the initiative, but it was impossible to know exactly when those boarders would come back together. Simultaneously, he didn't want to hunt down one while the potential leader escaped.

In reality, he and his men only waited for a couple of minutes. He could feel the nervous energy radiate off of some of his troops, especially those noncommissioned officers. When they signed up to defend the Duchy, they probably expected a nice bonus and maybe an easy position at some listening station. Instead, they found themselves here, and now the invaders presented themselves.

There were four of them, plus the prisoner. Under other circumstances, Marquez might've laughed at the "photographer's" expression. It was this strange mixture of fear and disbelief. Not only that, it looked like he really, really wanted to just stop and explain this to whoever might listen.

Next, Marquez focused on their obvious leader, the only one who no longer wore her helmet. She had dark hair swept back along the top of her head, and those tresses were tied back into a simple ponytail. She had sleek, almost vulpine features. Beautiful, he reflected. If she had been born in the Duchy, she probably would have ended up as a performer, a model, or maybe a nice little housewife somewhere.

Instead, she was a warrior of the Confederation, and he knew better than to underestimate her. Ultimately, it only came down to her equipment. He had seen the footage of those warriors. Although the Duchy couldn't match personal body armor, he didn't think it would matter. He would fight better and harder. He was a skilled swordsman, and so he stepped forward. He practically dared them to open fire.

"My name is General Marquez Tiburon, and you are trespassing on Duchy territory as armed combatants. I hereby place you under arrest," he called out.

Their leader watched him for several seconds. Her expression never wavered, and she didn't pull her eyes off of him.

Natalie strode forward, and she considered this man.

"Boys, you can get out of our way. Or you can get hurt. Those are your options." She raised her blade in front of herself, and that's when Marquez strode forward. It was obviously a challenge, and Diana leaned forward, like she wanted to take her commander's place.

Raising a hand, Natalie stopped her. "Really? You think you're going to be able to stop us?"

"You aren't going anywhere. Additionally, I have already put out the call for reinforcements. Time is not on your side, ladies. Surrender now, and I will make sure that the magistrate is easy on you."

"Magistrate?" Natalie asked, smirking ever so slightly.

"You are war criminals," he said.

"We're conquerors," she answered.

Marquez narrowed his eyes, cheeks darkened as his pulse quickened. Both combatants had drifted forward, only now it was obvious he wouldn't be able to maintain his control. He wanted to be a cold, calculating commander, the kind of man who wouldn't allow his emotions to interfere with any logical or tactical decision, but Natalie could see the truth.

"Face it, boy. We are taking your worlds, one by one. Why? Because we can. We are superior to you. Your so-called Duchy is older, but it's gotten smaller, hasn't it? Accept the truth. You boys can't compete."

His grip tightened on his weapon, and he knew he shouldn't allow her to bait him, but Natalie could practically read his every thought. Despite his dedication to dispassionate warfare, he yearned to strike. His muscles twitched, and he needed to vent that strength, that energy. Evolution compelled him to want to break something. In that moment, he saw her as his only obstacle. Maybe if he could take down the leader, the rest of the women would surrender.

It may have been a mistaken assumption, but it made him feel so good, and that's when he let out his roar. Setting his training aside, Marquez defense lowered, raised his weapon, and he swung down hard, desperate to score a winning blow.

She easily ducked to the side, raised her weapon, blocked, and swept down.

He was just as quick, bringing his sword into place. They jumped away from one another, and he rushed in again. This time, she wove to her left, kicked out, and caught him in his stomach. Unfortunately, he was wearing some of the most advanced armor the Duchy could provide. Lightweight and durable, it protected him from any serious damage.

Even so, it was another reminder that he wasn't quite as good as her.

Her ponytail swung back and forth as she circled him. He kept his eyes on her, and she slashed down, only he blocked, punched out, and she jumped to the side, avoiding his clumsy swing.

Again and again, Marquez told himself that he needed to focus on her and nothing else. His men would watch his back, especially if any of her fellow invaders tried to ambush him. Besides, this girl needed all of his attention.

Coming in fast now, Marquez swung down, slamming his blade as hard as he could. She moved to the side each time, dodging away. Hot frustration burned at his core as he stumbled forward. He couldn't help himself, and that's when he retreated back a step.

In that moment, he saw the confusion play across her pretty features. Yes, in a better reality, she would have been born in the Duchy, and everything would have been different. She never would have questioned a man like Marquez Tiburon. That was how it was supposed to be. Women were supposed to know their place!

He may have preferred a blade, but he stepped back, grabbed his pistol, raised it, and she tensed. He didn't aim for her, however. He locked the site on the prisoner, and he wasn't going to let that man get away. He aimed and fired.

One of her companions seem to realize what was going on, and she tried to push the boy out of the way. Suddenly, a shot that would have caught the supposed photographer dead center instead slammed into his shoulder. The scent of burned flesh must've hit his nostrils, but Marquez had to deal with the woman right in front of him. She came at him fast now, roaring with rage.

She slammed her blade down against his again and again, moving faster than he had ever imagined.

She kicked out, knocking his legs out from beneath him, and he stumbled back. In the next moment, she had one boot on his chest, and she plunged her blade down. The tip came to the base of his throat. With just a little bit of force, she would have been able to end his life. "You're lucky," she said. That's when she pulled her foot back, and she kicked him in the head.

Darkness consumed everything else.

He got shot!

Peter had no idea how this happened. He had been watching the fight, and everything happened so fast. His reflexes were trained for this. He hadn't spent thousnds of hours practicing blade work, nor had he ever really studied combat. The closest he ever came were a couple of grid sims, and even then he had never been very good. When it came to those first-person shooters, he tried to play with a couple of his friends, but he always ended up getting shot within the first few seconds.

For just a moment, he glanced down, and the shock consumed him, like his body didn't know how to react. Even on a purely physical, entirely mechanical level, it seemed like Peter wasn't designed for this. He wasn't a warrior...he, he was a photographer!

"Tranq him," said one of the helmed women. "We need him alive."

Peter didn't understand, but one of the others grabbed some kind of tube from a container on her thigh. She slanted it down against his neck, and he didn't feel a needle, but then the world started to swirl around him. His eyelids got heavy, and the world just stopped.

Natalie and the other Red Wolves made a fighting retreat out of the Duchy's new weapon. They rushed forward, slashed, kicked, and punched their way through the remaining troops, but with their general down, the defenders lost heart. They fell quickly, retreating back, making it easy for Natalie and her compatriots to escape with their prize.

This boy.

They ran out onto the top of the war machine. Overhead, the Bridled Stallion continued to duck and weave. Automated defense fired, but they couldn't get a clean shot. Again and again, the pilot managed to avoid any real damage. Maybe they managed to scratch the black paint. If so, good for them.

The cutter shot down, the hatch opened, and the women jumped in, one after another. With the unconscious boy over her shoulder, Natalie triggered the repulsors in her boots and jumped leaped up. Seconds later, she landed in a crouch. The hatch sealed, and the cutter shot off into the atmosphere.

"Diana," Natalie said. "See what you can do for him."

She took him down to the small medical bay, lowered him down onto the single table, and stepped back. Diana cut open his shirt, and she started to examine the wound.

The burns looked pretty bad, but she also knew that Duchy weaponry could include other nasty surprises. A burn might look simple enough, but they could also be laced with specific kinds of radiation.

"This looks clean," she said.

"Good. Take care of him and let me know when he wakes. Oh, and be sure he’s restrained. He might be wearing a collar, but I want to know exactly what kind of male we're dealing with before we let him up."

"Understood," Mujera replied.

Natalie considered checking on her team, but there were questions here, questions she didn't like, and maybe she needed to relax away from her crew for just a few minutes. Before she headed up to the cockpit, she made her way into her quarters, she swept her fingers in front of her screen, and she watched as the connection icon appeared.

Seconds later, there was Dominique.

"How did everything go?"

"Unusual," Natalie said. "We found their new weapon. Basically, it's an enormous war machine." She tried to appear serious, only then one corner of her mouth rose up, and she needed to let some of the tension out, so she slid her head down, and she chuckled for a second. Perhaps this kind of behavior would have been considered inappropriate if she had been a standard soldier, but she was the leader of the Red Wolves, so she enjoyed some leeway.

"It's a funny war machine?"

"The boys in the Duchy engineering corps decided to build an enormous crab."

"What?"

"Don't get me wrong. I'm sure it would be incredibly dangerous against standard tanks, but it's basically a large, mobile command facility. Also, I'm guessing its primary cannons are probably dangerous enough to hit a vessel in orbit. But yeah, they decided to make it look like a giant crab."

"I see. I'm assuming you're going to upload the footage from your cams?"

"My pilot is already taking care of it. We're going to assume a spot in geosynchronous orbit and monitor the situation."

"No, I actually want you to report to our operating base on Ansion. While you conducted your mission, I came in to see exactly what's going on for myself."

"What?" Natalie asked before she could stop herself. Her chest constricted, especially as she put the different pieces together and she realized she might be able to see this woman again, soon?

Anticipation roiled through her body; she especially enjoyed the tension right between her legs as she imagined what it would be like to crawl into bed naked with this woman. Their fingers could dart along each other's bodies. She missed the soft texture of Dominique's hair, her smooth skin, and the heat of her body, plus the sounds she made when...

No, Natalie couldn't let herself think of that. The mission had been a success, but that wasn't good enough, not yet.

"I'm concerned about the Duchy. Specifically, I want to see exactly what this new war machine is capable of."

"But ma'am," Natalie said. "You will have the recordings. Will that be good enough?"

"Maybe," conceded her superior officer. "Even so, I want to see for myself. There's something about this. It feels different." Clearly, she trusted her own intuition, and so Natalie knew she wouldn't be able to dissuade her, either as a subordinate or as a lover.

"As you wish," Natalie said. "You might interested in seeing our prisoner as well."

"Prisoner?"

"We were only able to find the war machine because their scouts had a boy in custody. I'm not sure what they wanted with him, but he was collared, so I figured he might be valuable. Besides, if he is a Confederation citizen, that could be a good justification for why we were there in the first place."

On her end of the line, Dominique snorted, "Justification? I'm sure the ambassadors worry about such things, but that isn't a priority for us."

"I see," Natalie replied with a quick nod. "We were also able to download most of their database and disable the primary fusion reactor.

That thing isn't going to be active for a while. They might have been able to jury rig a couple of power relays, but I don't think it's going to be anywhere near enough for them to pose a threat."

"You might be right," Dominique conceited.

"But you're worried?"

"Concerned. Up until now, the Duchy has relied entirely on conventional weapons. This new crab they came up with seems unusually creative, which makes me think that they might have other weapons out there. We need to find out one way or another. Interrogate the prisoner, find out what he knows, and bring him to me."

"Understood," Natalie said. She was about to terminate the connection, but there was something on Dominique's face that made her stop.

"And Natalie?"

"Ma'am?"

"I'm very pleased that no one on your team got hurt. When we meet up and when we are in private, I have a couple of rewards for you."

Natalie dipped her head down, and she listened as Dominique chuckled, but soon enough, the Journal had to terminate the connection after they said goodbye.

Rolling her shoulders back, Natalie knew it was time for her to talk to her wolves. They had accomplished something impressive here, but she needed to make sure everyone was okay.

The conversations went easily enough. The Red Wolves had worked together for more than a year, so they understood one another. Even so, Natalie understood the fragility of the human psyche. In the quick heat of combat, a near miss might not feel like anything special, but one burst of adrenaline and fear could morph into something else. Natalie worried about her teammates, so she made sure everyone was okay.

Kayla was predictably enthusiastic about the entire thing. As near as Natalie could tell, she enjoyed combat more than anything else, especially because she got to use her canon.

Diana seemed more introspective, but she said she was doing well. She was somewhat worried about their prisoner, but he was strapped down, and she had administered several medicines. Natalie was back, she had placed a healing pad over his burn. By the time he woke up, most of the flesh would be repaired.

Marissa was busy at her console, studying the schematics for the Duchy weapon. Excitedly, she glanced up and said, "They call it the Titan's Claw. So far, it basically just looks like a lot of money piled up in shapes like a crab, but I'm not done going through the schematics. So far, nothing looks really threatening."

Then there was Jennimir, their best pilot. She sat in the cockpit and gazed out the window, checking the viewscreens and monitoring the various readouts. The autopilot could have easily handled these duties, but she enjoyed herself and enjoyed chatting about the attack.

Everyone seemed to be doing well. Perfect.

Natalie headed back down to the medical bay. The boy was alone and unconscious, but she thought she could see movement beneath his eyelids. At first, she just sat down and wondered exactly what he was thinking. By this point, she had stripped off her armor, so she wore a simple black jumpsuit.

For the time being, she could wait until he woke up.




Chapter 3

Peter didn't want to wake up. On some level, he understood this. Maybe some old feelings were transposed, like those random mornings when he would start to wake up, fully cognizant that his alarm would start blaring for his attention at any moment.

Although he didn't open his eyes he had to wonder if he had been dreaming. There were these images, random flashes, and none of them felt quite right. A bright light shined over his head, and he kept thinking about being in the wrong place at the wrong time, like he had tried to sneak out, and some authority figure had caught him. But he was an adult, and he didn't have a curfew. But then he started to shift, to turn his head from side to side, and when he swallowed, he felt something gently pushing down against at the base of his throat.

What was it?

He thought of Sara, and he thought of that bar, and he thought of the excitement that had rushed through his body. He was a photographer, and he wanted to take pictures of new, interesting, beautiful, natural, and exotic things. While other people spent their lives behind screens and typing away at data slates, he could breathe in fresh air on new worlds and explore.

But then she had given him something, a rectangular box, and he opened it, revealing a collar within. A collar.

He wasn't dog. He wasn't a pet.

But he also understood that there were other parts of the galaxy where men weren’t treated like people. It was always such a strange, alien pod. In his community, he had respect. Sure, he wasn't rich or powerful, but he didn't need to be. When he walked down the street, he didn't need to worry about respect.

Peter's thoughts kept drifting. They jumped from one idea to another. He remembered wandering the Grade and finding images of beautiful women with their boys. Those men had been subjugated thoroughly. Exercised, bound, tamed, and obedient, they kneeled before powerful women who stood over them like loving owners. The boys were property; they were objects and playthings to be admired. The women exuded power, and it was obvious they served as a prime example of what a woman could be in the Confederation.

But he wasn't going to the Confederation. He would never be that stupid. He was going to Ansion, a world that belonged to the Duchy...only borders were artificial and created by people. They could change. The Confederation had proven that time and time again as they absorbed one world after another into their domain.

Peter still didn't know what was going on, but that sense of exhaustion clung to his body. It seemed to seep into his muscles, stretching down into his limbs and making it so, so hard to get up.

Sara. He thought of her again, and he remembered her smile, how she would tease him. He was a photographer; she was a storyteller. They gave one another feedback, but then his thoughts turned back to the box, to the collar, and he swallowed in real life, only to feel that pressure against his neck.

He was wearing a collar.

Like a dog. Like a slave. Like a boy…

Boy.

Occasionally, Peter had gotten curious. He watched a few streams that came out of the Dawn Star Confederation. Local authorities didn't like it, but they couldn't block every avenue of information, especially on a planetary scale. It was easy for anyone who really wanted to search to find those illicit materials.

Of course, most of the content was pretty generic. Even so, Peter had watched some of the newscasts. For the most part, they talked about the states of markets, weather reports, bland controversies, and the usual fodder for a daily content stream. But there were still those important details.

In the newscast, only women appeared to tell the news. Occasionally, men might appear, but they were always in subordinated and subjugated roles. They were obviously there because they were handsome or cute. The men provided some visual appeal for the show as they conducted interviews and asked easy questions. If something important had to be said or addressed, then a woman would handle it. Then there were the advertisements, so many of which seemed simple and equally generic, yet he sensed that subtle shift as well. Whenever an announcer came on to talk about a particular product and how it might help, it was a woman's voice. If someone needed to be lost or confused, then a man spoke.

Peter tried to remember specific details and storylines, but nothing came.

Then he felt something against his neck. It wasn't just the collar. Someone was touching him. The aroma of latex hit his nostrils, and his eyes finally fluttered open. As he woke up, the pain flashed along his shoulder for just a second.

A tall, broad shouldered woman stood over him. She wore elaborate, white and red battle armor. Her helmet had been pulled off, but he saw her short hair, her vibrant green eyes, and a condescending smile as she looked down at him. "You're awake," she said unnecessarily. "I was starting to worry that the burn did some permanent damage. I treated you for several types of radiation poisoning, but you never can tell, especially when it comes to the Duchy. They’re behind us in pretty much every way imaginable, but they’re also willing to experiment with some pretty nasty tricks. Frankly, I think it's a matter of desperation."

"Where, where am I?" Peter rasped. He glanced around and half-expected to hear a hospital's intercom system, like someone would be calling for a doctor or something. Instead, the space was small, bland, and he found himself surrounded by dark metal. He was on a table, and there are only a few feet of space in any direction.

"You're on board a Confederation cutter, the Bridled Stallion," said the woman. "My name is Diana Mujera, Third of the Red Wolves." She said those words, and little of it made any sense. But then he picked out one word.

Confederation.

"What, what did you say? This is a Confederation ship?" He started to rise, only to feel the restraints around his wrists and ankles. He tried to lift his hands, and he glanced down again, confirming those straps around his limbs. Not only that, he had been stripped. His naked body was on display, not that this woman seemed to notice.

"That's right," she said. "But I'm confused about something. Once I was sure you weren't in any mortal danger, I checked the data upload on your collar. It's mostly gibberish. I didn't see any of the proper encryption sequences, and none of the names made any sense either. Can you tell me what's going on? What happened to you? Why did they kidnap you?"

"I…"

"Poor boy," she said. That's when she reached down, and he almost expected to see a heavy gauntlet. Instead, there were her fingers. Yes, this woman had calluses, and she clearly possessed great strength, but her touch seemed affectionate as she stroked his cheek and his forehead. "That must've been very scary for you. What? Were you out with your owner? Did you get lost?"

"I'll handle the interrogation," said another voice.

Peter jerked his head up, and he looked toward the entrance. There was a woman standing there, her legs parted, her arms crossed over her chest. Like this other "Red Wolf", she wore similar armor.

"Right now," continued the newcomer, "I want you to inspect him. Give him a full medical examination."

"What, what does that mean?" Peter asked.

"Don't worry," said the woman. She picked something up and held it over his head. She tapped a couple of buttons, or maybe her fingers danced on a touchscreen. Either way, he couldn’t see exactly what was happening, and then she lowered it down toward his forehead.

Instinctive panic shot through his body, especially because this might really be a Confederation ship. It was obviously a military vessel, but he only saw two women. How likely could that have been on a Duchy ship? Yes, some women joined the defense forces, but they were rare, and they seldom achieved anything important, especially since the male commanders didn't trust them. Those women, no matter how competent they were, probably didn't get a chance. At least, I was appointed and Sara had made more than me on more than one occasion.

"If I need to, I will strap your head down as well," Diana promised him.

"Answer that question or just tell me, okay?"

Diana glanced over at her commanding officer. Peter didn't see her reaction, but there must've been some silent signal because she said, "It's just a scanner. I'm sure you've seen these before."

"Right…" Peter said, but he was sure he didn't sound at all convincing.

Then she lowered the scanner to his forehead, pressed it on, and it seemed to tighten against his skull for just a moment.

Heat splashed along his body, flaring down from his head to his neck, his shoulders, arms, torso, and along his legs. Just as he was about to ask another question, she pulled it off. "I'm going to release him from the restraints. You aren't going to cause any trouble, are you, boy?"

Peter didn't recognize her tone right away. After another moment, he finally decided that she was talking to him like he was either a child or a pet.

Not only that, Diana was waiting for him. Apparently, he couldn't just let the question pass unchallenged. She wanted a real answer.

"No," he said. Somehow that wasn't good enough, the photographer continued, "I'm not going to cause any trouble. I swear." Although he sounded calm enough, his thoughts swirled as he wondered what was going to happen when they realized he was from the Duchy. Was he supposed to tell them? But would that give him amnesty? Or maybe he needed to lie to them? But what if they took him away from Ansion? It wasn't like he could just visit a bank, grab some local currency, and buy a ticket back to the Duchy.

He could contact one of his friends. Yeah, he could contact Sara! But how?

He was still on board a military vessel, and every console would obviously be password-protected and encrypted.

As those thoughts fluttered through his head, Diana removed the restraints. She grabbed him by his wrist and yanked him up. He sat first, and then she pulled him onto his feet. Next, she tore the bandage from his shoulder. He expected blazing pain to rocket through his body. Instead, he glanced down. Newly healed, pink skin greeted him as he reached up and touched the site of the wound. Not only that, he stretched his arms into the air. Perhaps he was a little bit stiff, that was it.

If he had been shot like that in the Duchy, how long would he have been in a hospital? Not only that, how much would the treatment have cost him?

"Thank you?" Peter asked, unable to keep the questioning inflection out of his voice.

"No problem," Diana said. "Now, I want you to assume the Readiness Pose."

Readiness Pose? Peter licked his bottom lip, and he glanced around the room, but he clearly didn't understand what he was supposed to do. In a moment, especially with these two women watching him, Peter really did feel like a pet at a dog show, only no one had bothered to teach him the requisite tricks.

Hoping that honesty would be the best approach and certain he wouldn't be able to magically guess the correct response, Peter glanced back at Diana and asked, "What is that exactly?"

"Your handler, your guardian, your owner, she didn't teach you the Readiness Pose?" Diana looked over to her commander, but the woman standing in the doorway said nothing.

With a shrug, Diana continued, "I guess there are women out there who neglect this kind of training. What? Did she think she gets the best kind of service out of you by giving you a long leash?" The medic chuckled and shook her head. "Anyway, I guess it's never too late to learn. I want you to be an obedient boy so hold your hands behind your back, straighten your shoulders, and lift your chin."

Hands behind his back, he straightened his shoulders, and lifted his chin. Yeah, he could do this.

Back in school, Peter had done a couple of presentations, but he never experienced anything like this. At the time, he had always tried to tell himself that a presentation wasn't a big issue, especially because his classmates probably didn't even care what he did or said. At best, they went hear him since they would be worried about their own presentations if they haven't gone yet. At worst, they would just be bored since their own grades had already been determined.

As he tried to roll his shoulders back and lift his chin, he instinctively tensed his muscles down his torso and along his legs. He crossed his wrists, and he instantly thought of the zip ties again.

He glanced toward the doorway and wondered if he should try to escape.

The woman standing right there cocked her head to the side, and she smirked, "You can try it if you want. It won't change anything."

"This boy isn't going to try anything," Diana interjected, casually speaking for him. "Look at him. He obviously wants to be obedient. Maybe he's a little bit confused because he was on a Duchy planet without his handler, but we can take care of him. Isn't that right, boy?" As she grabbed his cheek and pinched it, he had to respond.

"Yeah," Peter said uncertainly. "That's right."

Diana grabbed another instrument, and she stepped over to his side. She held it up, and a green beam of light played along the top of his head, down his cheek, and she started to lower it along the length of his body. Again and again, he wanted to ask exactly what she was doing, but he thought it would be better to be quiet.

"Very good," she said. "Now, I want to test your range of motion."

"I already lifted my arms into the air," he said. "Isn't that good enough?"

"Are you a scientist, boy? Are you a medic?"

He gulped, "No."

"Then you probably shouldn't question the woman who knows what she's doing, should you?"

His cheeks heated. It was an unusual sensation, especially because he seldom heard that kind of patronizing tone. It sounded vaguely familiar from childhood, like he had been some cute little kitty, and there were older girls in his neighborhood who enjoyed playing with him. As far as they had been concerned, he was a living doll.

But he wasn't a child any longer; simultaneously, Peter needed to remind himself that these women were dangerous. They had broken into a military facility, grabbed him, and fought their way out. How could they do that? How many soldiers did they have? Did they send an entire army? He imagined hundreds of women working together as they fought their way through those tunnels and corridors.

If they had that kind of force and firepower, then he knew he wouldn't be able to escape anytime soon.

In the meantime, Diana looked into his eyes. She asked the question, so she expected an answer. He shook his head from side to side, perhaps thinking that would be good enough. Her eyes remained locked on his face, and he realized that wasn't sufficient. She expected more.

After another second, he found his voice. "No. I shouldn't."

"You shouldn't what?" Her tone sharpened.

Having never been in a conversation like this, Peter wasn't really sure what to say, but he had no choice and needed to do his best, "I shouldn't question a woman who knows what she's doing?"

"Smart boy." She actually patted him on the head!

Peter grimaced for just a second before he glanced over at the woman in the doorway. Again, she was watching him, and he knew he was probably messing something up, but he wasn't sure what to do.

The medic grabbed a different instrument, and she pressed something rounded, cold, and metallic against the nape of his neck. Then she slid it down his back, between his shoulders, and she finally pulled away.

Again, he was tempted to ask what she was doing, but Peter suppressed the urge. These women weren't going to tell him anything.

"Now, we noticed that he wasn’t wearing a chastity belt. Why is that?"

Peter's mouth dropped open. A chastity belt?

"I, I don't know?"

Diana smiled at him. There was something reassuring about the curve of her lips, especially as she looked into his eyes. She was taller than him and stronger. She was the kind of woman who probably could have grabbed him and thrown him down onto the floor with hardly any effort. Even so, his fingers tensed, and he knew that he would fight if he had to. Or at least, that's what he told himself…

In reality, an insecure voice of the back of his head reminded him that he wasn't a fighter. He hadn't been trained to, and he wasn't some superhero who could try to take on a woman like this. Besides, she was wearing freaking armor! If he tried to punch her in the chest, he would probably break his knuckles.

"Try again," Diana said.

"My owner never wanted me to wear a chastity belt?"

"Right," Diana answered, although she didn't sound convinced. "Let's test your responsiveness then." She stepped behind him, one arm around his torso. Her armor was cool to the touch, but then he tried to pull away as her hand drifted down toward his crotch.

Instinctively, he attempted to pull away, but he couldn't do it. "What, what are you doing?"

"This is a medical exam," she said. "I need to test your responsiveness. A component is also psychological as well. You're trying to pull away from me. It's possible that you really did have a very permissive owner, but I'm guessing something else happened to you on that planet."

"I don't know what you're talking about," he said, instinctively trying to pull away now. His feet shoved down against the metal decking, but she didn't let go, and he couldn't tear himself free.

It was infuriating! Jagged frustration filled his chest, if only because he hadn't been in a situation like this for a very, very long time. He was an adult, and he had a regular job. It wasn't like he fought anyone. He couldn't even remember the last time he had tried to wrestle someone. He had probably been in primary school!

Worse, this woman had no problem holding him.

She kept him trapped right there, and then she brought her hand down toward his cock. His body reacted. Maybe it was the feel of her frame pressed against him. Maybe it was some jolt of panic, like his instincts got short-circuited, and the wrong primal drive got activated. Either way, her fingers brushed along the underside of his shaft, and he responded immediately. He got hard, and he kept struggling, but she teased him, touching him, stroking him.

"I'm guessing right about…" Diana allowed her voice to drift for a few seconds. "Now."

That was the moment when it felt like he was about to climax, when he could lose control. He told himself that he didn't want that to happen. There was that flicker of instinctive resistance, only then her hand pulled away, and he was left with this pulse of unsatisfied need.

Again, he tried to push himself away from Diana, but the warrior grabbed his wrist and pulled him back.

"You weren't thinking about doing something inappropriate, were you? You weren't thinking about touching yourself?" He couldn't tell if that second comment was supposed to be a question or a command, but his cheeks burned brighter. The heat played across his body, and he couldn't tell what he was supposed to do, say, or think.

"I will take him," said the other woman. Casually, she strolled forward, walking closer and closer to him. With every step, she kept her gaze locked on him, like she was studying him like he was some unknown experiment. She opened a drawer underneath the exam table, pulled out a leash, and held it up. The black leather glistened under the light, and that's when he shook his head.

A leash?

Quickly, he said, "That, that's not necessary."

"I think it is," she replied. Apparently, those four words settled the debate. Diana followed some unseen cue, pushed him forward, and that's when the other young woman snapped his leash into place. He heard the latch click, and then she turned around. She started walking, and she glanced helplessly back at the other woman.

Diana just shrugged like it didn't matter one way or another.

They headed into a short, narrow hallway, and she guided him to another door and past several ladders. She waved her hand in front of a padlock, and the door automatically slid open.

"This room always fascinates me," she said, stepping forward and pulling on the leash. Again, he had no choice. He followed along as they stepped into the darkness. "Technically, it's a cargo bay, but we have used it as an impromptu break room in the past. Is that what I need right now? Do I need a break for you?"

"Look, I just want to get home," he said.

"And where is that?"

Crap!

The tablet built into her armbrace glowed for a moment, and then the lights came on. The room was mostly empty, but his eyes were instantly drawn to several details: shackles hanging from the wall, plastic boxes, and a cage in the corner.

A cage? Really? It looked like it would be ideal for a canine. The thin black bars glistened just like the leash leading back to her hand.

"Please, I'm not a threat to you. I swear, I'm just a guy."

"You're a boy," she agreed easily. "But here's the thing. The Duchy's armed forces might be foolish, but they don't usually grab random boys. So why were you so special? What were you doing out there?"

He glanced down, which must have irritated her because she grabbed onto the base of his collar again, yanking him forward. He nearly lost his balance, but she wouldn't allow him to fall. Suddenly, he was right there, only a few inches away from her face as she stared at him and through him.

"Okay, okay," he said, faster now. The words spilled out like snow rolling in an avalanche, "I'm just a photographer, okay? I received a special assignment, and it sent me to Ansion. I was getting some pictures, and the Duchy scouts picked me up. They took me back, but I swear, I'm not a soldier. Nothing special."

"Duchy boys don't wear collars," she said.

"A friend gave it to me."

"A friend gave it to you?" said the woman.

She placed her hand on his chest, she shoved him back, he slammed into the wall a moment later. Unlike the medic back in the other chamber, this woman was shorter than him by several inches.

It didn't matter. That didn't feel like an advantage, especially because she had the eyes of a predator. This was the kind of woman who could walk into a firefight and emerge unscathed even without her armor. She knew how to move, how to fight, and how to bring down her prey.

"My, my name is Peter Drake. Can I ask who you are?" The words stuttered out of his mouth as she proceeded to spread his arms and connect them to the shackles. Thick, durable plastic restraints encircled his wrists. Tentatively, he pulled on the right as she spread his legs and secured his ankles. Through all of this, his body acted dumb and kept his shaft stiff.

"Natalie Sherush, First of the Red Wolves."

Again, he heard the description, only it still didn't mean much to him. At least Peter had her first name.

"Natalie, I swear, I'm just a guy. I'm...I'm here to take pictures. You can let me go."

"I can, can I?"

"Yes!"

She stepped to his left, to his right, and he tried not to swallow nervously. Despite his best efforts, he failed completely. It was a new and alien sensation, but this woman intimidated him, Peter quickly realized. It was something primitive, some trigger at the back of his brain. She was dangerous, and he didn't know what to do.

Without realizing it, he started to pull against his restraints, like he thought he might be able to break free.

Then she placed her hand on his throat, and she forced him to raise his gaze. "Try again. Tell me everything."

"My name is Peter Drake, and I'm a photographer. Please, I'm not a soldier. I'm not a spy."

"And you're from the Duchy?"

"Yes!" Even as he spoke, he clenched his eyes shut because he worried about what this might mean.

"I'm not sure I believe you," Natalie told him. "This is difficult. You could be telling the truth. Maybe I can believe that you are some hapless boy who just wandered into the wrong place at the wrong time. And yet, that doesn't mean I should take an unnecessary risk. I'm not convinced. Not yet. So we're going to try this again."

She let go of his neck, turned, and she walked back over to one of the boxes. She opened one, and he didn't see what she had in her hands. Even when she turned around, she kept the item hidden behind her back.

"Since you're a Duchy boy, does that mean this is your first time wearing a collar?"

"Yes."

"How does it feel?"

"I don't really like it," he said. That's when she reached up and wrapped her gloved fingers around the latch. She squeezed, and he flinched as he heard the locking mechanism bend and break. His heart kicked faster, but then she pulled the collar away, and she dropped it to the deck. Then she held something else up for him to see.

Another collar?

"Since you don't like that one, let's try this one instead," she told him.

"Why? What does it do?"

"I will give you this: since you like asking questions, that tells me you're definitely not a boy from the Confederation."

"I'm not!"

"But it tells me something else too," the soldier said to him.

With her eyes fixed on him, Peter did his best to meet her gaze, but the seconds drifted by, and he bit down and finally looked down at the floor. Getting intimidated by this woman still grated against his psyche. Somehow, it felt wrong. Perhaps he had never really acknowledged what being a man meant. He had never truly considered the advantages it brought when he was taller and bigger and stronger and people listened to him. He had never needed to worry about sexism. He had never been scared of walking down a darkened street alone at night, or if he had been, he only needed to worry about someone taking his wallet.

But now there was this huntress right in front of him, and he remembered what she called herself: a wolf. In that moment, he understood why.

Finally, he had to play her game and asked. "What? What does it tell you?"

"You're a liar," she said. "You might not be from the Confederation, but you still decided to wear a collar. You knew that if you encountered someone like me, you should have a collar available. You wanted to hide. You wanted to deceive."

He gulped, glanced up at her, and he quickly told her, "I swear. I wasn't really thinking about it. Besides, it was a gift. I swear, it was a gift. It wasn't something I wanted to do on my own."

"And if you're willing to carry that collar around, it tells me you're willing to lie. If you're willing to lie about that, you might be willing to lie about so much more."

"So what? You think I'm a spy?"

"It's a possibility. 'Nature photography' sounds like a pretty good excuse for why a hapless boy would be wandering around the wilderness. Perhaps you really are that incompetent and never recognized what kind of danger you were in. Or maybe this was espionage, and your feigned ignorance gives you the perfect excuse to wander around and look for our assets."

"I'm just a photographer," he said again.

"Maybe you are," Natalie conceded. "Maybe or something more. Either way, I need to know for sure."

That's when she slipped the new band around his neck. As the smooth material touched his skin, it suddenly flared. Not only that, he thought he felt little metal pads against his skin.

She raised her left arm, and her fingers danced across the screen as she watched him. "Are you ready?"

"Ready? Ready for what?"

Zzt!

A pulse of painful electricity shot through his body. At first, Peter couldn't even recognize the sensations. Yes, he had endured accidental shocks before, usually from static electricity. But now, he glanced to his left and right, like he expected to see the source. Then, with his stomach sinking, Peter understood what it had been.

"Get this off of me. Please?" The first sentence sounded so determined and defiant; the second seemed meek and almost helpless.

"I'm going to let you think about what you want to tell me. Oh, I also want you to know that if you are a Duchy spy, your government probably doesn't care about you. They will let you disappear, and you will be sold off. Trust me. You're never going to be able to escape that collar, not unless someone decides to release you. Now, if you happen to have some useful information, maybe you can barter it, either for a better position or perhaps even your freedom. I'm sure there's a lot you can tell me about that new weapon. What makes it so special? Why would the Duchy invest so much in it? It can't just be the size."

Peter opened his mouth, and he was ready to say that he didn't know anything, but another zap hit him. The flash of pain made him twitch; it kept him from speaking.

Zzt!

When he glanced up again, he saw that Natalie had decided to step out of the room.

The doors closed behind her, and he waited several seconds.

Nothing happened.

Okay, he told himself. This would be fine. The collar only shocked him a couple of times, but now it was done. She just wanted him to marinate in his helplessness.

Right as Peter started to consider his restraints, he turned his head to the left, and he glanced up at the thick industrial plastic shackle around his wrist. He tugged against it, pulling, his muscles straining.

He was stuck. He was helpless.

That reality made his stomach twitch, but there was nothing he could do about it. Right as he started to think of some other strategy, the collar zapped him again.

Zzt!

Frustration flared through his body, and he yanked against the restraints. He pulled the thin, metal chains a little bit to the left, a little bit to the right.

Within just two or three more seconds, the collar flashed again. Another bolt of pain flared through his body.

Zzt!

Peter's eyes widened, and he realized that had only been a few moments. Why did he get shocked again?

Zzt!

It wasn't agony. It wasn't some excruciating bolt. Still, it's done, and he wanted it to stop.

That's when he braced and prepared himself psychologically. If there was going to be another jolt of electricity, he would be ready for it.

Nothing.

After several seconds, he opened his eyes and stared at the black, nondescript crates right in front of him.

He started counting. More than forty-seven seconds went by before the collar punished him again.

Zzt!

Peter tried counting again, and this time he made it to eight.

The collar, he finally saw, had been set to some kind of randomized sequence. It wouldn’t allow him to fall into a pattern. It wouldn't allow him to prepare himself psychologically for what he would endure. He couldn't even drift and allow his mind to wander into a fantasy, not when the next snap of pain might come after a few seconds, a few minutes, or maybe even longer.

His breathing quickened, and he opened his mouth, sucking in fresh air as he got ready to shout. He wanted to snarl and make his demands. He could have said something about how this was illegal, how he had been abducted, and how they couldn't keep him.

But then the collar sent another blast of pain rocketing through his body, and he dipped his head down. Whether he liked it or not, he knew that he couldn't stop these women from doing whatever they wanted.

"Did you put it on Random?" Diana asked.

Natalie was in the narrow hallway and had her eyes and down on the display. A holographic interface would have been nice, but the circuitry could be fragile, which obviously wouldn't be viable in battle armor. Still, she always had reports to write and various intelligence briefings to review.

Unlike so many other operatives who worked for the Confederation, the Red Wolves could take on virtually any kind of mission: sabotage, espionage, reconnaissance, or a standard attack. Not only that, they had been equipped with a quick cutter, meaning they could jump to almost any part of the Confederation within just a few days. They had tactical flexibility, which meant it was important for her to understand the different dynamics at play across a variety of worlds.

But now she glanced up. Grateful for the opportunity to get away from digitized paperwork, Natalie nodded. "I did. I'm going to let him think about his position, especially because he might hold out."

"I'm really not sure if he's a spy," Diana said. She walked over to the other side of the hallway and leaned back against the bulkhead with her commander. "I mean, I saw his reactions. If he is a spy, he's also a really good actor."

"So what? He's just a lost little photographer?"

"I probably would have called him a lost little puppy," Diana replied.

"So what are the chances? If we are talking probabilities and numbers, what would you guess?"

"I'm sure mathematicians and statisticians have better ways of figuring this out. I don't think they rely on random gut checks." Despite this comment, Diana considered the issue, ran the tip of her tongue along her teeth, and she finally said, "Nine out of ten, he's just a nature photographer the way he claims."

"But his own people decided to pick him up?"

"They thought he was a spy. He had a collar on him, and they figured he must have been working for us."

"It's possible," Natalie allowed.

"You know, there is an opportunity cost here," Diana pointed out. "If we keep him, that means we’re going to be wasting time and energy on him. Don't we have anything else we should be working on?"

"I'm taking him back with us. There are better trained interrogators."

"So why use the shock collar?" Diana narrowed her eyes at her commander. In any other unit, this kind of tone would be unprofessional and might have even earn her a reprimand, but these women worked differently. They fought harder, partially because they fought for one another, "Wait a second. Are you hoping to keep him? Is that it? Are you thinking that you might be able to keep him?"

"No," Natalie said emphatically.

Her answer didn't change anything, however. Diana stepped forward, turned, grinned, and nodded like all of this finally made sense. "Okay. Yeah, I get it. He's cute. Not only that, you don't have a slave of your own right now, right?"

"Even if I wanted a slave, I wouldn't be able to give him the proper care and attention he deserves," Natalie pointed out. "Remember, we're not talking about a house plant. We’re talking about a boy who would need to be thoroughly trained and domesticated, especially one who just arrived from the Duchy."

Diana seemed to consider those points, and she finally nodded. "Have you ever owned a boy?"

"No, I haven't," Natalie said, although she suspected her friend already knew this.

"He could be a lot of fun."

"Men are worse than dogs," Natalie also said. "They need to be disciplined, and they can be overly emotional."

"But he could be a lot of fun," Diana said, echoing herself. "Just think about it."

Zzt!

Fresh sparks of electricity snapped through his body, flaring along his skin. Each time he got shocked, he twitched against the restraints, but they held him right where these women wanted him.

Locking his teeth together, he told himself that he could escape this, maybe not physically, but definitely mentally. Over the course of his life, he had routinely lost himself to different fantasies. Maybe he would stream old movies, new dramas, or something else entirely. But one way or another, he loved learning about exotic characters from different realities. Maybe they had powers or some other unique quality.

Right as the details started to coalesce...

Zzt!

A growl of frustration left his lungs, the doors opened again, and Natalie came into the room. She stood right in front of him, just a few inches away.

She watched as he flinched. Only a few seconds later, the collar reactivated, delivering another burst of pain.

"What do you want from me?"

"I want to know the truth. I want to know the truth about you," she said.

He gulped, glanced around, and asked, "Can't you just give me some truth serum or something?"

"There are drugs that can make lying more difficult, but they aren't perfect."

"But randomly shocking is?" That level of aggression was unusual for Peter. It sounded alien in his throat, but he didn't care, not as another burst of electricity popped through his body.

"Think of it as electrified water torture."

He stared at her, his expression blank and confused.

"It's an ancient technique," she said. "Basically, someone would be strapped down to a bench, and droplets of water would be allowed to fall on his face. There wouldn't be any particular pattern. It would be impossible to tell how long one drop or the next might take. But they always came. In theory, this would it sound like torture, but the lack of synchronicity would start to drive prisoners crazy."

"I have already told you everything," he promised, his voice tight with desperation.

"Everything?"

"Yes!"

"Tell me about a woman you like," she ordered.

He jerked his head up, his eyes widened, and he had to ask, "Why? Why would you possibly want to know about something like that?"

"I need information."

"Can't you just monitor my heart rate to try to tell if I'm lying or something?"

"None of us are trained in lie detection," Natalie acknowledged. "Unfortunately, that's why this is difficult. I need you to tell me the truth, and then I can see whether or not I believe you."

"And if you don't?"

"You know, there are different ways this can go down," she said. "Like I said before, if you are a spy and if you have useful, actionable military intelligence, then maybe I can have you returned to the Duchy."

"As a traitor?" Peter couldn't help but ask.

"Your problem," Natalie replied. "Not mine." But then she flashed a smile. As she did so, her expression shifted so completely. When she wished to appear harsh and brutal, she did an amazing job, and he actually pressed his body up against the wall, like he desperately needed to escape her breath. But then, just a curve of her lips would be enough to make her radiate charisma. "So tell me about your last crush."

He dipped his head down and hated that he had to do this.

Accentuating his powerlessness, the collar activated again, sending a quick snap of electricity through his body. He flinched, and Natalie noticed. Worse, she chuckled, "You know, I can always increase intensity. Right now, you're at a very low percentage point. Trust me. You don't want to experience that collar on full blast."

He gulped, certain that she was right.

"Or maybe you're feeling stubborn? Maybe you're just a dumb boy who really thinks he can hold out. Is that it, Peter? Is that what you're trying to do? Are you trying to be a dumb boy?" The harsh edges lingered along every syllable, but now she took on the cadence of a woman talking down to an animal.

"I, I will tell you!" He received another randomized zap. Once he recovered, Peter told her, "Her name was Ariana. She, she worked with me. She was another photographer, and we did a project together. It was rare, okay? It was rare, and I didn't think something like that was going to happen. When I heard I had to work with the partner for this project, I got kind of pissed off, but then we had a lot of fun together."

"And what kind of pictures did you take?"

"It was a city fair," he told her.

"And why did you need pictures? Why not just record everything? Why not just use some automated drones and get a complete record of everything that happened?"

The collar zapped him, but this time he found himself smiling. Even though he was naked, on board an enemy warship, and utterly helpless with zero options, he still had to answer that question.

"It's not about a record," he said. "It's not about hard information, facts, or data. That's not what photography is, at least not the kind of photography I do."

"Explain," she ordered.

He blinked once, surprised. Yes, he was passionate about his art, but he didn't expect this woman to care. Then again, he recalled her point from before: she wanted to hear him talk. She was searching out spots where maybe his story doesn't make sense. If he could prove to her that he really was passionate about this, then he might be able to convince her…

"Okay," he started, only to get interrupted by another snap of electricity. He was tempted to ask her if she could just turn that off for a little while, but he could already tell that Natalie wouldn't change her mind. She wanted to see him uncertain and off-balance. The collar contributed to that effort. "Centuries ago, people started painting. Why? Yes, there was creative expression, but there was something else. Sometimes, they wanted symbolism and power. They wanted to focus on the feelings you experience when you saw something. Okay. But then there was something else. They wanted to accurately record what the world looked like. Different painters and sculptors learned how to make things look realistic. Their paintings were almost like photos. But here's the problem. Eventually, photography was invented, and then we could have much better, much more accurate representations. So did the artists all just give up? No. They went back to that first goal. They went back to exploring new ways of looking at something."

"Why bother?" asked the soldier.

"Science is all about what things really are. Science is about understanding the numbers and mechanics of how something works. And that's incredibly useful, but it leaves out a really, really important part of the human experience."

"You sound like a teacher," Natalie told him. She didn't make those words sound like a compliment.

Disregarding her skepticism, Peter kept going. Right before he started, the collar zapped him again, but this kind of debate distracted him, at least for a little while. "Meaning. Meaning is so much more important. Just because you can do something, that doesn't mean it's going to be a good idea. Just because you can build something, that doesn't mean it was the best option. Art is all about creating subjective value. It's not about money. It's about significance. What does something say when we look at it from a particular angle? Yeah, I get it. Someone in business might focus on the bottom line. That's important, but it's not everything. You see that again and again. I mean, if you could have infinite money but be entirely alone with a zero human contact, would you want to? No, of course not. It might sound nice, but we need people. We need connections. We need meaning. Immortality would be great, except it would be terrible if you were just floating in an empty bubble with no stimulation." He was talking faster now, letting the words jump out, one after another.

Another spark of electricity shot from the collar and into his body. His fingers flexed into fists, and he slumped there for a moment.

"Do you believe me now? Do you believe that I'm actually a photographer?"

"Tell me about your favorite picture," she instructed.

He closed his eyes, and he started to go through his repertoire. At first, he wanted to snort and laugh and say something like, "I can't do that. Most artists don't have favorites. There are too many choices, and they say too many different things. A favorite might change from day to day or hour to hour." Somehow, he didn't think Natalie would appreciate that response, so he considered his mental inventory.

"A buffalo," he said and actually wondered whether or not this qualified as a lie.

"And what makes this picture so special?"

"Two parts," he said. Right as he started to explain, he stopped, twitching as the electricity shot through his body again. He glanced up at the shackles like they were responsible. He swallowed, and he felt the smooth tension of the band locked around his throat. Again and again, he told himself that this wasn't fair.

Each spark wasn't that painful. It wasn't about some sweeping agony. It was something else, he realized. The helplessness. The frustration. The knowledge that he couldn't change his circumstances. That simple reality ripped through his patience, but he had to focus on something else.

His favorite picture.

"First, it was just a great memory. I got to go out and explore, and I landed on this plain, and I saw a herd of buffalo. I had my camera out, and one of them looked up at me."

"And what? You felt a spiritual connection?" Natalie asked, her tone tight with sarcasm.

"No," he said, and a smile crested his lips. For once, the collar didn't shock him right as he started to relax. "I just really enjoyed that moment. It was the freedom of knowing that I was out in the wilderness, and I could explore. I didn't have to worry about a specific goal or objective. I could relax into something natural. I could wander. I could go wherever I wanted."

"And you chose a buffalo?"

"I chose him, and maybe he chose me," Peter said. "But one way or another, he was looking at me, and I lifted my camera. Then I took the shot. To be honest, it wasn't perfect. It wasn't something I could hang in a gallery, and I'm not sure if photography experts would say I got the perfect composition or anything like that."

"So what made it special?"

He closed his eyes, and he thought about some of his friends. Sara. Lucy. Riley. They all had the same reaction, "I showed that shot my friends, and how I really liked it. They loved seeing the expression on a buffalo's face."

Again, he closed his eyes and tried to lose himself to those moments. The collar hadn’t shocked him for a little while. He probably should have tried to prepare himself, but then he experienced something else, a different sensation that shocked him just as intensely. Her fingers now brushed along the underside of his cock. He remained hard, and now he pulled against his restraints as his eyelids flew open.

He glanced down, and he wanted to ask what this woman was doing, but his voice stopped in his throat. As hard as he tried, he couldn't summon the words.

"This is part of your interrogation," he heard her say. Now these words seemed to come from far, far away.

"What?" Peter asked, his voice reduced to a humiliating squeak. At that same moment, she caressed his shaft, stroking the underside, wrapping her fingers around his circumference, and gently working her hand up and down.

Almost frantically, he shook his head and insisted, "You, you can't do this."

"What's wrong? Are you scared? Are you scared I’m going to uncover some secret? Is there something you're trying to hide from me, boy?" She tightened her grip just a little bit, it just felt like he might lose control at that moment.

But then she let go right as the collar unleashed another jolt of electricity. Clearly, it was networked to her armor in some way, so she knew what was about to happen.

Just as the pain faded, she grabbed him again. This time, she had one hand on his cock, the other wrapped around his balls. He froze up for a moment, fully aware that she could inflict more pain than he ever experienced before.

"Please. Please I’m trying to cooperate," he told her. He hated the strain in his voice. He sounded pathetic. But again, he wasn't a soldier. He wasn't trained or psychologically prepared for this.

"Tell me what you think about the Duchy."

As she spoke, she continued to rub and stimulate him.

She was so close, and he inhaled, and he caught the scent of her shampoo or body wash. He could hardly believe it, especially since the aroma struck him as so soft, feminine, and flowery. But when he looked along the length of her body, he saw those armored plates. This was the kind of woman who could leap up, crash down hard against a battle tank, and use her enhanced exoskeleton to rip through those sheets of metal.

Despite her strength, she had no problem gliding her touch along his shaft and balls. Hot pleasure pulsed through his frame, lighting up his senses. He tried to hate this, to remind himself that he was a prisoner. And yet, those biological instincts roared to life, overwhelming him.

In those moments, he lost himself, then she let go, and his eyes widened. He stared at her, suddenly unsure of what he was supposed to do. His throat tightened, his chest seemed to lock up, and then the electricity flared through his body.

"Tell me what you think about the Duchy," ordered the First of the Red Wolves.

Dropping his head back down to his chest, Peter wasn't sure what he was supposed to say. "I don't know," he confessed. "I live in the Duchy. I was raised in the Duchy." As hard as he tried, he couldn't summon any patriotic instinct. Yes, there were citizens who insisted that their government was the best, that their communities and societies were the strongest. As far as those individuals were concerned, any kind of criticism was tantamount to treason or betrayal.

"Are you loyal?"

He opened his mouth. That's what he said, "Yes. Yes, I guess I'm loyal." He blinked couple of times, "I pay my taxes, and I think our soldiers should be treated better than they are."

"But you never signed up to fight for the Duchy?"

He shook his head. "No. I didn't."

"I can understand why not," she said. Even as she exhaled those words, her fingers continued to lightly dance, squeeze, and play along his length. She teased him, taunting him with his own reactions. Hot anticipation surged through his body, gripping him from every angle all at once. Desperately, he tried to hate this. He glanced down, saw his trapped body, and knew that he would never be able to break free from his restraints, yet the desires continued to race along his arms and legs. He could feel it in every extremity. He had to endure it with every nerve.

But when he peeked up at her, Peter realized something.

To this woman, it was clinical, a procedure. Maybe she had been trained for this kind of interrogation. Maybe not. Either way, she knew that he was a boy, which made him vulnerable. His instincts were there, just beneath the surface. Despite his education, his identity, and his artistic ambitions, he was still a boy at his core, which meant he could be manipulated. She took advantage of this as she continued to play with him.

She kept touching him as she continued, "If I lived in the Duchy, I wouldn't sign up to be a soldier either. Your culture doesn't emphasize the well-being of the community, does it? Everyone just wanders around, focused on self-interest and distraction. Sometimes, back to work, in moderation. But when I put on this armor, I know that I am fighting for something important. It's an ideal. It's the pursuit of something better. I know that if we all work together, we can make gradual improvements. And so that's what I do."

Peter barely registered those words right until that moment when she pulled her hands away. He gulped, his mouth dry. He looked back at her again.

"What are your thoughts on the Confederation?"

"I don't know enough about your empire to have any strong feelings one way or the other," he said, managing a tone of diplomacy despite the stimulation.

"We're a society, so we still have problems. There are still disagreements and arguments, but if you become a part of the Confederation, you wouldn't have to worry about any of that."

"What, what do you mean?"

"You're a boy," she said, like this point wasn't obvious. Perhaps that was something she did based on cultural programming; boys needed to be reminded of their status. They needed to be reminded that they were less than the women around them. Females deserved power. They deserved to take charge while the boys needed to be supportive and subordinate. "Boys don't need to think about voting or making any complicated decisions. They serve and obey."

"I don't want to serve," he said, his voice shaking just a little bit. "I don't want to obey."

"Too bad," she said. "You may not have a choice."

The photographer opened his mouth to answer; not only that, he kept his eyes locked on her. By this point, he felt like he had found some more courage. Even if the collar just jolted him, it didn't matter. Just as she was about to speak, she wrapped her fingers around his shaft. She teased his cock, gently stroking him, teasing him, and playing with him.

"You're obviously aroused, boy. So tell me, what would you want. Right now, what is your fantasy?"

He clenched his eyes shut as he tried to block out those invading impulses, but he couldn't succeed, not really. The urges remained, and his mind jumped.

Peter knew that this was a test, and he had to tell the truth. Even so, his lips parted, he stared past her, and nervous energy wracked his chest. He tried to put a coherent answer together, but she kept teasing him, drawing the arousal to the surface of his thoughts.

"Right now, do you wish you could grab me? Do you wish you could push me down onto my back and take me?" Natalie asked, uttering every word like a sneer. As far as she was concerned, he was no threat; he could never be a threat. He was just a boy, after all. He lacked the intuition, the guile, and the emotional intelligence to ever really challenge her. She would always be able to predict his choices, which meant that she would always be able to defeat him…

"I, I don't know!"

"Oh, are you telling you that you can't think because you’re turned on? Does the arousal make you dumb?"

"Yes," he said, locking his teeth together. She teased him, bringing him close to an orgasm. Then she stopped. From there, she started touching him again, only a few seconds later. She kept his mind and body buzzing right there on the cusp of relief. The need burned hot, but she kept those flames coaxed. She didn't allow the explosion of relief. Natalie continued to tease him, going from one moment to the next, yet those individual seconds fused together into a miniaturized eternity.

"Please. Please, you can't do this to me. Please, I can't take it!" He was begging, and he must have sounded so pathetic, but he didn't care, not when he continued to pull and twist against his plastic restraints. The industrial shackles held him right there against the storage bay wall, and it didn't matter how much of his strength he pushed into his arms or legs. He would never, ever be able to kick or punch his way free, and she knew it.

In fact, he noticed the way her eyes shined with amusement. She looked so young at that moment, almost innocent. And yet, she loved teasing him. All of this was obvious, and he finally cried out. "Please, I will tell you whatever you want to hear! Just please, just let me," the sentences collapsed into one another as he tried to finish, but then she pulled her hands back, and she shook her head from side to side.

"We are done here," she announced.

Powerless, Peter could only watch as she marched back out of the storage bay and into the main hallway.

The First of the Red Wolves almost expected to find Diana back out in the hallway again. She was somewhat older, more experienced, and she considered herself to be the big sister to their unit. She always had advice and more annoying questions to ask. Most of the time, Natalie appreciated this. Today, she was almost relieved.

Curious about their status, she made her way up to the cockpit, took a seat, and glanced over at their pilot, Jennimir.

"How are we doing?"

"Ma'am, we received coordinates for the temporary base on Ansion. Right now, we are in stealth mode, and we are moving pretty slowly, just to make sure we aren't being followed."

"Thank you," Natalie said with a curt nod.

"Ma'am?"

"Go ahead," Natalie said.

"Do you, do you mind if I ask what's going on with the prisoner? When I saw that he was wearing a collar, I thought he would be from the Confederation, but we have him as a prisoner, correct?" As the youngest, Jennimir adopted the eagerly deferential tone of a new recruit.

"I haven't decided whether or not he is a spy."

"I see…"

"Do you have something you want to say?"

"Well, I was just wondering…" Again, the pilot allowed her voice to trail off. "It's going to be a while before we make it to our rendezvous, and the ship is already set to auto pilot."

"You want to go talk to him for yourself," Natalie said, finishing the idea for her pilot.

"Only with permission," Jennimir said. "Of course, I completely understand if you intend to claim him for yourself and want to keep him untouched for the time being."

Natalie blinked, took a second to process those words, and she finally threw her head back and laughed. "No, I'm definitely not going to be claiming him. As far as I'm concerned, he's just a stray. In fact, I'm looking forward to seeing him sold off, assuming that's what happens to him."

"I've never been with a boy from the Duchy," Jennimir said. "Have you?"

"Never," Natalie said with just a hint of distaste. "In all honesty, I haven't met a boy who really interests me. In the Duchy, they are unnecessarily defiant and cruel. In the Confederation, they've been trained, but they don't have anything interesting to say. I can understand why they make good servants, but what's the point of getting to know them? What's the point of trying to share any real intimacy?"

Jennimir glanced back down at one of the sensor displays, although nothing had changed as they slowly flew across the surface of Ansion. Beneath them, trees lazily drifted from side to side with the breeze, streams dribbled down hillsides, and everything seemed so beautifully unsullied by human exploration or colonization. So really, there was no reason for the pilot to keep her gaze locked on those sensor readings until she finally asked, "Is it okay if I speak freely?"

"Go for it," Natalie said.

"Personally, I have had a lot of fun with our Confederation boys. I mean, they can be so eager to please, just like puppy dogs. Have you ever had a pet dog? They can be so much fun! It's like you can get home from your university classes, and there's the boy right there on his knees, and he keeps his head down, and he is so eager and deferential. He will lick the palm of your hand or anything else you might like." She started giggling, remembering that she was talking to the First of the Red Wolves and suddenly straightened her back.

"It's okay," Natalie said. "Trust me. I have heard all of this before." As she spoke, she considered the pilot. Jennimir was a skilled fighter; if she hadn't been, she never would have been allowed on this team. Still, there was something so eager and enthusiastic about her. Maybe it was the way she let those bangs fall in front of her face or how she was ready to smile with this toothy grin.

"And of course, boys can still teach you a lot. You can talk to them."

"Do they have anything interesting to say?" But even as she asked the question, Natalie started thinking about Peter and his digression about art, photography, and how a lens could be used to alter someone's perspective. Silently, she had to concede that this boy had some novel thoughts, although she was sure that scholars from the Confederation probably could have articulated the same ideas more eloquently.

"Sometimes," Jennimir answered without the same bravado and confidence this time. "I mean, they are boys, so it's not like we can expect them to offer any really educated opinions or anything like that."

"No," Natalie agreed. "Of course not."

"Still, they can offer a different perspective. I mean, their worlds are so much more limited. They focus on us, our needs, and supporting us."

"Only when they're trained," Natalie pointed out.

"Even then, they probably still have something interesting to say. I'm kind of curious. I want to see what a wild boy is like."

"Are you asking for permission to visit our prisoner?" Natalie asked.

The pilot froze up for a moment. "Only, only if that's okay?" Jennimir said, and she sounded a lot like some teenager hoping for the chance to go driving on her own for the first time.

"Just be careful with him and wear your gauntlet," Natalie said. "If he causes any trouble, I'll hold you responsible."

"Yes, Ma'am!"

Left alone, Peter clenched his eyes shut as he attempted to push those thoughts and ideas aside. He hated the concept, but he kept thinking of that beautiful woman, and her lips on his mouth, her hands playing with his body, her frame pressed against his. He yearned for the chance to feel her body pressed against his.

This had to be some kind of weird psychological syndrome, he told himself. He didn't know a lot about psychology, but he was sure some scholars somewhere probably talked about how a beautiful woman could imprison a male, strip away his freedom, tease him, and make him yearn for more.

Opening his eyes again, he just started laughing. At that same moment, the automatic door opened, and a woman stepped into the room.

"What's so funny?" asked a young woman. She hopped in front of him, and she wore a jump suit. It was snug and sleek against her body. It seemed to highlight her features beautifully.

Immediately, Peter shut his mouth.

"Come on," said the young woman. "You can tell me. What was it? What was so funny?" Most of her uniform was made of some stretchy, dark fabric. And yet, she had a gauntlet on her left arm. He was sure that it contained her wrist tablet.

By now, his collar had stopped shocking him, which made him think that it had probably been set to Random for a specific period of time. Even so, he saw this young woman, and he wasn't sure what to think. She seemed young, like she belonged in a secondary school or maybe a university somewhere.

And yet, she was on board the ship, which meant she had to be a threat.

"What's wrong? Are you shy? Are you a shy boy?" She casually reached out with her right hand, pinched the underside of his chin, and forced him to look up at her. "Maybe you don't think I'm intimidating because I'm new here? Is that it? Here. Let me show you how serious I can be."

That's when she grabbed him by his waist, pulled him to the side, and exposed his left buttock. His brows creased with confusion as he attempted understand what was about to happen, but he never imagined a scenario like this.

Her hand flew down, and she struck his unprotected backside. Pain flashed along his skin, and the heat gathered along the contours of his posterior. Despite the flash of agony, Peter almost couldn't believe it. Really? This girl just spanked him?

"Would you like another one?"

Without giving him the opportunity to answer, she struck three more times, bringing her hand down faster and way more forcefully than he would have anticipated. By that last strike, his lips parted, and a gasp of dismay finally shot between his teeth.

"There. Now, are you willing to be polite? I mean, I am technically one of your hostesses."

"I'm a prisoner!"

"There we go," she said. "Truthfully, I thought you Duchy boys would have so much to say. I mean, aren't you supposed to go on and on about male supremacy or something?"

"I don't believe that men are better than women," he protested.

"Good. That means you're halfway there. Now, do you believe that women are better than men?"

"What? No!"

"And you were making such good progress there. But you know what? I have permission to play with you. So I want to see how resistant a Duchy boy can be. Are you ready to do some tricks for me? Oh, and if you're wondering, yes, this is being recorded, and yes, I'm going to share the surveillance feed with my friends as soon as I get permission from my superiors."

"You, you can't be serious," he said.

She reached up, caressed his cheek, slid her fingers up to his forehead and then through his hair. "Why not?" asked the girl. "You're an unusual specimen. I mean, I bet you even have a university degree."

"I do," he said.

"Wow? Really? I was joking, but that's fantastic. Does that mean you're really, really good at following commands?" She pulled her hand back, clapped her palms together, and came to the conclusion on her own. "I bet it does." She reached over to her wrist tablet, tapped in the command, and suddenly his shackles retracted.

That's when she lifted her hand back into the air, and she snapped her fingers.

The moment she did that, a hot pulse of electricity shot from the collar into his body. He collapsed, thrown back before he hit the wall, and stumbled forward again, landing hard on his hands and knees.

The deck was cold beneath his touch, yet his skin still felt hot from the momentary burst of agony. And that had been far more powerful than anything Natalie inflicted.

"Who are you?"

"Oh wow, I'm sorry. That was really rude of me. Yes, I should introduce myself. I'm Jennimir, pilot aboard the Bridled Stallion. In case you didn't know it, that's the name of this ship."

"I'm not going to perform tricks for you," he said. Peter didn't stop and think about that declaration, nor did he imagine what a "trick" might mean. There was something about this girl. It was her callow inexperience, her frustrating enthusiasm, and the speed with which she adapted to every new development. It wasn't fair, not when he was struggling to keep up.

Or maybe he just saw this young woman, assumed that his experience meant he deserved respect from her, and it was enough to grate against his ego.

Either way, he still found himself down on his hands and knees, naked and powerless.

"Let's try something simple," she said. That's when she reached in her pocket, and she pulled out a small disk. She pressed down on the center, and it quickly expanded to the size of the plate. "Have you ever played with one of these?" Jennimir inquired, sounding innocent. "Or maybe the Duchy doesn't have this kind of compact technology?" Perhaps she decided it didn't matter either way, she tossed the disc into the air, let it spin, and then she caught it. From there, she started to spin it on her fingertip, and he watched, impressed by the ease with which she handled her toy.

"With some animals, we like to throw these, and they fetch them in their mouths. That's what you're going to do for me, boy."

"I don't think so," he said. "If I'm a prisoner, that means I'm a prisoner of war, and I have rights!"

"Rights apply to people, and you're a boy, so you don't get them. Sorry." She flashed him a sympathetic look that melted away into a playful grin. "Now, are you ready to fetch." She threw the disc across the small storage bay, and it bounced against one wall before dropping down onto the floor just a few feet away.

"You can get it yourself," he said. If he had thought about it carefully, Peter would have come to the obvious conclusion; this wasn't logical. Yes, Natalie had intimidated him, so he gave her the respect that she deserved. This girl, however, was probably just as dangerous. She probably had her own suit of high-tech armor and the kinds of technology that the Duchy couldn't match. He may not have been foolish enough to try to tackle her or actually fight her, but he didn't have to play her game either.

"Go," she said, sweeping her fingertips through the air as she motioned for him to start moving.

He sat up on his knees, he crossed his arms over his chest, and he refused to respond.

"You sure you don't want me to play with you? You're looking pretty excited right there," she said, nodding down at his erection.

Unfortunately, his arousal hadn't dissipated. And even if he didn't like this girl, he still had to acknowledge her beauty.

He kept his arms crossed, and he didn't react, like none of this really affected him.

That's when she raised her hand into the air, her fingers tensed against one another, and she made that sound.

The noise snapped across the air, the collar detected those vibrations, and it knew exactly what to do with this command.

Peter attempted to brace himself. It didn't work when he had been strapped to the wall, and it didn't work here either.

A hot blast of pain shot through his body. It threw him forward, and he found himself back on his hands and knees. She stood right there in front of him, and he opened his eyes and looked down at her black flats. She had small, dainty feet, and then he slowly lifted his gaze up along the length of her body.

"I want you to know that I don't enjoy punishing you, but I get it. Sometimes you need it. You're this boy from another world, so you obviously weren't brought up properly." She shook her head from side to side, and then she grinned at him. "You need another one?" She almost sounded considerate as she asked, like she was offering him a treat or a snack, not a flash of electricity throughout his body.

"No!"

"Then you know what you need to do," Jennimir told him.

Peter let out an exasperated sigh, he sat up, and he looked over at the disc. Reluctantly, he rose to his feet and started walking.

She wagged one finger from side to side, "No, that's not how it works when we are playing. I want you to crawl. Then you're going to use your mouth."

"You can't be serious," he growled back at her. Again, he thought of how she could have been his assistant or maybe an intern.

"Do I sound like I'm joking? Do I look like I'm joking?" As she asked, the pilot raised her hand again, and her fingers were braced. In just another second, she could make a snap, and the pain would flare back through his body. His shoulders tensed, but he soon found himself down on all fours again.

Back in school, Peter had been articulate, reasonably intelligent, and he earned strong grades. But now, all of that had been wiped away along with his professional accomplishments as he crawled in front of this young woman.

He came to the disc, and he started to reach for it. "No, no," she chided him.

The corners of his nostrils twitched. Was he really going to do this? Was he really going to give this girl what she wanted?

Yes…

Some part of Peter hated himself for succumbing, yet he dipped his head down, and he grabbed the disc between his teeth. Well, he tried to grab it. Unfortunately, he couldn't get his lips or teeth down at the right angle. As she watched, he wanted to just grab it and put it into his mouth. Then he could lock on. Unfortunately, she still had her hand in the air, and it would be so easy for her to snap her fingers.

It wasn't fair. Yes, Natalie had teased him and humiliated him with pain, but she had seemed entitled to do so, like she was the commander of this a vessel, so her word was law.

But this girl…She was so immature!

Reluctantly, Peter pushed the disc up against the wall, wedging it with the tip of his nose. Then, right as he pulled back, he snapped his teeth around the edge, and he picked it up. For a moment, ridiculously, this sense of triumph raced through him.

That sense of excitement got deflated almost immediately as she leaned forward, slapped her hands against her thighs, and called out, "Good boy! Come here, good boy!"

Yes, the pitch of her voice rose, and she was talking down to him like he was nothing but an animal.

His eyes narrowed, his jaw tightened, and he remained in place for just a moment. Even so, his cooperation from just a few seconds before seemed to buy him some time.

With that same obvious reluctance, Peter crawled across the floor, and she pulled the disc from his mouth. "Great job!" She made the sound like a genuine achievement. She even reached down and gently scratched at the spot between his shoulder blades, up to his neck, and near the back of his skull.

Fresh excitement and pleasure ran through him. He tried to fight it, to push it back, but he couldn't.

"Let's do that again," she said.

"Don't you have to be somewhere? Don’t you have duties or something?"

"Nope," she said with a condescending pop of her lips.

"This isn't fair," he groused. Even as the words left his lips, however, Peter recognized the futility of his comment.

"No," she agreed. "Probably not. But I'm still having fun." He raised his chin, looked up at her, and he saw that shine of light play along her eyes. With her dark bangs hanging along the sides of her cheeks, she smiled brightly and brushed her fingers along the top of his head, leaving little sparkles of sensation running into his scalp. "But that's okay. There's nothing wrong with being owned. There's nothing wrong with being controlled."

"Yes, there is!"

"And why is that?"

"I'm a person," he said. Of course, Peter could hardly believe that he needed to explain this to her. It seemed ridiculous. In the Duchy, everyone was nominally equal to some degree. Granted, there were perpetually complaints about the wealthy and the politically connected and how the rules didn't seem to apply to them quite the same way. "I shouldn't be in a collar, and I shouldn't be naked, and I shouldn't be down on my hands and knees!"

"Okay," she agreed. She hopped back, held her hands behind her back, and she leaned down with a vibrant grin. "Go on and beg. Get up on your knees and beg like a good boy."

"Did you even hear anything I said?" Peter demanded, yet as he spoke, he rose up onto his knees. At least he still had his hands at his sides.

"Yeah, yeah," Jennimir replied with a dismissive wave of her hand. "You said something about how you're supposed to be a person. You whined a little bit about being naked, and that was very cute, but now I want to see you beg."

"I shouldn't have to beg!"

She raised her left hand, brought her fingers up to the tablet, and she tilted her head to the side, making her bangs sway. The light shined upon her dark hair, and Peter hated the way his body responded. It wasn't fair. Yes, she was beautiful, but he wished he could control his reactions. In spite of everything these women were doing, his body responded. Some part of him seemed to enjoy this, their proximity, and her attention…

No! He told himself that he hated it. He told himself that he was going to rebel and fight back. In fact, there might come a moment when he would have the opportunity to launch himself forward, to grab her. He was bigger and stronger. Even if he lacked her training, he still had muscle mass on his side, and that might be enough of an advantage, especially if he could catch her off guard. If he managed to surprise her, then perhaps he would have a chance.

"You have to beg," she said, one finger under his chin. "You have to beg because I'm a young woman, and you're a boy, and boys do as they're told. I know that you're still confused about how you were raised in the Duchy. I'm sure they filled your handsome little head with lots of nonsense."

Handsome little head? He could hardly believe that a young woman like this could manage that kind of patronizing tone, but she talked down to him. The condescension rippled through every word. Not only that, there was something about her enunciation and the focus of her eyes.

She really believed all of this…

For her, it wasn't a joke; it wasn't the game. This was the reality of how things were "supposed" to work. Men needed to be collared and owned. Women to control. This was the natural order as she had been raised, so she couldn't and wouldn't imagine anything else.

For just a moment, Peter entertained a different thought: could he convince her? Could he get her to change her mind?

No…

That much became obvious right away. "Now, if I need to punish you, I will. I will punish you and discipline you and make sure that you learn to behave because that's what's best for you. In the end, you might even be grateful to the woman who breaks you. It could be me. Or another member of this crew. Or maybe you'll just be sold off. Who knows? But guess what? You don't need to worry about that. It's going to happen, and it's going to be inevitable. Now beg."

Jennimir straightened her back, held her arm up, and it was obvious she could snap her fingers at any moment.

For one, two, three full seconds, Peter managed to hold out. He resisted the urge to follow her command. With every slice of every moment, he sensed that anxiety build right at the core of his being. His stomach got cold, and he hated himself for doing this, but he kept his back straight, he pushed his elbows down against his sides, and he held his hands together.

"Please?"

After that, he stopped talking, and she arched an eyebrow. "Please?" Jennimir mocked. "Really? That's the best you can do?"

She typed in the command, and that's when she raised her hand again. Instantly, he flinched, thinking that another dose of electricity was about to shoot through his body. She snapped her fingers, just as he expected, but instead of pain, his collar grew warmer. It was barely noticeable, and then he felt it, that rush of desperation.

"Our technology is quite impressive, don't you think?"

The moisture drained away from his mouth, his heart started beating faster, and he looked back up at this girl again.

He had been attracted to her before; he couldn't help it, not when she was this ideal vision of femininity. She may have been skilled and even dangerous, but she was also playful, energetic, and so many flavors of sexy. But now his pulse quickened, and he didn't know how to react.

That's when she grabbed him. She grabbed him by his collar, and she dragged him back across the room. She pushed him against the wall, and he tried to fight back right when he realized what was about to happen. She intended to restrain him. As he started to understand, he knew he had to move quickly, but this girl was fast, and she was about to slide his wrists right back into the shackles.




Chapter 4

"No, don't do it!" Peter called out that single sentence, and he tried to shove himself away.

With one gasp, he knew he had to fight her. Yes, he was on a ship surrounded by these armored, trained women, and they could overpower him, yet he had to try! He couldn't allow himself to think through this decision. He needed to act. Now!

He tried to shove himself away from the wall, and his momentum carried him for just a second. She stepped out of the way, grabbed him by his wrists, and swung. She used his momentum against him, knocking him right back up against the wall. In that next moment, she had him by his wrists, and she shoved him hard.

This girl may have been lithe and petite, yet she knew exactly how to manipulate him. In the next second, the shackles snapped shut around his wrists, and he had demanded, "What, what did you do to me?"

"That collar has been scanning your physiology. It's been building a profile of your body. And now, it has integrated with your nervous system." She giggled, almost playfully, but now she brushed her fingers along his cheek, down to his neck, and over his chest. Her soft touch left fresh sparkles of sensation vibrating within his skin. He tried to resist it, but it felt so good.

At the same time, it made him crave more.

"You can feel it, can't you? You're so much more sensitive. Not only that, you're getting very, very aroused. The collar is doing that to you. It's getting more intense...isn't it?" As she spoke, he focused on the shine of her lips.

He had been stiff for a while now, but now she cupped his balls, stroked his cock, and he nearly lost control right there. She just barely touched him, yet that superficial contact was enough to make him grunt and yank against his restraints.

For a moment, he wanted to pull himself up by the shackles, raise his legs, and slam his heels right into her stomach. Maybe he could knock her back. That wouldn't allow him to escape, but it would have been satisfying. He would have been able to prove something to this young woman. With this outburst of defiance, he would have showed her that she couldn't defeat him. He was going to fight back. He wasn't going to be the toy or plaything she expected…

But she was touching him, and her every caress, squeeze, and stroke made him clench his eyes shut. He dipped his head forward, and it felt like he was bowing down before this young woman.

"You like that, don't you? You're willing to do anything for me to keep going, aren't you?"

"Yes…" The words shot out of his mouth before he could even think about it.

With another tittering giggle, she said, "Let's see, what should I make you say?" She seemed to consider this, like she didn't already have dozens of different possibilities planned. "Tell me that boys shouldn't be allowed to vote. Because you do that in the Duchy, don't you?"

The electoral system could get complicated, especially when it came to the distinction between the aristocrats and everyone else, but yes, there was a nominally democratic system in place.

"Yes," he said, choosing to answer her question as she touched him.

"Perfect," she replied. "So tell me what you want to say."

Clearly, Peter didn't "want" to say these words, but he knew that she might stop if he didn't. Again and again, defiance flickered through his body, but those little sparks of rebellion were squashed almost immediately, drowned out by the weight of his arousal. He had never been turned on, not like this. He remembered being in school, seeing some beautiful girl and watching as she flipped her hair, smiled, or bent over. Maybe he would get a good view of her chest or she would turn around, and he would check out her ass. Suddenly, he would be turned on, and he wouldn’t be able to do anything about it. He would have to hold out and wait for those desires to subside.

But with Jennimir standing right in front of him and casually touching him, his urges wouldn’t just fade away.

"Men, men shouldn't be allowed to vote," he told her.

Instantly, she pulled her hands away. He jerked on his restraints, and he tried to launch at her.

"Do you know why I stopped?" asked the youngest Red Wolf. In that instant, she sounded almost professorial, like she needed to teach this male a lesson, one he clearly wouldn't be able to figure out on his own. "I stopped because you didn't quote me the way I wanted. And I suspect that you know you didn't. You thought you could be sneaky, didn't you? But no, that's not how it works. Try again."

He gulped, glanced down, saw his erection, and he could hardly believe that his manhood could stimulate him like this. Of course, it wasn't only his genitals. The collar continued to resonate with its technological energy. His body was being manipulated. With his breathing coming faster now, he gritted his teeth and fought so hard to hold out.

He lasted about four seconds before he said, "Boys shouldn't be allowed to vote!"

"Very nice. And to make sure the lesson sinks in, say it again."

"Boys shouldn't be allowed to vote."

"One more time," she instructed.

"Please. Please, can you just touch me again? Please. Please, I'm begging!"

"Don't worry," she said. "That'll come later."

With his eyes locked on her, she decided to play with him. Jennimir lifted her hands into the air, and she stretched, shifting her body from side to side, all while he struggled. At the same time, she must have known that his eyes were sliding along the contours of her chest, her waist, her legs. He loved this and hated it. He wanted to turn away, but his instincts wouldn't allow it, not when the arousal pounded through his body like this.

"You know what you need to do," she said as she settled back.

"Boys shouldn't be allowed to vote," he finally remembered to say.

"Smart," she said. "Am I in control right now?"

"Yes," he agreed. "You're in control!"

"Is that because I'm smarter than you?" Jennimir asked cheerfully.

He gulped and quickly agreed, "Yes. Yes, that's because you're smarter than me."

"Good," she said, and she casually reached down and started to glide her fingertips along the underside of his shaft. He closed his eyes, whimpered, and enjoyed the sensations with every fiber of his being.

"You know, this is why boys need to be owned. You can't help yourself. You think with your genitals. We can call it an evolutionary disadvantage or a cruel joke the universe decided to play on half of humanity, but either way, it means you need to be in that collar. Say it."

"Yes, I need to be collared."

"And all boys need to be collared, don't they?"

Peter should have recognized that this has some importance in the trial. Yes, they are only words, but she expected agreement and reinforcement. Every time he surrendered to this young woman, she felt vindicated. She saw proof of everything she had been taught, and it meant that boys really did need to be collared, trained, domesticated, disciplined, and owned.

As she touched him, he couldn't worry about the political or ideological implications, not with those fresh sensations shooting along his nerves. Panting now, he cried out, "Yes. Yes, boys need to be collared. We all need to be collared."

"Should boys be allowed to own property?"

"No," he said. "No. Boys shouldn't be allowed to own property."

"And why is that?"

Right away, he knew what the correct answer was supposed to be. But was he going to suggest it? This time, she wasn't leading him, not exactly. Instead, she had something in mind, and she expected him to guess.

Hoping to defer the inevitable for as long as possible, he quickly cried out, "I don't know what you want me to say. I, I'm just a boy."

She giggled, and he glanced back to see her bright smile, her shining eyes, and her lustrously dark hair. As he gasped from one breath to the next, she caressed his cheek with the back of her free hand. In the meantime, she continued to stroke and play with his cock. She was enjoying herself. That much was obvious.

"Yeah…" Jennimir allowed, her voice still tight with condescension. "I know that you're just a boy, and I shouldn't expect too much from you, but I think you can handle this. Why shouldn't you be allowed to own property?" From one syllable to the next, she continued to stroke him. Her fingers lightly darted along his manhood. She was playing with him, watching reactions and learning exactly what he craved.

When she finished asking her question, however, the pilot pulled her hand back.

His shoulders locked up, and he glared at her for just a moment. Even so, he knew that she could play with him for as long as she wanted. With his arms trapped above his head, he couldn't stop her!

Part of him just wanted to beg, to allow his identity to crumple as he whimpered for her to keep going. Instead, he had to answer the question. That was the only way. She expected his obedience, and he had to surrender it to this girl. It didn't matter if she was younger or inexperienced. It didn't matter if she was just some callow youth. She could do what she wanted, and he couldn't stop her!

"Boys shouldn't be allowed to own property because we are property. We need to be owned. We need to be trained and domesticated," he said, letting the words sputter out one after another.

That's when she stepped forward, and she leaned into him. Her breasts pushed against his chest, and she leaned in, gently licking him. At the same time, she rubbed his cock against her body. She squeezed his shaft between his pubis and her tight frame.

It felt so incredible as she propped herself on him just like this. Peter had no choice; he lost himself to the haze of stimulation, just the way she wanted.

"There we go," she said. "That's right. You like being desperate. Now, I think it's time for you to beg. Beg for the chance to service me, boy."

"Please," he said. "Please, can I service you?" Peter didn't even know exactly what that meant, but he didn't care. He would offer her anything she wanted. He would acquiesce to every single demanded, no matter how ridiculous or demeaning.

This girl had him wrapped around her little finger, and he would do anything he could for her. He was more than a prisoner now. With the arousal pumping through his veins, he was a slave.

If he had wondered how boys in the Confederation could so easily be manipulated into surrender, Peter now knew the truth. He experienced it for himself as he kept making one promise after another. "I swear. I'm going to do a good job. Please, just give me a chance. Please!"

She stepped back, typed in some commands, and then she looked right into his eyes. "I just recalibrated your collar. Yes, it's going to keep you nice and eager, but it's going to do something else. I'm going to tell you right now that you aren't allowed to touch your cock."

"I, I understand," he said.

"Good boy." She released him from the restraints, turned her back on him, and then she glanced over her shoulder. "Follow along," she instructed.

As the pilot made her way toward the doors, Peter had no idea what was going to happen. Even so, he glanced down, he flexed his fingers, and he knew he had to try. But really, this wasn't a matter of defiance or rebellion. It wasn't like he really wished to just assert himself or prove a point. It was desperation and the collar's influence. With that warm touch still braced against his neck, he couldn't control himself, so he reached down, and he was right about to caress his shaft when the collar activated a different feature.

Electricity surged through his body, forcing his hands away from his manhood. He stumbled back, hitting the wall hard.

From the entrance to the storage bay, Jennimir glanced back at him.

"Come along, boy," she instructed.

"I can't, I can't touch myself," he said.

"Don't worry. We have other, more humane methods for control, but I thought this would be a good lesson for you. Clearly, I was right." Her expression hardened for just a moment, "Now come along." Apparently, he had burned through most of her patience.

Sucking air into his mouth, he panted, glanced around, and then he dipped his head down as he scurried after her. For a moment, he wondered if he should be crawling, but he quickly dismissed the idea. Unless she gave him the command, he wasn't going to volunteer for that kind of demeaning treatment.

As he strode after her, he tentatively reached up for the collar. She had disappeared into the hallway, and now he followed. He saw her near another doorway, and she motioned for him to follow once again. She disappeared into her cabin, and Peter hesitated there, naked and unmonitored.

Could he use this opportunity to try to escape?

Torn between arousal, embarrassment, confusion, and anger, he didn't know what to do. He shifted his weight from one foot to the other. Eventually, he followed after her, striding quickly because this girl might touch him. She might tease him and bring him to that relief he craved with every iota of his being.

As he had guessed, this was her cabin. He stepped through the door, across the threshold, and he found her sitting on the edge of her bunk.

"You, you need to let me go. You need to help me escape," he said. The words surprised him, but she seemed unimpressed.

"Oh, really?"

"I'm serious," he growled at her. "I don't care what you can make me say. I'm not a slave, I'm not your property and I’m not going to be manipulated by some girl."

In the next moment, she raised her hand, and he nearly rushed forward. Part of him wanted to charge her, like he was some knight from a long-lost era. The instinct was right there, flickering at his fingertips, but he fought it down.

"You think you can take me," she said. "Is that it? Just because I'm the youngest and the smallest? You think that you’re some big man and that gives you an advantage?" That's when she pulled the wrist tablet off of her forearm and set it on her bed. She stood, smiled at him, and motioned for him to come closer.

This dark-haired girl was challenging him!

"If you can get that tablet, you can probably escape. Come on. Come take it." Her eyes glinted with amusement.

"I don't want to fight you," he said. "Please, can't you just see that I'm not some random boy. You can't just grab me. You can talk to me!"

"You're a boy, so that's exactly what it means," she said. "Unless you have a handler or guardian or some other owner? Is that what you're telling me? Did we accidentally steal you from someone else?"

His silence stretched, and she nodded knowingly. "That's what I thought. You see, if you belong to someone else, then maybe we would return you. Then again, she obviously had not been taking very good care of you, so you're still fair game."

He couldn't take it, not any longer.

Surprisingly, he stayed quiet even as he launched himself forward. He would grab that controller, pin this girl down, and earn his freedom. His vision blurred with a red haze as he raced toward her.

She reached out, grabbed him by his collar, threw him off balance, and forced him down onto the bed. He hit the thin mattress hard, and she pulled him onto his back. She straddled him, he tried to shove her away, only she picked up the controller again. Jennimir hit a button, and the collar activated, unleashing a fresh barrage of electricity into his body.

"You tried to fight. Did you win? Did it even take very long for me to defeat you?" asked the girl. "No. It didn't."

Although he glowered at her, she casually set the wrist tablet aside, like she no longer needed it. Then she unzipped her jumpsuit, and she peeled it away from her shoulders, she slid her arms from the sleeves, and she pulled off the one-piece. Within seconds, he could see her black bra and her matching panties. She took those off as well, stripping until she was completely naked.

"Now, you're going to stay right here on your back, and I'm going to enjoy your mouth. You're going to like it because you know that's the only way I'm going to touch you, and that's what you desperately want right now." She stated each detail, making it impossible for him to disagree. Her voice seemed to overwhelm his every other thought as she positioned herself above him.

In the next few seconds, he closed his eyes, and then he felt her slit against his lips.

Tentatively, he opened his mouth, and he started licking her.

He had never been in a position like this before, powerless before a determined young woman. She rubbed her slit along his mouth, and he started licking almost eagerly. His tongue moved uncertainly at first, but then she braced herself against the walls, and she called out, "Faster."

The single word was enough to prompt his obedience. His tongue darted along her opening. He started worshiping her just as she expected, craved, and demanded.

As the flavor of her excitement overwhelmed him, he desperately wished he could reach around her body, grab onto his cock, and stroke. In fact, Peter lost himself to those fantasies. Somehow, he simultaneously managed to lock his muscles down and keep his arms restrained. There weren't any shackles around his wrists at this point, yet it hardly mattered.

This girl was stronger and faster. She knew what she was doing.

"Good boy," she said. "That's right. Very good. Oh, that feels amazing. Now, right when I finish, I’m going to give you one chance to beg. I want to hear the desperation in your voice. I want you to convince me that you can be trained and be owned. I don't know who's going to claim you or if you're just going to be sold off at auction, but we are soldiers of the Confederation, and it's our duty to make sure that you learn your place. You were never a threat, but you should support us. You should help us. There so many boys out in the galaxy who need to be enslaved just like you. You can do that, can't you?"

Fortunately, Peter couldn't answer. Down on his back, collared and powerless, he continued to lick. His cheeks slid along her inner thighs, and he strained his neck as much as he could as he pleasured her.

"Yes!" Jennimir cried out those words, lifted her slit away from his mouth, slid her head down, and she seemed to shiver and shutter for several seconds as the after effects rippled through her body.

But now she pulled away, she straddled him again, only now her thighs pushed against his flanks. She braced her hands against his shoulders, and she looked down. She was leaning forward, and she was almost close enough for the tips of her bangs to caress his cheeks.

Remembering that last command, he gulped and looked up at her, cognizant of the fact that he would probably only get one chance.

"Please! Please, would you use me? Please, take me. Please, only! Please, I need it. I need it so badly. Please, I can't take this! Please. Please, I, I served you, and I swear I will be an obedient boy."

Obedient. He had never used that adjective to describe himself before, but now it seemed to fit so completely. Maybe some small voice of the back of his head told him to resist. If so, he completely ignored it.

Eyes wide, Peter stared up at this girl.

"Only because you're so cute and I'm going to have to crate you right after this anyway," she said.

Crate him?

Peter was going to ask what that meant, only she reached back, wrapped her fingers around his stiffened shaft, and she lowered herself down. She enveloped him, squeezing the contours of his manhood between the walls of her opening. She was tight and slick as she lowered herself down, taking him. He was imprisoned by her body now, trapped beneath her weight and controlled by her authority. This woman could do whatever she liked with him, and they both knew it.

"Yes," she gasped. "That feels so good. Now, you know that the collars not going to allow you to climax until I give you permission."

"What, what does that mean?" Peter had to ask because a horrifying prospect flared through his body.

"It means I could ride you for a very long time, enjoy myself, and never let you get off. You would want that orgasm so badly, but it wouldn't matter how hard you fought for it."

"No…"

"Yes!" Jennimir squeaked with a combination of excitement and ecstasy.

She started to ride him, moving her body up and down along the length of his shaft as she used him. Hot pleasure pulsed through her body. That much was obvious. He looked up at her, but she only made eye contact for a moment. In that instant, her eyes shone even brighter, and her ponytail and bangs bounced against at the sides of her head. His eyes slid down to her breasts, her flat stomach, and her tight waist. At the same time, he kept his arms locked in position. Part of him wanted to grab her, to touch her, but he already knew that would be against the unspoken rules.

Whether he liked it or not, she was in control, and she would decide what happened.

"That's right. You belong on your back. You’re just a boy, and you need to be house trained," she said. Whether those words were for his benefit or hers, Peter couldn't tell. Either way, it didn't matter because nothing was going to change as she used him. She slid forward, almost gliding away entirely from his cock before she slipped back down and savored the heat and solidity of his girth.

She started speeding up now. "Please. Please, let me come!" begged the trapped boy.

That's when she leaned down and kissed him. Her lips pressed against his mouth, and there was something so passionate, so possessive in the movement of her lips and tongue.

Peter lost himself to it, to the feel of her lips, so he didn't see her fingers start along the wrist tablet.

Then she straightened her back, and she was riding him harder and faster now. Within seconds, her breathing became fractured as she called out to this boy, "Come, come right now, come for me!" The words mixed together, but he lost control. He didn't know if he made a choice or she simply allowed his instincts to seize control. Either way, he was throbbing as she cried out her pleasure. The passion rolled through his body, overwhelming everything. He arched his back, shoved his knuckles down against the mattress, and he surrendered. Tension gripped him as he bucked his hips up and down.

Eventually, he was spent and exhausted. He had nothing left.

"We can rest for a little while," she said. She lowered herself down onto the mattress, and she cuddled up against him, resting her head on his chest. His heart was pounding, and he could see that she was smiling.

Peter doubted he would be able to stay awake, and maybe use this to his advantage. Yeah, if she relaxed and fell asleep, then he could maybe creep out with her wrist tablet, and maybe he would be able to hide and escape once they landed…

Those ideas sounded so good, but his eyelids drooped down, and he lost himself to sleep. He never even felt those first tendrils of exhaustion.

Peter started to wake up, and he realized that he wasn't on his back. He wasn't even asleep on his stomach. Instead, he was down on his hands and knees. But how? How was that possible?

After getting taken so hard and thoroughly, Peter was exhausted still. In fact, he felt like he could just leave his eyes shut and drift off again. It would be so easy to lose himself to a dream or the relaxed darkness of sleep. But then he tried to lift his right arm, and that's when he felt the shackle. He attempted to move his leg next, and he felt another restraint.

He got his eyes opened, and he was about to say something, but he felt the muzzle over his mouth. It was locked along the underside of his jaw as well, rendering speech completely impossible. As he looked around, he found himself in the storage bay once again, but he was down on his hands and knees, braced on all fours. When his eyes focused on what was immediately in front of him, he saw the black bars of his cage.

Grunting, he tried to pull free, but he could tell almost immediately that it would be impossible.

Then he noticed the woman off to the side. "You're finally awake," she said. "Be honest, I was about to give up and head back to my bunk."

He recognized her as one of the Red Wolves, but he didn't know her name. It definitely wasn't Jennimir or Natalie.

She sauntered up to him, crouched down, and looked into his eyes. "Apparently, our young pilot was pretty tired after playing with you, so she asked me to crate you. I lugged you back in here, put you in your cage, and got you strapped in. Don't worry, boy. You're going to be nice and safe in that cage."

Despite the fatigue, the frustration flared into his body again. "Oh, and don't worry. Jennimir has some other duties to attend to, so she won't be playing with you again. In fact, I think everyone's going to be a little bit less interested now that you are appropriately locked up."

He didn't understand what that meant, but she pointed toward his crotch and backside.

He dipped his head down, strained against the edges of the muzzle, and that's when he saw the plates around his waist and down between his legs. What was that?

The young woman standing in front of him easily guessed his question and decided to educate him, "A chastity belt, boy. You see, we don't like the idea of men running around unlocked and uncaged. It's good for you. It reminds you that you are property and that you need to be owned. Frankly, I don't know how the women of the Duchy can deal with men when they get free access to their bodies whenever they want. Really, that should be a privilege."

He jerked his head up, and he glared at her. He made sounds, but she couldn't understand him.

That much was obvious, but Peter still couldn't help himself. He tried to shape one sentence after another. He tried to get her attention, to get her to listen to him.

"Don't worry," she said next. "We will be landing soon."

Then she got up, turned around, and walked away.

Yanking on his straps and desperate to get the muzzle off, Peter fought as hard as he could, but the door slid shut, leaving him there alone.

He was in a cage…

At first, he didn't recognize it, but little by little, Peter came to a conclusion: this was the same kind of cage or "crate" someone might use to transport a canine.

Peter inhaled and exhaled through his nostrils. At several points, he tried to speak again. At first, he did this quietly and tentatively. He could barely hear the sounds vibrating from deep within his throat. Later, he started to get louder, but he wasn't sure if he really wanted to attract attention.

Who would come into the storage bay? Natalie? Jennimir? Another wolf?

Fear, frustration, and anger simmered deep within his stomach, especially because he kept telling himself that this wasn't supposed to happen. Then again, Sara had warned him. Or least, she had discouraged him from coming. But maybe he was supposed to matter to her as well; she was the one who gave him the collar in the first place. If that Duchy scout hadn’t found him, and he had just been a guy wandering around in the wilderness, then none of this would have happened.

He tried to concentrate his anger, but it didn't work.

Unlike so many other men, Peter wasn't the kind of boy who would just throw a tantrum or rage at the universe. Sara was his friend, and she tried to help him. He was the one who made the decision to travel to Ansion.

His fingers pushed down into his palms. Tension roiled through his body, and he finally let it explode into his arms and legs. He yanked, bucked, thrashed, and fought. He snarled like a wild beast. They wanted to cage him like some dangerous animal, then he would act like one! Visions of ripping through metal and tearing at the restraints around his wrists and ankles played behind his eyes.

Nothing.

The crate didn't wobble or shake. He didn't enjoy the satisfying grip of the shackles. In fact, nothing seemed to change at all.

Eventually, he had to give up. Peter had to relax into his restraints.

But there was something else, this little tickle of arousal.

He didn't want to think about Jennimir. Yes, that girl was gorgeous with her playful smile, lustrous bangs, and swinging ponytail. Even so, she had overpowered him.

The memory of her quarters flashed through his head, and he remembered that instant where he thought he might have a chance. Obviously, she had intended to play with him. She made him fetch that disk like he was a trained pet...So she should have been overconfident. He should have been able to grab her, to hold her down, to keep her as a hostage.

Of course, Peter never really wanted to hurt her. And yet, there was that other instinct, something deep and primeval lodged at the back of his brain. He wished he could overwhelm her, defeat her.

"But I couldn't do it," he tried to say through the muzzle. "That girl is younger than me and smaller than me, but she didn't even break a sweat, did she?" These women like to think of themselves as his superior. As far as they were concerned, they were better than him on the basis of sex alone. And when he attacked, he proved it for them. She had grabbed him, pushed him down, and was able to ride him. She used his mouth, she played with his cock, and she turned every inch of his frame into a toy.

Worst of all, she had never been afraid. She never viewed him as a threat.

He was just an angry pet, but she could tap his cheek or grab him by the scruff of his neck.

As Peter recognized all of this, he dipped his head down again. He closed his eyes, and he tried to let his thoughts drift in some other direction. He wondered what would happen if he made it back to his regular life; could he right about this? Unfortunately, he wasn't getting any pictures, but maybe he could pen a few articles.

A bitter chuckle pulsed in his chest as he thought of the titles. "My Life in Confederation Custody" might've worked. Or maybe he could try something like, "Captured by the She-Wolves." No, he'd go with something like, "Owned on Ansion". Again, he snorted. With his luck, some editor would come along and decide he needed something catchier, something like "Ten Reasons You Don't Want to Get Captured by Female-Supremacists from Outer Space! You'll Never Believe Number Three."

Okay, so he was locked away in a cage, but at least he still had his imagination. He didn't want to think of Jennimir, so he allowed his mind to drift. He was a boy, and he could have his fantasies.

At least in his own imagination, he would be powerful. He would be unstoppable.

Or so he thought.

At first, he tried to picture his last crush, a girl he had worked with for a couple of months in a side gig. As hard as he tried, he couldn't pick out any of those specific details. He couldn't remember exactly what it was about her that had drawn him originally.

Instead, the half formed image of her seemed to dissipate, blown away like grains of sand on a breeze. In her place, there was someone else, Natalie.

Why her?

It didn't matter, he told himself.

She was the leader, and he could envision a scenario where maybe he could actually be a threat to her. He imagined what it would be like to spar with this beautiful woman, to circle around, to hold up his fists, to get ready to launch himself at her. Even if this but a fantasy in real life, that hardly mattered. It was his fantasy, and he could do whatever he wished. That was the entire point!

At first, he tried something fairly simple. He punched out, she blocked, and then his hands fell to her wrist. He would grab her, hold her, and she would bump up against his chest. In the next moment, she would try to slap him, only he would be able to stop her hand midair.

From there, they would be locked together, facing one another. Hot frustration would play across her face, but she wouldn't be able to pull free.

Then he would kiss her, and he would sense that frustration flare through her body, only she would succumb.

Why Natalie? Why their leader?

Probably because she was in charge, and he needed to feel like he could take control. In that moment, he was crated like a pet, totally unable to escape. He couldn't even damage the confines of his dog cage.

Besides, he wanted to kiss her. He wanted to feel the touch of her body, the press of her skin, and to know what it would be like to get that close.

This idea seemed so intoxicating, and suddenly his shaft twitched, and he was about to enjoy the freedom of an erection when his circumference pressed up against to the confines of his chastity belt.

With a grunt of exasperation, he soaked in the realities of his layers of captivity. These women were powerful, armored, trained, and skilled. Even so, they imprisoned his cock, muzzled his mouth, strapped him down, and locked him in a cage!

Worse, he tried to jump back into his fantasy, only now it shifted. Somehow, his imagination ran off, and he lost control. Maybe it was his sense of realism. Maybe the humiliation of getting locked in this little box sublimated into something else because he could imagine this girl finally tearing free, grabbing him by his neck, pushing him down onto his back, and trapping him. He could kick out or flail his arms, but it wouldn't change anything.

She would know exactly how to lock him down.

Fresh waves of arousal ran through him, and he started to suspect that that they were manipulating him with the collar. But no, these were his uncontrolled fantasies. This was where his mind went.

Peter opened his eyes, and he stared straight ahead at the door. He knew he couldn't get out, but he couldn't think about her either.

General Marquez Tiburon sat at the head of the conference table. Around him, his executive officer, engineer, chief navigator, munitions specialist, and others considered the tablets arrayed before them. All of them had read the status reports. All of them had watched the footage.

"What did they get?" Marquez focused his gaze on a redheaded young man who did his best to meet the general's stare but turned his eyes down to his screen after just a few seconds.

The information officer gulped and said, "I'm not exactly sure. If I had to guess, I'm thinking they downloaded about seventy percent of our primary database."

"Did they leave any malware?"

"Unknown," replied the officer. Marquez glared, and information officer gulped. Clearly, his superior didn't appreciate such a vague response. He scrambled, desperate to tell the general something useful, helpful. "Basically, my team and I are going through every database and program. If there are any worms or intrusions, we will find them."

"How long before we are fully operational?" Marquez now looked over at his chief engineer.

This man did a better job of making eye contact with Marquez. "Sir, the infiltration left a lot of damage."

"Four," Marquez whispered.

His officers leaned forward, but they hadn't caught exactly what he said. He repeated this one number, "Four." Slowly, he rose, and he looked out at his crewmen once again. "Four. Four women. Four fucking girls! They infiltrated the most powerful weapon the Duchy has ever conceived, and they knocked it out in the span of just a few minutes! They stole our prisoner, ripped through our secrets, and got away!" He slammed his fist down against the table, jostling every tablet.

His soldiers flinched, and now he looked out at them. "I want the exterior bulkheads reinforced. They're not going to get away with that trick again. Additionally, I want proposals for antipersonnel weapons along the hull. Finally, we need to remind these women that Ansion is a Duchy planet. We are not giving in. We are not going to surrender, and we are going to make sure they pay."

Some of the uncertainty began to fade from his officers' faces. Instead, they nodded tentatively.

"So now, gentlemen, I ask you this. How are we going to hunt them down?"




Chapter 5

The Bridled Stallion moved slowly through the atmosphere. This was probably the worst kind of flying for Jennimir. She yearned for those impressive maneuvers where she could twist and spiral through the atmosphere. During her training apprenticeship, she had an instructor who is foolish enough to give her permission to fly through a dense asteroid field.

It had been one of the best days of her life. And eventually, the instructor recovered from her nervous breakdown.

Obviously, the pilot understood the necessity. If they ran at full thrust, satellites would be able to pick up on the heat signature pretty easily, especially because they had flown to the planet's western pole. The gorgeous trees and silvery mountains had given way to freezing winds, and arctic tundra, and endless snowbanks.

With Natalie down in her quarters, Jennimir needed a distraction. She glanced over at Marissa, the Fourth of the Wolves. With her black hair framing her face, she was lovely. More importantly, she was an expert with computers and infiltration. But for the moment, she was also the highest ranking Red Wolf in the cockpit, which meant she got to sit in the command seat.

"Do you ever wonder if we should just take them all out all at once?" Jennimir asked as she checked the sensor readings for the sixty-seventh time. Once again, she saw nothing interesting. Some flock of birds flew nearby, but that was pretty much it.

"What was that?"

"I'm just thinking that we have better technology, a more flexible form of government, a stronger economy, and obviously superior military forces. So with all that in mind, why not just take the Duchy all at once? Why sneak in here? Why send these teams to different planets? I mean, we could just pick them all up."

"That's probably a question for a politician," Marissa replied.

"Come on," Jennimir said. "You have to have an idea. What do you think?"

"Logistics," Marissa replied.

"Logistics? Really?"

"I'm serious," she said to the pilot. "Think about it. Right now, we can annex one world at a time. Why? Because it takes a lot of resources to grab all of those boys, to collar them, to train them, and to maintain a basic sense of equilibrium. More importantly, we need to educate and assimilate the Duchy women."

"Right," Jennimir acknowledged.

"You say that, but I'm not sure you really understand how difficult it can be," Marissa said. "These are women who have grown up with the mistaken belief that boys deserve rights."

The pilot smirked. She couldn't help herself, especially after her play time with the photographer down in the hold. "Maybe I just can't imagine it?"

"The next time you get some leave, you should consider visiting a Duchy planet."

"Is that legal?"

"Do you think they could stop you?" Marissa asked. "It might not be legal, but that's okay. There are lots of merchants who travel back and forth between our side and theirs. So yeah, go over to the Duchy side and see what the women have to say. It's ridiculous. I mean, they view slavery as inherently evil. They never really sit down and consider the benefits."

"Seems pretty one-sided," said the pilot.

"Very. But that's the difficulty. You need to be able to sit down and think through all of the different variables. You need to be able to imagine how the world would be different if boys were all collared. I mean, I'm sure the men are pretty unhappy when they first get taken, but they learn to accept it."

"The photographer certainly enjoyed his captivity," Jennimir said with a little smile.

"I don't need to hear about your adventures, but you do make a good point," Marissa said. "I mean, these boys are raised with the expectation that they're supposed to be able to do whatever they want. They don't consider their own limitations, nor do they envision a scenario where they are just owned. They don't think about how much happier they could be if they just surrender and support women who are smarter and stronger than them. They want to hold onto this false narrative about equality." Marissa practically spat that last word, like it was an insult or just a terrible idea, one she couldn't fathom.

"And women feel the same way?"

"Oftentimes, yeah."

"Wild," said the pilot. She glanced down at the sensor screen again and said, "We're just a few minutes out."

When they landed, Natalie was severely tempted to open the hatch, jump outside, and run over to the mothership. She loved this vessel. It wasn't nearly as fast as the Bridled Stallion, but there was something amazing about this warship. About the same size as the Titan's Claw, Dominique Verita's flagship was virtually unstoppable. Just as importantly, it had never been defeated in battle. During several skirmishes, Duchy forces had tried to bring her down. They failed. They even tried to board her, only to have those boys captured and eventually sold into slavery for their own good.

But of course, she'd probably freeze to death in a few minutes out there. Currently unarmored, she instead went to the airlock, and she knew that the pilot was bringing them into position. The umbilical connected to the Bridled Stallion, and she heard the hiss of compressed air.

Inside the airlock, she had to resist the urge to run forward.

She had two of her soldiers behind her, and she couldn't sacrifice decorum. Not yet.

When the mothership's hatch opened, Natalie expected to find some of the general's functionaries there to greet her. And yes, they were there, but standing several feet back, there was Dominique Mina Verita.

She was so beautiful.

Again, a fresh temptation rose in her chest, and she wanted to run forward, wrap her arms around her lover, kiss her, and just feel the strength and safety that came from being close to this woman.

"Permission to come aboard?" Natalie asked instead.

"Granted," Dominique called out.

The Red Wolves boarded and received their accolades. Applause and cheers rang out down the corridor.

"Thank you so much, Ma'am," Natalie said. "But I think it would be a good idea if you debriefed me."

"Definitely an excellent idea," Dominique told her.

Natalie gave her troops permission to relax. In the meantime, she was about to go spend some time with her superior officer.

The two women managed to keep their hands off of one another until they made it into Dominique's quarters. Her space was spacious by most standards; compared to Natalie's bunk on board the Bridled Stallion, this place felt like a queen's suite.

But in that moment, she didn't care about the decor, the space, or anything else.

Natalie almost thought she was just going to lean forward and start kissing her. Instead, the two women reached out. They pressed their foreheads together, grinned, and started to giggle. This moment was always tense for one reason or another. Maybe they feared that something had shifted while they had been apart. Or maybe they had miscalculated, like their feelings weren't as strong or as powerful as they remembered.

"My girl," Dominique said.

"My love," Natalie replied.

This was part of the ritual and routine. When they came back together, they uttered those words, and it felt so right to fall into that pattern. This was who they were meant to be.

Natalie probably had a report to give or something she had to say. And yet, she had already transmitted all of the important data. Instead, they just needed to be together.

Unable to hold back the urge, Natalie lifted her head, and she pressed her lips to Dominique's. Tender heat and this soft touch flared along her lips. Yes! This was what she had craved. This was what she was fighting for!

Dominique noticed her back, looked into her eyes, and seemed to focus entirely on this next question. "How're you doing? Have you eaten? Are you hungry?"

"Yes," Natalie said, her eyes sparkled in that special way that made it very, very clear that she wasn't hungry for food. "I'm ravenous." She leaned forward again, and the two women embraced, savoring the heat, scent and solidity of that moment. Natalie ran her fingers through Dominique's hair. Dominique brushed her fingers along Natalie's neck.

"If you want to be together, then we have to make a decision," Dominique said. "Or maybe I should just take command? Should I grab my girl and push her down onto my bed?" She leaned over, and her lips were right there against Natalie's ear, "I picked up something special, something I want to show you."

"What?" Natalie asked.

Dominique disengaged herself from Natalie's arms, turned, and walked over to the door. She disappeared through it and came back just a few seconds later. Only now, she held up a set of chains and shackles. They were gorgeous: Golden, silver, and accented by rubies and sapphires.

"That's beautiful," Natalie said. "So when do I get to use them on you?"

Dominique raised a finger and wagged it from side to side. "No, no. That isn’t how this works today. I think you should strip for me."

"Or you could strip for me," Natalie retorted.

Striding forward, Dominique came right back up to Natalie, leaned forward, and she started kissing the beautiful girl in her suite. They lost themselves to those gentle caresses, the warmth and those first sparks of arousal. They had been apart for far too long, and their desires roared back.

Even so, both women tried to delay the inevitable for as long as possible. They wanted to stretch this out, to savor every second, especially because they knew that Dominique would have to go back to commanding this vessel, and Natalie would have to return to her team. But right then and there, they could be together, and they didn't have to worry about anyone or anything else.

Natalie relaxed into Dominique's touch, the way her fingers brushed along her ponytail, down to the nape of her neck. At moments like this, she just wanted to stand there, naked, with this woman's hands gliding along her body. She wanted to be touched, explored, and satisfied.

Losing herself was a mistake, but Natalie had always been more willing to succumb to her emotions. Dominique was the strategist, the tactician, the kind of woman who loved examining a map of the solar system and exploring the different asset allocations and strategic maneuvers. She could close her eyes in the dark and re-create dozens of different battles, all to help her relax and fall asleep. And once again, Dominique demonstrated her tactical acumen as she whispered one sentence, "I challenge you to a tickle test."

Natalie blinked.

Yes, she was the kind of woman who could draw a blade, cannon, or blaster and run straight into enemy forces. She could dodge and weave, fully aware that one mistake could be enough to end her life. But now, her breath caught in her throat as she heard those words.

"What? No. No, you can't," she sputtered out, grinning.

"Strip for me," Dominique commanded. "You know the rules."

The rules.

Over the course of their relationship, they played these games, allowing them to develop and evolve from one encounter to the next. They could play these games and relax into a world where they were the only two people who mattered. Dominique didn't have to worry about her warship, fleet politics, or Duchy aggression. Natalie didn't need to fixate on her next mission. They could just play.

But now, Dominique had initiated the tickle test, and it sounded silly and ridiculous, and Natalie loved it, but she still stared at the taller woman standing before her. "That's not fair," Natalie insisted. "You can't just do that."

Dominique reached up, caressed the ridge of Natalie's nose, and corrected her, "We both know I can."

Natalie narrowed her eyes. She was pouting, and Dominique loved that expression on her pretty face. There was always something so amazing about seeing this girl with her faux aggression and pretend rage.

Despite her obvious reluctance, Natalie started to strip. She unzipped her jumpsuit, shrugged her arms out of her shoulders, and she pulled down the rest of her garment before after yanking off her boots. Now she stood there, in her bra and panties, and Dominique tilted her head to the side. "Lose the underwear, pretty girl."

"I'm a warrior of the Confederation."

"And pretty soon, you're going to be my obedient little love slave," Dominique retorted. "I'm going to play with you."

"Only if you win," Natalie said. Okay, so she had been caught off guard, but she could still win, she told herself. She could do this.

"And yet, we both know how sensitive you are," Dominique replied, her eyes practically glowing with predatory delight. She couldn't wait to have this girl naked and chained to her bed.

Reluctantly, Natalie turned around, and Dominique stepped forward. She unclasped her girl's bra. Natalie pulled off the garment and dropped it to the floor along with the rest of her clothing. Next, she slipped out of her panties, and now she stood there, naked, her body on display.

At first, Dominique looked her up and down. It was like she wanted to memorize this exact moment even if she enjoyed the same ritual every time they came together. There was something so amazing about the contours of her neck, the curves of her breasts, the lines of her stomach, and the contours of her legs. Sure, Natalie could be an unstoppable fighter, but at moments like this, she was gentle and dainty. Of course, the two women had wrestled, but Dominique usually won.

"Are you ready?" Dominique asked.

"Yes."

"Are you sure about that? Because I wouldn't want you to get nervous. When you get nervous, you get even more sensitive."

"You're trying to get into my head," Natalie retorted. "Psy ops won't work on me."

"Are you sure about that? Are you sure I can't trick you? Are you sure you're not going to start smiling the moment you start thinking about my fingers on your body? I could touch you very, very lightly. I could caress you, right along your leg. You know where you’re most sensitive, don't you?"

"Just get on with it," Natalie growled. She may have strived to keep her tone harsh, yet there was that little twitch at the corner of her mouth, like she couldn't wait for Dominique to begin.

Still holding onto the shackles, Dominique reached out, and Natalie reached out for her. "I love taking you in hand," said the general as she tugged her lover along. Natalie followed, and they soon headed into Dominique's bedroom. The fourposter bed awaited them both, and Dominique didn't stop. She pulled her girl along, nudged her down, and smiled into her eyes. Some of Dominique's hair fell forward, but she didn't bother tucking it behind her ear. Instead, she leaned down and kissed her.

Again, they drifted into the sensations, the heat and weight of their bodies pressed against one another. Now Natalie was on her back, and Dominique enjoyed the press of her knuckles against the soft sheets.

"You haven't won yet," Natalie reminded her.

"Arms over your head," Dominique commanded.

Natalie grimaced for just a second, but then she obeyed. With her arms over her head, she felt vulnerable, but Dominique wasn't done. She pushed Natalie's legs apart, and then she kneeled over her. "Where should we begin?" Dominique asked. "I could start with your legs. Is that where you're feeling most sensitive today?"

Fighting hard, Natalie did her best to school her features and keep them as neutral as possible. She couldn't risk giving this woman any extra information. After all, Dominique already knew her so well…

"Maybe you’re most sensitive somewhere else. Maybe along your sides? Maybe just around your breasts? Look at that. Your nipples are already stiff. Does that mean you're excited? Does that mean you want me to strap you down and have some fun with you? I have a toy. I would love to use it on you."

"I should be using it on you," Natalie growled back.

"That's what you think, beautiful girl. Or maybe I will save it for later. Yeah, I can just use my mouth and my hands. I think you've missed my fingertips."

"This isn't going to work. I'm going to pass the test. You can't make me laugh," Natalie promised.

"But you sound so nervous, and you sound squeamish. My sweet girl is scared."

"No, I'm not."

"I can hear it in your voice. There's that nervous little tremble. It's okay. You know, if you just want to give up right now, you can beg for the shackles. I could just chain you right here, and you could accept your place."

"I'm not a slave," Natalie said with a smirk. "I'm not a boy."

"You're better than a boy. You're my slave girl," Dominique answered without pause.

"Not today," Natalie insisted.

Her lover reached down and slid her fingertips along Natalie's cheeks, down to her neck, along her collarbones, then out to her shoulders and down along her biceps. With each second, she unleashed that delightful stimulation.

Natalie didn't react, almost as though this didn't affect her. In fact, she pursed her lips and stared upward. Despite the seeming victory, they both knew that this was only the opening barrage. It didn't mean anything, it wouldn't change anything important, but it might cancel her defenses.

"This isn't going to work," Natalie said. "I know you know how to touch me, but that doesn't matter, not today. And you know why?"

"Why, delusional girl?"

"I'm not delusional!"

"You are if you think you aren't going to be locked down against my bed. I want to feel your mouth. I want to taste you. I want to lick your nipples while you struggle beneath me."

"That's not going to happen," Natalie said. "I'm determined to win. I'm not going to let you take me."

By this point, Dominique had slipped between Natalie's legs. Kneeling there, she just used her pointer finger now as she slid her soft touch down along the length of Natalie's body. Sometimes, she scratched with her nails. Most of the time, she used the pads of her fingertips to just barely touch her girl.

Natalie twitched. Her body tensed, she flexed her muscles along her torso, and she grimaced. At the same time, there was this little flash of heat along her cheeks. "You're blushing," Dominique said.

"I'm not," Natalie replied, although she couldn't be sure whether or not that was really true.

"It's okay if you're easy to read. There's nothing wrong with that. You're my girl, after all."

"Today, I'm going to be your owner when I pass this test. And yes, I'm going to make you beg for it," Natalie swore.

"It's so sweet when you're wrong."

Natalie opened her mouth, and there was something else she intended to say, but the words were quickly swallowed up by her gasp of surprise as Dominique brought her fingertips down and slid them along her ankles. The flashes of stimulation ran up her legs, swirled between her thighs, and pulsed straight into her brain. She squirmed, tensing her muscles, but she knew the rules; she wasn't allowed to move. She had to remain there, naked and helpless for several minutes at least while her lover touched her and stimulated her.

"What about right here? Is this where you’re most sensitive?" Dominique asked, although she already knew the truth. Her fingers lightly brushed and played along Natalie's left shin.

The girl down on her back didn't react. "What about here?" Dominique wished to know. "I like this spot."

She traced little circles and patterns along Natalie's left thigh. At this point, her fingers pulled down into her palms. She made a pair of fists, her muscles tightened, but she still didn't react. "Or maybe I just need to touch you here first?" Dominique's hand slid over to that magical spot right between Natalie's legs.

"No, not there!"

With one soft caress, then another and another, Dominique forced Natalie to enjoy this. Within seconds, Natalie spread her legs even more. Not only that, she pressed her heels down against the soft mattress, lifted her thighs, and embraced those delicious impulses as they ran along her nerves.

"I still haven't laughed," Natalie pointed out.

"And I still have some time," Dominique retorted. As she spoke, she pushed her thumb down against Natalie's thigh, rubbing her. The touch was stronger and so much more intense. But then it was about to get worse.

Natalie froze for a moment, her body locking up as she turned to the woman she loved, "Don't. Don't do it."

"Don't do what?" Dominique whispered with feigned ignorance. At the same time, she just barely touched Natalie with those featherlight caresses. Soft strokes and delicate caresses played along Natalie skin.

She arched her back again, squirmed, and a smile stretched across her lips.

Dominique reached up with her other hand, and now she caressed Natalie's breasts. Gliding her fingers around those nipples, Dominique kept her voice quiet, "It's okay if you lose control. It's okay if you start laughing. There's nothing wrong with getting claimed my beautiful girl. There's nothing wrong with being helpless. You don't have to be a warrior, not here, not now."

"You're not going to win," Natalie promised, yet her voice quickly morphed into this drone of pleasure. She couldn't help herself.

Dominique pinched her left nipple. Then she caressed it. She moved over to the right. She pinched again, and then she said, "You can give in, you can surrender to me. There's nothing wrong with that. There is nothing wrong with being my sweet, sexy love slave. I’m going to have fun with you. I'm going to make sure you enjoy captivity."

"No, no you can't do this to me," Natalie implored.

"There's nothing wrong with losing. There's nothing wrong with giving in right here and right now, especially because we both know you want to. You want to be strapped down. You want to be powerless. You want me to touch you, you want to make you feel so good."

"No!"

"Then don't laugh."

In that moment, Dominique brought both of her hands down to Natalie's left thigh. She brushed her fingers softly along that smooth, exposed skin, and now, Natalie grinned. She started to giggle. She chortled. The laughter bubbled up from deep within her chest, and she tried to pull away, but Dominique had predicted how she would move, and now she adjusted. She made sure that those playful strokes and soft gliding movements continued play along Natalie's sensitized flesh.

"You’re laughing," Dominique whispered as she climbed up on top of Natalie. She straddled the young woman, grabbed her wrists, and pushed them towards the corners of the fourposter bed. "You’re laughing, and you know what that means."

"Yes," Natalie grunted. "Fine."

"What is it?"

"I, I have to be subservient," Natalie answered.

"I love my subservient girl," Dominique whispered into Natalie's ear. Then she reached over, grabbed the shackles, and she started to wrap the chains around the first bedpost, then the second. She pulled those manacles down, and she locked them around Natalie's wrists.

"You know, I could get out of these if I wanted to," Natalie said.

"Maybe, if I left you alone and gave you a couple of hours to work on the locks," Dominique agreed. But now her eyes lit with excitement, and she stared down into the face of the woman she loved, "But do you think I'm going to give you that time? Do you think I'm going to give you that uninterrupted time so you could focus?" As she spoke, she dragged one fingertip down between Natalie's breasts, to her sternum, along her stomach, closer and closer to her pubis.

"You could make a mistake," Natalie pointed out, although she swallowed, and her voice became fractured.

"I could," Dominique conceded. "I won't."

"What, what you going to do?"

"Play," Dominique said as the smile curved along her lips.

Natalie was doing her best not to appear nervous. She was a trained fighter, and she knew how to do an interrogation, but this was Dominique, a woman who knew her better than anyone else. And now, Dominique stroked her neck, leaned down, and started to lick her left nipple. Her tongue flicked out just a little bit. In fact, she hardly made contact, but the soft flickers of pressure still made Natalie tightened her eyes shut.

"You could admit it," Dominique said. "You could tell me the truth. Tell me how you want to be mine. Tell me how you love being chained up. Tell me how you want to be owned."

"I should be the one tormenting you," Natalie answered, but then Dominique tightened her lips around her breast, pressing down with her lips. She just barely squeezed, and the pressure sent a flash of hot sensation coursing through Natalie's body. It flared along her skin, making her clench and stretch at the same time.

"No," Dominique replied in little more than a whisper. "We both know you need to be loved and owned."

"I should be in charge," Natalie shot back.

"Tell me you love being on your back, spread out and helpless. Tell me you love being mine."

Natalie should have been able to resist those commands, only Dominique reached down between the trapped girl’s legs. In theory, Natalie could have tried to cross her legs and hide her most sensitive opening. And yet, part of her wanted this. She yearned for it and ached for it and couldn't take control, no matter how hard she tried. Her mind might have cried out for independence and freedom, yet her body craved something else entirely.

And now, her tormentor gave it to her.

With one soft fingertip, Dominique started to caress her opening. "You like that, don't you? You like being helpless. You like being powerless. You want to be mine."

"Yes. Yes, I want to be yours," Natalie started to mouth the words.

"Louder."

"I want to be yours!" Natalie promised, her eyes widening. That's when Dominique used two fingers while she rubbed and stimulated her prisoner.

"Good girl," Dominique said.

"Don't call me that," Natalie shot back.

Dominique didn't respond at first. Instead, she pulled away, and she started to kiss Natalie. She started at the top of her forehead, worked her way down to that spot between her eyes, the tip of her nose, and she finally pressed her mouth to Natalie's lips.

Her captive didn't resist. In fact, she started to kiss her back immediately. Their mouths pressed against one another as their tongues flirted and danced against one another. There was the tentative pull, the push, the pressure, the heat and friction of their bodies.

Because she could, Dominique reached back between Natalie's legs. By this point, the bound wolf could've resisted. She might have crossed her legs, yet she still needed that touch.

Dominique had no problem giving it to her. Moment by moment, she teased and played with her girl.

As they made out, Natalie moaned until Dominique pulled back. The girl on her back glared up and howled, "This isn't fair. You know exactly what it takes to drive me crazy."

"That's because I'm usually on top," Dominique reminded her. "Better yet, in control, so I can be patient. I know exactly what it takes, and I know when I'm going to touch you because I get to decide. Do you?"

A pout played across the other woman's mouth, but she knew she had to answer. After all, if she remained silent, she would only delay that burst of gratification.

"No. I don't get to decide when you're going to touch me. I don't get to decide how you're going to touch me."

"Ask for permission to go down on me."

"Do I have to?"

"Only if you want to get off," Dominique reminded her.

"That's not fair!" Out in the rest of the world or on board the Bridled Stallion, Natalie could be a dangerous fighter. She could be frightening and intimidating. But right then and there, she sounded petulant and powerless.

Dominique caressed Natalie's cheek with the back of her hand. At the same time, she waited, wondering exactly when her girl was going to yield. Perhaps that was the best part, knowing that Natalie could be someone else entirely when she faced the rest of the universe. The right then and there, Dominique got to witness this girl's most vulnerable aspects.

"It doesn't need to be fair," Dominique replied. "You just have to obey me. Go on, beautiful girl. You can do it. Show me that you belong in shackles." She lowered her voice to a whisper, "By the way, they look really good on you."

Yes, those words were complementary, but Natalie still locked her teeth together. Like her namesake, she growled from deep within her throat. She pulled on her restraints, but she couldn't break free, which only excited Dominique even more. That's why she dipped her head down, pressed her lips back to Natalie's mouth, and the two women made out for another minute, two minutes, three, four, five…

Time stretched. It lost all meaning as they played with one another. Although their lips were occupied, Dominique caressed Natalie's forearms, her biceps, her flanks and her legs. She loved gently touching her girl and feeling Natalie twitch beneath her.

"How about now?"

"That's not fair!" Before Dominique could make the obvious point, Natalie kept going, "I don't want to beg. You can't make me!"

"Now, we both know that's not true."

Panting harder and faster, Natalie matched Dominique's hungry stare, but she still didn't know what to say. Her defiance held out for a few more seconds, and that's when she started speaking. It looked like she didn't know what she was going to say, yet she couldn't stop herself. "Please…" When it became obvious that wasn't going to work, she surrendered, "Please, can I go down on you? Please, can I taste you? Can I lick you? Please, can I pleasure you?"

"Only because you beg so nicely," Dominique replied.

She grabbed her headboard, pulled herself forward, straddled Natalie's face, and lowered herself down.

Soon, her opening was right there, just a tiny distance from the bound girl's capable mouth. Granted, Natalie could pick this moment to be defiant and disobedient. Maybe she would press her lips together and refuse to cooperate.

If so, then Dominique could go back to touching her, teasing her, and tormenting her until the last of her defiance finally shattered. With a grin, Dominique started chuckling. There was something so amazing about having this kind of power and control, especially when it came to an operative like Natalie.

"We both know you're going to surrender to me. Why delay the inevitable?" Dominique taunted her captive.

The other girl may have tensed up. She may have bunched her fingers into fists once again, but she obeyed. She lifted her head, parted her lips, stuck out her tongue, and she licked eagerly, tasting Dominique once again.

The First of the Red Wolves couldn't explain it, but she followed the urge to pull on her shackles. The chains tightened as the slack vanished. Her muscles flexed and fresh excitement blossomed in her chest while tendrils of need stretched into her arms and legs. She curled her toes and savored every second of service.

On her back, Natalie focused on Dominique's pleasure.

At first, it was fairly easy. She licked, nuzzled, moving her head up and down, stretching out the tip of her tongue, and focused on the sounds Dominique made. This beautiful woman placed above her tightened her grip on the headboard, moaned, whimpered, and growled.

Occasionally, Natalie could make out those gasped sounds, "Yes, please. More. Give me more. That's right. Good girl. Yes. I've got you. Got you in your mind. I know exactly how to touch you. I know exactly how to tease you. You, you belong to me." Dominique panted out the sounds, one after another, and Natalie couldn't help herself. She savored every sharpened breath of approval.

Seconds or minutes later, Dominique lowered herself down even more. She impaled herself on Natalie's tongue, and fresh waves of pleasure must have rolled through her body, making it impossible for her to speak coherently now. She didn't try for real words. Instead, she threw her head back, she closed her eyes, and she relaxed into those delicious sensations. With that simmering stimulation running through her body, she must have relaxed and fallen into the storm of anticipation.

By this point, Natalie kept licking, flicking her tongue, faster and faster. She was getting tired, but didn't matter. She intended to serve this woman. She intended to make her feel incredible!

"Yes!" Dominique finally cried out. She squeezed her legs against Natalie's cheeks, and she pulled away. In the next moment, she was on her hands and knees, situated right above her chained captive.

As Natalie stared upward, Dominique panted from one breath to the next. "Thank you for that," she said. "And now, I'm thinking it's time for you to enjoy yourself. Would you like that, my beautiful girl? My tamed wolf?"

"I'm not tamed," Natalie growled back. Instantly, some of the color drained away from her cheeks. Yes, the excitement still simmered within her own body, but Natalie knew those desires and instincts could be awakened within just a few seconds, especially under Dominique's expert touch.

Moment by moment, Dominique slid down along the length of Natalie's body. She caressed Natalie stomach, her hips, her thighs, and then her nails dragged along her skin, just barely scratching her. The different sensations made Natalie tighten and tense up, but there was still nothing she could do about it. Whether she wanted to admit it or not, she was chained down and powerless. Out in the field, she focused on movement and maneuverability. She was fast, swinging her blade, raising her canon, and attacking her opponents. She always seized the initiative, but here, Natalie was powerless, and that single reality heightened her sensitivity.

This girl could never understand why her body reacted like this. What was it about Dominique?

The first time this woman had suggested they play this game, Natalie had balked, "What? Are you crazy? I'm not going to let you tie me down!"

But then Dominique seduced her, stepping closer, pressing her lips to Natalie's neck, stroking her breasts, caressing her skin, kissing her again and again until the warrior's defenses seemed to melt away.

It wasn't fair, not when Dominique always knew exactly how to touch her, how to tease her, how to take control.

And now, Dominique positioned herself right between Natalie's legs. With both hands, Dominique started to stroke her thigh, gently gliding her fingertips down.

Natalie moaned at first, but then her lips curved upward as an involuntary giggle vibrated through her body.

"No. You already won that game," Natalie called out, practically pleading. "We don't need to play anymore. You don't need to touch me like that."

Immediately, Dominique pulled her hands away. "You don't want me to touch you? Is that it?"

"No!" Natalie arched her back, jerked on the chains, and tried to pull herself forward. She wished she could grab onto Dominique, push her to the bed, pin her, and feel like a predator once again. Unfortunately, this wolf had been reduced to the status of a puppy...a pet. And yet, even as she enjoyed that little spark of shame, there was something else, a sense of safety. Even here and now, chained down and struggling, Natalie reveled in those moments.

"I could touch you," said the other woman. "I could run my fingers along your body. Is that what you want?"

"Yes!"

"Then all you have to do is tell me that you're a tamed little wolf. Tell me that you're my pet."

A tamed little wolf…

Immediately, Natalie closed her eyes, and for just a moment, unwanted thoughts of their prisoner flashed through her head. As the leader of the Red Wolves, it was her job to know what was going on with her soldiers, so she listened as some of the girls laughed about Jennimir's exploits and how the pilot had expertly teased their captive. Apparently, he had crawled around the floor of the hold and even fetched for her.

Now Dominique expected the same kind of surrender.

"I'm not a pet."

"Yes, you are. You're my sweet little attack dog. You’re loyal to me, and shall do whatever I want. Oh, and let's not forget how much you love licking."

"Let me up!" Natalie growled.

"Are you sure that's what you want? If you tell me you really want me to let you out of the shackles, then I will…"

As a strategist, Natalie understood exactly how this was going to play out, but when Dominique slid her hand between Natalie's legs, the restrained warrior didn't know what to do. Her thoughts blanked. They buzzed into aggravating static as fresh pleasure ran through her body.

Instead of demanding her freedom, Natalie shifted from side to side. She pulled on the manacles, arched her back, slammed her heels down against the mattress and enjoyed every second. With her expertly soft touch, Dominique pressed down on Natalie's crevice. She rubbed her, gliding her finger along that opening.

"Yeah, this is what you want. You want to be an obedient girl for me. You want to surrender. Out in the rest of the world, you can take control. You can be my fierce defender. But right here and right now, we both know that you're a tamed pet. Say it."

"I'm your tamed pet!" Natalie called out.

That's when she was rewarded.

Dominique stretched forward and kissed her girl. At the same time, she continued to touch, tease, and stimulate Natalie.

"Never forget it," Dominique demanded.

"I won't. I won't forget it. I, I belong to you. I love you."

"I love you too," Dominique said it. But while Natalie was panting and gasping from one syllable to the next, Dominique had recovered from her orgasm. She spoke clearly, enunciating every sound as she enjoyed her authority over her bound lover. And now, she explored Natalie's body once again, sliding her hands, her fingertips, her palms all along Natalie's body.

"Please. Please, I can't take it anymore! I gave you what you wanted!"

"Does that mean I should give you an orgasm? Does that mean you have earned it?"

"Yes. No. I, I don't know," Natalie said.

Dominique stretched forward, leaned down, and braced herself on her stomach. Now her mouth was right there in front of Natalie's slit. The chained girl yanked against her bonds, and it was obvious she wanted to wiggle downward, to enjoy that first kiss, the soft contact, the perfect lick. And yet, Dominique knew exactly what she was doing. She took her time and forced her girl to wait.

For Natalie, every moment seemed to stretch into a torturous eternity. She locked her teeth together, widened her eyes, and stared up at the ceiling. Of course, she never could have displayed this weakness in front of an enemy, but she trusted Dominique more than anyone else. And so, she revealed her helpless frustration even as she jerked against the chains. The bed rattled underneath them, and Dominique enjoyed all of the frustration radiating off of her girl, right until that moment when she finally gave Natalie what she craved.

Dominique gently flicked her tongue along Natalie's opening.

The dark haired warrior widened her eyes, arched her back, and gasped out, "Yes. Yes, please." Maybe those words were understandable. Maybe not. Maybe they only echoed in her mind, like she couldn't make the rest of her body cooperate or obey. And yet, it hardly mattered so long as those sensations continued to dart along her nerves.

Dominique pulled away for a moment, forcing Natalie to whimper and shudder. "Never forget. You're mine."

Natalie jerked her head down and up, like she was nodding even though she was on the bed, trapped on her back, chained and powerless. In the next moment, Dominique seized control again, and she started licking, slowly at first. She drew her tongue up along Natalie's opening, slid down, penetrated her, pulled back, only to plunge down again. Every second added sparks of unstoppable heat to the inferno already raging through her body.

Perhaps Dominique considered pulling away again, talking to her girl, and tormenting her. By this point, she wasn't sure if Natalie could take it. Yes, this young woman had been trained to endure torture and various interrogation techniques, but this was different. This was so much more powerful than any truth serum.

Licking faster now, Dominique sped up, slowed down, and made it impossible for Natalie to predict exactly what was going to happen. The chained girl jerked from side to side, pulling. Her toes curled, and she jerked her feet, lifting her heels into the air at one point. At the same time, it was obvious she was trying to say something. What were those words intended to be?

Dominique couldn't tell, but it was obvious her girl loved this. Moment by moment, she lost herself to that spinning storm of satisfaction.

And now, Dominique licked faster. She went down, taking that same spot. She savored the soft give of Natalie's opening as she made her feel so, so good. Finally, Natalie screamed out. She didn't seem to have the oxygen left in her lungs, but she forced the satisfied cry past her lips.

Dominique rose up, peered down at her girl, and she wondered if they should keep going.

Clearly, this wolf was exhausted, so Dominique stroked the top of Natalie's hair.

"You did well," she promised. "We have definitely improved your endurance."

"Yes. Yes, thank you," Natalie said, although her eyes were closed and it wasn't obvious she really understood what she told the other woman.

With an indulgent smile, Dominique kissed her again, released her from the shackles, and lowered herself down onto the bed.

It wasn't long before Natalie, exhausted by her restraint adventures, soon fell asleep.

Natalie loved that kind of sleep. It was so different from what she experienced on her own or out in the field. Even if she was safe on board the Bridled Stallion, she still had to concentrate on relaxing, on letting go and surrendering to the dark. Too often, her thoughts swirled in dozens of different directions. Sometimes her mind wandered toward the practical and mundane: had she approved of those budget requests? What about the evaluation forms? Had she filled them out? At other points, her thoughts went to previous combat situations.

When she faced a fighter of the Duchy, had she made the right choice? Yes, she was alive, and she was lucky enough that she had never lost any of her soldiers, but what would she do when the day arrived?

Eventually, Natalie would always gain control of those spiraling ideas. She forced herself to relax. She pictured those frustrating concepts as little toys on a table, and she just had to sweep her arm across the surface and knock all of those nuisances into oblivion. Usually, this worked, but it took effort.

When she fell asleep with Dominique, it was effortless.

Dominique knew how to exhaust her, how to drain away every iota of strength she possessed. Better yet, Natalie could resist as long as she wanted, but when she failed (pretty much an inevitability), she could enjoy it. She could accept her subjugation, the chains around her wrists, and the helpless pleasure that would flood her body because Dominique knew exactly how to touch her.

After Dominique touched her, Natalie fell into sleep. She drifted, wandering, and it was so easy to get pulled under into that darkness. She didn't have to make a conscious choice. She didn't need to actively push aside those doubts and worries.

And now, she opened her eyes. She still had her head on Dominique's shoulder, and the lights continued to glow, although they had obviously been turned down.

"How long was I out?" Natalie asked.

"Just a couple of hours," Dominique said.

"And you didn't go to sleep?"

"I didn't want to disturb you. Besides, I have some work to do," she glanced down at the soft, ambient glow of her tablet. She had the screen propped up against one raised knee.

"Thank you for a lovely time," Natalie said.

"I'd be happy to do that for you whenever you like. There's something so amazing about taking my brutally powerful Wolf and turning her into an obedient little puppy."

"That's not going to happen again," Natalie protested.

"Are you sure about that?"

She wasn't.

But then Natalie glanced over at the screen, and she saw his file: Peter Drake.

"Have you decided what you're going to do with him?"

"First, I'm going to start by interrogating him."

"Did you go through any of the data we were able to secure?" Natalie wasn't sure whether or not she really wanted to talk about the business of exploring, invading, and annexing a Duchy planet, but she could still relax into the soft heat of Dominique's body.

"I did," Dominique replied. "As near as I can tell, their records are pretty clear. They found this boy, and they thought he was a spy for us. Now we think he might be a spy for them."

"This is why I have never enjoyed espionage," Natalie groused.

"You and your team get scouting missions all the time," Dominique pointed out. "That's still, at the core, all about information and intelligence."

"No," Natalie said slowly. "It's different." She closed her eyes and allowed herself to drift even as she explained, "As a scout, you know your enemy territory. The boundaries are still really clear. You have yourself and maybe your team, and there might be enemies nearby. Or maybe not. Either way, it's your job to find them, maybe to disable them if you can. Espionage? That's totally different."

"You don't like the uncertainties," Dominique replied.

"And you do?"

Dominique seemed to consider this for several seconds. In that time, she turned off her screen, set the tablet aside, and brushed her fingers down along Natalie's naked shoulder. "I think I do," she answered. "There's something amazing about information asymmetry. How do people react? What are they going to do if they don't know exactly what's going to happen? Besides, just because we don't like these questions, that doesn't mean they don't exist."

"It sounds like you're thinking of something in particular," Natalie pointed out. So long as she got petted, she wanted this conversation to continue. The easy intimacy of being close to this woman and having all of her attention felt like a special kind of recharge.

"I guess I am," Dominique said. "As a university student, I was interested primarily in economics and game theory."

"Really?" Natalie asked. "You never told me that."

"It never came up," Dominique answered. "But I remember distinctly meeting different women who really, really wanted to come up with theories for everything. They wanted to be able to encapsulate human behavior, but they messed up. They missed something really important."

"What's that?"

"People are erratic, especially in groups. Sometimes they’re predictable, and there might be patterns that you can label and collate, but it's incredibly difficult to understand exactly how a group will develop or react. That always frustrated them. They always wanted to deal with systems. I mean, there are games where there is perfect information. You can see the entire board, and you know exactly what your opponents can do. Of course, I also made my fellow students pretty angry when I pointed out that there is no such thing as a game of perfect information."

"But you just said…"

"You might know what they can do, but games never exist in isolation. There's always another layer. For example, what if someone redefines the criteria for victory? What if they refuse to make another move? What if the rules don't specifically stipulate how long someone can wait? Or if you want to get really extreme, what if they take a loved one hostage and demand that you lose? I'm sure that's not technically in the rules, but it's a possibility. It sounds extreme, but you have to remember that I'm a soldier, and there are very, very few rules when it comes to warfare."

"We have treaties," Natalie pointed out.

"Treaties with men," Dominique said. "Those hardly count. But right there, we can look at the exact same kinds of gaming dynamics. We have diplomats and ambassadors, and they go out, and they negotiate, but what happens if we don't respect the boys out there who are in charge of their ships, their colonies, and their planets?"

"I don't think they trust us," Natalie said. "I don't think you have to worry about that."

"They don't trust us, but they're scared of us, and sometimes, that's the same thing."

Natalie pondered the possibility, but then she sat up, and she looked at her. Their eyes locked on one another, and this woman was so beautiful. There was something special about the contours of her cheeks, the shape of her mouth, and the way she smiled.

"So what do you think I should do with him?"

"Imprison him," Natalie said right away.

"Lock him up and throw away the key?"

"I wouldn't throw away the key…" Natalie said before she started to smile.

Dominique grabbed her girl, pulled her close, and held her tight. Both women were still naked, and the soft heat of their bodies pressing against one another sent shivers of pleasure running through both of their frames.

"I'm going to interrogate him. I want to talk to him."

"Do you think he’ll have something useful to say?"

"He might," Dominique said. "Besides, things are a little bit different now."

"What's different? He's been in a cage."

"Exactly," Dominique said. "Your pilot locked him in chastity. He might be some hapless boy who wandered into the wrong place at the wrong time, but it's also possible he heard something or saw something on board that new weapons platform."

"I doubt it," Natalie said. At the same time, uncertainty rippled through her voice at this point. Perhaps she was skeptical, but she also understood that small details could become incredibly useful. It was often impossible to predict which data point could turn the course of a battle.

"Besides, he's cute," Dominique said.

Natalie jerked her head up and looked back at Dominique. "What you mean by that?" Yes, the uncertainty played across her features and her muscles tightened, but now she tried to look nonchalant. "You do realize, he's a wild boy from the Duchy."

"Exactly," Dominique said. "He's going to be interesting. He's exotic."

"There are auction houses full of boys who have already been trained and certified. We can go buy one of them if you really want a pet," Natalie said. At the same time, she didn't know whether or not she meant that or if she was just looking for a delay.

"There are," Dominique agreed. "But this boy is brand-new to the Confederation. He must be nervous. He doesn't have an owner, and he doesn't know what's going on."

"You have already made your decision, haven't you?" Natalie asked, sounding defeated.

"Yes. Yes, I have."

A couple of women came into the hold, threw a black sheet over his cage, and Peter expected something to happen. He wasn't sure precisely what he anticipated or hoped for, but the cage didn't move. He was just based in darkness for some length of time.

Half an hour? An hour? Two hours?

Time seemed to stretch into weird contortions as he remained there down on his hands and knees. At several points, he turned his head from side to side or up and down. He thought maybe he would be able to find something they missed, a detail, like maybe a hint of light might have been able to sneak in underneath of the thick, black sheet.

No.

These women knew what they were doing, and they didn't want him to see anything, so now he couldn't tell the difference between having his eyes open or shut.

Eventually, he heard something else. A door opening?

That's when he felt it, the jostling movements coming from underneath him. With his wrists and ankles still trapped in the shackles, he didn't know where they were taking him, but they loaded him up onto some kind of conveyor. He could feel the movement and motion. Distantly, he also thought he heard the sounds of women talking. He couldn't pick out any specific words, which only added to his frustration.

At one point, he wanted to shout out for their attention, to demand that they take the muzzle off of his mouth. After another second of consideration, he realized that he probably didn't want their attention, especially after the interrogation and teasing he had already received.

He found himself thinking of that first woman once again: Natalie, the leader of the Red Wolves. His insides tightened as he considered her strength and speed. Did he really want to provoke these women?

Peter couldn't decide if his decision to remain quiet counted as cowardly or strategic. Drawing their attention wouldn't accomplish anything, especially because he was gagged. When he really considered the probable outcome, he knew that these women would likely tease him and leave him trapped in a cage.

No, it was better to wait and to find out what was going on. What did they have in mind for him?

Even so, it felt strange as the cage was moved along. Maybe he was in the back of some vehicle now? He thought he heard an engine turn on, but he couldn't be sure one way or the other.

Those sounds disappeared, maybe he heard women talking, and then the cage was set down. Everything turned quiet, and he wanted to call out, but he again resisted the urge.

Again and again, one question kept popping into his head: what kind of status were these women going to assign him? He didn't know whether or not the Duchy itself would consider him to be a prisoner of war considering that he wasn't actually a soldier, didn't wear a uniform, and had no connection to the military. But still, they picked him up because they thought he was a spy. Could spies be counted as prisoners of war? He was sure an answer actually existed for these questions, but he lacked the expertise. Perhaps he could have looked it up on his wrist tablet, but these women weren’t about to offer him any access to any information.

He was snapped from his reverie as someone pulled the black sheet away and tossed it aside.

Peter blinked, suddenly nervous. He had been waiting for a very long time, only now uncertainty and doubt rushed through his body. He almost wished that he had a few more minutes to compose himself, especially as he looked up and saw Natalie.

She was standing there, and she had this irritated frown stretched across her lips.

Still gagged, still naked, still locked in chastity and powerless, Peter glanced over at the other woman. She was tall and thin but still powerfully built. She was definitely a soldier, although the red and blue symbols along the collar of her jumpsuit seemed more elaborate. Peter had enjoyed studying symbology, but he never paid much attention to Confederation iconography. Who was this woman? The commander? An interrogator?

"Hello, boy," said the taller woman. She strode forward, crouched down, and looked into his cage. "My name is General-Commander Dominique Verita, and you're on board the Eris Ascendant, my ship. Now, I imagine you're wondering why I am telling you all of this. Personally, I believe in reciprocity. I'm giving you some information, and so I expect information in return."

Peter made some incomprehensible noise at the base of his throat since he remained muzzled.

Dominique grinned at him, opened the cage, and lifted the top. From there, she started to remove the restraints, one by one.

As she worked, Peter glanced over at Natalie, the woman who was in charge of the Red Wolves. At first, he did his best to meet her gaze, only then he had to turn away. Yes, he was still a prisoner. Yes, he already knew that he wouldn't be able to escape, although his eyes were drawn back toward the doorway.

After that, Peter glanced around the rest of the room, and that's when his insides tightened again.

"What do you think of our little facility?" Dominique asked. The cage sat in the center of the room, but then he saw the shelves, the hooks, the dangling shackles, the bench, and even something that probably could have been a bed. "Back on Athena, there are some really impressive chambers just like this one, although those are much larger. Still, we make do with what we have on board."

Tentatively, he pointed upward the muzzle, like maybe she had forgotten.

"Oh, do you want me to remove that? You have something you want to say?"

Peter glared at her for just a second. He couldn't help himself, not when the frustration surged through his body. She kept asking him questions, but she wasn't allowing him to speak! How could that possibly be fair?

Forcing his irritation down, he nodded. Yes, he hoped she would remove the muzzle. Yes, he had something he wanted to say.

"I saw some of the recording that Natalie's pilot made," Dominique said without reacting to his attempted communication. "It's quite impressive. I think you could be a very, very valuable boy. But first, I want to see what you can do for yourself. You're staying in that chastity cage, and I'm not removing the muzzle. However, I will allow you to get down on your knees and to whimper for some extra privileges. Remember, you're in the presence of two leaders." Dominique smirked and glanced over at her companion, "Then again, it doesn't really matter, now does it? We are women, and you are a boy, so I want you on your knees right now."

Peter told himself that he needed to be diplomatic. That meant playing along.

There are other men out there, especially within the Duchy, who would have been infuriated by this demeaning act. Reminding himself that he had to do whatever they said for the time being, he simply complied. He got down on his knees, he held his hands together, and he looked up at this woman.

He started at her boots, studied her legs, the fabric that was tight around her waist, her chest, all the way up to her neck. Soon, Peter was admiring the vibrant blue of her eyes, the golden shine of her hair, and the ease with which she stood over him.

When Jennimir taunted him, it had felt like he was a toy, like some girl had wandered up to him and decided to have some fun. With this woman, he sensed something inside of him shrink and weaken.

"Good boy," Dominique said. "But now, I expect you to whimper. Go on. Make a little whimpering noise for me."

In the corner, Natalie shook her head like she thought all of this was silly or unnecessary.

Inhaling slowly to his nostrils, Peter expanded his chest and finally made those noises. He whimpered like a dog.

"Good boy," she said. And that's when she held up her wrist tablet, typed in a command, and the muzzle loosened. Peter immediately felt the locks as they disengaged.

Tentatively, he reached up, and he pulled the muzzle away from the lower half of his face. From there, he glanced up at her, only he didn't know what to say. Was he supposed to demand his freedom? Insist that she had to let him go?

"Say thank you," Dominique ordered.

Again, he focused on the need for diplomacy. "Thank you."

"Very good. Now, I want you to stay there on your knees, hold your hands behind your back, and stiffen your shoulders."

"I should be able to stand," he said.

"Oh?" Dominique asked. She let that monosyllabic question hang on the air.

Suddenly allergic to the silence, Peter knew he had to say something. She had asked the question, and now he needed to respond.

"Just because your pilot had some fun, that doesn't mean I accept any of this."

"Did you hear that?" Dominique asked with another glance over at Natalie. "He doesn't accept this." She started to chuckle, and then she crouched down and looked at him again. "Boy, you're already on your knees, collared, and I can throw you right back into the cage. Is that what you want? Or maybe we should try something else."

That's when she lifted her hand, snapped her fingers, and his eyes widened an instant before the electricity bit into him.

"How was that? You need another one? You need another dose of electricity?" Dominique teased.

"No, wait," he said, and he threw his hand out, like he thought he might be able to grab her wrist and physically stop her. Halfway there, he stopped. His arm froze.

"Why should I wait?" Dominique asked.

"Because…" Peter attempted to finish the sentence, only he couldn't think clearly. It wasn't fair. He had never experienced pressure like this before. Yes, there had been quizzes as a student and interviews or presentations where he needed to show off his portfolio, but this woman could just snap her fingers and deliver a burst of pain.

"Let's try this again," Dominique said, standing over him now. She looked down at him, and she seemed so imperious, almost divine celestial. She was something special, unique and powerful. What did that make Peter?

He was just a boy.

That simple idea reverberated through his mind and body. He could feel it, twisting and writhing somewhere in his chest. At the same time, his shaft twitched against the confines of its cage. It wasn't fair. The strange chastity belt seemed perfectly designed for his manhood. It prevented any semblance of an erection. Yes, the desires could pulse through his body, and his instincts could activate, but this changed nothing. And whether he liked it or not, he couldn't savor that excitement or that pulse of heat.

"What are you doing exactly?" Natalie finally asked.

"I’m evaluating him," she said.

"Are you evaluating him? Or are you playing with him?"

"What do you think, boy?"

Peter, without realizing it, had crossed his wrists behind his back. Now, almost entirely naked and utterly on display, he lifted his gaze once again. This woman exuded power. He tried to push it aside. He tried to ignore her influence and authority, but he couldn't. He had experienced moments like this before, when he saw someone who was obviously a lot bigger and stronger or richer and more influential. So many aristocrats still wandered through the Duchy. Those women and men could get away with whatever they liked, assuming they had the right political connections.

But now, there was the soldier, and he had to recognize the simple fact that he was a prisoner.

"I don't know," he finally confessed.

"Guess," Dominique instructed.

"You're evaluating me?"

"I am," she said. "But Natalie is also correct. I'm playing with you too. Speaking of which, crawl across the room and go over to that bench right there." She pointed to a piece of furniture. It had a narrow, rectangular platform with four other braces arrayed a few inches lower. Right away, he saw the restraints, and Peter knew he had to stay off of that thing.

"I, I don't think I can," he told her.

"Why? Are you nervous? Are you scared? Are you thinking that we might tie you down?"

Again, he glanced over at the door. He swallowed. Not only that, he wished he could bring his hands up to the band around his neck. He needed to try to rip it off, although Peter could already guess what would happen. First, this was some kind of control collar. They used it on their prisoners and the slaves. Obviously, it wouldn't be easy to shatter or break.

But even if he could free himself from the collar, would that really change anything? He was still surrounded by two soldiers of the Confederation.

"It's okay," Dominique said. "I want you to know that your suspicions are correct. Yes, I'm going to tie you down. I'm going to strap you in place, and I'm going to explore your body. I have some questions for you."

"I, I have already been interrogated," Peter told her.

"And now I'm going to do it again. Or rather, I'm going to play with you, evaluate you, and interrogate you. Now, unless you want to hear the step of my fingertips, you'll do as you're told," she said, her voice shifting. He heard the note of command, and he realized he wouldn't be able to resist her.

With an audible gulp, he crawled across the floor to that piece of furniture.

He glanced over his shoulder, saw Dominique give him an encouraging nod, and so he rose to his feet. He spread himself against that padded board. The black leather and padding squished beneath his weight. He pushed his elbows down, followed by his knees. This bench forced his arms down and buttocks upward.

"Put your hands in the shackles," Dominique ordered.

Breathing out slowly, he told himself that he had cooperated this far. More importantly, maybe Dominique wanted something useful. Perhaps he could try to negotiate with her. If nothing else, the photographer really just wanted these women to view him as an equal. As a boy who grew up in the Duchy, he couldn't truly understand how things worked here. Yes, he could parrot the words, offer an explanation, and pretend. But really, he couldn't comprehend genuine subjugation. He hadn't grown up on an alien world where women ruled. He hadn't gone through an educational program that would have made one point abundantly clear over and over again: women were superior. He hadn't tried to plan out his life or his ambitions under the watchful gaze of women who would always ensure his obedience.

"Please, that's not necessary," Peter started to say. He wanted to negotiate with her. "Look, I can cooperate, okay? I can behave."

Having spent her patience on this play, Dominique raised her hand, snapped her fingers, and the collar detected those vibrations. Not only that, the prongs pressed against his throat, and the electricity flared into his body. It sizzled along his skin, making him cry out.

He tried to jump away from the bench, but Dominique had sauntered up to him, and now she put her hand on the top of his head. She forced him right back down with more strength than he would have ever assumed she could wield.

"Stay, boy," she said. "Stay and put your hands in the restraints."

"Why don't you just force me?"

"She's playing with you," Natalie said with just a hint of revulsion, like she thought this was wrong. "You might as well cooperate."

Did that mean she had moral objections?

Immediately, Peter started to envision a situation where maybe there was some unrest in the Dawn Star Confederation. Sure, Natalie had interrogated him, but she was still a soldier. Was it possible she believed that men deserved some rights? This was a society, after all; he doubted it could be completely homogenous.

As he held onto those thoughts, he glanced back over at Dominique.

"Please. I said I'm going to cooperate. You don't need to shock me!" He hated the desperation that reverberated through his voice, but Dominique seemed to consider that.

"Are you sure about that?" asked the gorgeous General-Commander. "Because you can tell me that you want to cooperate, but you're still a boy. Males have such a hard time following through on their promises."

"I can do it. I swear."

"Prove your obedience by putting your hands in the shackles right now."

His eyes widened as he turned back to her. Seriously?

"You want me to trust you. That's a good start," she said.

His nostrils twitched, and he tried to think of some way to get out of this.

"And look at that. You're not obeying me. You're not putting your hands in the shackles. I guess you just need this." That's when she raised her hand back into the air, and she snapped her fingers, once, twice, three times. The sounds hit the air as the storm electricity rampaged through his body.

He was already down on the bench, but now his arms moved, seemingly of their own accord. He dropped his wrists down into the shackles, and that's when Dominique touched the underside of his chin with two fingers. "I want you to know that I wasn't going to strap you down. I just wanted to see if I could trust you. Clearly, I can't." She clicked her tongue and shook her head from side to side. "That's okay, you know. It makes sense. Boys make mistakes. Boys think they understand themselves and the rest of the world, but they don't. That's why they need to be controlled, owned, and tamed. Do you think we can do that? Do you think we can train you?"

"I'm not trying to be defiant," he growled back at her.

"Exactly," Dominique said, making this all sound like a game. "You aren't trying to defy me. You just do it without question. You follow your own instincts. Your ego gets in the way. But we can help you with that. Yes, we can."

"Or you could let me go," he said, doing his best not to flinch as the shackles snapped into place, first on the left, then on the right.

He already knew it would be futile, but Peter couldn't help himself. He pulled on the restraints, tugging uselessly. Granted, he had already been able to anticipate this; he already knew it wouldn't do any good, but he still squirmed as these women observed.

But then something stopped him.

Dominique stepped back, and she leaned over and whispered something to Natalie.

The First of the Wolves didn't alter her expression. If anything, she kept her eyes locked on this boy like she couldn't wait to get rid of him. Dominique smiled appreciatively, walked back over to Peter, and then she grabbed his left leg, and she slipped it into one of the restraints. She tightened the strap, and he instinctively tried to pull away, but she had no problem forcing him down.

"Poor boy," she said. "Poor, disobedient boy. It must be so frustrating to be this confused all the time."

"I'm not confused," he protested.

"Really? You look confused to me. You're still struggling, like you think you have some chance. Do you? Do you, boy?"

Gritting his teeth, he decided not to answer. Yes, she could just raise her hand, snap her fingers, and deliver another dose of pain, but he told himself he could handle it. He could endure whatever she delivered it, at least for a little while.

Perhaps this was foolish, he reflected, but Peter didn't like the idea of simply giving in.

"Let's go back to the interrogation," Dominique decided. Still in the corner, Natalie rolled her eyes. Obviously, she thought this was a waste of time, but Dominique had something else in mind, didn't she? She had said something about an evaluation. But what did that mean?

The chastity belt looped around his waist and the smooth, almost stone-like material encased his cock and balls, making impossible for him to enjoy any kind of stimulation. Even so, his buttocks were left exposed, and now she placed her hand right there against his right cheek. She squeezed before gliding her fingertips up to the small of his back.

"Tell us again. How did the Duchy take you into custody?"

"I had a fake collar. My friend gave it to me. They saw it, and they assumed that I was working for you," he said with just a hint of bitterness sliding into his voice. He tried to keep every word distinct, every sound sharp with frustration.

"That makes a lot of sense," she agreed. "I actually believe you now. But you know what? That's not good enough. Even if you were just up abducted, you may have seen something useful. Maybe you heard something?"

"No," he said.

"That's a shame because I can't believe you. You have no idea what might be useful so you tell me everything."

"There's nothing to tell! I didn't see anything!" He clenched his eyes shut, probably because he was going to brace himself for another burst of electricity.

When she didn't snap her fingers together, Peter opened his eyes, he glanced back at the leader of these Confederation forces. She had pulled something off of the wall, some sort of letter crop. She smacked the flattened tip against the palm of her hand, and then she grinned at him. "I'm always fascinated by this kind of pain," she said. "You see, it's strange how sensations differ based on the source. If you strike yourself, it might sting a little bit, but so much of the pain is distorted or diminished. But if someone applies that exact same stimulus, someone else, someone you can't control, it becomes far more intense."

Peter froze, unable to think, unable to act.

But with the shackles around his wrists and the straps around his legs, he couldn't move.

She touched the crop to his right butt cheek, pulled the letter implement back, struck down hard. The leather smacked against his skin and left a red welt behind. Peter told himself that he could take it. Electricity was worse. Right?

But then she struck three more times, crisscrossing redlines along his flesh without breaking the skin. His breathing caught in his throat, he hissed through his teeth, and he tried it to come up with something good, something to make her stop.

She brought her arm down three more times, this time on his other butt cheek. Fresh lines glowed against his skin. Then she giggled and glanced over at Natalie, "Would you like to try? This is a lot of fun."

"I'm good," said the operative.

"Tell me something interesting about their weapons, their systems, their personnel, something, anything. Take your pick," Dominique demanded.

Still breathing heavily, he wasn't sure what he could do or say. He didn't know how to convince her or how to get her to change her mind. This wasn't fair! Exasperation surged through him, only to be replaced by this wildfire of fear. She struck six more times, three on the left, three on the right. She didn't give him a break. She didn't allow him to relax.

"That's pain. Should I use pleasure instead? Or maybe do something more intense?"

"Please, I don't know anything!"

Dominique pressed one finger down against his chastity belt. Suddenly, the different pieces and panels retracted into one another. The belt opened, and she pulled it off of him, setting it aside.

Before he could comprehend what was going on, she grabbed his shaft. Her fingers were firm against his manhood.

The desires had been waiting just beneath the surface of his psyche, and now they rushed through his mind and body. His shaft stiffened in her hand, and she chuckled as she started to rub him, moving her, up and down the length of his cock.

"You boys are always so easy," she said. "Natalie, can you give me the paddle instead? I want the electrified one."

The operative obeyed, pulling one of the components off of the shelf and handing it to Dominique.

"I love this toy," she confessed. "It's a fantastic tool. Basically, it is a standard paddle. Wood. Nothing special. Nothing unique about the basic design. And yet, one of our engineers decided to line the surface with conductive microfibers, so you can get paddled and shocked at the same time."

"No…" Peter insisted. She squeezed his shaft again, drew her hand back, and then she touched the smooth paddle to his backside.

"Tell me something interesting about your experience with those Duchy troops."

"I don't know anything!"

"Wrong answer," Dominique said. She could have been his tutor. She could have been his teacher.

She swung the paddle down hard against his right butt cheek. It connected, and he waited for that electric burst of pain. The first crash of the paddle was intense enough. Searing pain raced along his flesh, making him jerk against his bonds, not that it did any good. He remained trapped, and now she struck again.

The paddle flew down, collided with his exposed rear, and she hit the button, delivering a flash of electricity. His eyes widened, and he tried to launch himself forward. The restraints held him in place, and she grinned. "Tell me something, Peter. Are you sure you didn't see anything interesting?"

"The scout who captured me. She was a woman!"

Dominique stopped for a moment, "A woman, you say? Interesting." She reached down and placed her hand on the small of his back. Her fingers started to glide across his skin. "You see. That wasn't so hard. Now, I have a more important question for you."

"That's not an important detail, is it?"

"Probably not," Dominique said. "But it's interesting. Personally, I can never understand why women would work for the Duchy. But then, social programming can be very powerful, wouldn't you agree?"

Because he had to answer with something, he said, "I guess."

"Can you be programmed?"

"I, I don't know," he said. She touched the paddle to his backside. "But I don't know when I should stop," she said.

"Wait!"

If Dominique heard him, she didn't bother acknowledging him. Instead, she pulled her arm back into the air, basked in that moment, and started striking. Twice on his left cheek. Once on his right. Three more on the left. Two more on the right. The barrage came down hard and fast. Sometimes electricity shot through his skin. Sometimes, she just let him squirm and cry out.

By now, he had his head bowed down. He clenched his eyes shut, and he did his best to block out the rest of the world.

"Can you be programmed?" Dominique asked.

"Yes!"

"Tell me how."

Peter sucked in a breath, locked his teeth together, and he waited for some inspiration. He wished that he could have been defiant and rebellious, like some hero out of a history book.

For just a second, he wished he could resist. But then she slid her hand back doing his legs. He couldn't bring his knees together. No matter how much he wished he could resist or defy her touch, Dominique had no problem caressing his shaft, stroking him, and playing with him. Distantly, he recognized the sounds of her playful giggles. Yes, this woman commanded a powerful starship, yet she could enjoy herself. She had this toy, and now she would do whatever she liked with him.

"You don't know, do you? You don't know how you can be programmed. You don't know how you can be trained or tamed."

"I'm sorry!" Peter called out. Just as those words escaped his mouth, hot embarrassment coursed along his cheeks and down into his chest. He hated how pathetic he sounded. He was apologizing? Really? These women kidnapped him, and they held him against his will, but he was apologizing?

Yes. Worse, he couldn't worry about it, not while Dominique continued to stroke his cock. Not only that, she reached up with her free hand, and she started to play with the underside of his balls. Her fingers danced along that sensitive flesh. As the waves of alluring sensation simmered through his frame, he jerked against the restraints, glanced over at Natalie, and fought hard to escape.

His efforts meant nothing. They changed nothing.

"It's okay," Dominique said. "That's the advantage of being a boy. We always have very, very low standards for your answers. So let me tell you the truth. You are right. You can be programmed. You can be disciplined and programmed and taught how to behave. You can be turned into an ideal plaything for any of us."

"No…"

"No?"

Peter blinked. He didn't understand exactly why he had said that word. He had already acquiesced. He was already willing to surrender. Whether it was animalistic fear or calculated strategy that prompted his cooperation, he was supposed to give these women what they wanted. Only now, some other instinct prompted him to try to defy this woman.

"Try again," she said.

Without any real certainty or determination, he pulled against his restraints. He tugged with his legs, his arms. He tried to slip free from the shackles and the straps. But then Dominique reached back between his legs, and she started stroking him again. She played with his shaft, gliding her fingers up and down. She rubbed him, squeezed him, and teased him with those wild rushes of stimulation. The energy seemed to run through his body, quick and unceasing.

Then she stopped.

"Please, can't you just let me go? I'm not a threat!"

Dominique laughed. The sound was sweet and playful. The excitement buzzed on the air even as she reached up and caressed his tormented butt cheeks. Her fingers slid along his firm skin as she brought her fingertips back over toward his balls. Gently, she wrapped her fingers around his scrotum, and he squirmed with nervous anticipation.

"This isn't about you being a threat," she explained it to him as the laughter faded away. "This is about your potential. I want to see what we can do with you."

"I'm not a project!"

"A project?" Dominique asked. "Actually, that's exactly what you are. You're a project. Here you are a hobby. You're a diversion."

"No!" He growled out those words, and fresh excitement ran through his frame, especially when he tried to make his arms and legs move. But as she held one of the most sensitive parts of his body, Peter didn't dare. He felt paralyzed, trapped right there before this beautiful woman.

She caressed him, teased him, and sent fresh waves of desire running through his body.

Peter squirmed helplessly, but then she used both hands. As she played with his balls, she also reached up and gently squeezed the base of his shaft before sliding her fingers up to the tip. She slid her touch right back down, and she started rubbing him, moving faster and faster.

"Beg for slavery," she instructed.

"What?"

She stopped and counted to three.

Then her hands came back up again. "Beg for slavery," she ordered. Her tone remained light and playful, like she could do this all day. But now she teased the underside of his balls, the base of his shaft, the middle of his length, and then the tip. Her hands moved lightly, playfully, methodically. She squeezed him at different points, bringing him close.

Yes, Jennimir had used him and had even given him an orgasm, but now the desires roared back through his body. Any satisfaction and completion he may have felt before was long gone, replaced by this new need. Worse, Dominique played with him like he was a musical instrument. She paid attention to the way his body twitched, to the gasps and whimpers and moans he made. She was studying him, learning about him, all so she could control him.

Deep down, Peter understood all of this, yet that hardly mattered. He splayed his fingers, stretching them like he might be able to reach for some kind of salvation, yet the shackles and straps held him down, keeping him right there. He couldn't do anything more than squirm and inch or two in any direction.

"I can't…" Peter said. As he uttered those words, he really believed them.

"Yes, you can. You're a boy. You're a boy, and you know that you want to surrender." She paused for a moment, allowing those words to sink into his psyche, "You can feel it. Somewhere within your body, somewhere within your mind, you know that you are meant to be owned. You are meant to be trained. Even if you grew up wild, you're still going to belong to us."

"I'm not a pet!"

"Not yet," she replied. As her playful response vibrated through his body, she continued to stroke him and tease him. With her right hand, she caressed the underside of his balls. He was so exposed, powerless and she could keep doing this for as long as she wanted.

The worst part?

He had no idea how long this might last. She could play with him like this for a few more minutes. If so, then he was sure he could hold out. But what if those minutes stretched out into hours? What if she continued to play with him?

Apparently disgusted, Natalie rolled her eyes and stepped forward. She glared at Dominique, "Why are we bothering with him?"

"It's an evaluation," Dominique replied without hesitation. "It's an interrogation."

"But I don't know anything!"

"Quiet, boy. No one is interested in anything you have to say," Natalie told him.

Peter somehow managed to stay silent even as Dominique squeezed his shaft again. Her light, dexterous fingers applied a little bit of pressure, pleasure roared through him, and it felt like he might climax at any moment. But again, she brought him to that edge, pulled back, and kept him from experiencing the pleasure he truly craved. The arousal was addictive, but it was supposed to lead to something else.

"This isn't an interrogation. We have already established that he doesn't know anything. He really is just what he says: a photographer," she practically snorted those last two words.

"Then it's an evaluation," Dominique said. In that same moment, she relaxed her grip on his shaft, and now she stroked the left side of his circumference, the right, the top, the underside. Each gliding movement sent fresh sparks of need running through his body.

He opened his mouth, and he was about to start begging.

"I just don't see the point. If you want a slave, we can buy one. Begin with one who has already been trained."

"But this boy has so much potential," Dominique said. "Don't you want to see what we could do on our own?"

"Not really," Natalie said.

"Then we can talk about this later," Dominique said. "Right now, I want to see him break."

"You know it's just a matter of time," replied Natalie.

"Would you like to try?"

"Sure," Natalie said, her tone loaded with disdain.

She walked over to Peter, set her palm on his forehead, and forced his head back. In the next moment, he was staring up at her. "This woman is your superior in every way. She's smarter than you, faster than you, and stronger than you. She knows more about combat and the rest of the world than you could ever possibly understand. And that's why you're going to beg for slavery right now."

His eyes shined, and there was this unspoken question hanging on the air, "And what if I don't?" This question may have seemed childish or bratty, but he didn't care. Those last embers of defiance continued to glow behind his eyes.

"You might hurt her feelings. And if you hurt her feelings, you'll make me very, very angry." Each word tensed into a sharp pulse against the air, "You don't want that."

He gulped right as she let go of him, and he bowed his head down.

"Please. Please enslave me," Peter gasped out onto the air.

"And for that, you get this," Dominique replied. She focused both of her hands on his cock now. She played with his shaft, sliding her palms up along his leg, coming back down, squeezing the tip, playing with the base and caressing him until he couldn't take it.

He had to plead for release, and there was only one way it would work. They weren't going to release him, and this woman wasn't going to let him go. He tried to tell himself that these were just words, empty promises which meant nothing, only he knew the truth as his mouth moved and his limbs pulled on his bonds, "Please. Please, I'm begging. Please, I will do whatever you want!"

Natalie put her hand under his chin and forced him to look up into her eyes.

In that moment, he didn't know what he expected to see: amusement, desire, hunger, something else entirely? Instead, her expression darkened, and his mouth kept moving because he knew these women hadn’t given him permission to stop.

"Please. Please, I need to be enslaved. I, I get it now. I'm just a boy. I'm a dumb boy, and I need to be owned!" Peter tried to believe that those words were fake, that he was just crying out whatever he hoped they wished to hear. And yet, maybe he felt something else, this playful tickle of need deep in the base of his gut.

Natalie kept her hand braced underneath his chin. She wouldn't allow him to look away, but those other sensations continued.

"He's lying," Dominique said. "Can you muzzle him for me?"

"Absolutely," Natalie said eagerly.

She picked up the muzzle, pulled it up to his mouth, and the different components expanded, forming a tight fit around his lips, his jaw, and locking together near the back of his neck. At the same time, Peter tried to call out to them. He didn't know whether or not he wished to apologize, to beg, to plead, or to try something else.

One point was obvious, however: the defiance had drained away from his voice.

Dominique forced him through one more round of stimulation. With extra care, she slid her fingertips up and down along his cock. She made sure he whimpered and shook. But then she pulled her hands away, and she stepped back in front of him. She took Natalie's hand, and she leaned down to look into his eyes.

For several seconds up until this point, Peter had tried to convey something. He had attempted to communicate, calling out those words, yet the snug muzzle around his mouth made it impossible for him to succeed.

"I'm going to kiss this girl, and by the time we're done, I expect you to be nice and relaxed. You're going back in your belt, boy."

His eyes widened.

Somehow, Peter couldn't understand what was about to happen. It should have been easy enough. He considered himself to be a reasonably intelligent guy, yet the arousal clouded his thoughts and clogged his head.

"Boys. Getting horny means getting dumb," Natalie said with a dismissive shake of her head like this was all of the proof she needed. Men were inferior, and she saw the evidence right there. Peter served as the perfect example.

"Pretty much," Dominique agreed. Only then she focused on the woman she loved. She tilted Natalie's head back, leaned downward, and their lips touched. At first, it was sweet, soft, and romantic. This trapped boy understood what was coming next. Just as clearly, he knew that the consequences could be severe if he didn't close his eyes and force his body to relax.

And yet, he really didn't know if he had ever been this turned on before. There had been those awkward moments throughout his life when maybe he saw some beautiful woman or girl back in school. Maybe his shaft would stiffen against his pants, and he would wish he could just sneak off to relieve the pressure. But right now, he couldn't get away.

Worse, there was this couple right in front of him.

Power radiated off of them.

He needed to shut his eyes and think about paying his bills, that obnoxious boss, or something else altogether.

And yet, he couldn't do it. Peter tried hard to, but he watched as those softly romantic kisses morphed into something else. Dominique pulled Natalie closer, their bodies pressed into one another, and he wished he could be right there, that he could touch them.

As they continued to kiss, Dominique opened her eyes for just a moment to glance over at him. Yes, they made eye contact. Yes, she communicated something important.

Peter tried so hard to stifle his arousal. He fought to push those urges down, but he failed miserably, especially as Dominique's hand slid through Natalie's dark hair, down to her neck, along her shoulder blades. She squeezed Natalie's ass, pulled her closer, and they continued to kiss.

That's when Dominique pulled her other hand up to the zipper near the base of Natalie's neck.

"Don't disobey," Dominique whispered to her girl. Straining hard to hear exactly what those words might be, Peter still couldn't make out those syllables. He saw her lips move, but then she pinched the zipper tab, pulled it down, and exposed some of Natalie's body.

Again and again, Peter told himself that he was being manipulated.

Worse, his shaft stayed just as stiff. He tried to turn his body from side to side, to clench down, to force an orgasm, but he didn't have that right amount of pressure. Without any friction, he couldn't get off!

The frustration mounted, but now Dominique slid her hand down into Natalie's suit. She stroked her breasts, teased her, played with her, and reached down toward her panties. Her arm disappeared beneath the fabric, and now Natalie started to gasp. She made these quick, eager little sounds.

"Should I give her an orgasm?" Dominique asked.

Peter blinked, shocked and unable to process that simple question because he hadn't realized she was addressing him. Second by second, Dominique continued to touch her girl. She had her fingers down in Natalie's panties, and she slid her fingertips along that opening even as Peter looked on, powerless.

Lots of guys back in the Duchy and maybe here in the Confederation had fantasized about something like this. It was amazing. It was torture!

"Yes. Yes, you should," he attempted to say, only the words were muffled by his muzzle. Realizing they wouldn't understand, he nodded his head down and up, perhaps hoping that this generosity might lead to his own release.

"Fascinating," Dominique said. Her eyes twinkled with amusement, and Peter focused on Natalie, but she had lifted her chin, closed her eyes, and now she relaxed into the sensations. With the same graceful control from before, she started to stroke her opening. Natalie let it happen. Not only that, she held onto Dominique's waist, clinging there has she embraced the sensations. Her body twitched. A spasm of pleasure ran through her frame, and then she dipped her head down. Her dark hair fell like a curtain across her face as Dominique let go, and she walked over to the captive boy.

"Have you relaxed?"

No!

Dominique stepped behind him, and she brushed her fingers along his cock, but he remained just as stiff and hard as before. It wasn't fair. He couldn't help himself. This was biology. His physiology had been turned against him. His instincts, all the way down to a molecular level, had been turned against him. There was no way for him to shut off those urges.

But now Dominique raised her hand and she snapped her fingers.

Electricity shot through his body. He tried to call out, but the muzzle locked over his mouth rendered him voiceless.

She snapped her fingers again. And again. And again!

Like a trapped animal, Peter tried to jerk his way free from his restraints, yet they held him down. They made sure he couldn't go anywhere! But of course, she knew that. In fact, she enjoyed the way he struggled, his muscles flexing. Little beads of sweat appeared on his forehead, but she still didn't stop. She snapped her fingers two, four, six more times!

Within seconds, he lost count. The pain flared through him until he lost every thought, every idea. His mind and body both felt fried.

But at least his shaft had softened. Because he was a boy, the urges remained. Even now, as he gasped through his nostrils, Peter still experienced that flush of heat, plus the urge to climax.

But now they pressed the belt against the small of his back. It expanded as the different plates formed to contour themselves against his body. Seconds later, it encased his cock and balls. Once again, he was trapped in a chastity belt.

"I think he should be on his feet for a little while," Dominique said.

They released him from his restraints, but Peter didn't seize this opportunity. Feeling completely defeated, he couldn't argue, fight, or resist. In that moment, he let them maneuver him like he was nothing but a doll. Or worse, he had become their puppets.

They pulled him over to another set of shackles. These dangled from the ceiling, and they forced his arms up into the manacles. They locked on. They attached another set of restraints to his feet, so now his legs were spread, his body straightened, and he was left there, on display.

Both Natalie and Dominique considered him for several more seconds. That's when Natalie leaned over and whispered something to the woman she loved. They both smiled, it was Dominique who called out to him, "Don't worry. We will be back later."

Trapped on the balls of his feet with his legs spread and his body on display, Peter couldn't answer. He could only watch as the two women left him alone in the ship's training room.

When General Marquez Tiburon marched into the conference room, his subordinates must have recognized the weight in each of his steps, the rigidity in his shoulders, and the way he swept his gaze across these men and women. He had high expectations, and today would be a very bad day to give him bad news.

"Stealth Engineer," he said and turned to one of his subordinates.

The young man at the corner of the table gulped audibly, straightened his back, and did his best to meet Tiburon's stare. "Sir, the engines are ready. As near as we can tell, we are combat ready."

"Data Engineer," Tiburon turned to another subordinate. Today, he wasn't interested in using names. If he worried about making these people feel like they were interchangeable components, he didn't let it show. Those women had struck his precious Titan's Claw, and now he demanded payback.

"Sir, as near as we can tell, there weren't any viruses or bugs left behind by their attack."

"Did they get any schematics or information about the stealth mode."

"No. I don't think so."

"No they didn't, or no you don't think so?"

"There was no evidence they were able to break into those databanks."

"What about the orbital sensor array? Do they know about it?"

"Sir, I don't believe so." The officer gulped, recognized his mistake, and tried again, "No. They didn't get any information on the sensor array."

"Good," he said. "Redirect all orbital resources. I want you to find their base."

The different officers glanced back and forth at one another, probably because they couldn't figure out exactly what came next. Or rather, they didn't foresee any situation where this could work in their favor.

The executive officer cleared his throat and asked, "Sir?"

"What?"

"Are you proposing an attack? Strictly speaking, we don't have authorization for offensive action." Just as he said those words, the other members of the crew seemed to creep away, gently nudging their chairs so they could scoot back.

"Yes," he said. "I'm proposing an attack. For too long, those Confederation bitches have pushed us harder and harder. The technology they use is special. But they invaded this ship. They threatened each and every one of us. And now, we have an opportunity. I want them found. More importantly, I want them punished."

None of his officers could argue or disagree.

It was time for the Titan's Claw to hunt.




Chapter 6

One orgasm wasn't enough. The two women went back to Dominique's cabin. Within moments, they found themselves back in bed, only now Dominique pounced, pushing her girl down onto her back. From there, they kissed, they touched, laughed, and squealed as the pleasure ran through their bodies. This time, they didn't play for power or control. Instead, Natalie explored Dominique's body before they switched. They barely talked. Stroking, kissing, licking, touching, and caressing, they stimulated one another. Hot bliss bounced between them until they were both spent and perfectly exhausted.

That's when Dominique wrapped her arms around her girl, pulled her close, and they drifted for a while.

Maybe they fell asleep. Maybe not. Their duties wouldn't require their attention for a few hours. They had time, and they could hide from the rest of the universe in this little pocket of perfection.

"You don't like him, do you?" Dominique asked.

"The prisoner?"

"The prisoner," Dominique agreed. "You don't like him. Why not?"

"I guess I'm just not interested in owning a boy."

"Why not?"

"No reason," Natalie said. The next moment, she pushed herself up and gazed down at Dominique.

"You can be honest with me," Dominique said.

"Let's flip this around," Natalie replied. "Why are you so interested in him? We could just let him go. If you don't want to let him go, we could just sell him. What's the point of keeping some Duchy boy?"

"He's cute," Dominique said.

Natalie seemed to consider that for several long seconds. "He's not bad," she finally conceded. "But still, we could find a boy, someone better. There are so many different possibilities out there."

"Who would be better?"

"A boy who was raised for this? A servant?" Natalie smirked. "Seriously, there are boys who have been taught exactly how to behave. They never grew up with all of these stupid ideas or beliefs. They aren’t soaked in a toxic ideology. I mean, this guy thought he could just wander around on his own. Is that really someone you want to train?"

"I don't think this is about the effort," Dominique said.

"Then what would it be about?"

Infuriatingly, Dominique said, "You tell me."

Natalie tensed up.

"Do we have to talk about this right now?"

"It's not going away," Dominique said.

Natalie puffed out a breath of exasperation, but she agreed, "I know."

"I love you, and I'm willing to listen to you, but I want you to tell me exactly what's going on. You're a soldier, an operative. I get it. You prefer to hide your feelings whenever you can. So I'm going to wait until you're ready. In the meantime, I think we can have some fun with him."

As Natalie listened, she almost grimaced, somewhat annoyed. Part of her thought that this was unfair, like she wished Dominique might get angry or upset. At least that way, she could respond in kind. Instead, Natalie nodded along. After a few more minutes, she closed her eyes, and she relaxed. At the same time, she thought of the boy who was currently hanging from the shackles.

Dominique was right; he was cute. And yet, something held her back. Something frustrated and angry seemed to slither just beneath the surface of her thoughts as she thought of that photographer.

The captive stayed on his feet for quite some time. Hours? Days?

Maybe.

More and more, Peter realized that he was losing track of time. It was frustrating and infuriating, especially because he used to pay so much attention to his deadlines. He would scour the grid of four different assignments and projects. Once he started, he always made sure to complete his work before it was due. Other artists might have been childish and constantly tardy with their work. Peter was never like that.

Most of the time, he lost himself to fantasies. He kept thinking about Dominique, about Natalie, about Jennimir. He couldn't help himself, not when those yearnings remained. The desires still spun through his chest. Maybe they weren't quite as powerful as they had been while Dominique was right in front of him, touching and teasing him. And yet, his shaft still twitched against the confines of its smooth, restrictive prison. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn't enjoy an erection! This simple reality infuriated him, but there was nothing the boy could do about it.

When his thoughts darkened, he occasionally wondered if maybe the women had forgotten about him. And yet, one of the Confederation soldiers came in from time to time.

They would release him from the restraints, take the muzzle off of his mouth, and give him something to eat. The first time that happened, Peter glared at her, he opened his mouth, and he was about to speak. The young woman raised her hand and snapped her fingers. She didn't offer any warning, nor did she tease him or play with him.

Instead, she simply expected him to cooperate. By that point, he was hungry, so he got down on his knees, and he obediently ate.

After that, she pushed him back into the cage. She chained him down and restrained him. Before she left, she slipped the muzzle back into place.

Later on, someone else let him out of the cage so that he could eat and drink again. But when she was done, she returned him to those shackles overhead. Sometimes he would be down on his hands and knees and surrounded by the bars of a dog cage. At other points, he had his hands held above his head, his legs spread, and his body remained on display.

Occasionally, the doors opened. In those moments, he wondered what was about to happen. Would Dominique come back? Would Natalie return? Were they there to mock him? To degrade, humiliate, and train him?

It was impossible for Peter to guess.

And yet, on those occasions, he didn't hear anything more than a couple of snickers or perhaps the chuckles of several women. At first, he braced himself, thinking he was going to endure something especially demeaning. But then they left him alone, disappearing back to the door. In fact, he could hear the clicks of those automated locks and the hiss of re-pressurization.

They were probably crewmembers, he realized, young women who decided to stop by to visit him and see him. Perhaps they didn't have authorization, which explained their quick departures.

"And how are you feeling?" came a voice.

Unfortunately, Peter had his back to the doorway, so he could try to strain his neck, but he still couldn't get a good view of the woman who spoke to him. Was it Natalie? Dominique?

When she stepped in front of him, Peter instinctively sucked in a breath. The muscles along his abdomen tightened, and he tried to pull himself away. Obviously, the chains overhead and the shackles around his ankles made that impossible. He remained powerless, muzzled, and locked in his chastity cage.

"Before, I inspected you based on military necessity. I needed to make sure that you are reasonably healthy, that you didn't carry any implants, and that you didn't pose a threat to our ship." That last point seemed to make her smirk. One corner of her mouth twitched upward, but now she started to circle him. She took her time, sliding from one step to the next. "Now, now I want to explore you. I'm very, very curious. What do you feel like? What can I make you do? Most importantly, I have a question for you."

Peter murmured something, but it was impossible for her to understand him while the muzzle remained locked along the lower half of his face.

She stepped behind him, grabbed his exposed butt cheeks, pinched, and then brushed her fingers along his skin. She was fully clothed; he felt utterly naked. Yes, the chastity belt provided some degree of modesty, but it wasn't the same. He was obviously a prisoner, cargo in this ship, while she was an independent woman here and fully dressed, she could do whatever she liked.

She started with his flanks, just barely touching her fingertips to his skin before she brought her palms up to his pectorals. She grabbed onto his chest, and she gently pinched his nipples.

His body reacted, and a groan of frustrated desire vibrated in his muzzle. Even so, he still couldn't speak!

Normally, Peter considered himself to be very articulate. Although he preferred the visual medium of photography, he could analyze and dissect different kinds of content. He could clearly explain how and why an idea worked or where a narrative structure fell apart. While muzzled, that faculty had been taken away from him.

He may as well have been an animal!

"Are you enjoying this? Do you like it when I touch you?"

That's when she brought her hand up to his neck. She caressed the underside of his jaw, followed by his cheeks, his forehead, and then his shoulders.

Next, she dropped one hand down between his legs. Her fingers lightly danced along the chastity belt. He couldn't feel it, yet he dropped his head down anyway, stared, and studied those movements. Phantom stimuli played along his shaft. Yes, his manhood attempted to stiffen all over again. He would have been so hard, if only he didn't have to press against the barrier of his chastity belt.

"I think you do. I think you really enjoy this. I think you need more of it," she said.

That's when she stepped in front of him again, and she looked into his eyes. "I'm going to remove your muzzle. But first, I want you to nod your head. Go on. Nod your head like a good boy."

He dipped his head down, brought it up again, and gulped as he wondered exactly what this all meant. As he cooperated with this woman, what did he surrender to her? Peter couldn't answer this question, but he gulped anyway and found himself nodding his head up and down for a second time.

"Good," she said. She reached up, pinched the muzzle, and the latches disengaged. She pulled it away, and he stared at her.

"You look like you have something you want to say. You want to tell me about how you're going to escape? Are you going to tell me all about how you can fight and at the end beat me?"

Peter answered with a nervous shake of his head.

"Then what is it?"

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

"First, I'm going to play with you. Second, I'm going to ask you a question. I want you to be completely honest, so I need to get you into the right state of mind." That's when she stepped out of his line of sight. He tried to turn his body, his head, but his spread legs and the restraints around his wrists and ankles made it impossible for him to follow her with his eyes.

As she stood behind him, she pressed her fingers against the sides of the chastity belt. The different pieces compacted into one another, and she set the cock cage aside. Immediately, his shaft stiffened.

She pressed her body against his back, reached down, wrapped her fingers around his circumference, and she gave him a tantalizing squeeze.

A shiver of need ran through his body. She was rubbing him now, teasing him. Within seconds, it felt like he might climax at any moment. Part of him wanted to delay the inevitable, especially if she allowed him to climax. The pilot had given him the privilege of an orgasm; perhaps this woman would do the same.

Before he could quite get there and before the decision could become truly real, she pulled her hand away. Her fingers stiffened, and she drew her hand back. Then she touched his chest and slid her fingers down his sternum and all the way to his stomach. "You really wanted that orgasm, didn't you?"

"Yes," he admitted, his voice strained and taut with need.

"You still want it," Diana said. "You need it so badly. I bet you would be willing to give up almost anything for it, wouldn't you?"

"Yes!"

"Okay," she replied.

Okay?

Peter didn't get the opportunity to think about what this really meant, not when her hands returned. With one she started to stroke his shaft. With the other, she played with his balls. This reminded him so much of how Dominique had teased him. Was this some kind of trained technique, something every woman in the Confederation knew how to do?

The photographer didn't really think about it. Rather, he tightened his muscles, pulled on his restraints, and stood there as best he could. He endured those flashes of delight as they ran through his body.

She turned him on.

Then she stopped.

She teased him.

Then she stopped.

Again and again, she tantalized him with those different possibilities. Instinctively, he knew how amazing it might be. On a primal level, he understood how good it would feel.

Worse, he remembered how easily he could touch himself before, how he would be alone in his apartment, how he could slide his hand down into his pants, find his shaft, and pleasure himself. It had always been so simple, but now these women took away that basic freedom.

"Are you going to be honest with me?"

"Yes! I, I will be honest! I will tell you anything you want to hear!"

She pulled her hands away, stepped back in front of him, and looked up and down along the length of his body.

"What's it like?" Diana wished to know. At first, he kept his eyes locked on her. But after another moment, Peter still didn't understand. As his heart pounded, she looked so completely relaxed and at ease. This was simple for her. She could play with him, teasing him and taunting him with his own desires and instincts. Better yet, it would be practically effortless.

Since he didn't respond, she prompted him, "What is the Duchy like? What's it like to be a boy in your world?"

Some of the others had asked similar questions, hadn’t they?

He dipped his head down, and he started to understand her curiosity. It mostly made sense considering that these women grew up on worlds where they were automatically in charge. As females, they were consistently assured of their superiority. It was never a question or even a competition. The boys had to obey. They were collared, leashed, and owned. The women took charge, but that also meant they didn't get to learn much about the worlds of the Duchy.

"I don't know," he said, turning his gaze away. "It's different. So different."

"Women and men compete?"

He blinked, but he had to be honest, "Yes. We compete."

"For what?"

"For everything," he said, frustrated and exasperated. It wasn't fair, not when his body could push him like this. "It could be a job or it could be buying an apartment or going into business. It could be a spot at a university. I don't know. We compete for everything."

"How does that make you feel?"

"Are you asking me if I want to be free? Because yes. Yes, I want to be free," he said, practically snarling those words. After another moment, she wrapped her fingers around his stiffened shaft, and she smirked.

"Remember, you are addressing a superior, so I expect you to maintain a deferential tone. You can do that, can't you?"

Peter wanted to growl back at her, but something stopped him. After one, two, three seconds of consideration, Peter nodded. "Yes. Yes, I can do that," he said, sounding humble and polite.

"You remind me a little bit of my brother," she said. Diana gazed off into the distance like she could see a memory over his shoulder. "For a very long time, I have been trying to understand him."

When she didn't add anything else, Peter had to ask, "Is that a good thing?"

"I guess that depends."

"On what?"

She turned her focus away from that middle point in the distance and concentrated on him once again. All of a sudden, she really reminded him of a wolf. She was graceful, powerfully built, muscular, and fast. Not only that, she was cunning. A shiver ran down his back as he instinctively decided that she was more intelligent than him.

"It depends on what you think a boy should be. When I was little, he was my older brother. We played around a lot. That happens pretty frequently. Big brothers and little sisters seem to get along really well, probably because they get to enjoy just a hint of power and authority while we get the attention of someone older and more mature. But then he became an adult, and by that point, I was focused mostly on my friends and dating."

"What did he do?"

"He tried to run," Diana told him. She focused her attention on Peter again. Not only that, her lips hardened into a frown, and she said those words again, "He tried to run. I don't know if he really thought it was a possibility, but he saved up some money. Or maybe he stole it from our parents. He tried to bribe a runner to get him out of the Confederation. Of course, it didn't work. Their shuttle was captured, and he was punished severely. Eventually, he was sold off. From what I understand, his new owner treats him quite well."

"He's your brother. You played with him. And now he's a slave and you don't care?"

Diana seemed confused for a moment. Her brows creased, and she tilted her head to one side. "You heard me, didn't you? His new owner treats him well."

"But he's a slave!"

"He's a boy," Diana replied.

Peter opened his mouth, sucking air between his teeth, and he wanted to argue, although he could already tell that it wouldn't change anything. This woman wasn't about to draw any other conclusion. As far as she saw, this was all perfectly acceptable.

"Were you happy?"

"I…"

"Answer me, boy," she commanded. At the same time, she used both of her hands to rub, massage, stroke, and caress his cock. His body tightened, and he knew he had to do as she commanded. At the same time, he struggled with the impulses darting through his body.

"I, I don't know!"

"That's not an answer," she retorted.

"Yes, it is!" he insisted. Diana pulled her hands back, and he gasped. Instinctively, he tried to stretch his hips forward, like that would be enough to allow him an orgasm. He only needed a little bit more pressure, just enough for him to feel that triggering explosion of ecstasy. But now, he had to answer her, "I'm sorry. I don't know. The Duchy is made up of cities and colonies. I'm sure some people are happy. Some people aren't. I have good days. I have bad days like anyone else."

"You think my brother made a mistake?"

"He tried to get his freedom."

"I talked to him a little while ago," Diana said. "He's happy now."

In a moment, Peter knew he had a choice to make. He could have acquiesced, surrendering to her "wisdom," and acknowledged everything she said. He could agree with her; yeah, her big brother probably was happy. Sure, he was likely stripped naked, Collared, and perhaps even trapped in chastity just like Peter. Even so, maybe these women were right. Perhaps some (or most) males needed this kind of subjugation. Or he could be honest with her.

Even as his mouth started to move, Peter felt foolish, but he didn't stop. "How could you tell? Really, how would you ever know whether or not he's happy. He's a slave, then he would be punished for saying anything else."

Diana stared down into his eyes for several long seconds. Then her façade cracked, she started smiling, and pretty soon she threw her head back and she burst into sharp into fits of laughter. "Clever," she said. That's when she reached up and released him from the restraints.

He stumbled forward as she freed him from those shackles. That's when she walked over to the bench, stood there for a moment, unzipped her jumpsuit, and pulled it down along her shoulders. She got all the way to her panties. She pulled them down as well, and then she pointed to the spot right in front of her.

"I don't need to snap my fingers, do I?"

"No!" squeaked the photographer.

"That's what I thought," she replied.

Peter took one tentative step after another. With each motion, he must have expected her to demand that he get down on all fours and crawl. Instead, she spread her legs, and she waited for him to get into position. He lowered himself down onto his knees. She reached out, grabbed him by the back of his head, and pulled his face forward.

"Let's see what you can do, Duchy boy."

Duchy boy. Those words shouldn't have bothered him. After all, he was from the Duchy of Durendal, so the phrase fit. And yet, he could hear the condescension in those words. At the same time, he realized something else. Before this, he didn't consider himself to be especially patriotic or zealous when it came to his culture, but now this woman attacked him for it, and he straightened his spine.

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

Only a second later, Peter blinked, surprised by the fervor in his voice.

"What? I shouldn't call you 'Duchy boy'?" Before he could answer, she asked, "Why shouldn't I?"

Peter pressed his lips together, and he gulped nervously. He glanced down, then back up at her face. This woman wielded so much power; she could do whatever she liked with him. Simply on the basis of her sex, she was in charge. These facts swirled through his head, but Peter didn't know what to do with them. He couldn't think of the correct decision or the right answer.

Finally, he told her, "I deserve respect."

"You're a slave," she said. That's when she raised her hand and snapped her fingers.

Electricity shot through his body. But then she decided she wanted something else. That's when she grabbed him by his collar and pulled him up. He moved quickly. That painful blast of electricity made it easier for him to be maneuvered, to be manipulated like a puppet. She yanked him across her lap. In the next moment, he was face down.

"Most of my colleagues don't believe in spankings. They think there are more interesting, more advanced ways of disciplining a boy. Tell me what you think when I'm done," she ordered.

She grabbed his ass, pinched, pulled her hand up, and then she struck.

It stung!

Somehow, Peter didn't expect that. First, getting pulled across her lap felt so strange. There was the heat of her body, her proximity, and his shaft remained stiff. His breathing quickened, and part of him wanted to try to rub himself against her. But if he did that, he would prove everything they already believed about him. He would sacrifice his dignity for an orgasm? Yes, he wanted it. He wanted it so badly! Despite this, Peter was determined to cling to some vestige of his independence and freedom.

(Or maybe he was nervous. Maybe he was worried about what would happen if he climaxed right there on her lap.)

She struck again, bringing her hand down fast. Her palm struck, and another flash of pain ricocheted through his body.

"Care to try again? Care to tell me what you deserve?"

"No!"

She spanked him hard and fast, bringing her hand down on his right butt cheek, his left, his right again…

Peter quickly lost track. He couldn't count. He couldn't even tell where those flashes of pain originated. They came down again and again, a series of blows that rained against his backside, his nerves, his psyche…

"Silly boy. You really think you can fight, don't you? You think that you should be able to make your own decisions. But that's not how it works in the Confederation. We know how men are supposed to be treated."

"What? We should be tortured?" Peter growled back at her.

That's when she grabbed him, rolled him onto his side, and looked down into his eyes. He tried not to meet her gaze, especially because his vision blurred. Yes, there were tears of the corners of his eyes, but he refused to shed them. He wasn't going to cry, not in front of this woman. He may have already been naked and collared, but he told himself he could not surrender.

Perhaps he was being foolish. Maybe this kind of stubbornness was a waste of effort, but he didn't care.

Maybe these women were right. Although he had never thought much about the Duchy, he may have absorbed more of his culture's ideology than he ever realized.

"This isn't torture," she said with a smirk. "Trust me. If I wanted to break you, I could. And you know that, don't you?"

She still had one hand on his wrist, but when he didn't match her gaze, she touched the underside of his jaw and gently pinched his chin. "Look at me," she demanded. He obeyed. "We know a lot about the human body. If I wanted to make you suffer, I could do it." This wasn't a threat; it was a simple statement of fact.

Somehow, that made it worse. "Now, I'm going to spank you, and you're going to thank me."

"For what?"

"For training you. For teaching you."

Peter didn't really know what that meant, not exactly, then it hardly mattered because the flurry of pain fluttered through his body. She brought her hand down just as hard, just as fast as before. The sensations swept through his frame. They pulsed from his backside into his arms and legs, up his spine. He hissed through his teeth.

"What do you have to say?"

Peter couldn't explain where this burst of defiance came from. It felt right, and he hated the idea of cooperating. Maybe it was the fact that this woman had already stripped him, that she had already toyed with him and played with him.

But now, she spanked him again, unleashing another barrage.

Peter tried to lose himself. Locking his teeth together, he attempted to drift into some other fantasy, some other reality. He just needed to let his mind drift, and yet those splashes of agony kept dragging him back.

"Thank you!"

"What was that?" Diana asked.

His mouth felt dry, but he managed to swallow anyway as he said, "Thank you…" When she didn't speak right away, he realized that she expected more. He knew that he was giving in. He understood that he was about to surrender another sliver of his dignity, but he couldn't help himself. At the same time, he wondered how much of this he could endure. How long would it take before these women really succeeded? When would he start to feel trained? When he would he be tamed? Owned?

Then he closed his eyes, and he thought of Natalie. He thought of Dominique and the others. His insides tightened with a mixture of anticipation and shame.

Anticipation?

No. No way.

"Tell me what you're thinking," she ordered.

"I was thinking that I should be grateful," he lied.

She pulled him onto his side again, looked down into his eyes, and she asked just one question, "Really?" Skepticism dripped from those two syllables.

He tried to nod his head, "Yes. I, I was thinking about how I should be grateful." The words clumsily stumbled out onto the air, but this was the best he could do, especially since his bare backside was still a glowing shade of red.

Diana exhaled a slow, disappointed sigh. Then she pushed him onto his stomach once again.

He could hardly believe that he was on this woman's lap, that she could keep him spread out like this. At the same time, he told himself that he should be stronger. What if he tried to jump up. What if he attempted to slug her across the jaw?

His insides twisted at the prospect because he knew it wouldn't work. With his luck, she would grab him, pull his arm behind his back, and maybe dislocate his shoulder in the process.

"Gratitude is a very useful emotion, especially for a boy," explained the Red Wolf. "Coming from the Duchy, you probably view this all as imprisonment, as a punishment. But it's not. We are taking care of you. In fact, you should think of yourself as lucky. Instead of having to wander around a world that you can't possibly understand because of the limitations of your sex, you can learn. You can find your place at the feet of some powerful woman."

"I didn't volunteer for this," he growled back.

There. He just revealed that he had been lying to her. And now she smirked, pushed him down onto his stomach, and she brushed her fingers along his naked backside. Combined the desire and dread, shivers ran through his body. He could feel them down along his shoulders, his spine, all the way to his buttocks.

Now she grabbed his ass. She pinched, her fingers pressing down against his firm skin. Then she pulled back, and he braced himself.

It didn't help.

Her hand came down hard. She spanked him, her palm jumping from one side to the other as she unleashed another torrent of pain. The stinging flashed across his nerves, reverberating through the rest of his body.

At one point, he tried to sit up, to push himself up onto his knuckles and knees. Her hand rested on the back of his neck, and she shoved him right back down. "I didn't say you could get up," Diana told him.

Hot frustration surged through his body as the sensations rolled through him. Now she asked, "So what were you thinking about? What were you really thinking about?"

With his defenses left in tatters, Peter opened his mouth. He didn't make a plan; he didn't think about this consciously or logically as he confessed, "Your team...I was thinking about your team."

"Who?"

"Dominique. Natalie. Jennimir."

"All of the women who have played with you?"

"Yes…" Peter allowed his voice to trail off into silence.

"There's nothing wrong with that. What were you thinking about them?"

He closed his eyes as he tried to answer her question. Again, his mouth started moving. "I guess, I guess I was thinking about Natalie."

"Are you thinking about what it would be like to serve her? Are you thinking about what it would be like to be on your hands and knees with her holding your leash?"

For just an instant, he wanted to call out, "I don't need a leash!" He tried so hard to believe those words.

"I, I don't know," he said truthfully.

"Good. Now, say thank you."

"Thank you for teaching me. Thank you for training me," he uttered those words, one after another, yet his voice was devoid of inflection or emotion.

"You're welcome," she said. Then she nudged him down onto his knees. Soon, he was braced before her, and now she spread her legs. He glanced down toward her crevice. In that moment, he saw how the light glistened along her dampened slit. She was excited. Teasing him and playing with him had turned her on.

"Actually, go fetch one of the leashes," she said. "I think that would be good for you while you service me."

"Do I have to?" Peter wanted to ask. Again, he stopped himself before he could utter such a foolish question, especially because his backside still reverberated with the heat of getting spanked.

Those spankings shouldn't have affected him like this, but she raised her arm and pointed, so he felt like he had to obey. He scurried up onto his feet, he rushed over to one of the shelves, and that's when he found the neatly folded leash. It was simple, just a long, black leather strip. And yet, he saw the clasp at one end. He knew that it would attach to his collar, and that this woman could hold him.

"Carry it in your mouth," Diana commanded.

He turned back toward her. Yes, she was half naked as she leaned against the deep bench, but she seemed utterly relaxed. Besides, he was the boy in this room; he was the one who had to wear the collar...like an animal.

Shame burned from his core, but he didn't want to get spanked again, so he lifted the folded leash, and he placed it between his teeth. Next, he walked back to her, she raised a hand, her palm outstretched, and he lowered the leash into her grip. She took it, raised the clasp, attached it to his collar.

"There. Now say thank you."

"Thank you," he said. He tried to keep his voice as neutral as before, but he didn't completely succeed. A jagged groove of anger pulsed between those syllables.

"It's okay if you're frustrated. It's okay if you're upset. You're a boy from the Duchy, so you don't understand how things are supposed to work. But if you really concentrate right now, I'm sure you can feel it. I'm sure you can understand that you belong right there on your knees before me. You're inferior, and there's nothing wrong with that. You shouldn’t feel bad about it. Besides, you look cute on a leash."

"I don't know what you're talking about," he grumbled. He braced himself, thinking he would get punished for those words. When he didn't, he opened his eyes and looked up at her. "I don't have some instinct to be found. I don't want to be enslaved. I'm not property!"

Again, he prepared himself for some flash of pain. Maybe she would drag him up onto her lap and resume the spanking. Perhaps she would get lazy and simply lift her hand, snap her fingers, and watch him twitch as the electricity shot through his body. Instead, she smiled at him. "Close your eyes," she ordered.

He didn't want to obey, but he dropped his eyelids, and he tried to hide away in the darkness. "Hands behind your back," she said next.

Again, he cooperated. He crossed his wrists and waited. He wasn't sure what would happen.

First, she gave him a gentle tug on his leash. Then she said, "If you really think about it, do you want to be responsible for your own decisions? Do you want to have to think for yourself?"

"I don't want to be a mindless slave," he growled back at her.

"Slavery isn't mindless," she replied. "Yes, you need to develop a reflex for obedience, but that's not the same thing as being mindless. In fact, slavery requires a great deal of thought. You need to concentrate on your owner. You need to think about how you can please her. And when you do that, you can relax into the knowledge that you are doing exactly what you are supposed to be doing. Existential dread can be frustrating, especially for a boy, but you just need to focus on your owner. Focus on serving your superiors. That's when everything becomes so much simpler. That's when you find the right path."

"Nonsense," he wanted to growl back at her, only then Diana reached down. Her fingers brushed along the underside of his cock. She casually caressed him, gently stroking and teasing him.

"Listen to the sound of my voice and keep your eyes closed," she said, her voice serene and sedate. "There's nothing wrong with being a boy. There's nothing wrong with being inferior. Simply accept it. Understand that you are going to be owned. Recognize the fact that a collar belongs around your neck. You want to be owned. You want to be valued as any other slave."

Peter wanted to open his eyes, but he knew that if he did this, she would stop touching him.

"It's not fair. You just keep me aroused," he protested. "This isn't some grand revelation."

"Not yet," she said. Although he didn't open his eyes, he had no problem picturing a triumphant smile on her face.

"Imagine how happy you could be as you follow your owner. Think about how you can focus on her desires, her pleasure, and how that will give you purpose. Focus on how good it can feel if you just surrender."

As she spoke, she squeezed the top half of his shaft. Then she moved her hand down toward his balls, gently stroked him, petted him, and sharpened his every breath.

He felt it.

He experienced it.

He pictured himself down on his knees, gazing up at Natalie. Why her? He didn't know. He didn't care. But she would be standing over him, holding his leash, and he might lean down and nuzzle her feet with the tip of his nose. Maybe he would be allowed to slide his cheeks along her shins or up to her thighs. Perhaps she would sit down, spread her legs, and he could lick her, gliding his tongue along her crevice. He could satisfy her, and he wouldn't need to think about any of his choices.

But no, he wasn't a slave. He was a photographer! He was an artist, and he wanted to explore the world, to take pictures, to experience different vistas and perspectives.

He opened his eyes, and that's when she smirked down at him like she knew exactly what he had been thinking.

Peter expected to be chastised, but Diana had something else in mind. She placed her hand on the back of his head, pulled him forward, and now his mouth pressed against her slit. "Lick," she ordered.

The photographer obeyed, gliding his tongue along her crevice; seconds later, he pushed forward, but then she moaned out one word, "Stop."

He froze in place, and she pulled him back. She held onto his leash and tugged. He felt that pressure against the back of his throat. Hot shame flared through him, but then he looked up at her.

"You know you're going to do whatever I want, don't you? And that makes you feel like you have finally found your spot. This is where you belong, Peter." She used his name. That single word invaded his psyche.

He tried to shake his head from side to side, but she had her hand on the back of his skull, and she pulled him forward. "Lick," she commanded again.

He obeyed. And as he started to pleasure her, he moved his tongue faster. He went deeper. At the same time, he realized something else. Peter tried to push it back as the revelation hit him, but some part of him felt like he belonged right there on his knees. Yes, he was serving this woman. Yes, she could take everything from him. And yet, it felt right.

No!

His defiance and his understanding of his old life roared back, but he kept licking, and she stroked the top of his head. She was petting him even as she grabbed the leash around her wrist. She could hold on tight and keep him right there, exactly where she decided to put him. "That's right. Keep licking. You know you belong on your knees, don't you? You don't want to go back to your old life. You don't want to have to worry about making decisions or thinking for yourself. It's better when you do as you're told. It's better when you surrender. Accept your inferiority. Obey. Surrender. Give in. You can do it, can't you? Yes, you can." The words buzzed against his ears, one after another. Soon, he lost himself to the rhythm of gliding his tongue up and down, all for her pleasure, all for her satisfaction.

Again, time lost all meaning as he worshiped her.

At several points, she told him to stop. Then she pulled him back into place, and he continued licking.

At first, he didn't understand why she issued those commands. Was it just a guess she sought out delayed gratification? Perhaps if she held off for a little while longer, she could enjoy her inevitable orgasm that much more.

Or maybe it was something else.

Every few seconds or minutes, she told him to lick faster. Then she ordered him to slow down. From there, she might make him stop. She occasionally tugged on his leash, pulling him back so that he could look up at her. In those moments, Peter wasn't sure what he was supposed to do or say. Diana didn't provide him with any command. Instead, the seconds stretched, and soaked in his subjugation.

He remained tensed, like he knew that a new command was coming. And sure enough, she ordered him to lean back down, to stretch his back, to come in and lick quickly or slowly each time. And yet, he had to wait for those commands.

Finally, she pulled him back, she told him to go fast, and now she kept her hand on the back of his head. He lowered his chin, kept his mouth open, and his tongue continued to dance along her opening. He tasted her, and he focused on her pleasure.

"That's right. Lick. Surrender. Serve me," she said, only her words started to fade on the air as she started panting. She tightened her grip on the back of his skull, and she just cried out one word, "Faster!"

The enslaved boy did his best to serve her.

He poured all of his efforts into his lips and tongue. He went deep. Not only that, he found himself paying attention to those twitches and quick little spasms that ran through her body. Occasionally, she squeezed her thighs against his cheeks. There were other moments when he picked up on a sharpened gasp, a quick inhalation, or a barely suppressed moan.

In those last few seconds, he went even faster, slipping and sliding his tongue up and down. The muscles along his jaw started to ache, but he didn't stop. Why not? He could have tried to ruin her orgasm. Was it a fear of punishment?

No.

It was something else.

But what?

Peter couldn't explain it. He couldn't comprehend precisely what prompted his obedience or such good behavior. And yet, he gave her exactly what she wanted. Soon enough, she arched her back, raised her chin, closed her eyes, and surrendered to the flash of pleasure. She cried out, savoring every second.

And then she looked down into his eyes after nudging him back.

For a moment, Peter contemplated escape. What if he tried to grab the leash from her and run out through that door? He knew it wouldn't work. This place had to be filled with Confederation soldiers, women just like Diana and Natalie. His throat constricted, and he waited for her to address him again.

"What have you learned?"

"Nothing," he said.

"Okay," she replied. Taking her time, she stood up, pulled the jumpsuit back up around her body, and then she tightened her grip on the leash. Peter watched all of this without really comprehending what she had in mind.

Once she was ready, she tugged on his leash, and he followed after her. At least he was allowed to walk…

She brought him back to the shackles and ordered him to lift his arms. At the same time, she raised one hand and braced her fingertips. Did he want to be shocked? Did he want to experience that electric bite of punishment?

Despite his urge to disobey, he raised his hands, and she shackled him once again. She did the same to his ankles, securing each chained band around his legs. And when she finished, she rose up, and she stroked his cock, his balls.

"You don't need the chastity belt," she said. "Because you don't need to touch yourself. You’re going to stand here and think about everything you've learned."

Peter opened his mouth, but she gave his shaft one more squeeze. He closed his eyes, reveled in the sensations, and tried so hard to lose himself to an orgasm. Right before he could climax, she relaxed her grip and stepped away. By the time he got his eyes open again, Diana was gone.

Natalie relaxed under the jets of water. The hot liquid splashed against her shoulders, her naked breasts, her neck and her chin. She lowered herself down into the stream and savored the way her body absorbed the heat as those droplets rolled down her naked body.

Yes, the Bridled Stallion had showers, but they were small. More importantly, the ship had a limited supply of water, so they needed to be judicious with usage. But on board the Eris Ascendant, things were different.

"Sherush, please report to the General-Commander's office," pinged her wrist tablet from the other side of the glass door.

Natalie scrambled to reach out for the device, hit the screen, and quickly called out over the sound of rushing water, "Acknowledged."

She turned off the shower, dried off, and got dressed. She only had a few seconds to brush her hair, but she felt reasonably decent and professional as she stepped out into the corridor.

A few seconds later, she made her way to the bridge and cut across to the double doors leading into Dominique's personal office.

Seated behind her desk, Dominique glanced up as Natalie entered the room. Of course, their relationship changed things, but at moments like this, it was clear that Natalie was on duty and that Dominique had become her commander, not her friend and not the love of her life.

"Ma'am?" Natalie asked. She straightened her back and tensed her shoulders.

"Have a seat," Dominique nodded down to the chair across from her.

As Natalie obeyed, she asked, "What's going on? Have the scout drones found anything we need to know about?"

"We have a problem," Dominique said. "The new Duchy weapons platform started moving."

"That's surprising, but it hardly seems like a threat," Natalie replied.

"It started moving, and then it disappeared from our scanners. The drone scouts haven't been able to find it."

"What?"

"We have been over the data a dozen different times, but it started moving, and then it fell off of our scopes. As near as we can tell, they are employing some kind of new stealth technology."

"But we couldn't find information in the data we stole?"

"No," Dominique said simply. "I'm guessing that they had it in a separate server."

"Inefficient but secure," Natalie said with a nod of her head.

"My thoughts exactly," Dominique replied. Now she leaned forward, rested her elbows on the desk, and touched her fingertips together. "I'm sending the Red Wolves to the last known location. I want you to see what you can find. See if you can track it."

"Understood," Natalie replied. She started to get up, but something stopped her. It was a look on Dominique's face.

After several more seconds, her superior said, "There's something else. I want you to take the boy with you."

"Peter?" Natalie asked, almost like his name came from a foreign language. After another heartbeat, she smirked and said, "You can't be serious."

"I want his eyes on the scene as well," Dominique replied.

"But why?" Only then, Natalie remembered that they weren't in bed together, and she needed to maintain her professional façade. She cleared her throat and asked, "If you don't mind sharing, ma'am."

"First off, he's a nature photographer. He might be able to see something that's out of place."

"We are talking about a massive war machine. I doubt it could move without leaving a trail," Natalie said. "As far as we know, the machine can't fly, right?"

"You never know," Dominique said.

Natalie rose to her feet, and she started to walk toward the exit, but then she glanced over her shoulder. "Ma'am?"

"Yes?"

"Is this about something else?"

"It is," Dominique replied. She lowered her forearms to the desk, glanced across the room, said simply, "Your crew deserves to have some fun. Most teams have a mascot boy. The Red Wolves have one now too."

"But I didn't…" Natalie started to say, only then she stopped herself. She realized she wouldn't be able to win this argument, especially because Dominique had already made her decision. She was one of the top ranked warriors in the Confederation defense forces, so she wouldn't be swayed.

"You're dismissed," Dominique said.

He remained rigid and desperate for quite some time.

It was ridiculous, and he knew it wouldn't work, but Peter still tried to push himself into some fantasy where he might be able to climax. He remembered a teacher pointing out that orgasms were psychological phenomena. If that was really true, then he should have been able to close his eyes, concentrate, and lose himself to that flash of pleasure.

But no, it didn't work.

Every time he tried, he failed. At several points, the frustration boiled over, and he jerked his body from side to side as he tried to tear himself free from the shackles overhead and at the restraints locked around his ankles. He could kick and punch, but nothing changed. He remained trapped there, exactly where these women wanted him.

They could lock him up and leave him there. He would have to wait for one of them to come back, to decide to play with him. If that happened, who would it be? Dominique? The pilot? Someone else?

He pictured Natalie, and he soon lost himself to different fantasies. With a concentrated effort, he pushed those images aside. He wasn't going to lose himself to fantasies, especially when they only added to the frustration. Little by little, he managed to regain some semblance of control over his body.

His erection faded. Although the arousal continued to burn hot right beneath his chest, he still felt like he had achieved something.

"It's not fair," he growled to no one in particular.

Right as he spoke, the doors opened, and someone approached.

Natalie?

When he saw her, he did his best not to feel anything, but it was a hopeless fight. She was beautiful, and there was something different or special about her. Was it the fact that she had captured him? No, that couldn't be it. It was the shape of her face, the contours of her body, and the way she studied him.

He tried not to be nervous in front of her, but he couldn't help himself.

"Someone let you out of your chastity belt," she said.

"Diana," he said.

She grabbed his belt, pushed it down into place, and then she activated it. The different plates and components slid together, locking it in place. Moment by moment, he didn't know what to do. Then he felt the constricting boundaries of the chastity lock as the cage engaged.

Just like that, he was no longer entitled to the simple pleasure of an erection.

Feeling defeated, he slumped down against the restraints. He hung there until Natalie's voice hit his eardrums, "Dominique has made a decision."

"Yes?" He hated the humility in his voice, like he was grateful for this little tidbit of information.

"My team is heading back into the field, and she wants us to take you."

"What, but why?"

"Because most teams have a mascot. Now it's our turn, I guess." She practically spat those last two words. But then she grabbed him, and she pressed her hand right up against his throat. "But first, I want you to understand that I know you think of yourself as a wild boy. That ends right here and now. You will follow commands. Because if you don't, you could get someone hurt. Tell me understand, boy."

"I, I understand," he promised.

"Good," she said. That's when she turned around and walked away. The doors slid shut behind her.

He dipped his head down, and he wondered exactly what was going to happen next. As he attempted to process all of this information, he wondered if he might be able to escape. Yeah, that could be a possibility. At the same time, his neck continued to tingle from that point where she had touched him.

Natalie stepped up to her armor, she tapped her wrist tablet, and the device detected her the appropriate biometric template for her. The armor activated. Different components slid around her feet, her shins, legs, torso, arms, and neck. She grabbed her helmet and held it under one arm. She joined the rest of her team at the airlock. "Get the ship ready to go," Natalie instructed.

One by one, her wolves stepped back on board the Bridled Stallion. There were the nervous smiles, the occasional joke, and someone said something about playing with the new mascot.

Natalie glanced over her shoulder, suddenly unsure of what she might see. It was time for them to depart, but she wanted to say something to Dominique. She wanted to see that woman again, if only for a few seconds.

There she was, standing right there.

"Thank you," Natalie said.

"For the boy?"

Natalie grimaced; she couldn't help it. "No, not for the boy and, frankly, I think he's going to be a distraction."

"Are you really worried about what they can throw at you?"

"We have been beating them for a very long time. But what if they catch up?" Natalie asked.

"Is that a realistic possibility?" It sounded like a silly question, but Natalie found herself sifting through the different possibilities and everything she knew about her people, theirs, and the wars that had been fought throughout history.

"It's not likely, especially considering our advantages, but arrogance is a really big weakness. If we think we can never be defeated, then we give them a huge advantage."

"They're boys," said the General-Commander.

"Exactly," Natalie said. "They’re boys, so they can't be trusted. We don't know exactly what they might be able to do."

"They don't have our technology. They don't have our strategies."

"Our strategies only work if we take them seriously," Natalie pointed out. After another moment, she stopped, closed her eyes, and recalibrated her approach. "I know this is hard to believe. I get it. We have done such a good job for so long. How could they possibly pose any kind of real threat?" Natalie shook her head. Recalibrating, she glanced down along the length of her armor. With suits just like this one, Natalie and her team had attacked and disabled (if only temporarily), the Duchy's most powerful vehicle. "I'm just saying that men aren't what we think they are."

"And what are they?"

"Animals," Natalie said. "They're dangerous animals. More importantly, they’re predators. They want to take control. They want to fight back. Yes, they have been losing for a long time, but I'm starting to wonder what'll happen if they get cornered."

"And what about your mascot?" Dominique asked. "He seems pretty docile to me. Isn't there a good chance that these men just need to be owned? If we take control, if we take the reins, then they will learn to obey?"

"Unless they turn around and bite us at some point," Natalie replied.

"We spent some time with him," Dominique said. "I think you could have some fun."

"This isn’t about fun," Natalie said. "It's about war. It's about winning."

"Technically, we aren't at war," Dominique said.

"That's only because we don't bother because we know we are going to win. We just walk up and take whatever we want. Like I said, it has worked so far, but I think something might be changing. I think these boys might actually stand a chance. They're taking us seriously. What happens if we don't do the same?"

Dominique considered this for several long seconds. Yes, Natalie needed to get back to the Bridled Stallion, but she was the First of the Red Wolves. More importantly, she was standing there with the Eris Ascendent's highest ranking officer. "I understand where you are coming from, but I think you should give him a chance. Maybe you are right. Maybe we need to be more cautious when it comes to the Duchy. I hear you. Maybe it's time we did a real threat assessment, but that's why you are heading out there in the first place."

"With a mascot," Natalie sneered.

"There's nothing wrong with having a mascot. Keep him restrained. Keep him on a short leash."

"Oh, I will," Natalie promised.

"More than that, make sure that he understands his place. Make sure that he doesn't try to run off."

"My crew can handle it," Natalie said.

"What about you?"

"I…"

Dominique stepped closer, she pressed her body up against those smooth armored plates, but now she reached up and caressed Natalie's cheek. "I love you, and I always love being with you, but there's something about this boy. He's fascinating."

"You think he’s cute," Natalie replied, almost turning those words into an accusation.

"I do," Dominique acknowledged. "I think he's cute and fascinating and entertaining. I think there's something intriguing about having a Duchy boy around. Maybe you would see it too if you gave him a chance."

"I don't see the point," Natalie replied, although she felt the uncertainty reverberate through her chest. She glanced down, then back up at Dominique.

"I love you," Dominique said. "And you love me, but I think we have an obligation as women. When we see a boy who needs to be trained, we should do it."

"Or you hand them off to one of my wolves," Natalie said.

"I'm sure they're enjoying playing with him for the time being, but are any of them interested in keeping him?"

Both women already knew the answer, so Natalie kept her mouth shut even as she felt her jaw clench. It was really, really frustrating when Dominique came up with these specific points. Then again, the General-Commander was also an excellent tactician.

"Go. Find out what's going on. Be safe," Dominique said.

Natalie was about to respond, only the other woman leaned down and kissed her. Their lips connected. There was that soft heat, the flickers of delicious sensation, and Natalie stopped thinking even as her body responded. For a little while that felt like a long time that was still way too short, Natalie wandered through the sensations as she got ready.

"ETA?" Natalie asked. She was up in the cockpit of the Bridled Stallion. To her left, Marissa studied her console and examined more of the data stolen from the so-called "Titan's Claw".

Jennimir glanced up from the controls, "Three hours if we stick to stealth."

"Understood," Natalie replied. At the same time, she tapped her fingers against her arm rest. She stared at the screen up front, and she wondered if there was something she could do. In that moment, there was probably some paperwork or some form she needed to address. Maybe she needed to update her log.

And yet, none of that could hold her attention. She remained seated, yet her muscles were locked in place.

"Ma'am?"

"What is it?" Natalie asked, harsher than she intended. After another second, she cleared her throat and focused on the information specialist. Marissa seemed nervous as she squirmed in her seat. For a woman who could slide into the same kind of powered armor and take down dozens of Duchy soldiers, she wore an odd expression. She seemed uncertain.

"I've been working on something," she said. "Something a little bit different. Up until now, I wasn't really sure it would work, but we have a couple of hours, and we have a prisoner, so I was hoping I could test it."

"What is it?"

"Basically, it's a neural interface. It creates a specific set of stimuli for an individual. I'm thinking it could be useful for interrogations and whatnot. Since we are to have a good sense of what this boy knows, it might be helpful."

"Is it dangerous?"

"According to the statistical models I ran, no. It's perfectly safe. That said, we have never actually used it on a person before."

"What does Diana say?"

"She thinks it would work."

"No," Natalie said. "Not yet. Not here. I know we have a couple of hours, and I realize that many of us are probably anxious to conclude this mission, but he still a potentially valuable asset." The First of the Red Wolves didn't know why she said that last part. A valuable asset? He was a freaking mascot now!

"But if you want," Natalie continued, doing her best to maintain a conciliatory tone, "Feel free to play with him. He's down in the hold, and I don't think he's going to be causing any trouble."

"If it's okay with you, I want to continue working on this. I've been thinking about it for a long time, and I should double check everything."

"As the pilot said, we have a couple of hours," Natalie said.

After that, sounds decreased on the cockpit. Jennimir continued to fly, the viewscreen revealed the panoramic landscapes, and nothing happened. On most missions, Natalie knew how to relax. She could always find work or something to distract herself. Not this time. Not today.

What happened?

She could have been jealous.

Natalie gritted her teeth as she considered that possibility. Jealous? Of some Duchy boy? No. The idea should have sounded completely and utterly ridiculous. It was farcical! And yet...Natalie and Dominique had been together for several years. They loved one another, and she trusted this woman more than anyone else, but…

Did it have to be a question of trust?

Natalie smirked as she considered a concept she had studied at the defense force training academy: opportunity costs. In almost every game or combat situation, making one choice meant you couldn't make another. If you explore the mountains, you wouldn't know what happened in the ocean. If you explore the ocean, you might not know what happened on the mountains. It could be a vexing issue, especially since so many combat scenarios came down to questions of information. Victory could be easy if you knew exactly where your opponent happened to be and what they were doing.

As she thought of all of this, she dipped her head down for a moment, smiled, and shook her head. Fortunately, none of the other wolves in the cockpit paid much attention to her. Marissa was busy with her new device while Jennimir monitored the engines. Part of flying in stealth mode meant remaining as low as possible while simultaneously attempting to go quickly but also keeping the engines cool. All of this required focus.

For a second, Natalie thought of Peter as her opponent. But really, that was ridiculous. He couldn't compare with her.

So what was she feeling? What was she feeling exactly?

Was he just a waste of time? Did that idea annoy her? Perhaps she didn't believe in trophies, toys, or baubles. Other women might like to keep men as playthings, but Natalie couldn't see the point, not when she already had this incredible connection with Dominique. Why did they have to ruin it? Why did they have to change anything?

Natalie wasn't confused about the relationship dynamics or the expectations. So many relationships in the Confederation included boys. There were individual women who fell in love with their slaves. They became devoted owners, guiding their boys and teaching them how to best serve. Then there were the women who fell in love with one another and kept boys. All of this made sense...for other people.

Or maybe it was her own uncertainty. She loved and trusted Dominique, but now she wanted something else? She wanted a boy?

As she sat there, she took one slow breath, filled her lungs, and made up her mind.

For Dominique, she would do this.

Peter could feel the ship vibrate around him. No one had told him what he was going to do or why he was there. At least his arms and legs weren't strapped down to the bottom of the cage this time. Instead, he could curl up and try to fall asleep. That worked for a few minutes, maybe an hour. Again, he lost track of time.

At one point, he smirked, thinking that "time" wasn't supposed to be a privilege. Like so many other people, he found himself struggling to find enough time each day. Every minute felt like some desperately valuable crystal, ore, or mineral that needed to be hoarded. Except now, Peter didn't need to worry about making sure his bills were paid, his assignments were complete, or what he might do each evening. Instead, he found himself at the mercy of these women, all because he had been foolish enough to visit the wrong planet at the wrong time.

Granted, there were ways for him to pass the time. He didn't know exactly how many minutes or hours elapsed, but he had always enjoyed a vivid imagination. Only now, he didn't know what he should do. At several points, he thought of some of his favorite streams. He tried to remember specific episodes. He went back to old movies and tried to replay them, scene by scene from memory.

Despite these efforts, his mind often drifted back to the women around him.

The holding bay was fairly dark, but the doors opened, and light splashed down along the deck. He glanced up, squinted against the illumination, and that's when the lights activated. Again, he blinked as he worked to get his eyes to adjust, and then he saw her there.

Natalie Sherush.

She walked forward, crouched down, and looked into the cage. "What makes you special?"

"I, I don't understand," he replied.

"What makes you special? Why would a woman want to own you?"

"I shouldn't be owned in the first place," he growled back at her.

She raised her hand, snapped her fingers, and his collar activated, unleashing another barrage of electricity. He was thrown against the back of the cage. Even so, he crawled forward, and he glowered at her. He didn't know why he was so angry. Perhaps the boredom just sublimated into hot frustration. Or maybe it was the fact that they had locked him back in his chastity cage; those desires continued to swirl through his body like some alluring, toxic miasma. He didn't know how to deal with this kind of arousal. Frankly, he had never experienced it before.

"You're a boy. Of course you need to be owned," she said without any hint of amusement. "Maybe that's why you are interesting? You're a challenge? Is that it?"

"I don't even know what you're talking about," he said. "Interesting? Interesting to who?"

Natalie slowly shook her head from side to side. She raised her hand again, and he closed his eyes as he attempted to prepare himself. He wanted to believe he could build some kind of mental defense against the electricity. Each time, it snapped and burned. It felt like getting smacked all at once, all across his body from every direction. It stung, but the pain only lasted for an instant. Then it faded, disappearing, yet the sensations nonetheless echoed and reverberated through his body.

This woman ignored his question. Instead, she considered him for several more seconds and asked, "If a woman decides to buy you, are you going to obey her?"

Again, his nostrils flared.

If she had pulled him out of the cage and stroked him, then maybe his defenses would have melted away. And yet, he could detect the hostility playing across her face. This woman was dangerous because she could punish him, break him, or sell him. The photographer understood all of this, and yet he found himself looking up into the eyes of this dangerous predator, and he didn't care.

What was it? Arrogance? Animalistic aggression? Naïveté? Some combination of the three? Or maybe men really didn't get dumb when they weren't allowed the orgasm they claimed to need.

"No," he finally said. In the next instant, he shut his eyes.

This time, she didn't shock him. Instead, she stepped back, raised her arm, her fingers danced along the tablet built into her gauntlet, and he watched as the armor opened up. It peeled away, different plates retracting into one another and molding together. Then she stepped away from the suit of armor, and she simply wore her shining, black jumpsuit.

"When a woman buys you, you will obey," she said.

"What? You're going to train me? Is that it?"

"Something like that," she said. She crouched down, opened the cage, and then she beckoned for him to crawl out with the motion of one hand.

"Why should I? Why should I cooperate?"

"Because I’m your superior, and we both know I can punish you quite severely," she said.

His nostrils flared; yes, she was right about that, but he hated to admit it. He hated to face the reality of his situation as a male on board the Bridled Stallion.

Peter knew he was supposed to be diplomatic. He was supposed to try to negotiate with her. That was his best course of action, but he couldn't to do it, not again, not when these women just played with him again and again. It could have been Dominique, Jennimir, Diana or the woman standing in front of him.

"You're not going to break me," he said. Those words weren't as ferocious or as aggressive as he intended, but they were the best he could manage.

"Come," she commanded, pointing to the spot right in front of her feet.

It was a one syllable command, the kind of order suitable for a dog.

The cage was open, and he was down on his hands and knees. At the same time, he glanced over at the doorway. But if he tried to run, what good would it do? What if he could surprise Natalie? What if he could try to attack and take her? Would that be a possibility? Could that work?

Probably not, but he was in a cage, he felt foolish for trying to hide behind these bars, so he crawled forward. Then he stood up, and that's when she strode forward. She reached out, grabbed him by his collar, and he tried to shove her arms away, but she was too strong. His fingers raced against her forearm, and he tried to push her away, but it didn't work. In the next moment, she shoved him down onto his knees.

Now she stood over him, and she tilted her head down. "That's where you belong, boy. On your knees. Ready to serve. Say it."

"I won't," he said.

"Are you sure about that?"

Peter knew he needed to show his bravery. He needed to make this warrior understand that he wasn't going to be tamed or broken despite everything these women had already accomplished with him. His chest clenched, he glanced down, and he didn't know exactly what he was supposed to say. He didn't know exactly how to get her to change her mind…

Natalie's expression seemed to soften, and she said, "Right now, all you have to do is bow your head down and lick my boot."

"I…"

"Don't think about it," she said.

"I…"

"Boys don't need to think," she told him.

He sucked in a breath, and that's when she disciplined him. She raised her hand, and she snapped her fingers. The sound hit the air, once, twice, three times. Electricity flashed across his skin. It felt like he was getting pummeled. The energy roared through his body, lighting up his pain receptors.

When it finally ended, he was down on his back, and she stood over him. She seemed so tall, so powerful. He saw her legs, her stomach, her breasts, and there was that disappointed little smirk at the corner of her mouth. "We both know I'm going to win, Peter. We both know that you're just a Duchy boy and that you will do whatever I want. Say it."

"I, I will do whatever you want," he agreed.

"Stand."

Tentatively, he pushed himself up onto his feet like he wasn't sure what was going to happen. His skin continued to tingle after getting shocked, but now he stood there in front of her, and her eyes narrowed slightly. She was making some kind of plan? She was deciding what to do with him? That's when she grabbed him by his collar, pulled him forward, and she kissed him.

It wasn't soft. It wasn't gentle.

Her lips were pressed hard against his mouth, and she pillaged those kisses.

He groaned as his body reacted. Hot desperation coursed through him all over again. His shaft struggled against the boundaries of the chastity belt, but he couldn't get hard. He couldn't enjoy the heat or potential of masculine arousal.

She seemed to understand all of this as she reached down and stroked his chastity belt. She pressed against the smooth, curved plates. Then she brought her hand up to his naked waist, his chest, all while she continued to hold onto his collar with her other hand.

She let go, and a gasp escaped his lips.

"On your knees," she ordered.

Peter lowered himself back down.

"Lick my boot," she ordered.

His shoulders tensed, but he started moving. Even as shudders of disobedience and defiance spread through his physique, he obeyed nonetheless. Moments later, his mouth was right there, poised above her boot. He caught the aroma of her leather, clean and sharp against his senses. At the same time, the curve of her boot, black with that light sheen, filled his vision.

"Lick," she ordered, shifting to that single syllable.

He opened his mouth, stuck out his tongue, and he licked her boot.

He thought she would make him do it again, but then she crouched down, grabbed him by the back of his head, and forced him to look up at her.

"When a woman buys you, you will obey her. Say it."

"When a woman buys me, I will obey her," he replied.

"Good boy," she said. "Now get back in your cage."




Chapter 7

"Good boy," she had said. "Now get back in your cage."

Peter replayed those words inside of his head again and again. He didn't know why. He didn't know how the sounds could burrow their way down into his psyche like this, but there was something strange and almost magical about hearing her talk to him like that.

Had he impressed her? Did he want to impress her? No. Of course not. And yet, he kept thinking about those words. They kept echoing inside of his head.

He was back in his cage, and now he knew it was futile, but he rolled onto his back, spread his legs, and reached down between his inner thighs. He slid his fingers along his chastity belt.

At the same time, he wondered how many men within the Confederation had to wear contraptions just like this one. Was it special? Was it unusual? Were there other models for those subjugated men?

"I'm never going to be one of them," Peter whispered. Then he smirked and clenched his eyes shut. How was he going to escape?

He wasn't. That seemed like the easiest, most obvious answer.

But no, he wasn't going to give up. He could do this. These women were conceited and arrogant; they underestimated him. In fact, Natalie probably assumed that she had utterly tamed him with her previous visit.

Natalie…

He kept thinking of her voice and how she had called him a "good boy". Those words were supposed to be demeaning, he tried to tell himself that he absolutely hated them, but he didn't, not really. Some part of him almost yearned to hear them again.

Without thinking about it, he slid his fingers along his inner thighs, up to his stomach, and down along the belt again. He had the sensations, and they sparked along his nerves before disappearing. He pressed down on the belt. His shaft tried to harden, and he grimaced as he wanted out of his captivity.

He rolled onto his stomach, and he pushed his way down against his crotch. Still nothing. It was infuriating to think about or admit, but these women had done an excellent job.

Next, he pushed himself up onto his knees, and he pushed against the cage. The metal bars didn't bend. They didn't stretch, and there was no chance they were going to break. Whether he liked it or not, he was stuck in the cage. These women weren't going to let him go, so he had to wait.

He had to be patient.

But then he thought of that kiss.

She had grabbed him, pulling him close.

Again, Peter tried to convince himself that he hated it.

With those conflicting desires whirling through his chest, he closed his eyes, and he tried to relax. He tried to drift and wander. But then he imagined himself back on his knees. He thought of Natalie seated above him, and he could lick her. He could serve her. And maybe, if he did a really, really good job, she would take him the way Jennimir had. In that moment, he envisioned some scenario where he would be strapped down, spread out, naked and vulnerable. His shaft would be hard, and she could just mount him. He would be able to look up at her, to see her face, to enjoy the contours of her lips as she grinned with ferocious need. She would touch him, sliding her fingertips and palms along his naked body. She could take him and claim him.

"That's not what I want," he whispered. "That's not what I want," he lied again.

When he first came on board the Bridled Stallion, he hadn't been able to feel it when they landed. But now, there was the slight shift of momentum. He had to concentrate, but he could barely detect it, which was completely different from being on board a Duchy vessel. Those ships landed with these vibrating thuds.

He wondered what was about to happen. Were they going into combat?

Only then, the doors opened, and Diana appeared. She walked in, opened his cage without a word, and held up the leash. "Come along," she said.

He crawled out, and he had to deal with the humiliating experience of watching this woman attaching the lead. Peter kept his eyes downcast, mostly because he didn't want to see the smug smile on her mouth. All of these women enjoyed treating him like he was just a dumb animal.

She finished, tugged, and walked toward the door. He scurried after her, his fingers balled into fists. This time, he expected the same anger he had experienced when Natalie came to visit him. Instead, his fingers relaxed, and then she stopped. She turned back to him and said, "I almost forgot. This is for you."

That's when she held out something for him.

He glanced down at the device, and his brows creased with confusion. "And the camera," she said. "You have those, right? Aren't you supposed to be a photographer or something?"

"What are you giving me a camera?"

"Because it's time for the boy to perform," she said.

Without giving him another word, she pulled on his leash, and he had no choice but to follow. He scurried after her.

Moments later, they were at the main hatch, and he was mostly naked, but these women were all fully armored. As he glanced from one wolf to the next, a shiver sprinted down his spine. He couldn't help it, not when they looked so much bigger and more powerful in those suits. Each woman had basically become a tank; she could throw him down to the ground. She could catch him.

Peter refused to think about that. After a few moments, he couldn't even look at them. Instead, he turned his attention down to the camera. It seemed like a fairly standard model. It was simple technology, something anyone could find in the Duchy or the Confederation.

"Spread out," Natalie said. "Teams of two. I'm taking the boy. Record as much as you can, and see if you can find anything."

Apparently, this was just a reminder. They had already been briefed on their mission outline, so the other women knew what to do.

The hatch lowered, the women tromped down, and he felt the warm air against his skin.

By this point, Natalie held his leash, and she tugged, pulling him forward. He nearly stumbled, but he managed to keep his balance.

The women scattered, heading in different directions.

Natalie glanced to him, then out toward a path that had probably been carved by the local fauna.

"You gave me a camera?" Peter asked.

"That's right," she said. The other wolves had sprinted out into the forest, running hard as they enjoyed the enhanced strength provided by their suits of armor. Natalie, however, had a boy in tow, so she walked forward without turning around.

"Why?" Peter had to ask when she didn't tell him.

Natalie stopped, and then she turned around. "There's a tradition with some of the units in the Confederation forces. Basically, we pick up mascots. These are boys who are specially trained and taught how to obey. They entertain us on our down time, and we occasionally take them out on safer missions like this one."

"What are we doing?" Peter had to ask.

"That's not your concern," she said. "Instead, I expect you to take some pictures. Find something good."

"Something good?"

"You're a photographer, aren't you? Do your job."

Did it even count as a job if they were treating him like a slave?

Obviously, Peter wasn't going to ask. Instead, he followed along, and it felt strange, especially because his assignments usually granted him a great deal of autonomy. Once or twice, he had taken teachers from a vehicle, which limited his opportunities, but he had never been on foot, leashed, and forced to follow a woman. Even so, he realized something; he had to take advantage of this opportunity. He might not be able to use these pictures to escape, but he had been locked up in cages for the last couple of days, so now he needed to enjoy the fresh air, and the semblance of freedom. Simple movement suddenly, somehow, became a reward.

The women separated quickly and easily. The other partnerships vanished into the trees, and Peter glanced around. Still holding onto his leash, Natalie pulled, and she guided him forward.

He rushed after her as best he could. With her reinforced exoskeleton, she marched forward, and he found himself jogging just to keep up. At the same time, his eyes drifted down toward the blade at her side and the wrist-mounted cannon on her left wrist.

This woman was dangerous. She could defeat almost anything out here, he thought. At the same time, he had to wonder if this might be an opportunity. Would she let go of his leash? Would she release him?

No. The answer came quickly and grated against his psyche. He hated the simple idea that these women could keep him trapped, even out here. This was the wilderness, and he always felt empowered surrounded by trees, and open sky, rocks, streams, and naked dirt. But this time, he wasn't wandering or exploring on his own. It wasn't an adventure.

And yet, he tightened his grip on the camera, and he started to spot different images. So much of being a photographer meant framing the world, picking out specific views and perspectives.

Because he was on a leash and because he wouldn't be able to escape, he enjoyed this small modicum of freedom. He may not have been able to choose his own direction, but he could aim the camera and decide when to tap the button.

While this boy frittered away his time taking pictures, Natalie remained in contact with her teammates. The others checked different travel vectors as they searched for some sign of the Titan's Claw. The enormous war machine seemed to have just vanished.

But how is that possible?

Something that massive could have theoretically flown, but the design didn't make any sense. Besides, Marissa had gone through the stolen data, and she didn't find anything about thrusters for flight capabilities. There had to be something else.

Not only that, how had it been able to evade detection?

Natalie didn't like this.

"Nothing here," Diana said as she checked in.

"We're clear too," Jennimir signaled.

"They couldn't just vanish," Natalie reminded them. "Keep looking. We will continue with Search Pattern Beta and switch to Delta if we don't find anything."

After hearing their acknowledgments, she turned off the communication line, opened up her helmet, and she glanced back at the boy. Without realizing it, she had come to a stop, but now she saw him, kneeling a few feet away.

What was he taking a picture of?

She followed the line of sight on the camera and saw a blue rock.

Just a blue rock. It wasn't anything special or unique. It wasn't meaningful in any way.

"What are you doing?" Natalie asked. She flinched for a moment; she hated the idea of making noise out here. She wasn't worried about predators, but she understood that drones could lurk nearby. Besides, if the Duchy had developed some kind of stealth technology, then she wondered if something might pop out at any moment.

"Taking a picture," he said. At some other place or time, those words would have seemed brazen and dismissive. But in that moment, she recognized something; he was completely focused as he adjusted the angle on his camera. "That's what you want me to do, right?"

Natalie didn't bother answering. Instead, she strode up to the boy, and she continued to study the rock. She didn't see anything special or unique.

But then he hit the button on the camera, checked the small screen, and nodded to himself.

"Show me," she commanded. Somehow, she had the impression that maybe he was attempting something, like perhaps he believed he could modify the camera and turn it into a weapon. It was theoretically possible, but he would be foolish to try. More importantly, Natalie had read his file, and she didn't recall any mechanical aptitude.

"Here," he said, only now the timbre in his voice shifted. As she took the camera into the palm of her gauntleted hand, Natalie looked down at the picture. It wasn't especially elaborate, especially considering the size of the screen and the limited number of pixels. Frankly, she figured this device probably came from the Duchy. It wasn't very high quality.

Despite all of this, she saw something...special.

Her brows furloughed as she looked it down. It was the same rock, clearly, and yet there was something different about this image. She stared down at that small square and studied the interplay of light and shadow, the lines, the angles, and the white veins of some invading mineral. When she first spotted it, Natalie stopped.

Timidly, like some kid asking for his teacher's approval, Peter asked, "What do you think?" His question made it sound like he expected her to crush the camera in the palm of her hand at any moment. In truth, it would have been easy for her to bring her fingers up and to smash the components with hardly any effort. And yet, she continued to watch it.

"It's beautiful," she said and extended her arm.

Just as tentatively as before, he took the camera, and she started to walk forward again. "Don't fall behind," Natalie ordered.

They continued walking, but she wished she could have run. At the same time, she scanned her surroundings for some sign of...what? Truthfully, she didn't know what she expected to see. Her armor's built-in sensors continued sweep for any unusual disturbances, but Natalie couldn't find anything remarkable or unusual.

After several more minutes, she glanced over her shoulder. She saw the boy, and he had lifted up the camera again. There was something she wanted to picture, so she stopped.

"What--?"

"Shh," he hissed back at her. At once, he also froze, but he had the camera lifted to his face as he stared out. He aimed the device, and she watched as he adjusted the lens. She turned off to the side, and that's when her armor buzzed with a low-threat alarm. She studied the forest for several more seconds, and that's when she saw what Peter had noticed: a canine.

Natalie braced herself and even raised her weapon. The creature bent its head down about twenty meters away. It was poised near a shallow stream and licked at the water. Although she wasn't a zoologist and had limited experience with alien fauna, Natalie still found herself relaxing. There was something gorgeous about this creature and watching it drink made her pause. She was still alert to any potential threats, but this beast held her attention.

Then she glanced over at the leashed boy. At the same time, he glanced back at her and asked in a low voice, "Can I go closer?"

"We can," she whispered back.

Peter immediately shook his head from side to side, "I think we will scare it off."

"I'm not letting you off the leash," he said.

"You really think I'd have any chance of escape, even without this thing?" He reached up, tugged on the leash, and it was obvious that he could never compete with a woman like Natalie Sherush, First of the Red Wolves.

"Fine," she said and removed the lead. She thought about threatening him and decided against it. He already made a compelling point, so she just watched as he crept forward. He held the camera up, and he tried to get that perfect angle as he approached. He was surprisingly quiet, she realized.

When Natalie stepped out into wilderness like this, she saw it as a potential battlefield. Even now, she calculated different trajectories for different kinds of weapons and firearms. She imagined what might happen if someone attacked her. How would she dodge, block, and parry? What kind of maneuvers would she employ? How would she relate what was going on back to her team, and how long would it be before she could expect reinforcements?

Those strategic questions drifted to the back of her mind, however, as Peter got closer and closer. She braced herself, wondering what would happen if the canine leapt at him? It seemed unlikely, but she still shook her head at the possibility. He kept his distance, and she knew she could rush to his defense if necessary, but there was something amusing about the possibility of getting to go back to Dominique, shrugging, and saying, "Sorry, but he got eaten by a wolf."

Peter started to crouch down once again. He aimed his camera, hit the button at different moments.

The canine lifted its head, and it stared back at him. Natalie started to shift her weight forward, but she thought she might need to leap forward and land between this beast and recaptured boy.

Slowly, Peter rose back to his feet, and the canine jerked its head to the side as it glanced back in another direction. Then it jumped away from the stream, and it disappeared into the foliage.

For a little while, Peter just watched. The four-legged creature was gone, but he seemed to enjoy this moment.

"Show me," Natalie ordered as she held out her hand again. By now, he had come back, and she the attached his leash. He glanced down at the line connecting her wrist to his neck.

With a sigh of exasperation, he gave her the camera.

She lifted, checked the memory, and she started to scan across the different images. "These are…"

Peter didn't say anything.

After a few more seconds, she said, "These are very impressive." They were. She hated to admit it, but there was something remarkable about the canine with the shining black and white fur. In the first couple of pictures, he captured the flick of the tongue, the sense of movement, and the primal power as it rested and recharged. But then the canine had lifted its head, and now Peter captured a perfect image of its eyes.

They were blue with flecks of gray. They were alien and familiar at the same time. They seemed so dangerous and natural all at once.

"You did a good job," Natalie said. She gave him the camera, pulled on the leash, and guided him.

They walked for a while, and he kept taking pictures. Each time, she was impressed. He photographed a small red and black beetle as it crawled along a vine. Later, he found some beautiful flowers; with swirls of pink and purple, they drifted lazily back and forth in the soft and easy breeze. All of his pictures were still, yet they all seemed to convey some sense of movement, plus a feeling. Relaxed power. Beauty. Alien unfamiliarity.

"You think this is a waste of time, don't you?" Peter asked after a little while. They had been walking for quite some time, and she still hadn't spotted anything useful, at least not from a military perspective. At the same time, she was quite certain that Dominique would love to go through the memory crystal on the camera.

"No, I need to know exactly where the Duchy is hiding its weapons platform. This isn't a waste of time at all," she said.

"That's not what I meant," he replied. As they made their way down another path, he continued, "The photography. These pictures."

For a moment, Natalie paused. They continued moving, but she didn't dismiss him right away. It would have been so easy to shrug, to tell him that she didn't see the point, and that she had no interest in his "art". Even so, Natalie decided to be honest with him. "No. I don't think it's a waste of time," she said honestly.

"Really?"

"Really," she replied. She glanced over her shoulder at him as she tugged on his leash and guided him forward. "I don't know how you do it, but you have found some pretty special shots. You made me see things differently. Congratulations." Okay, so maybe that last part sounded somewhat sarcastic.

Even so, he stared at her hard. Then he gulped and said, "Thank you."

"Tell me about it," she said.

"What?"

"Your photography. You worked on assignment, didn't you? This is your profession?"

"It is," he said. Sounding timid now, like he was just some boy who was now confronted by the interest of a giantess, he had to ask, "What you want to know?"

"You worked on assignment?"

"I did."

"What's your favorite? What was your favorite task? Your favorite picture?"

He remained quiet for several long seconds, perhaps nearly a minute. They continued to push their way forward through the forest, and she almost started to assume that he had lost the question altogether. Finally, he spoke up, "It was a freelance job. Basically, a modeling agency hired me."

Natalie glanced over her shoulder again, only now her eyes narrowed. "A modeling agency?" She didn't sound pleased with his answer, especially because the different possibilities unspooled so easily. Maybe he had secured a job for some wealthy merchant. His girlfriend, wife, or daughter wanted more influence and clout on the Grid, so she needed professional pictures. She probably danced around in a bikini, her panties, or something else obscene. She would probably be the kind of young woman who was powerful, only because the men around her paid attention to her. Natalie was familiar with those females, and they perpetually disgusted her.

In theory, maybe she should have been able to respect them. In fact, Dominique had routinely pointed out that, "These are the women who can take control in a society where women are routinely denigrated. They have money. They have power. They get influence."

"But they do it the wrong way," Natalie always said.

To that, Dominique always shrugged. Power was power. Influence was influence. Money was money. Why does it matter how these women secured it, especially if they weren't going to get a fair chance in some normal profession?

"Yeah," Peter said, unaware of everything she was thinking about. And yet, she didn't detect that hint of sexist arousal either. Either he was a good liar, or he had something else in mind, "At first, I was so sure about this assignment. But I mean, there isn't a lot of work for photographers, so I have to take what I can get."

"What did she want?"

"Basically, we met up at a beach, and she wanted me to take pictures of her running in the waves, lounging on some stones, smiling at the camera, looking off into the distance, that sort of thing."

"And this was your favorite assignment? Was she beautiful?"

"Probably," he said.

"You don't sound sure," Natalie replied. She stopped and turned back to him. In that moment, he had his eyes on her, and he studied her with that same artistic intent and intensity. This was a boy who understood how to look at the world to find beauty in so many different places.

She almost allowed herself to enjoy his attention.

"It wasn't about the way she looked, not exactly."

"What? You weren't impressed by her breasts? Her ass?"

"It wasn't like that," he retorted. Despite her armor, weapons, her equipment and training, he stared right back at her now. He licked his bottom lip and continued, "There was something about the way she smiled and the way she looked out. There was the shine in her eyes, I guess you could say. It wasn't literal, not really. But there was this enthusiasm, this energy and confidence. When she played in the water, it wasn't like she was just a trophy or something. There was this woman enjoying life, and she just gave off the sense of freedom and fun and joy. It wasn't something I get to see that often," he confessed.

"You never see people having fun?"

"I see people who get distracted all the time," he replied. "And maybe people get to feel something amazing when they stream their favorite content or whatever, but it's always hidden. This girl just wanted to be there on that beach at that moment. Yes, she was doing it as a performance. Yes, she was doing it to get attention, but that didn't change anything. She still looked exquisite. She still made me and her followers feel something because she felt it first."

At first, Natalie didn't know how to respond. When the words refused to materialize at the back of her throat, she told him, "We need to get back to the Stallion."

Marquez Tiburon stood on the bridge, and he held his hands behind his back in that same imperious stance. Around him, his officers continued to work, although he glanced at the stealth officer and asked, "Have they detected our assets?" On the screen, he watched as the different warriors of the Confederation converged on their small ship. As near as he could tell, it looked like a cutter. It also matched some of the sensor readings from their first engagement.

Good. He wanted to see those women dead.

A few seconds later, one of the scanners zoomed in, and he could make out the leashed, collared man who'd been in his brig just a few days before.

"No sign of detection," replied the young man.

"Prepare attack vectors and ramming maneuvers," he ordered.

Another officer asked, "Sir, if we engage, there's a good chance we’re going to kill the man on scene as well."

"He's a traitor," Marquez replied; he didn't need to say anything more.

Bad news.

No, it wasn't just bad news. It was frustrating and infuriating. Yes, they collected data, but it didn't help them. They found that the original site where the war machine had been hidden, but that was it. Other than that, they couldn't find any thruster burns or signs that the "Titan's Claw" had been lifted up into the atmosphere.

Theoretically, there were vessels large enough to carry something like this monstrosity, but Dominique and the rest of the Confederation forces would have been able to spot something so enormous from a dozen different angles. Besides, those kinds of mass-haulers generally couldn't move quickly.

So what happened?

Where did it go?

Natalie and the others waited outside. Frankly, Natalie didn't want to board the Bridled Stallion, not yet. She hated the idea of facing failure, so she needed to check one more time and make sure they hadn't missed anything.

"I have only received reports, but we all know that there might be some other detail, something we missed, something that could have seemed insignificant." Natalie finished. The words sounded lame as they hung on the air.

Her eyes jumped from one woman to the next, but her armored soldiers had pulled off their helmets, so Natalie had no trouble reading their disappointed expressions. They had come out here to track the Titan's Claw and report their findings. Instead, they had wandered through the forest for hours, but there hadn't been any specific sign or details, nothing they could use, nothing they could report.

They had failed.

Peter saw all of this, and he wished he could speak up. For some strange reason, he actually wanted to contribute, like he thought he might be able to help them.

But why? They were his enemies, he told himself. And then he saw something on the air, just a ripple. It reminded him of heat wafting up from some concrete street.

That's when he spotted the thrusters, the canons, and the curved hull of a small drone. It may have only been the size of his torso, but the weapons locked on, so he had to shout. He made a choice, and he warned them, "Look out!"

It wasn't much, but maybe these women had become overly reliant on their armor. Even so, they reacted quickly, spotting the first drone.

Marissa raised her canon, aimed, and fired an instant before the machine could attack. One of the drones exploded; waves of heat, shrapnel, and flame blossomed onto the air.

Peter threw himself down onto the ground. At the same time, Natalie let go of his leash, she lifted her canon, and she opened fire. At the same time, she drew her blade.

Peter didn't even know what they were shooting at, but then he peeked up. He saw at least half a dozen of those drones. They started buzzing around, opening fire, and shooting at the wolves.

"Jennimir, get on board! I want fire support now!" Natalie shouted.

In those first opening seconds, he couldn't track everything that happened. One woman jumped forward, her helmet locked around her neck as she threw a blade. The weapon spun through the air, slammed into another drone, which started to wobble and spiral. Smoke drifted up from one of its thrusters, and it crashed down into the ground.

A second later, Peter turned around and watched as Diana jumped out of the way. Explosive ordinances slammed into the ground, digging up chunks of dirt and rock. She stumbled, losing her balance for just a moment. Then she threw herself to the side, rolled, and avoided another barrage.

Marissa was slammed by tracer fire. Two of the drones spat automatically as hundreds or thousands of rounds beat down against her armored frame. She brought her arms up, blocked some of the attack.

Peter had no idea how long her armor would be able to withstand that kind of punishment. He glanced around like he thought he should help, only then he realized something.

Natalie wasn't holding his leash, not when she had to concentrate on the attack. She dashed over to a huge tree with a massive trunk, she jumped, kicked off of the bark, and stabbed the point of her blade into one of the drones. She rode it down to the ground, and in a crouch, raised her weapon, and fired at another one.

How many were there?

Moment by moment, more drones seemed to appear.

Peter glanced down at the end of his leash.

These women were going to keep him. They were going to enslave him. But at that moment, he had a chance. He had been waiting for this opportunity.

Another two drones crashed behind Natalie, and she didn't look up. The fires burned hot behind her, but she aimed, fired, and ran forward. One of the other wolves had been knocked to the ground. She was going to protect her teammate.

Holding onto the end of the leash, Peter turned and started to run.




Chapter 8

The Bridled Stallion only needed a few seconds to get back into the air. With Jennimir behind the control console, the standard preflight checks went from several minutes to two or three seconds. Even so, everything happened so much faster. Blades slashed, drones burst into flame, and their armor buckled or broke.

She was trained to think tactically, could break down a situation like this into its component parts, but there was too much for her to follow.

One piece of armor had been utterly destroyed. Pain flared along her burnt skin, but she didn't allow herself to think about it. She couldn't allow herself to contemplate exactly what this might mean or what had happened to the rest of her team.

The Stallion finally rose, the turrets activated, and they unleashed bright streams of bullets, plasma, concentrated light beams, and missiles. Their cutter may have been built for speed and stealth, but their stallion still had teeth, and now it ripped through those antipersonnel drones.

It might not be enough, Natalie realized.

In fact, she had to wonder if this had been someone's strategy from the beginning. The drones pulled away from the wolves down on the ground; instead, they sped toward the Bridled Stallion. One by one, they slammed against the armored hull, exploding. Not only that, it seemed to come in waves, like there were pilots tracking these drones, aiming for weak spots, and working hard to pummel the cutter until the stealth ship morphed into a sphere of fire and wrecked debris.

"Take them down!" Natalie shouted.

The Red Wolves abandoned their maneuvering. The women stood there, bracing themselves, their weapons raised. They pumped as much firepower into the air as they possibly could, taking aim, jerking from one target to the next, desperate to bring the drones down.

The wolves savaged the swarm of drones, annihilating one after another. The explosions puffed into the air, spreading out. The women could feel the shrapnel spark and bounce against their armor.

Despite the fusillade, it wasn't enough. Ten, twenty, thirty drones revealed themselves every few seconds, rushed forward, and exploded against the Bridled Stallion. At first, the armor endured, but this ship wasn't supposed to take this kind of beating. Jennimir tried to pull back, but there was no way for her to maneuver as quickly as those tiny airships. One by one, they smashed against the hull, exploding with some hidden payload.

Then it was over.

Natalie couldn't find another target. She still had her arm raised, and she searched through the air, scanning one area of space after another, but the enemy forces had finally been exhausted.

Just as quickly, Natalie turned back to the Bridled Stallion, but time seemed to drag. She saw her ship, gouged, torn, and ripped.

"Initiating emergency engine shutdown procedures," Jennimir called out. "Core containment has been weakened. Energy fields fluctuating!"

Natalie ordered the other two to remain on the ground while she ran forward. The hatch remained lowered, so she jumped forward, leaping across the distance. She landed with a loud clang, ran into the Bridled Stallion, rushed for the engine room. At any moment, she knew that this ship could explode.

Jennimir may have been an amazing pilot, but no one knew this vessel quite like her. Seconds later, Natalie heard the boots of the rest of her team.

They hadn't been ordered onto the Stallion, but this was their home just as much as it was hers. They weren't going to let the Duchy take it away from them.

Seconds later, they were in the engine room, and Natalie watched as the different screens and projections blinked, buzzed, and snarled for her attention. A dozen different status reports screeched against the air.

Natalie and the other wolves stopped thinking. They activated the emergency containment batteries. Secondary systems came back to life. They typed in commands, bypassed systems, shut down weapons, reduced power to the thrusters, and opened the vents. A shot of hot plasma raced out into the sky, flaring and dissipating within a few seconds.

The pilot brought their craft down, and it landed with a crunch.

Natalie glanced around the rest of her team, and that's when she looked down at her empty, gauntleted hand.

The men of the Duchy had the temerity to attack her ship? They actually had the balls to try to damage the Bridled Stallion?

Her throat tightened, her lips hardened, and she growled just one command into the transmitter built into her helmet, "Find him."

Peter ran hard through the forest. At first, uncertainty tightened his insides. He jumped between trees, ducked under branches, and put as much distance between himself and the battle as possible.

A strange sensation also buzzed at the back of his brain. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn't push it away, but he kept thinking about being a little kid. He remembered once when his parents took him to some event at his school. He was nine or ten, but the school offered a "kids' room". It was basically a glorified day care center filled with little kids...Once he got there, he realized that this was wildly age inappropriate, and his parents never told him he had to stay. Even so, the teachers said that he needed to remain there. Of course, he wanted to leave. He wanted to just walk away, especially because he was old enough to head home. It was a safe neighborhood, and he had played out on the streets unsupervised with his friends for years. But they were adults, so he wasn't just supposed to walk away. They probably weren't going to stop him. He remembered standing at the doorway, uncertain, unsure of himself, worried about getting punished but also completely aware that it was ridiculous for him to hang out with a bunch of kindergartners.

That same feeling crept through his body as he kept running.

He tried to tell himself that the Confederation women had no right to hold him. He went back to that old mantra: he wasn't a pet, a servant, a plaything, or a slave. He wasn't supposed to be owned! He was a man, and he had rights!

Besides, he could try to find a settlement, a town, village, anything. He would be able to put in a call, transfer money from one of his accounts, and go back to his old life.

When he managed to push that awkward sensation aside, Peter started to worry about the women. Yes, they kept him as a prisoner, but they had treated him fairly well. When that thought crossed his mind, he grimaced, glanced down at the chastity belt, and tried to hate them. At the same time, he remembered how they had touched him. Sometimes it felt incredible. Sometimes, he could almost believe that these women were bright and that men needed to be owned.

"Nonsense," he gasped as he continued to run. He found a path and started to follow it. Thinking that maybe this would make it easier for them to track him (if they tracked him), he picked another route and kept jogging. Before long, his skin was hot and damp with perspiration. His heart was kicking, but he knew that the battle wouldn't last for long.

At first, the woods seemed to vibrate and thrum with constant activity. He could hear those explosions as the noise rippled between the trees.

But then everything went quiet.

His heart was still pounding, and his breathing came sharper now, but he couldn't pick up on the noise of combat. Did that mean the Red Wolves won? Or maybe they'd been defeated...captured...or--no, he refused to entertain the possibility.

Instead, he kept running. He pushed himself harder now since other possibilities started to hang on the air.

First, it was possible that the Red Wolves might let him go. Perhaps they had been wounded or tired or decided he wasn't worth the effort. If that was the case, then he could rush forward, running, jogging, and striding ahead as much as the point allowed until he found something. (Peter understood how dangerous this could be. He knew how to go exploring and camp in the wilderness, but that usually meant taking supplies with him. At that moment, he had nothing but a collar locked around his neck and a chastity belt between his legs.) But there was another possibility.

The women were fine. They survived the attack, and Natalie would want him back for one reason or another. Maybe she would be insulted by the fact that he had dared to try to escape her custody.

If so, he had to keep moving.

He wished he knew what had happened. He wished he had some solid understanding of what he was supposed to do next. The different options made it impossible to plan.

Move. That was his one solid choice. He had to keep moving!

At one point, he had to slow down. He had pushed himself as hard as he could, and he didn't dare stop, but he had to keep walking. At the same time, he tried to listen to the ambient noise. He could hear the flutter of birds as they flew through the air, their chirps, the wind in the leaves, and nothing else.

But wait.

Peter froze for a second. He thought he heard something.

A sense of unease and inarticulate dread rustled through him. Tentatively, he turned around and looked back. He thought he saw something, an outline, a shape. He squinted, but he couldn't make it out. He blinked, but it was gone.

One of the Red Wolves?

Peter couldn't be sure one way or another, but he turned around, and that's when he saw another silhouette off in the distance. Again, he couldn't quite tell if it was just a tree or something in his imagination. Maybe it was an optical illusion brought on by light and shadow, but he took a tentative step forward, stopped, blinked, focused, and it was gone just like the first one.

He bit down on the inside of his mouth for just a moment, made a choice, and he started running, faster now.

He sprinted forward. A couple of branches scratched at his shoulders and cheeks, but the pain only helped. He stumbled through a bush, nearly lost his balance, and tripped forward, only to catch himself at the last instant. Refusing to lose momentum, he kept kicking down against the ground as he ran forward as well as he could.

And he saw something in his peripheral vision to the left. One of these women?

Someone else?

He didn't know, and he couldn't figure it out right then. Without a weapon or even any kind of tool, he didn't stand a chance, so he turned to the right.

It happened a little while later. He had to stop, double back, and run as hard as he could. He pushed himself.

Two more times, he thought he saw something. At each moment, he ducked back and fled. Those figures appeared and vanished, but he couldn't head in their direction. He had to go somewhere else. To lose them!

By now, sweat dribbled into his brows and down along his vision, making it harder to see clearly. Still, he kept running. Finally, he stumbled out into a clearing, and there was a woman waiting for him. Dressed in red and white armor, she had her helmet pulled back, so he could see her face.

Natalie Sherush of the Red Wolves.

"You ran," she said.

Peter started to turn around, but she called out one word. The command slashed across the air, and he couldn't defy her order. He couldn't resist. "Stop!"

"You ran away," she continued when he didn't know what to say to her. "You poor, silly boy. You tried to run off. And before this, I'm sure you wondered why we kept you on a leash. You get just a taste of freedom, and you make the wrong choice." Her eyes narrowed, and that's when she stepped forward, only her armor didn't follow. The different plates pulled away, and she revealed herself. Dressed in her jumpsuit, she started to approach him.

Why? What she have in mind?

This might actually give him a chance, so he had to demand, "What is this? What are you doing?"

"I'm catching you," she said. "I'm taking you back."

Without thinking, he shook his head from side to side. "I'm not going back. I’m not a slave!"

"You're a boy," she replied. "You're a disobedient, disrespectful, defiant boy who needs to be trained. Even if I don't think you'd make a good pet, I want to see you broken."

"What? Why?" Perhaps he originally had the sense that she didn't like him very much, especially compared to women like Dominique or Diana or Jennimir, but this was different. Yes, she spoke with cool, detached professionalism, only there was something else simmering beneath her words.

Anger. His insides clenched as he glanced over his shoulder. "You can try to run," she promised.

He could, Peter understood, but he didn't require any special training to understand how fleeing would play out. Smaller, faster, and equipped with better endurance, she would run him down. That only left two other alternatives.

Surrender? Never.

He glanced down at his chastity belt. Every time he saw it he swallowed and sensed the pressure from the collar at his throat, he was reminded of what these women had done. More importantly, he knew how they wanted to re-sculpt him. They would alter his personality, training him to suit their needs. He would become an eager, docile toy. He would be dedicated to their service, their satisfaction, and nothing else.

"Go on," she said. "Try to run. Or try to fight. We both know it won't make any difference. This leash is going on the collar, and then I’m dragging you back to the stallion. This time, I'm not going to be gentle with you, boy."

Boy. He heard the word, but it didn't provoke him. Instead, Peter concentrated on his freedom. As a photographer, he didn't make much, and there were lots of people throughout the Duchy who didn't really see the point, but they were wrong. If nothing else, he savored the freedom of making those choices. After all, you could hand ten different cameras to ten different people and order them to take pictures of the same flower, and they would walk away with different pictures, perspectives, and messages about what that flower might be and how we can see it. He loved getting to make those sorts of decisions; he wouldn't give up this freedom!

He dipped his head down, growled, and ran at her. He slammed his feet against the soft ground, and he rushed at her, his fingers slashing through the air.

Natalie threw her head back and laughed for just a second before he annihilated the distance between them. He put his shoulder down, and he tried to slam into her. He hoped that his superior mass and momentum might be enough to knock her down.

But she stepped out of the way easily.

He spun back, lifted his fists, and prepared himself for a fight, but it was too late.

She practically skipped forward, reached out, and managed to slap him across the cheek before he could react. This girl was so fast!

Stumbling back, Peter brought his hand up to his face. His cheek burned, but he couldn't tell if it was pain from the blow or just embarrassment. Shame definitely played down along his throat.

"How about this? If you get down on your knees and apologize right now, I might not let my wolves have their way with you."

"I'm not going back," he promised.

"Yes, you are," she replied. "You don't have a choice. I'm not giving you one. You’re a boy, and you belong in that collar."

This time, he rushed at her, pulled his arm back, and tried to throw out a fist. He just wanted to connect once, to knock her back. She was young woman. She was just a person, so she had to be fragile. She darted around him, brought her hand down, and smacked his naked ass. He stumbled forward, confused and disoriented by what just happened.

She wasn't done. She brought her other hand up, and she smacked him across the face. Again, the pain flared along his nerves, but it was different. It wasn't the brutality of a genuine injury. Rather, she was messing with him. She was teasing him. She was reminding him again and again that she could end this whenever she wished.

After all, she hunted him down once. She could do it again.

This might be his one chance, his only opportunity. He had to fight. He had to win!

Peter threw one punch, then another. She dodged the first one, lifted her forearms, blocked the second, and then she came up behind him again. She wrapped her arm around his neck, tightened her grip, and suddenly he couldn't breathe. It all happened in an instant, just a flash of motion, and that's when she kicked her foot against the back of his legs. His knees bent, and he fell down.

"This is where you belong, on your knees, in front of us. We are your superiors. We are stronger than you, faster than you, smarter than you. Say it."

Peter could barely get the air out, but he forced himself to shape those words by her command, "You’re superior!"

She released him, and he fell forward. Braced on his knuckles and knees now, he looked up slowly, and that's when he saw these women standing around him in a semicircle.

Natalie may not have been armored, but she was obviously their leader, and now she attached his leash, she pulled it, and she guided him right back onto the Bridled Stallion.

He was back in the holding bay, but they didn't put him in the cage.

Instead, they pushed him up against the wall, spread his limbs, and shackled him there.

At first, it was just Diana and Jennimir who escorted him through the Bridled Stallion. Once the restraints were back on his wrists and ankles, he wondered if he should try to say something. At the same time, he was nervous that they might decide to gag him again. Peter didn't want to let that happen, but that mix of curiosity and fear overwhelmed him. "What, what you going to do?"

Diana raised her hand and snapped her fingers. Then it was Jennimir who stepped forward, and she held up something for him to see. At first, it just looked like a thin, black rod, only the tip splayed out into a wider square.

"This is going to sting," promised the pilot.

First, she dragged the tip of the crop down his for head, the ridge of his nose, his lips and his throat. She continued to slide the implement down his sternum. Then she flipped it back, raised her arm, and she slapped the crop against his right flank, then his left. She struck hard and fast, leaving red welts against his skin. He jerked from side to side despite his best efforts not to show any kind of reaction.

And yet, these women knew exactly how to play with him, how to tease him.

The pilot stepped back, Diana raised her hand, and she snapped her fingers three times in quick succession.

They played with him and punished him like this for at least an hour.

Then it was over, and he slumped down, exhausted and drained.

"I think he's been thoroughly punished," Diana said when she stepped into the cockpit.

Natalie sat in her usual position, and she had her eyes and down at one of the tablets built in her seat's armrest. The Stallion was designed to be a durable, flexible craft, and he proved himself once again. His automated repair systems had engaged. Dozens of small bots scurried across the hull and repaired the most serious rents and gashes. Obviously, they needed to get back to the Eris Ascendant, but she was confident.

More than that, Natalie almost wished that the Duchy would attack again.

A different concern hit her. “Marissa?”

“Yes, Ma’am?”

“How effective is our stealth cloak?”

“Generators are running at reduced capacity.”

“Do you think Duchy forces will be able to see us?”

“Probably not, but I can’t make any promises.”

“Any sign of detection?”

“No,” Marissa answered. At the same time, she felt compelled to add, “But we weren’t able to detect the drones.”

“Those things would’ve been pricey. I doubt the Duchy can bring another swarm like that to a crappy little planet like Ansion,” Jennimir interjected.

“You might be right,” Natalie said with the different possibilities and considerations swirling around her.

Their battle with the swarm had been costly. In fact, she almost wanted to smirk when she imagined the accountants going through the cost of the attack. Not only that, it hadn't been enough to destroy the Bridled Stallion, nor had any of her soldiers been seriously hurt.

Natalie finally turned away from the screen. She glanced back at Diana as she reconsidered their cargo, " I'm sure you did a good job, but this boy is surprisingly resilient. He continues to defy us."

"We can go back in there," Jennimir said with a savage smile.

"No," Natalie said. Instead, she glanced over at her information officer, "Before, you were telling me about those neural implants. What can they do?"

Peter slumped from his restraints. His mouth was dry, exhaustion swarmed through his brain, and he could almost fall asleep.

The wolves had been angry.

When he was marched back onto the ship, Peter had expected this. But now, the shocks came fast. Worse, they used the crop on him. At several other points, they bent him to one side and spanked him, all while he remained restrained against the wall. Desperation and frustration had flared through his body, granting him extra strength and perhaps some additional endurance.

It hadn't been enough.

Every time he glanced up at them, he saw the disappointment etched on their beautiful faces. These women had tried to train him. In fact, some of the words still echoed inside of his head. One told him, "We took you onto our ship, and we were going to let you be our mascot. And this is how you repaid us? You try to run away?" She made it sound like he had betrayed them…

Had he?

No…?

Peter felt like he should have been able to summon an easy answer, yet there was this sense that he had messed up. He had made a mistake. Yes, he got caught, but should he have run in the first place? Shouldn't he have known that he was going to get caught?

Another woman had laughed at him. Was it Marissa? He couldn't quite remember, not as he endured one shock after another, plus the bites of the crop against his skin.

"We could have had some fun with you. We could have played with you every day. I mean, we probably even would have let you out of your chastity belt once or twice a month."

When he heard that mockery, Peter had tried to throw himself forward. He wanted to tear himself from those restraints and to show these women what he could do!

Really, these were just fantasies. Years of dreaming the wrong kinds of content had given him this sense of his own capabilities. Even when he had been out in the clearing, fighting with Natalie, he should have recognized that the truth. That wasn't a battle. She had been playing with him the same way a cat might allow a mouse to scurry between her paws. Sure, there was the illusion that he might be able to escape or fight his way out.

Even off the leash, he had never really escaped.

It was the information officer who laughed at him, "Seriously, where did you think you're going to go? You realize, there are trackers in your collar and belt."

Despite the pain of punishment, his jaw had fallen open as he heard those words. Yes, Peter should have been able to realize that for himself, but everything happened so quickly. The women enjoyed that look of dismayed shock that played across his features. All at once, they burst out laughing.

Weaker this time, he nonetheless struggled against his restraints. He tried to pull himself off of that wall with every iota of reduced strength that he still possessed.

It wasn't enough. It wasn't anywhere near enough.

Every few minutes, he jerked and pulled against his restraints, but why? He kept struggling until the exhaustion consumed him, at which point he would hang there, maybe close his eyes, maybe fall asleep, or drift through his fatigue. Even if he escaped the hold, what did he think he would accomplish? He was still collared, still belted, and still at their mercy.

Eventually, the doors slid open once again, revealing another silhouette.

Before he could make out any of her exact details, he had to ask, "Natalie?"

"First of the Red Wolves," she said as she strode forward. Still adorned in her armor, she approached. With every step, her boots clanged against the deck until she stood in front of him and lifted her hand. He glanced down to see a pair of silver-white discs. They reminded him of her armor and so much the technology the Confederation used.

"I…"

"Be quiet unless you want me to muzzle you," she said, her eyes narrowing.

His mouth remained open, but Peter obeyed. He stayed quiet even as the words seemed to buzz and shiver at the back of his mouth. He had so much he wanted to say after enduring those punishments, after trying to escape.

"I would call you a good boy, but you aren't, are you?" She reached up and stroked her gauntleted hand against his cheek. Her armor was surprisingly warm and smooth. At the same time, it was firm. She could probably punch through a tank’s armored skin without much effort, but now she was tender only her expression darkened, "No. You're not a good boy. You want to resist and you want to rebel. That's what I'm coming to understand about all of you. I had my suspicions before, but males can't be trusted, can they? Did you know that this is a fundamental ideological difference in our society?"

He was about to speak, remembered her previous order, so now he shook his head from side to side. Had his last dose of punishment changed something? Have these women actually altered his personality?

Maybe. Then again, he didn't know what Natalie and her compatriots could accomplish when they decided that his resistance and rebellion was no longer cute. He had fled an active combat zone. He had put her wolves in danger as they hunted him. What if the Duchy chose that moment to launch another ambush or unleash some other weapon? For that, her rage glowed bright deep within her chest.

"There are factions in our society that believe boys can be trusted. They think of males as partners. Junior partners but partners nonetheless," Natalie told him, her tone almost professorial. "Then there are other groups who believe that men are little more than wild animals. Yes, we can domesticate them for any given period of time, but they can never really be trusted. Deep down, at your core, you are still a beast, and that means we must always be on guard. Men should never be allowed anything more than a taste of freedom because they will mess it up."

With his arms and legs spread, his limbs ensnared, and the command to remain silent still in effect, Peter could only shake his head from side to side. His mouth opened again and again, and he kept hoping for permission to speak. Maybe he could defend himself? Maybe he could, at the very least, apologize?

The armored woman in front of him wasn't interested in anything he had to say. And yet, she continued, "To you, this might not sound like much, but it is one of the most controversial issues our society. Do you trust your boy? Can a woman marry a man and actually love him? She might say that he's her partner, but would he rebel if given the chance? All across the Confederation, men are taught to obey. But is it just an act? When you boys get down on your knees, kiss her feet, and service us, is that a gift freely given because you know where you belong? Or is it something else? Is it just the threat of punishment that keeps you in line?"

Peter felt like he should answer, but he suspected she wasn't genuinely interested in anything he had to say even if she phrased those comments as questions. "I see it all the time. Women go back and forth, arguing in circles as they debate this problem. I suppose that's the issue, isn't it? We can never really know what you boys are thinking. We can never really know what is happening behind your eyes or between your ears." She reached up and tapped him between his brows. "All of you could be tricking us." She shook her head from side to side. "Of course, that raises other, awkward and difficult questions. If boys can lie to us, does that make them just as smart as us? Or worse, what if they’re even smarter?"

Almost frantically, he swung his head from side to side.

"Before this, I considered myself to be politically agnostic," Natalie continued. "As far as I was concerned, I was just a soldier. It wasn't my job to try to make these kinds of determinations. I know that there are psychologists on both sides of the aisle, so there's no scientific consensus. Not yet. Now, we are going to see what these can do."

That's when she lifted up the first disc and placed it on the right side of his forehead. She raised another and put it on the left side. For a second, Peter wanted to turn his head aside, but he knew that any kind of disobedience or defiance would only make things worse for him.

He glanced over her shoulder, at the hallway, and he contemplated the impossibilities of escape. Another, smaller voice at the back of his mind told that it was time to cooperate.

But was it? Was it really?

Peter blinked; in that time, he wondered about the Confederation's political dilemma. What if he only lied to himself to avoid additional punishment? What if, deep down, he still resented these women?

How did he feel? What did he think?

After days or weeks in their custody, it was getting harder and harder to tell one way or the other.

His eyes opened, and he blinked again, and suddenly he was thinking of Sarah. If he went back to the Duchy, would he be able to look at her as just another woman? Or would he defer to her authority? Would he ask her for guidance, recognizing that she had been smarter than him all along?

Peter's pulse quickened as he realized he didn't know one way or the other.

"Do you enjoy virtual reality?"

He blinked, confused.

Of course, the VR interfaces existed both in the Duchy and Confederation. People could wear haptic gloves and pull goggles over their eyes. There were even full-body suits that could simulate certain textures and sensations, although the costs usually made these rigs prohibitively expensive.

"My information officer tells me that this could be a breakthrough. Let's find out, shall we?"

She kept her eyes aimed at his face as she brought her right hand up to her left wrist, and she hit the activation icon.

Everything started to turn gray. He blinked, clenching his eyes shut and opening them again, but fog seemed to roll along the floor in front of him, and then it spread up around at the boundaries of his vision. What was happening? Was she blinding him?

He shook his head from side to side, like he thought he might be able to dislodge the discs. It didn't work, and soon he couldn't see anything at all. Worse, he heard Natalie chuckling, but her voice started to drift to the side. She hadn't lowered her voice. She wasn't stopping either. It almost felt like standing on a transport platform right before it hovered away. The noise dissipated, but he knew he wasn't moving.

What was happening? What was she doing to him?

Peter tried to ask a question, but his throat refused to work.

Everything was gray, numb, and silent.

He felt utterly trapped, and he started to panic. Even so, he couldn't detect the beating of his heart or whether or not he sucked in fresh, cool air.

Then the center of his vision started to resolve itself, and Peter blinked. He started to look around.

This boy found himself in the center of a field. Soft green grass surrounded him in every direction. In the distance, he spotted rolling hills. Further on, there were snowcapped mountains, although they reminded him more of paintings.

He was naked, and his hands immediately shot up to his neck. Yes, the collar remained. Then he reached down, and he realized that he was no longer wearing the chastity belt. This inconsistency made him spin around again as he searched for some clue of what was going on.

And then he saw her. When he spun around for the third time, she was just standing there. But how is that possible?

"Welcome to virtual reality," she said. "Welcome to every boy's nightmare."

Marquez studied the viewscreen as he searched for something, a blip, an anomaly, some detail that would show him exactly what he wished to find. The loss of the swarm would be an issue, especially back at headquarters. Even so, he didn't care. He craved a victory, and now he had the resources to achieve one. Those women thought they were smarter. They thought they were stronger. They thought they were better soldiers. As far as Marquez was concerned, men would always be the superior fighters. He had no idea how the Confederation had achieved their levels of technological advancement, but if he could catch a couple of them, he could interrogate them, and steal their secrets. Then, the Duchy would no longer be on the defensive. In the meantime, he needed to find that slight aberration, just a few pixels that might be out of place. He had his best officers scouring their own screens, but General Tiburon refused to look away.

"Run," Natalie said.

"I, I don't want to run," he said, making her blink in surprise.

"No?" Natalie did her best to sound sarcastic, like she would never believe this boy or anything he said. And yet, she hesitated for several more seconds. Finally, she tilted her head to the side, smirked again, and she seemed genuinely intrigued now, "Then what do you want to do?"

Peter gulped. He didn't understand what was happening, not really. Yes, this was supposed to be virtual-reality, but it was so different from anything else he had experienced or even seen before. VR was supposed to mean bringing small screens up close to your eyes, holding onto controllers, and standing in one room while imagining you’re somewhere else. Even so, it could never be mistaken for the truth.

But right then and there, he wanted to believe that he was actually standing in a green field. He could smell the grass, he experienced the breeze, and a shiver ran through his body as the cool air brushed along his skin. This seemed like a brand-new reality, more alternate than virtual.

Peter glanced to down. He saw the soft grass, and he lowered himself onto his knees. Standing in front of her, he crossed his wrists behind his back, and he surrendered to an impulse, a longing, a desire or drive. He couldn't explain this need, but now he looked up at her. The breeze washed along the top of her head, causing a wisp of hair to follow those air currents.

"I'm sorry," he told her. "I'm sorry I tried to run. I'm sorry I tried to get away. I, I don't know what I was thinking."

"You were thinking that you want to be free. You were thinking that you want to get away. You think that you deserve your independence. You think you deserve freedom."

Peter gulped and shook his head. By this point, contradicting a woman felt like a strange and alien idea, but they were talking about his feelings, right? Couldn't he tell the truth?

"I messed up," he said. "I made a mistake. It was a really bad mistake. I'm sorry. Please, I'm sorry I put your soldiers in danger. I'm sorry I ran off."

She considered him for several long seconds, burst out laughing, and needed several more seconds before her tone sharpened, "So what? I'm supposed to believe you? I'm supposed to accept your apology and believe that you have finally learned your lesson?"

"I'm telling the truth," he answered in a small voice.

"We'll see," she answered.

That's when she snapped her fingers, and Peter suddenly lost control of his body. He rose to his feet, only he now felt more like a passenger. His legs moved, his back straightened, and he turned. He started running, jumping from one stride to the next, and that's when her voice echoed across the air, "If I catch you, you're going to regret it."

He kept running hard for those first couple of steps. Then he suddenly he had control of his body again. That's when he spun around, thinking that he would face her, only she was gone. In the distance, he picked up on the sounds of her laughter. Giggles?

Peter started breathing faster, and that's when he turned around again. She was standing there, right in front of him, and her hand shot out. It struck him across the face. He stumbled back, turned, and ran. Fear shot through his body, cold and burning all at the same time, like dropping his entire body into some arctic lake.

What was this? What was happening?

He glanced down for just a moment, then back up, and he saw her ahead of him, as though she had teleported.

As the confusion darted across his features, she raised a hand, tilted her head to the side, and he slowed to a stop, but this wasn't a conscious decision. It wasn't something he tried to do. Once again, he felt her take control of his body.

"My information officer told me what I would be able to do here," she said. "Anything I want."

He tried to shake his head from side to side, but he couldn't do it.

"Now, can you get away from me?"

"I…" Peter tried to say, but she held up her hand, brought her fingertips down against her thumb, and his mouth refused to open again.

"No, you can't get away from me. In here, I am completely powerful, and you are nothing but a puppet. Would you like to see how that works?"

She lifted her hand and brought it down. In the next moment, he collapsed down onto his back. He hit the soft grass hard as he tried to understand what he was looking at. Up in the far distance there were clouds lazily drifting overhead, smears of white against the blue panorama.

Then she stood over him, looked down, and she shook her head from side to side, like she was disappointed.

"I thought you were going to try to fight me, Peter. I thought you were going to try to run away again."

"I want to apologize," he said.

"And now you expect me to believe that you want my forgiveness?" Crossing her arms over her chest, she radiated skepticism. "You know, the time you got your photography, I actually believed you. I started to think that maybe you were opening up to us. Maybe we could trust you. Maybe you would tell us something intimate and Dominique could be rewarded for her faith in you. She sees a boy who could be trained. She sees a boy who should be loved." She practically spat those last few words.

"What, what does that mean?"

"It means you could have been our pet. You could have been her plaything, a sweet boy down on your knees." When she shook her head, she scowled, like that idea repelled her. And yet, Peter thought he saw something else: disappointment or sorrow.

"Please!" Peter called out.

She reached down and placed her hand on his forehead. In that moment, this reality faded away, replaced by something else. It was a vision, something from her imagination? Maybe. Or perhaps she had preprogrammed it. Either way, he found himself watching. There was a small apartment, a black couch, and Natalie and Dominique were on top of it. Natalie was on her back, both women were naked, and Dominique straddled her. Better yet, the blonde woman leaned down and licked her nipples before sliding her hands along her body.

Natalie started moaning, "Please, I can't take it. Please, let me come!"

"But I'm not done kissing you," Dominique replied.

"Make the boy do it," Natalie called out, her eyes wide, every syllable sharp with desperate gasps of need and desire.

"Slave boy. You heard her," Dominique said. She leaned down and started kissing Natalie again. As the Wolf moaned her pleasure, Peter saw something impossible.

He saw himself.

Standing there like a ghost, he watched, frozen in place and unable to intervene.

He was naked, and he could feel the excitement radiating off of his body as he scurried forward.

Dominique pulled back, Natalie sat up, spread her legs, and this second version of Peter maneuvered between her legs. He was down on his knees on the floor right where he belonged at the feet of these powerful women.

Peter narrowed his eyes slightly like he couldn't comprehend what all of this meant. And yet, the desire simmered deep within his stomach. It was something strange, something ephemeral and hard to grasp. The moisture drained away from his mouth as he yearned for this chance.

It reminded him so much of a job he had he had been working with this young woman, a graphic designer, and she was about to take a new job on a separate world. Right before she left after her going away party, she grabbed him by his shoulder and asked, "Peter can I ask you something?" He said sure. "Why didn't you ever ask me out?" He blinked, surprised. She was beautiful and funny, and they spent so much time talking about books, but he never thought she would have been interested. That's when she glanced down, tucked a loose bang behind her ear, and shyly confessed, "I always had a huge crush on you." His eyes had widened as disappointment squeezed him because he never saw it. He never knew that had been a possibility...

...The same floundering combination of regret and disappointment shot through his frame again. He ached to be that boy down on his knees, the one who started to eagerly lick Natalie's slit while this beautiful woman kissed Dominique.

Peter struggled to tell himself that he was being manipulated, but that wasn't true. Those feelings were genuine even if the images playing out in front of him were entirely illusory.

For long, deliciously torturous seconds, Peter had no choice but to watch. He kept his eyes on Natalie and Dominique. The blonde continued to kiss her girl, and that reflection of himself eagerly licked. Peter couldn't imagine the taste, the sensations, the powerless subservience. He wished he could have been down on his knees.

But wait, why? No. He didn't want to be a slave. He didn't want to be owned!

Peter did his best to inject those thoughts deep into his psyche, but it didn't work.

Doing his best to resist, Peter just shut his eyes.

But then he heard her voice, "No. You don't get to hide. You don't get to ignore the truth." In this crafted reality, his senses didn't rely on his eyes, his tongue, his nose, his skin, or his ears. Rather, the information could be uploaded directly into his mind. Neurons fired, so he perceived what she intended.

That's why Peter "opened" his eyes in that virtual reality. Just as she expected and demanded, Peter started watching again. Not only that, he couldn't turn his head away. He couldn't concentrate on anything except that image right there in front of him.

An alternate version of Natalie stepped up beside him, placed her hands on his shoulders, and she whispered, "That could have been you. But now, you're going to need to be punished instead.

"Please…"

"Oh?" asked this woman. "Would you like to watch for a little while? Okay."

"No," Peter tried to growl back, but it was too late. She shut his mouth, forced him to watch, and the images soaked into his mind and body. Arousal pumped through him. He hated this. It was humiliating and demeaning. He loved it. Hot arousal coursed through his frame, no matter how hard he tried to push those desires aside.

"That could have been you," she said. "You could have been a beloved pet, collared and leashed, down on your knees below us. But you know, we would have been very generous. We would even let you look just like that."

Peter struggled so hard to grit his teeth, clench his eyes shut, and to turn away. As hard as he worked, he couldn't make any of that happen. The sensations continued to stream straight into his mind. She controlled his sensations and perceptions. She manipulated him, forcing him to watch moment by moment.

"Maybe it's time for you to switch?" Natalie asked.

She raised her hand and snapped her fingers, so he flinched as he expected that snap of pain. Instead, the phantom version of Natalie down on the couch pushed Peter back, she slid over to Dominique, and the other woman spread her legs. Both females were now naked, their bodies on display, and the captive version of Peter wished he could move. He struggled against his bonds, but these were psychological and neurological. They existed based on technology he couldn't possibly understand as this young woman left him imprisoned in his own mind.

"Right now, I can tell what you want," she said. "You want to be that slave boy. You want to be a pet. You want to be a plaything."

Peter couldn't even answer. It wasn't just a matter of being muzzled. In this reality, she had complete control over him.

"It's okay," she told him. "You don't have to lie. Just relax. Relax and watch."

Peter watched the virtual version of himself as he started to lick Dominique. The two women continued to make out. Their hands roamed along their bodies as they caressed their sides, their breasts, their necks. In the meantime, the boy remained down below them, licking eagerly. At several points, he went slowly, taking his time. Then he would speed up, and Dominique raised her chin and leaned back.

"Wouldn't that be a nice life? Wouldn't you love to be owned just like that?"

All at once, Peter realized he could speak again. The boy couldn't turn his head away. In fact, his eyes remained locked on the virtual versions of Natalie and Dominique, and his mouth moved. "Yes. Please."

"No," she said.

She snapped her fingers, and electricity exploded through his body. It was five or ten times more intense as the pain blanketed every nerve he possessed. The agony swept through him, turning everything to a flash of angry white.

Then it stopped, and he found himself down on his knees, surrounded by black. He raised his hands, he couldn't see anything. He blinked, but he couldn't tell the difference between this infinite black and the darkness behind his eyelids.

But then a new reality resolved around him, and he found himself on his feet with his hands lifted up. Shackles encircled his wrists. These probably weren't necessary, not when she could dictate the rules and dynamics of this fictional reality.

"This is fascinating," she said. "It's like being an actual goddess. In here, I can do whatever I want with you."

"Please, just let me go. Please, I won’t try to escape again," he said.

"Agreed," she replied. "You won't try to escape again because I might just leave you here."

"What?" Peter breathed out.

Natalie stepped in front of him, and she looked up and down along his naked body. "This kind of interface has so much potential, don't you think? It can be used for training simulations. But it can also make sure that a boy like you doesn't step out of line. After all, you are trapped here in fantasies and simulations of my design. In this world, women really do have absolute control over you."

"No…"

"Yes," she said. She stepped back behind him.

At this point, he could try to move. Peter didn't understand why. When she could already manipulate him like he was nothing but a puppet, there was no reason for the restraints.

And yet, he quickly figured it out. Natalie wanted to see him struggle against those virtual shackles. She loved the way he twisted and writhed. His muscles flexed, as he tried to break free, but he would never be able to. She had him, and now she stroked him. She slid her fingertips down from the nape of his neck to his back, between his shoulder blades, and down to his buttocks. She squeezed his posterior, her fingers lightly playing along his skin.

Peter bent head forward, shut his eyes, and he tried to block out the sensations, but he failed completely. He couldn't help himself, not when this woman knew how to touch him. More importantly, his heart kicked faster as the adrenaline played along his veins.

"I'm sorry," he said.

"I don't believe you," she replied.

And that's when she stepped back in front of him, lifted a hand, and the paddle materialized.

"Every time I strike, you're going to feel it again."

It?

Natalie was deliberately vague as she stepped back behind him, and now she touched the paddle to his backside. The wood felt smooth and perfect against his skin. As he glanced around this white space, Peter tried to comprehend how this could exist. Simultaneously, he searched for some detail. He had never really imagined technology like this. Yes, there were stories and streams where perfectly artificial realities could exist, only he never thought he would visit one.

...He never thought he'd be trapped in one…

As far as he was convinced, this was supposed to be just an idea, but now she caressed the paddle against his backside. He kept searching for some sign that this was fake.

Peter couldn't find any inconsistency, any flicker of illusion.

Then she pulled her arm back, and she struck with the paddle. Hot pain flared along his body.

But it wasn't just the pain. He could deal with that. He could handle it.

There was something else: disappointment. Fear. Regret. The knowledge of his terrible mistake rippled through his frame, and he couldn't push it aside.

"You betrayed us, boy."

"I'm sorry!" Peter cried out again.

But it was too late because she smacked his right but cheek, his left, his right again…

The sounds of her giggles rippled along the air. She was punishing him, and his eyes watered. Ragged disappointment raced along his psyche. He couldn't push it away. He couldn't ignore it. There was no way for him to control what he was feeling in those moments as she manipulated him.

"We are going to do this for a long, long time," she promised.

That's when she stepped right up behind him, pressed her chest to his shoulder blades, and then she reached down. Her fingers dragged along his chest to his stomach, all the way down to his shaft.

Peter dropped his head down, and that's when he saw his erection. He was hard. Very hard. The desires were right there, simmering beneath the surface, and now she brushed her fingers along his cock. She squeezed him, and she started manipulating him, rubbing and down and up.

Yes!

Peter didn't know how to deal with the alternating stimuli. For one minute, she punished him with bursts of pain and flashes of jagged disappointment. But now, she was teasing him, and his body craved so much more.

She kept rubbing him, and now he could feel that edge of an orgasm. Moment by moment, he tried to brace himself for the inevitable. She was going to pull her hand back.

Instead, he was right there, and she kept squeezing him, teasing him and touching him. With one hand, she stroked his cock, lightly squeezing him. She moved her palm up and down. She manipulated the tip of his shaft, pulled her tightened grip down to the base, and worked her way up again and again and again!

Yes!

Was she about to prove some point? Was she about to let him have an orgasm?

Peter clenched down as hard as he could, he tried to lose himself to that shuddering, throbbing sensation. He needed the flare of pleasure to race through his body.

It didn't happen.

"What's wrong?" Natalie tittered. "Do you want something?"

He tried to jerk his hips forward. With his feet strapped to the floor and his arms bound over his head, he could only squirm his hips from side to side, but this should have been enough!

"You like this, don't you?"

Moment by moment, Peter struggled so hard to figure out what was going on. Of course, it was difficult with the desires clouding his every thought. That need was right there, pulsating through his body, and he had climaxed so many times. His shaft was stiff, and the desperation raced along his flesh, but it wasn't enough.

Why not?

"I control your body. I control your mind. I control everything you see and experience," she said. "What? You thought that I had to rely on the chastity belt in here?" She giggled at the prospect, and that's when she leaned up and whispered, "I'm going to leave you here, Peter. I'm going to make sure that you keep getting touched, stroked, and teased. You're going to watch. You're going to see all of it, and you're never going to break free because I've got you in this prison, and I don't have to let you out. So this is your last chance. Do you want to try again?"

Try again?

Peter could just barely figure it out, but she stepped in front of him, and she still had her hands moving along his shaft. One set of fingers teased the base of his cock. With the other, she stroked his circumference, lightly playing with him, squeezing, rubbing and fondling him. It wasn't fair, not when he had this beautiful woman placed right there, and she kept delivering those pulses of wild need.

More. He craved more. He ached for it with every fiber of his being, but it still wasn't enough.

"I'm sorry, so sorry I missed up. I was at dumb boy, and I just ran. I wasn't thinking. I wasn't thinking!"

But then he blinked, and she was gone, and then the sensations echoed through his body. In that simulated reality, he closed his eyes, and she kept touching him.

Even so, it wasn't enough.

In this torture, he could cross that line again and again, but he still wouldn't experience the ecstasy of relief.

Frantic, Peter struggled so hard against his restraints, but he stayed right there, chained in place his arms over his head and his feet locked to the floor, just the way she wanted him.

"Did it work?" Marissa asked.

Natalie considered him for several long seconds. She pulled the discs off of her forehead, and she watched as his features contorted with frustration. His lips parted as he gasped, and she saw the movement beneath his eyelids.

"It worked," Natalie confirmed. "Get back to the cockpit. I want to make sure that we aren’t ambushed again."

"Understood," Marissa started back toward the doors, but then she paused for a moment. "Commander?"

"Yes?"

"How long are you going to leave him in there?"

"Get back to the bridge," Natalie told her subordinate. In the meantime, she watched as this boy struggled with his virtual reality. The sensations rushed through his body, and he could enjoy the perception of an orgasm, but that desperation dug straight into his psyche. It ripped through his defenses, and she chuckled, wondering what he would be like when he came out. At the same time, Natalie bought of something: his apology.

When she had looked into his eyes, his irises had shined bright with the desperate desire to convince her.

Was it a lie? Was it just a game?

Marissa headed back out into the hallway, leaving Natalie alone with this captive.

Tilting her head to one side, Natalie considered the boy. She reached up and brushed her fingers along his cheek. She enjoyed touching him, she had to admit, if only to herself.

She slid her fingers down along his chest, and there was something so fascinating and alluring about keeping him like this. At the same time, she kept going back to his apology and the desperation that played along his eyes. Could she believe him?

"It doesn't matter," Natalie whispered. No one could hear her, so it didn't matter. "You're a boy. You can't be trusted."

But even as she stepped back toward the doorway, Natalie felt the compulsion to stop and glance over her shoulder again. She saw this boy as he struggled in his private reality while the programs continued to tease him and torment him. This was his punishment, and he deserved it. And yet, she almost wanted to accept his apology.

Almost.




Chapter 9

At some point, Marquez had abandoned his spot on the bridge. It could be difficult to acknowledge, but he was still a man, and he needed the chance to rest his eyes, to recalibrate his thoughts, and to recharge. That's why he found himself in his small office, although the program continued to play as sensor readings were displayed on three different screens in his office.

Someone chimed at the door, so he quickly called out, "Come in." At the same time, he lifted his cup and brought some of the hot, dark liquid to his lips. He definitely needed a hit of caffeine, although he suspected these women were going to reveal themselves at some point soon.

"Sir?"

"Come in," Marquez replied. His executive officer entered. By this point, the general could have memorized every member of his crew despite the Titan Claw's size. That said, he preferred for soldiers to be interchangeable.

"I was hoping we could speak for a moment?"

"What is it?"

His executive officer straightened his back, crossed his wrists behind him, and stared straight ahead even as he went through the previously rehearsed lines, "Sir, I'm concerned that we might be overstepping our mandate."

"How's that?"

"Sir, have we received any special authorization to engage in combat activities against the Confederation?"

"I frequently receive orders, orders to which you are not privy," Marquez replied, his eyes narrowing slightly.

"Understood," replied the officer. "Sir, I'm just concerned that we might be going too far." He bit down, glanced toward the floor, and finally turned his gaze back to his commanding officer, "Maggie Blunt?"

"Go for it," Tiburon said as he leaned back in his chair.

"Sir, we hurt the Confederation. We nearly brought down one of their cutters. Maybe now isn't the time to provoke them again. I mean, this could lead to a war, especially if we don't play things very, very carefully."

"So now you're a diplomat?"

"No," replied the officer. "I'm not a diplomat, but I just wanted to ask. That's part of my job. I need to make sure that we aren't headed in the wrong direction. We have taken some damage, and we gave them a black eye. At this point, I think we could walk away."

"Walk away?" Marquez asked. "Are you serious? This is Ansion. It's a Duchy planet. Do I need to remind you of this very simple fact?"

"I realize that," said the officer. "Sir, I also recognize that we're actively hunting them. If we get into a military engagement and something goes wrong, we may not have the backing of the rest of the Duchy. I don't know if our leaders are willing to go to war over this."

At first, the general didn't answer. Instead, he touched his fingertips together, stared intently at his executive officer whose name he never bothered to learn, and now he watched and waited, "How much?"

"Sir?"

"How much are you willing to give up? How much are you willing to surrender? These women keep pushing. Day by day, they take more and more. They seize one planet after another. They keep pushing outward, and guess what happens to the men on those worlds?"

"They're enslaved," said the executive officer.

"And you're willing to accept that? You're willing to surrender those men and allow them to be owned as chattel? Is that it?"

"Sir, this is a matter of political realities. What happens if the Claw is damaged or destroyed? Worse, what happens if we are captured?"

"That's not going to happen," Marquez answered.

The executive officer opened his mouth, and that's when Marquez slammed his palm down against the desk. He jumped to his feet. That neutral, focused façade broke apart as he snarled, "That is not going to happen! For too long, those Confederation bitches have been pushing into our territory, one city, one colony, one planet at a time. We're going to fight back. We're going to show them what we can do. I want their forces to be routed. I want to see them retreat. They will leave this world, and they will understand that they can't just attack with impunity."

The officer opened his mouth like he wanted to say something, only his voice abandoned him. After another moment, he finally said, "Understood."

"Is there anything else?" Marquez wanted to know.

"No," replied the officer.

"Then get back to the bridge."

"Sir?"

"What is it?"

"Should I send an update to the diplomatic corps?"

"No," Marquez told him. "I expect you to maintain radio silence."

"Understood," the young man replied before he scurried out of the office. The doors closed, and Marquez climbed to his feet. Two screens were braced against his desk, but he walked over to the large one mounted on the wall. Different maps flashed by as the various scanner readings revealed themselves.

"I'm not going to let those women win," he mouthed to himself. Simultaneously, he thought of what the Duchy could be. They had wealth, mines, sprawling colonies, huge cities, and the potential to take over the galaxy. And yet, the Confederation kept encroaching, pushing further and further.

"Cowards," Marquez muttered.

At the same time, he clenched his fists as he stared at the maps. He kept searching for some distortion or anomaly, some flicker of individual pixels that might indicate some small aberration. He just needed something, something to spot, some sign of that wounded ship. If he could bring it down, then he could show the rest of the Duchy that the Confederation could be defeated.

They needed one victory, something to remind them of the men they had once been. They needed a victory to galvanize them.

It could work.

That would be the beginning, and General Marquez Tiburon could step forward. Politics revolted him, but maybe he could form an alliance with someone else. Perhaps they could push the Duchy, militarize faster, push their troops out onto one world after another, retake their colonies, and…

A wolfish smile curved along his lips as he contemplated a different possibility. What if they took the Confederation? These women had superior technology, but they were still a bunch of girls. As far as he was concerned, women lacked the barbaric impulse to seize control and attack. They could never fight as well or as hard as the men around them.

When he shut his eyes, he could imagine riding on a tank through some city and watching as men dragged the women out of their buildings. Those girls would be collared, leashed, bound, and caged. They could be taken to "reeducation" camps where they could be taught how to behave. Those women would finally understand the merits of domestic servitude. They would become obedient servants and deferential wives.

Slowly, General Tiburon opened his eyes.

Another map played across the screen, but he didn't see anything special, nothing unique or unusual.

His fantasy started to fray, however.

As a tactician, he had to be capable of understanding the possibility of loss. When it came to military history, amateur scholars routinely oversimplified the dynamics playing across any battle. Too often, it was easy to declare one leader to be a genius. It was like this man was supposed to win again and again, but that wasn't how wars or combat actually worked. Aside from the fact that generals were dependent upon thousands of variables beyond their control, ranging from logistics and weather to morale, he understood that every human could make mistakes.

This seemed especially true considering his opponents: the women of the Confederation.

And what would happen if he lost?

General Tiburon fought hard to ignore those possibilities, yet the flickers of doubt raged against the edges of his psyche nonetheless. He imagined himself collared, shackled, pushed down naked before some woman. He could be enslaved, just like all of the other men who had confronted these women.

"That's not going to happen," the general promised in the low voice to every member of his crew. He didn't care about the reports that enslaved men were eventually brainwashed and seemed eager to embrace their captivity.

In the next moment, he spotted something on the screen. It could have been atmospheric noise or a glitch in the sensor array, but Marquez leaned forward and whispered, "There you are."

This wasn't her. It wasn't really Natalie.

Peter had no idea what he faced. A reflection? Some automated avatar? Something else entirely? His heart pounded, and he squirmed from second to second.

Ultimately, it didn't matter what he experienced as this dark-haired creation toyed with him.

Sometimes, she made him squirm and suffer. He jerked against his bonds, thrashing his body from side to side as he attempted to escape, all while this creation smiled at him. She reveled in her power over him, all while he fought to pull himself free from his restraints. The manacles held him in place.

Back in the real world, Peter might have had some chance to get away. In theory, there could have been a flaw in one of the restraints. Maybe he would be able to slide one wrist out of a cuff and work his way free.

That wasn't what happened here.

This digital projection brushed her fingers along his cheeks, and he still felt it. When she exhaled against his ear, the warmth of her whisper made him shiver and shake. "I'm going to enjoy tormenting you," she promised. Her voice vibrated with desire. "I'm going to enjoy breaking you."

"No," he promised. "You won't. You people are going to land, and have to give me up, right? You have to sell me!"

"What makes you think time passes out there the same way it might pass in here?" Natalie teased him.

She stepped back in front of him, and now she brushed her fingers along his neck and all the way down toward his cock. Her fingers slid along the underside of his shaft, down and up, down and up, again and again. He tried to comprehend what she meant, but then she just grinned. "You tried to run away. You tried to escape. That's not acceptable."

"This isn't real," he growled back, locking his teeth together.

"Are you sure about that? When you close your eyes, can you tell any difference? When it's over, will you be able to detect the difference between a memory and a fantasy?"

"This is a nightmare," he growled back at her right as it felt like he was about to climax. The excitement was supposed to shoot through his body. The satisfaction was supposed to grip him, sending those delicious spurts of pleasure throughout his body. He would have been able to enjoy it along his feet, up his legs, throughout his arms, at his core, and along the contours of his neck. He wanted to raise his head, to pant and to gasp like a wild animal as though his natural instincts ensnared him.

But that wasn't going to happen…

This woman wasn't about to let him go…

She had him, and she intended to keep him.

When she wasn't using pleasure against him, she raised her hand and snapped her fingers. Those noises hit the air, the collar detected those vibrations, and it knew exactly what to do. Again and again, bursts of electricity shot through his frame, making him twitch against his bonds.

Then she grabbed him by his hair, tilted his head back, and stared into his eyes, like she was searching for something in particular, some detail or singular reaction. Inevitably, he failed to give her whatever it was she demanded. "You could always try again," she told him.

Peter thought he discerned certain repetitions. Maybe she sounded the same now, but he couldn't be sure.

Worse, he was never given the opportunity to recover. Whether he was thrown between realms of pleasure or pain, he remained trapped. He remained stuck. He was in a prison he couldn't escape because he couldn't even lift his arms or legs, not out there, not in the real world.

"Maybe you should try again," she suggested.

"What? What you want from me?"

"Plead. Beg." She enunciated each word, letting her lips shape those sounds as she seemed to enjoy the look on his face. For a moment, he blinked, thinking maybe this was really Natalie, First of the Red Wolves. In another second, he shook his head and dismissed that idea. No, this wasn't her.

He wanted to see her again. He ached for the chance to get down on his knees.

But this was just designed to torment him. From one second the next, she wanted to leave him stimulated, punished, humiliated, and powerless. The worst part? It was working…

"Please…"

"That's a good start, but you have to do so much better than that," she purred.

He dropped his head down, and he really didn't know how much time had gone by. Minutes? Hours? Days? Months? No, that wasn't supposed to be a possibility. The program was just messing with his head. And yet, he also understood that time could be a function of perception. Most people like to assume that minutes and hours wandered by at this set pace, but everyone experienced it differently. So how could he tell for sure?

She snapped her fingers. Those sounds rippled across the air once, twice, three times. He jerked against the restraints holding him in place even if they weren't necessary. She could have simply paralyzed him, forcing him to stand there as he endured all of those sensations.

"Let's try some puppetry," she said next.

She pulled her hands back into the air, the restraints retracted and disappeared, and now he found himself stumbling forward.

The program forced him to crawl around, to stand there, to pose. She grinned at this naked boy as Peter realized something. Maybe he couldn't act on his own, not while she used him like he was just a toy, but he could still speak.

And there was something she expected from him.

Plead. Beg. Those two commands thrummed through his head.

"Please, please stop this. Please, don't make me do this!"

By her haptic command, he crawled toward her, bowed his head down, brushed his fingers along with the soft grass, raised his chin again, and stared up at her. In that moment, he really felt like he was just some pet. She could stand over him as she exuded the power and authority of an unstoppable woman. So what did that make him?

Her pet. Her toy. Her plaything.

Peter had heard those words again and again, but he could feel them now.

"That sounded like a decent start," said Natalie's digital re-creation. "Keep going," she purred. "Show me what you can do. Show me just how desperate you can sound. Or maybe I should restrain you again? Maybe I should just touch you on and on?"

"No!"

"Roll over," she commanded.

Like a dog with his elbows and knees bent, he threw himself onto his back. With her captive puppet in that position, she stepped between his legs. Her eyes slid from his toes up to his shins, his thighs, his crotch, torso, shoulders and face. When she smiled at him, she seemed to be genuinely amused, like he really was an obedient toy, and she enjoyed her superior status.

Plunging his eyes shut, he tried again; he attempted to tell himself that this wasn't real. It was just a digital simulation. The technology was incredible, but it didn't change anything…

As hard as he tried to believe all of that, she placed her boot against his chest, pressed down, and panic raced along his skin. Opening his eyes, he stared up at her.

There was a flicker, some strange sense of movement.

"How are you doing?"

Did her tone just shift?

Peter couldn't be sure one way or the other, but he stared up at her and took this chance, "I'm sorry. I'm sorry I tried to run off. I messed up. I'm, I'm just a foolish boy. I'm a dumb male. I tried to think of my own. I'm sorry. I, I won't make that mistake again. I swear, I know who I'm supposed to be now. I get it. Okay? I get it!"

Her expression softened. It flickered. There was just a flash, this little distortion fuzzing around the edges of her body as she braced herself above him.

Was that really Natalie?

The digital avatar snapped her fingers, and he rose to his feet. He spread his arms and legs, and then she put her fingertips to his forehead, "It's time for us to play some more."

He tried shaking his head, but she placed her hand over his mouth, and suddenly his lips refused to move.

"Let's call this quiet time," she said. Maybe he couldn't cry out, but the sensations would rage through his body, just as intense and just as powerful as before.

"Ma'am," Marissa said, "We're picking up on encrypted signal. It's the Eris Ascendant."

For a moment, Natalie glanced back at the various screens. She didn't like the fact that her cutter had been damaged, but they didn't see any threats. She could spend a few minutes away from the cockpit. "I'll take it in my quarters," Natalie replied.

Back in her quarters, Natalie held up her left arm and tightened her encryption keys. Her fingers danced across the surface of her device until the screen turned green, and then she saw the woman she loved.

"Status report?"

"They hit us," Natalie said, practically spitting out those words. "And the Duchy has been busy. I don't know how they've done it, but they have some kind of new stealth technology, something we haven't been able to pierce yet. Also, this commander’s willing to engage in swarm tactics."

"I saw your first report," Dominique replied. Like Natalie, she was alone. "What is your recommendation?"

"Under ideal circumstances or with current limitations?"

"Let's start with ideal circumstances," replied her General-Commander.

"I take the Bridled Stallion back, get repaired, and go hunting."

"That could take some time," Dominique pointed out. "More importantly, we don't know exactly what those boys are going to be up to while we fix your ship."

"Exactly," Natalie replied. "That's why it's not ideal. We can do some spot repairs, come back, and take them out. I want to make sure that we get everything this time. Additionally, we won't be distracted by some random boy in a cell."

"How are things going with him?"

Natalie opened her mouth, but she wasn't sure exactly what she wanted to say. Invariably, she found herself pacing back and forth in her cabin. It wasn't spacious, especially compared to Dominique's quarters on the Eris Ascendant. Despite this, she enjoyed burning through some energy as she marched from one side of the room to the other.

"He tried to escape," Natalie growled, practically turning those words into the worst kind of accusation.

"Are you surprised?"

Natalie stopped, freezing in place and slowly turning back toward her screen. Until now, she had tromped from one point of her bed to the other again and again as she struggled with her own instincts. Part of her wanted to insert herself back into his virtual-reality punishment and take control—she yearned to make him regret his choice. Her nostrils twitched, and her mouth actually salivated just a little bit.

"What are you saying?" Natalie asked after she managed to check her temper.

"I'm saying he's a boy. I'm saying he is a prisoner."

"So what? It's natural for him to try to escape?"

"Why does this bother you so much?" Dominique asked.

Natalie opened her mouth, she felt like a dozen different answers should have materialized right there at the back of her throat, but she stopped herself. She fell down onto her small bunk, and she stared at the digitized image of the woman she loved. Slowly, she glanced away, "Maybe I'm looking for reasons to be angry with him."

"Why?"

Natalie answered with a question of her own, "Why do you want him so badly? Why do you want this boy?"

"He's cute. He's fun. He's a novelty." Dominique listed off the reasons quickly and easily. She hardly had to think about it. "Oh, and I think he would be good for you."

"What?"

"I think he would be good for you," Dominique said. "I love you. I love you so much, and I always want to be with you, but you need a mascot, Natalie. You need someone special. You need someone who you can trust and play with."

"I have my crew," Natalie answered after several prolonged seconds.

"That's not what I'm talking about, and you know it. You have your crew, and you love them, and you can trust them, but that's different. You can't play with them. You can't enjoy that same kind of control. I worry about you, Natalie. I worry about you when you have downtime and there's no easy way for you to relax. Pretty much everyone on your team has a hobby or something she can do to pass the time. What about you?"

"I'm the First," Natalie answered. "I don't get the luxury of relaxing."

"You don't get the choice either," Dominique replied. "You're an operative. You have enough room. More importantly, you’re often out on missions where you have to just wait. Obviously, he could be a distraction, but I don't think that's the problem here. If you stay this tightly wound, you might make a mistake."

"Are you saying that as my lover or my commanding officer?"

"Either? Both?" Dominique said with a shrug. "I'm just saying that you can't get angry at him for trying to escape. If you had a doggie, and it ran off, would you be mad at him?"

"He's not a dog," Natalie snapped. "He knew exactly what he was doing."

"He might not be a dog," Dominique agreed. "But he's definitely a boy."

"Definitely a boy," Natalie said, echoing those words. She locked her teeth together, lifted her head, and slowly exhaled this aggravated hiss through her teeth. "You think I should give him another chance."

"I think he has a lot of potential. And I have been reading reports, Natalie. I think you might like him."

"That's why I'm so angry," Natalie finally conceded. "I was talking to him, it felt like we had a connection, and then he took the first chance he had to betray us."

"He only had them for a few days."

"But he's not like the other boys!" Natalie growled.

"No," Dominique agreed. "He's not like the other boys. He's different. I mean, you are right. If you want to get someone from the Confederation, we could, but would you care about that boy? Or would he be interchangeable? Would he be another piece of property, someone you could manipulate however you saw fit?"

"I'm not interested in having philosophical discussions about the nature of the world with some random boy." The operative pushed herself from her bunk and started pacing again. Like her namesake, this wolf wished she could hunt something. For a moment, she was tempted to stop, smirk, and shake her head. If Peter somehow managed to break out of his virtual cell, he would certainly be a challenge.

"You don't have to talk to him like an equal," Dominique told her. "Just train him to be your pet."

Natalie stopped, turned back to the screen, and stared down at it. At moments like this, she struggled to memorize Dominique's cheeks, the angle of her nose, and the shade of her lips. In that moment, she just wanted to relax and say something like, "I love you." But no. They were talking about this boy.

Peter.

"If you saw him in a shop or at an auction, how you think you would feel about him?"

"He's a boy," Natalie shot back like it wouldn't matter one way or the other.

"That's not what I asked you," Dominique pointed out.

"I…" She pressed her lips together into a frustrated line as she tried to get her thoughts in order. For a moment, she was tempted to tell Dominique that she needed to get back to the cockpit. But really, if she went up there, she would just have to sit and stare and wait for the Bridled Stallion to limp back to the Eris Ascendant. "I guess I would be interested in him."

"You guess?"

"Fine. You're right. He's interesting. He's not like the other boys. But still…"

"Do you have some time?"

"I should get back to my crew," Natalie said.

"Do you have some time?" Dominique asked again.

"Yes."

At this point, this beautiful, blonde-haired woman smiled at her screen and said, "If you have some time, if you have the opportunity, then I think you know what you should do. In the meantime, I need to get back to the bridge. I love you, and I want you to stay safe."

"Stay safe," Natalie replied as the connection terminated. Then she rose to her feet, and she paused for a moment. In that instant, she really didn't know what she was going to do. As a commander, Natalie could usually make decisions quickly. The tactical implications and considerations always seemed clear to her. Perhaps she didn't know the exact right answer or she had to guess around missing pieces of information, but she could be confident with whichever choice she made. Only now, she stood there, and she didn't know if she would head to the hold or the cockpit.

"Please. Please, I can't take this! Please!" Peter knew he should have been able to come up with something more intelligent, more coherent. He should have been able to push the words out from his mouth. Normally, he considered himself to be a very articulate individual. Just not here. Just not now.

His eyes widened, and he stared straight ahead, but he couldn't see anything along the digital landscape.

Then she pulled her hands away, and the desire started to dissipate. He slumped down against his restraints.

"Where did you mess up? What was your mistake?"

"I tried to escape! Okay? I tried to escape, but I'm sorry. I swear. I'm never going to do it again."

Natalie stood in front of him, and he lifted his head up for just a moment. Then she flickered for a moment, but maybe it was his imagination, his heart kept pounding. At the same time, the arousal enveloped him, sweeping through his body. Moment by moment, he felt lost to those urges.

He had never known that his body was capable of this kind of desperation. It was wild, beastial, animalistic, and completely uncontrollable. His shaft was so hard, and the program continued to tease him, tormenting him.

But now she brought her hand up to the underside of his jaw. She squeezed as she stared into his eyes.

"Are you going to do it again?"

Peter expected her to let him go, but Natalie maintained her grip from one second to the next as she studied him. "I…" Peter tried to be utterly honest, only the words wouldn't come.

She let go, he slumped forward, and he told her, "I, I don't know. I don't know if I can make that promise. I know I messed up. I made a mistake, but I'm not sure if I will do it again."

When she turned on him, Peter didn't know what to expect; he wasn't sure what he was going to see. Another playful little smirk? An enraged snarl?

"You know, I could let you escape," she said.

"What?" Peter asked, just barely whispering.

"I could let you escape. I could let you go. I could fly you close to one of the Duchy settlements, land, and release you. Maybe you are more trouble than you’re worth."

"This, this is a trap," he said. "You’re just try to mess with me."

"Maybe," she allowed. "Or maybe I don't like the idea of having a pet in my household. Maybe I'm not interested in keeping you as a mascot. You're wild, so I could just let you go. I could release you. Maybe you would get captured someday. Probably. You know, we're not just going to stop with one or two worlds."

Some of the moisture drained away from his mouth, but he nodded. Yes, like so many other men in the Duchy, Peter had considered those very logical implications. He understood that the Confederation's ambitions could stretch from one world to the next until they reigned supreme.

"But I'm starting to suspect something," she said. "I'm starting to believe that you understand your place."

"You're not a simulation," he mouthed the words and waited for some new strategy to materialize behind his eyes, but Peter didn't know what to do with this information. He was still trapped, still bound, and still under her authority.

Natalie Sherush just smiled back at him.

"What would you do right now if I let you go?"

"I don't know," he confessed.

"And why is that? Are you scared that you would get captured again? Are you scared that another team would come after you?"

"Yes!"

"Are you scared that it doesn't matter where you might run? All of the women you know will eventually turn to our side. They will figure out the truth. They will understand that they're better than you. They will figure out that they're smarter, that they should never put up with your nonsense. You're a boy, and all boys need to be owned. They all need to be trained."

She put her hand on his neck again, only now her fingers just brushed along his collar. "You need to be trained. It's what you crave."

After enduring so much pleasure, so much pain, and so many struggles, Peter didn't know what he was supposed to think. When he searched through his memory for images from his old life, they all seemed somehow distorted and fractured. Yes, it was real. Right? Probably. Perhaps? Maybe not.

"You're trying to break me," he said.

"No. You're a boy. You're already broken. The only question is whether or not you are willing to accept this. Are you willing to get down on your knees and obey?"

As her captive tried to put his thoughts back together, she tilted his head back, stepped forward, and kissed him. She pressed her lips to his mouth. Yes, she preferred Dominique's touch, but there was something different about this boy. She enjoyed the flavor, the heat, and the tension of his mouth. She loved tilting his head to the side, seizing control, and making him shiver with helpless frustration.

Then she pulled away, and she squinted her eyes at him.

"Maybe."

Her digital representation vanished, so Peter was alone. He dropped down against his restraints once again as he tried to figure out what just happened.

With his captor gone, Peter told himself that he needed to escape. That had been a mantra, right? It wasn't the rhythm of his life for the last few days (or had it been weeks?). Besides, he probably qualified as a prisoner of war. He needed to get away.

But she had only been messing with him, right? She didn't really mean it?

His breathing quickened as he raised his head and looked around the virtual reality. Grass. A few trees in the distance. The breeze. It was an amazing re-creation, but it also meant that he was completely stuck, especially when he couldn't even move around on his own, let alone break out of the simulation.

If he could get out at that moment, he would run.

Right?

But then Peter remembered the way she kissed him, how it felt, it was hard to think through the arousal as a pounded through his body.

He dipped his head down, closed his eyes, and he let his mind wander. He often did this as a photographer. When he went out into the wilderness, he couldn't predict exactly what would happen. He couldn't just "decide" to take an amazing shot of some tree, flower, stone or animal. The conditions had to be right. Working as a photographer meant remaining alert for that special moment, an instant when everything lined up perfectly and he could aim and hit that button. That meant walking, exploring, and absorbing as much of his surroundings as he could.

And now he wandered through a different plan. What if he accepted the collar around his neck and the chastity cage between his legs? What if he belonged to those women?

Something inside of him quickened.

No.

The thought jumped into his head almost instantly.

He pushed it aside.

This was just a thought experiment. It was just an idea, nothing more. Even so, these spiraling tendrils of pleasure started to course through his body. Peter didn't want to enjoy this, but he thought of those beautiful, powerful women. He thought of how they smiled and the ways they touched one another. He thought of their kisses. At the same time, his own lips tingled as he remembered Natalie and the way she tilted his head to the side and pressed her mouth to his.

But if he belonged to them, he would be their servant, their slave…

He would lick and serve. Maybe they would allow him out of the chastity belt from time to time. Maybe. He would have to be good and he would have to earn it. But what if he could do that? What if he could concentrate on these beautiful women and pleasure them? What if he could satisfy them? He could dedicate himself to their service. Maybe they would allow him to take more pictures, and he would be protected from the rest of the galaxy, from the Confederation…

Peter would know where he belonged.

He concentrated hard and tried to sift through his feelings, but everything felt clogged and contaminated with desire or desperation. At the same time, he tried to blink and just see the world as it really was. He couldn't. Their technology overwhelmed his senses. So maybe these weren't his ideas at all? Maybe there were brainwashing him?

How could he tell for certain whether or not an idea was genuinely his?

After a few seconds, Peter burst out laughing. He understood the ridiculousness of that question: how could anyone discern the provenance of any given idea? How could you tell us an idea was genuinely "yours" or if it had been provoked by something else or someone else? He remembered a teacher who pointed out that, "Everything has an origin."

Pushing aside the philosophical esoterica, Peter instead closed his eyes again, exhaled, and he tried to decide what he really wanted. Could he know what he really wanted? Ultimately, he had to settle on one truth: when he thought of Natalie and Dominique, there was this pulse of pleasure right at his center. He didn't know how they would use him. He didn't know how they would train him or play with him, but part of him didn't care.

"If I can get back to the Duchy, then I can go back to my regular life." This declaration sounded so bold, yet one question continued to tug and pull and scrape at his certainty.

Could he?




Chapter 10

Red lights glowed along the bridge; Marquez didn't need to look back at his officers to see them focused on their individual screens and consoles. Dark shadows and crimson light spread in pools along every surface as these soldiers contemplated the different data points, projections, and status updates.

The General kept his eyes locked on the main view screen. At this point, they didn't have confirmation. If they focused all of their resources on that nearby point, then they could probably lock on perfectly. They would be able to tell whether or not that was the Confederation's cutter. In doing so, they would also warn those women.

With only a few seconds left before it was time, Marquez called out, "Main battery?"

"Charged," came the response.

"Attack teams?"

"Prepped," came the next answer.

"Ion braces?"

"Checked."

"Gunnery teams?"

"Ready."

Marquez still didn't take his gaze off of the viewscreen as his hand dropped down to one of the touchpads. He activated the intercom and called out, both to his bridge crew and the rest of his soldiers, "Ladies and gentlemen, we have been pushed back again and again. They say that they want peace. They say that they believe in a better future, these women are liars. The Confederation has pushed against our territory for far too long. Today, we strike back. We will bring down that ship, and we will make sure that these women understand that they are on our planet. This is our territory, and we will not surrender. We will not allow them to violate our sovereignty again and again." Elsewhere, diplomats and ambassadors probably would have hated that impromptu speech, but he didn't care.

Now there is just one more word for him to say.

"Fire."

"Ma'am, I've got something," Marissa said.

Natalie glanced down at her own readings, and her eyes widened. "Evasive maneuvers. Now!"

Jennimir didn't hesitate. She shifted the controls; her fingers danced across the different components as the energy beam struck. It slammed up against the Bridled Stallion, knocking the cloaked cutter out of the air. Energy feeds to the inertial dampeners flared and failed, twisting the sense of up and down as their stomachs dropped.

It only lasted for a second.

They crashed, slamming down into the ground. Noise and momentum slammed into her. Natalie was shot forward. She found herself on the deck, only now she pushed herself back up onto her feet. How much time went by? Seconds? Minutes? For all she knew, she had been unconscious. "Injuries?" Natalie reached up and touched a spot on her forehead; her hand came away wet, but it didn't feel that bad.

"A contusion?" Diana called out.

"Maybe a broken ankle?" Jennimir suggested from her spot on the floor.

"I, I think I'm good," Marissa replied.

"If you're not in armor yet, suit up now." As those words left her lips, Natalie tried to think of the other details. What else did she need to know? What was about to happen? With this in mind, she stumbled back up onto her feet. She pressed her legs down, and she was grateful that nothing felt sprained or broken. Her armor probably helped.

Within seconds, the pilot was back in her seat, and her fingers started along the command console once again as she tried to get a status update. "Ma'am, we are down."

"Emergency beacon?"

"I can't tell if it's operational," Jennimir said.

"What hit us?"

"Sensors and array nodes are offline," Marissa said.

"Diana, take care of the others. I'm getting out there now. Comms?"

The women pinged one another; even if the the Bridled Stallion was down, at least their armored suits' systems still seemed to be functioning.

Natalie pushed herself out of the cockpit, down the main hall, all the way to the deck. She punched the release rune, and the deck started to lower itself down. It stopped. She hit the button again. Now it fell, and she headed outside.

Right as she cleared the sides of her ship, she looked up, and that's when she saw those two enormous claws snapping on the air. They opened, and their primary arms reached down at her, and she knew they could disintegrate her and the rest of her ship.

"Get out. Get out right now," Natalie called to her soldiers.

Oh, he was tempted. He was so incredibly tempted. It would have been amazing to just press a button and to watch that one separate into atomized oblivion. She wouldn't even get the chance to scream. Superheated plasma could have destroyed her in an instant, but Marquez knew that wasn't an option, not here, not now, not yet. These women had data, so he wanted them. They could be interrogated, tortured, and maybe even turned.

He smirked and wondered what it would be like to have one of these vaunted operatives as an obedient housewife. But first, he needed to make sure that the Confederation finally yielded to the Duchy's superiority.

Instead of hitting the button and annihilating the madwoman in that instant, he activated the external speakers, "My name is General Marquez Tiburon. You are hereby under arrest for trespassing, sedition, and attacking Duchy property. Remove your armor now and get down on your hands and knees to surrender."

He watched as the woman on the screen slowly reached down and drew her blade. At the same time, she raised her canon.

He chuckled, pressed down, and said, "You've enjoyed a couple of lucky breaks, but that ends now. Surrender or we will be required to use force."

The woman slowly shook her head from side to side.

"Attack squads," Marquez called out to his troops, "Go."

Along with the other soldiers on the bridge, Marquez watched. Their central hatch opened, and more than a dozen troopers ran out. Their boots kicked down against the metal decking, they ran forward, with their rifles, and they started firing.

The Confederation operative was beautiful, he thought. Even with her helmet on, she looked amazing as she twirled and dodged between those different bolts of energy. His soldiers' weapons (probably) wouldn't be fatal. Even so, he understood how damaging a single bolt would be, especially if it caught her in the chest or if it struck some vital organ.

Oh well. There were probably more onboard this vessel.

Marquez watched as she tried to push herself forward.

Perfect. That's exactly what he had predicted.

She ducked down, jumped, wove and dodged her way forward. She fired a couple of shots, hitting weapons and soldiers. She probably wanted to aim better, but she didn't have the focus, not while she was trying to evade so many different blasts. Despite her best efforts, she still failed. A few lines of energy splashed against her armor.

She thought she could take it. She thought she could get among his men and bring them down. She was going to become a swinging dervish of destruction.

That's what she thought. That's what she expected. And that's why she was wrong.

Sure enough, Marquez watched as she finally got close.

His men continued to fire, but it wouldn't be enough.

In another second, she was among them. She brought her blade up, slashed through a rifle, kicked out, pushed one warrior back, and ducked down in time to dodge another blast of energy. In her next swing, she destroyed another rifle, but those weapons didn't matter.

She was focused on what she expected, Marquez could tell. Even as he watched, he could admire her strength and agility, but it wasn't going to be enough, not when she allowed her misconceptions to cloud her judgment. Again and again, these women underestimated the men of the Duchy.

And now, he would make her pay for it.

Marquez wished he could have issued another command. Unfortunately, this kind of melee required individual initiative, so orders from him would have just distracted those soldiers. But now, he watched as one of them pulled out an ion brace. It was a small device, about the size of his fist, and it came with a set of cleats.

As to soldiers aimed and fired at the Confederation operative, she jumped to one side, and that's when Marquez watched as the clamp attached. The ion brace engaged, and white sparks shot across her armor.

"This is it," he said. In theory, it was supposed to work.

She tried to turn, to twist, to reach up and grab the brace, but it was just a few inches beyond her reach. In the next moment, she stumbled back. Fresh waves of electricity flared along her armor. Was it cooking her inside?

Probably not, Marquez reflected, but he still liked the idea.

"Bring her down," Marquez said to his troops.

With her armor getting shorted out by the ion brace, the other soldiers aimed and fired again. This woman tried to retreat. She tried to bring up her blade, to block some of those blows, but they hammered down against her, one after another.

That's when another one of the women appeared. She ran forward, sprinting. Fully armored, she jumped up, came down, and landed hard among the other soldiers. She spun, kicking out and knocking one of Tiburon's men back. He landed with a painful thud and crack as something broke.

This second woman grabbed her compatriot and tried to pull her back.

Intrigued, Marquez watched as the ion brace made it harder and harder for that first warrior to move. A third wave of electricity flashed along her arms and legs as she tried to stumble into a fighting retreat. At the same time, her compatriot shot into his troops, but it wasn't enough.

"Bring them both down," Marquez commanded.

A soldier rushed her, but Natalie managed to raise her arm and throw him back. Sweat beaded her brows and her heart was pounding as her armor failed.

She tried to communicate with the rest of her wolves. Her radio was down.

She tried remove her helmet so she could shout. Her locks were down and nonresponsive.

With every step, she had to carry the bulk of her armor. Yes, it could have been worse. Yes, other armored suits might have weighed three or four times as much as her operative's plates, but she never imagined that the Duchy would be able to shut down her equipment like this.

At the back of her mind, she promised herself that they were going to destroy the Titan's Claw!

Until then, they had to survive.

Unfortunately, Natalie had no idea how she could make something like that happen. Again and again, she shouted for Diana to get out of here. The wolves needed to retreat, but another jolt of energy slammed into her stomach, knocking the air from her lungs. She stumbled back toward the Bridled Stallion. By now, the other wolves were out and firing.

Natalie tried to lift her weapon. She tried to unload a barrage of energy from her canon, but the stupid thing didn't work.

Under normal circumstances, the Red Wolves would've crushed these Duchy boys as they streamed out of the Titan's Claw and took up firing positions. But now, the wolves were disoriented. Not only that, Natalie couldn't communicate with the rest of her team.

Finally, Natalie grabbed onto the edge of her helmet, jerked it from side to side, and managed to pull it free. She turned back to Diana, "Get out of here! The four of you need to retreat now!"

"We can't! We aren't leaving without you!" Diana growled back. And in next moment, three bolts of energy slammed into her shoulder. She tried to shrug them off, but it was obvious that the damage was pushing the limits of her armor.

"That's an order! Get out of here now!"

At first, Peter had no idea what happened. At one moment, he had been left alone in that virtual reality as he tried to work through his own thoughts and desires. He had been struggling to figure out whether or not these women had brainwashed him.

Then the world twisted, his stomach seemed to jump, everything fell, there was a crash. He hadn't been able to hear any of it, not until the discs had been dislodged from his forehead. He foundered on. They seemed fine, strangely enough. He had almost attempted to touch one to his forehead, but he didn't want to think about what might happen if he did that.

He was probably disoriented or maybe even concussed after that landing. Not only that, he was out of his restraints. Maybe they had opened automatically when the ship lost power? Or when they crashed?

Peter hadn't known what to do.

At first, he heard the sounds of shouting. There were the Red Wolves talking back and forth to one another.

Moment by moment, he had expected one of them to head into the hold to check on him, but that didn't happen. Something else was keeping them busy, he realized. An attack?

The idea of escaping popped into his head, only he started to crawl forward toward the door, and then he stopped. He blinked, looked around, and he tried to push aside one thought, yet it lingered right there behind his eyes. Her kiss. But it wasn't just Natalie. It was both of them. He could feel something inside of his chest tighten at the prospect of "escape". Sure, he might be able to get away, but what then? Did he want to go back to his old life?

As he crept toward the door, he told himself that it might not even matter. Maybe the doorway would be locked, and he would be stuck in here until one of the women came to get him.

He tried the panel. Nothing. After that, he tried to grab onto the handle and just pull on the door. He struggled, but he managed to yank it open.

Right away, noise assaulted him. There were the sounds of the women's boots as they ran out. Not only that, the women were shouting, energy bolts cracked against the air.

They were under attack again, only this time it seemed like the Duchy knew what it was doing. Somehow, that felt almost impossible, like he couldn't envision any scenario where these women could lose, yet the scent of burnt circuitry clung to the air, reminding him that this ship had been brought down.

Tightening his grip on the virtual-reality discs, Peter crept out of the hold and into the main corridor. He had to get up to the cockpit, and he looked around. At first, he wondered if maybe he would find someone who was hurt. Maybe he was supposed to help? Or maybe he really had hit his head, so now he wasn't thinking clearly. Either way, he quickly left that area and made his way back to the ramp.

He peeked down, and he watched as bolts of energy cut across the air, leaving little afterimages against his retinas.

That's when Peter heard the order. Natalie Sherush, First of the Red Wolves, was the only woman here who didn't wear a helmet, but she made her command clear. She ordered the others to retreat, to fall back. Something had happened to her armor. She couldn't keep up.

Peter put the pieces together, and he continued to watch.

One by one, the wolves started to withdraw. They had no choice. Maybe they promised they would come back for her. Maybe they would get reinforcements. At the same time, the rage must've played through their voices as they had to make this one choice in the singular surrender.

That's when he heard something, "I can get this thing off of you!"

"No!" Natalie shouted back. "You don't know how it works. If you touch it, you might shut down your armor!"

Peter squinted through the flashes of light, and he watched as the women continued to fire, yet they had started to shift their positions, darting away, one by one, and that left Natalie right there.

For an instant, his insides squeezed as he waited for the Duchy forces to take aim and end her life. Maybe a couple of shots wouldn't have been able to do it, but if every one of the Duchy soldiers concentrated, her armor would not be able to withstand the onslaught.

That's when Peter looked down at his hands. His fingers twitched, and he didn't know what he was supposed to do. He didn't know what he was supposed to feel.

Maybe he couldn't run back to those soldiers, but he could take this opportunity and simply escape. He could get away, maybe find someone who could free him from the collar, and his life could go on. He didn't have to think about Natalie or Dominique; he didn't have to think of any of these women.

But if he left her right there, she could be killed or captured.

Peter didn't know which would be worse.

His heart hammered, time exploded, and he threw himself forward. He didn't feel the cold metal of the ramp underneath his feet as his fingers cut through the air and he ran, pumping his arms as he sprinted through the space between the Bridled Stallion and the retreating wolves and Natalie Sherush.

With every stride, he expected a painful bolt of energy to slam into his body and to knock him to the ground.

But he was a collared boy, and the women didn't know what to do with him, and the Duchy forces must have realized that he didn't have any armor or weapons. He couldn't possibly be a threat. He was almost naked! So what was this guy doing? How could he run into an active combat zone like this?

Peter didn't have a good answer.

Adrenaline spiked in his bloodstream, and that's when he heard the sound, "It's him! It's the spy!" Peter recognized the voice. It was the General from the Titan's Claw. "Shoot him!"

Any surprise that Peter could have provoked suddenly disappeared. The soldiers aimed, but it didn't matter because Peter was right there. He jumped forward, and he could take a risk none of the wolves could. He wasn't wearing armor or gauntlets. He didn't need to worry about that device shutting down his electronics because he didn't have any. At the last instant, he had to wonder if maybe something else could happen, something worse.

Too late, he had already made his decision. He leaped forward, felt the air brush along his body, and he could even feel the sizzling heat of laser fire as bolts of energy missed him by inches or less. But it didn't matter because he got his hand around that strange device locked onto Natalie's armor. For a second, he was worried that he wouldn't be able to tear through the clamps, but he pulled down on it with all of his weight as electricity sizzled into his hands. It stung, but he had endured worse. He held on tight, yanked, and that's when it came away, and he started to drop to the ground.

Peter didn't fall fast enough. Some lucky or skilled soldier aimed right at the small of his back, pulled the trigger, and sent a bolt of red energy from his barrel across the distance between them, and he hit.

Peter's eyes widened as the blast of energy burned along his skin. He was still holding onto the device, whatever it was as that agony subsumed everything else.

He hit the dirt, groaned out, and stared up.

Natalie braced her arm, and fresh waves of fire raced along her body as the soldiers realized she was about to become a threat again. Or maybe they saw that expression on her face. Maybe they recognized the unbridled rage as she regained control.. The energy splashed against her armor, although she locked her teeth together, growled, and stared back at her enemies. In the next moment, her armor seemed to reboot, she jerked up her other limb, and she answered in kind.

He watched all of this, this beautiful woman set against the sun.

Then she looked down at him, she grinned, and dropped down. She grabbed him, scooping him up and throwing him over her shoulder like he was nothing but luggage. Peter tried to stay awake, but his eyelids got heavy, so heavy. He thought he should have been scared, but he couldn't remember why…

"Traitor," Marquez hissed through his teeth. "A despicable traitor." At the same time, he wished he could offer fresh orders or something new. Unfortunately, the women were too small for most of the Claw's main armaments. Instead, they had to rely on the automated turrets and the rifles carried by his soldiers. And now, he didn't have any other command he could call out or issue.

The women were retreating, heading toward the tree line. If they made it to the woods, they would be able to disappear. Worse, Marquez was certain they would be able to summon reinforcements. Right now, his men had held out reasonably well against a team of five. What would happen if there were twenty or forty of these women?

No.

Marquez wasn't going to indulge in those defeatist fantasies. Instead, he glanced back at the screen. Peter watched as one woman slashed her blade, darted left, kicked up, knocking one soldier back, disabling another, and destroying the rifle of a third. He tried to think of something he could do or say, some other tool he could order out onto the field.

Seconds ago, he was worried about reinforcements. But now that the ion brace had been removed from this woman's armor, she came at them like a banshee. Roaring, she attacked hard, pushing them away. Hell, she even had that traitor slung over her shoulder, and she continued to fight!

This was a moment that he hated as a commander. Like the other generals who served at the Duchy, he routinely trained with different statistical models and virtual representations. Yes, programmers could try to build in systems to represent morale and human psychology, but they never worked especially well. Too often, commanders could get a sense for how the systems worked. But now, he watched as his men continued to fire and to fight, but they were starting to edge back, nervous. They were becoming skittish, like wild animals that didn't know how to deal with this threat.

As her compatriots gave her covering fire, that one woman continued to fight her way through. She may have been encumbered, her armor may have been damaged, and she may have been outnumbered, but she didn't seem to care.

There weren't any additional orders for Marquez to give, so he glanced back at his executive officer, "You have the bridge."

Marquez left, ran down the central corridor, opened one of the weapons lockers, and he pulled out a pistol and a blade.

Seconds later, he ran out, down the ramp, and that's when his soldiers instinctively glanced back. They saw him, and they cleared a path.

"I am General Marquez Tiburon. You are under arrest!" he growled the words. He didn't raise his voice. He didn't scream or shout, but he didn't need to either.

The woman was panting as she turned back to face him. She was lovely, he thought now that he could see her out of her helmet.

She lowered the boy down onto the ground, and that's when the two opponents came closer to one another. This Confederation operative turned her back on his troops, but Peter suspected she could take any one of them. She could probably pull free once again if she needed to. At the same time, she kept her eyes locked on him.

"I'm Natalie Sherush, First of the Red Wolves."

"First of the Red Wolves," he snorted as he repeated her so-called title. "You sound like a bunch of barbarians."

This woman answered with a slight smirk at the corner of her mouth.

"I'm taking you with us," Natalie said. "Every one of your men is about to be enslaved. We'll take you back to the Confederation, and we will teach you how to behave."

"I don't think so," he said. "This is still a Duchy world."

"Only because you're too stupid to run away," she said. "Don't worry. I'm sure it will happen sooner rather than later." Her eyes sparkled with delight as Marquez tightened his grip on his blade. "It's going to happen again and again until all of you boys are down on your knees."

Marquez may not have lost his temper, but one of his soldiers did. Someone raised a weapon, his finger twitched against the trigger, and Natalie dropped down an instant later, swinging her blade out and chopping the blaster into two chunks of sparking debris.

"You and me," she said, her voice low and threatening. "Just you and me."

"And when I take you down, the rest of your team will surrender?"

"Absolutely," she said. "If he gets lucky, Red Wolves, surrender to this man."

Marquez narrowed his eyes at her. He ran the tip of his tongue along his teeth for just a moment, and then he nodded. "Let's see what you can do, little lady."

Unsurprisingly, she charged him. She ran forward, her boot slamming down against the metal deck as she brought up her weapon. He blocked her first attack. He had to dodge to the side a second later. She was both faster and slower than he expected. Yes, she wore that powered armor, but had been damaged. More importantly, he didn't think her suit was fully operational.

Sparks shot off of their blades as they smashed into one another. He stepped forward, and she slipped to one side. She swung down, and he blocked again. With each strike, he could feel the force vibrate along his blade and into the hilt gripped between his hands.

He retreated back, she pressed forward, and he slashed down.

She parried, ducked to the side, and Marquez smiled ferociously for one reason. This woman was exhausted. She had already fought so many of his soldiers, while he was still relatively fresh. The excitement hammered through his body, and he came at her again and again, slamming his blade down. He beat on her defenses, making sure she had to fall back.

Only then, their eyes met, and that's when he saw her grin.

"You have no idea what you're doing," she told him. "You have no idea what you're facing."

Panic shot through him, and he rushed forward even harder now. He tried to stab out, but she knocked his blade aside, pushing the tip down toward the deck. In the next moment, she lifted her boot, slanted down against the sword, and tore through the metal. It shattered, and he lifted up, only to stare at the broken tip.

His eyes widened.

Natalie Sherush, First of the Red Wolves, backhanded the general, sending him spinning. He hit the deck hard. On his stomach, he pushed himself up by his palms, and he started to growl out, "Kill her!"

Unfortunately for him, the sound of that command was drowned out as the noise of thrusters overwhelmed everything. Slowly, he raised his head, and that's when he saw the double wings of the Eris Ascendent. Dozens of hatches opened it, and Confederation soldiers jumped out, landing at different spots around the Claw. They were surrounded, outnumbered, outgunned, and completely outclassed.

One by one, he heard the clattering of his soldiers' weapons as they were dropped. Those men raised their hands as they surrendered to this superior force.

"Is he going to recover?"

Peter thought he should be able to recognize the voice, but he wasn't sure one way or the other. It seemed to come from far away. At the same time, he could feel his own thoughts in his head, only they seemed distorted, slow, and sluggish, like he couldn't remember how ideas were supposed to fit together.

"I think so," came another voice. It belonged to a woman. The same woman? No. It had to be someone else.

Again, he thought he recognized the voice, but he couldn't be sure one way or the other.

"He's a strong boy," the woman continued. "I think he'll be fine in a couple of days."

Peter tried to speak. He managed to open his eyes, and he saw several women. Diana. Then there was a blonde woman, and she was very beautiful. He tried to remember her name, but the syllables refused to form somewhere inside of his head.

Something shifted away from him, like he couldn't feel the bed beneath him. Or maybe he tried to move his arms over his legs. Perhaps he tried to flex his toes. Peter couldn't really tell one way or another, and he didn't care either.

He's in trouble. I can't believe he did that, someone said. Natalie. He ran into an active combat zone. The moment he recovers, he's in trouble. He's in so much trouble.

Peter drifted off once again.

He heard those words, right?

I get it. I get it now. I can see why she wanted you. You're special. You have something unique to offer. You're not just a boy, you're not just a slave. You can't be replaced by a robot or some program. You're more like a pet. You're a pet, and I want the chance to train you. I want the chance to play with you and to see you grow into the obedient, loyal, dedicated boy you could be. But first, I'm going to make sure you get exactly what you deserve. You hear me? First, you need to wake up. You need to wake up so you can get what you deserve.

He was in trouble...so much trouble...




Chapter 11

Peter tried to speak. He tried to say something, but the words kept falling away between his lips and between his fingertips. At several points, he managed to get his eyes open, and he saw the white light overhead. That it became too much, and he drifted off again. He didn't know anything about energy weapons or what kind of damage they could inflict on the body. He didn't know anything about Confederation medical technology either. Maybe this was normal.

Or maybe not.

At several points, he tried to get afraid of the recovery or his time in that bed, but he couldn't, not really. Instead, those other words kept swirling through his head. She wanted to make sure he got what he deserved.

He was in trouble.

Peter vaguely remembered running through the battlefield, grabbing onto that piece of technology, feeling the burn, followed by the punch of a blast against his naked body. Soldiers in the Duchy and the Confederation wore armor, but he'd been completely vulnerable and exposed, and he still made that choice.

He could almost hear Natalie hissing down at him, "You're not a soldier, you don't get to make that decision. You’re not a warrior, so you will obey. You do not run into combat. Do you understand me?"

That's what she would tell him right before she locked him back in a virtual reality. But maybe this time, she wouldn't let him out. She could just leave him there, trapped and tormented, imprisoned within an illusionary reality.

"It looks like he's waking up," someone said. He recognized her voice: Jennimir.

"Can you hear us, boy? Can you hear what we are saying to you?" asked someone else. He thought her name was Marissa?

Then someone reached down and squeezed his hand. Peter managed to open his eyes, and he hoped that it would be Natalie. He wanted to see her standing over him, and she would tell him that it all been a dream. He wasn't going to be punished. Maybe they would even let him go for his act of bravery?

No. He wouldn't be that lucky. Peter already understood this, but then the disappointments ran through him because he saw Diana. "Hey there, boy," she said. "Are you starting to wake up?"

"What, what happened?" Peter asked as he glanced around. And that's when he saw Natalie. She stood off to the side, her arms tight over her chest. She stared at him, but she didn't say anything.

The other wolves had encircled his bed, and they were looking down at him. A couple of them were smiling. Diana seemed concerned.

"You ran into an active engagement and decided to grab a piece of unknown technology," Marissa said. Simultaneously, she shook her head like she couldn't believe it. "I don't know if that was really brave or really stupid."

"Probably both," Diana said. "Right now, I want to know how you're feeling."

"I don't really know," he said. "How long has it been?"

"Three days," Natalie said from her side of the room.

He blinked, confused. Three days? It seemed impossible, like he'd only been asleep for an hour or two at the most.

"Accelerated healing requires unconsciousness," Diana explained. "Normally, it wouldn't take so long, but the Duchy started using new weapons. Those lasers included a new kind of radiation."

"Don't worry," Jennimir interjected. "You're going to be okay. Diana got you all cleaned up and now you should be pretty much fine."

He could hardly believe it, but then he flexed his arms, his legs, and he started to sit up. He could actually do it!

Diana placed her hand on his chest and nudged him back down. "No, Peter we haven't given you permission to get up yet," she told him.

He relaxed. He expected exhaustion or some kind of sickening fatigue. Instead, he felt genuinely okay. Once again, he saw how the Confederation had advanced faster than the Duchy. But maybe the boys were catching up? Maybe Duchy scientists were finally discovering new technologies and weapons?

"You have to take care of yourself," Marissa said. "We don't want our mascot getting hurt, especially in a medical bay."

"I think I'm okay?" Peter said about any real certainty.

"You will be. You’re going to rest for a little while, and then--" Diana stopped, glanced over at her commander, and then she stopped again. "Anyway, we can figure out what's going to happen later."

"I'm just glad you're doing better," Jennimir said as she brushed her fingers along the top of his head. Marissa pinched his cheeks, and he wanted to knock their hands away, but he remembered that he was a boy, and he was supposed to let these women do whatever they wanted with him. He was their toy, their mascot…

It only lasted for a few more seconds anyway, and Diana said, "We should probably get going."

He watched them leave. Natalie, however, remained right where she was, her arms crossed over her chest.

Peter didn't know whether or not he was breaking the rules now, but she didn't stop him as he climbed up onto his knees. That's when he looked down and saw that he was still in his chastity belt. Next, he slid his fingers along the collar around his neck.

"What do you want?" Natalie asked him. Her eyes were dark and flinty as she stared at him and through him.

He gulped, swallowed back his dread, and he pushed himself down onto his hands and knees. He felt ridiculous right there on the bed, but he couldn't do any better. "Please, please give me a chance to be a mascot. Please, I have learned my lesson. I wasn't lying before. I, I'm ready. I'm ready to acknowledge your superiority. I know that you are stronger than me and smarter than me. I know that you deserve to own me...if you wish."

Natalie approached. She took her time, and he heard each click of her boots against the flooring. In seconds, she stood over him, and he raised his gaze. "Is that what you want? Is that what you really want, boy? You want to be our mascot? You want to be our little pet photographer who runs around and documents our exploits?"

"Yes," he said.

"Good."

Good? Did that mean she was going to keep him?

At that same moment, the door opened, only it was Dominique who entered.

"The others told me he was up!" Dominique practically ran into the room, but now she put her hands on the bed, she leaned forward, and she looked at him. "How's he doing? Is he okay?"

"He appears to be fine. According to my medic, the procedures all worked just fine."

"So wait, did you talk to him already?" Dominique asked, talking about Peter like he wasn't actually in the room.

"A little bit," Natalie said.

"Wait. What's going on?" Peter tried to ask.

"Quiet, boy," Natalie said, only she didn't sound especially harsh or cruel this time. Now she turned back to Dominique. "He woke up, I asked him what he wanted, and he told me that he wants to be our pet and our mascot, just as we discussed."

"Really?" Dominique asked.

"Is that what you said, boy?"

"Yes?" Peter replied, although he couldn't tell if they were talking about something else.

"Okay then," Dominique said. "I would have thought that he would have wanted to head back to his people, but if he has already volunteered for slavery, then we can keep him."

"Wait, what?" Peter asked.

Natalie narrowed her eyes slightly at him. Yes, she had tricked him, stripping away the one chance he might have had to win his liberty, but it was too late. She saw it. This woman had made up her mind. He had done something amazing, so now she intended to keep him and train him and turn them into an ideal version of himself.

"Is there something you want to say, boy?" Dominique asked.

He gulped, shook his head, and said, "No. I, I think I'm good."

That's when Natalie stepped over to the side of his bed, she reached down, and she grabbed the blankets. She pulled them off and dropped them to the floor. Next, she did the same with the pillows. He glanced back at her, his brows tightening with confusion, but Peter didn't know what to do or say.

Natalie whispered something to Dominique who whispered something right back to her. Peter strained to overhear their words, but he couldn't pick out any specific details beyond the way their lips curved and they started giggling.

"I think he's ready," Dominique said. "I think he's ready to be tested."

He had just awoken a few minutes ago, and now they wanted to test him? What was that supposed to mean?

Dominique reached out, she grabbed his right hand, and she pulled it toward the corner of the bed. He lifted his head, and he stared at her, his eyes wide. He wasn't sure if he was allowed to speak, but he had to try to figure out what was going on, didn't he? "What, what are you doing?" Nervous energy rippled through his chest and into his voice.

"Don't worry about it," she said as she pulled the first soft restraint around his wrist. Natalie stepped over to the other side of the bed, and now she strapped down his other arm. The two women moved down toward his feet. He knew he could try to kick out or resist, but it wasn't going to change what they did to him. They spread his legs, strapped down, and suddenly he was restrained, just like before, only now he was on his back.

"Please," he said. "Please, I'm sorry. Sorry I missed up. I know I wasn't supposed to go out there. No I wasn't supposed to try to fight." This was a gambit, it might have been a stupid mistake, but he still had to say, "I helped, didn't I? Please? I helped you."

Natalie's expression darkened as she looked down at him. She was studying him for one, two, three full seconds. Underneath her gaze, any kind of defiance he might have been able to muster withered away into nothing.

That's when she started touching him. She ran her fingers down his neck, along his chest, all the way to his inner thighs. She just barely touched him. Not only that, her fingers seem to dance along his flesh.

Peter's defenses flared to life, but they weren't going to change anything, he knew. These women could touch him and trigger those deep desires. They could use his most powerful instincts against him. They could manipulate him and play with him, making him twitch, writhe and cry out with desperate need.

In fact, Dominique started to caress him as well. She brushed the backs of her hands along his cheeks as Natalie stroked him.

"What, what are you doing?" Peter asked as though he didn't already know. They had tortured him with pleasure before. Now they could do the same.

Even when Natalie reached down and opened up his chastity belt, that didn't prove anything to this captive boy. If anything, it just meant they wanted to give him the freedom of an erection before they made him cry out and plead. After all, he was on his back. Strapped down and unable to get to his cock, he wouldn't be able to touch himself. He wouldn't be able to enjoy the simple freedom of release.

"You want to be owned," Natalie said.

"You want to be enslaved," Dominique agreed.

Peter fought hard to argue or disagree, but now Natalie used both of her hands. She stroked his cock. Her fingertips slid along his left side, his right, and now she gently pressed down on the base of his manhood, it was almost enough to send those spasms of pleasure racing through his body. Almost. Not quite.

He bit down, panted, and that's why he didn't see Dominique as she caressed his neck, his shoulders, and chest. She was touching him and teasing him. His nipples stiffened, and now she caressed them because she could.

"How much of this can you take?" Dominique asked. Her bright blue eyes shined bright as she stared down at him. "How much can you endure?"

"I, I don't know," he panted out. By this point, his pulse had sped, the heat flashed along his veins, and he instinctively jerked against the restraints, but he knew he would not be able to break free.

"If we let you out, would you try to run away?"

"No! I wouldn't! I swear!"

"And what would you do?" Natalie asked.

"I, I would get on my knees and serve you. I would prepare to be an obedient toy, your mascot, whatever you want," he promised.

"I'm not sure I believe him," Natalie said.

Dominique agreed, "You're right. Maybe he is just looking for a chance to escape."

These women continued to stroke him, to touch him and to tease him. Their fingers danced and played along the length of his body as he squirmed beneath those delicious sensations. He was panting now, but it was Dominique who looked right down into his eyes, "Let's see if you can behave. If you can't, the consequences could be severe…" But then she smirked, and she glanced back at her lover. Natalie grinned, and the two women freed him from his restraints.

It happened so quickly. His heart was pounding, and he didn't understand what was going on.

Natalie and Dominique stood back, and he climbed off of the bed. He stretched his muscles, and he soon found himself on his feet.

That didn't last for long.

Just as they expected, Peter lowered himself down onto his knuckles and knees.

"Very good," Natalie said. That's when she started to unzip her jumpsuit. Raising his chin, he looked up along the length of her body and watched as she shed her uniform, dropping it like flower petals around her ankles. Dominique had been wearing a blouse, vest, and pants. Now she pulled off those dark garments, one after another. She unzipped her boots, and she started to strip, all while Peter remained down on all fours.

Moment by moment, he felt like he should say something. He couldn't believe that this was really happening, yet these women stripped in front of him. Soon, Natalie was naked, and Dominique followed just a few seconds later. Even so, they still exuded this sense of power and authority. They were in charge. They were unstoppable, and they could get naked right in front of him because he was nothing but their toy...Natalie's pet mascot.

"Ask for permission to service me," Natalie instructed.

His fingers pushed down against the palms of his hands, he gulped, stared up at her, and pleaded, "Please? Please, may I have permission to service you?" He nibbled on the inside of his mouth. "Please, please may I serve you? May I satisfy you?"

"You can try," she said. "But first, Dominique has something special planned for you."

With the other woman standing behind him, he couldn't see exactly what she had in mind or what she was going to do. He thought he heard one of the drawers off to the side open, and that's when he glanced over his shoulder. He wasn't sure what he expected to see, but it certainly wasn't this.

In the last minute, Dominique had pulled a harness up along the length of her legs, all the way to her hips and waist. When he saw it, his body stopped, he stared, he tried to comprehend what he was seeing, but it didn't make sense, not at first, not right away.

"This is my favorite toy," Dominique announced. "Natalie doesn't like it, but I think you will. I think you're going to love it. Come here. Come here, boy." She motioned for him to obey.

Unable to resist her command, he turned around, and he crawled over to her. Suddenly, he was on his knees in front of her, and now he reached up. He didn't know if he actually wished to do this, but some strange sense of curiosity gripped him. Then he was stroking the softly rounded curves of her dildo's circumference.

"Use this," Dominique said next as she handed him a small jar. He opened it, looked down at the glossy lubricant, and his insides tightened once again. "What, what are you going to do?" Peter had to ask.

"I'm going to take you," she said. "I'm going to ram you hard. I want you to know that you belong to us. Penetrating you was one of the best ways for a boy to understand his place in a family."

"I'm part of this family?"

"There's me, Natalie, and now you," she said. As she spoke that last part, Dominique leaned forward and brushed her hand along his cheek. Her touch was so soft, and little sparks of sensation reverberated along his skin.

"Tell us your grateful," Natalie instructed as she stood behind him now.

"I'm grateful," he answered obediently.

"And that's why you're going to make this ready. I want you to make sure it is nice and slick so I can take you. And while I am showing you who you are and where you belong, you're going to serve Natalie. That's how this is going to work."

"Can I, can I climax?"

Dominique leaned down, cupped his cheeks between her hands, and she grinned, "Not without permission."

An audible gulp ran down his throat as he tightened his grip on the small jar of lubricant. He pulled some out, and he started to slide it along the length of the artificial phallus. His heart beat faster.

"Yes," she said. "I want you to know what it's like to get fucked hard." Normally, Dominique sounded so polite and professional, each word sleek and refined.  "Keep going," she instructed.

Peter obeyed, making sure it was slick with lubricant. And when he finished, he glanced up at her, and that's when she pointed back down toward the floor. Slowly, he turned around, and that's when he saw that Natalie had already lowered herself down onto her back. She had her fingers laced behind her head, her legs were spread, and he took just a second to admire her gorgeous body. There was something about her muscles, her toned frame, and the confidence with which she glanced up at him and smirked.

"Get over here, boy," she ordered.

He gulped and obeyed, lowering himself down, but Peter didn't move fast enough. Her hand shot out, and she grabbed him by the back of his head, forcing his face down.

He would serve her. Simultaneously, he would get taken from behind. Dominique would be able to ram into him again and again, to savor the heat and friction of his body.

"I love this toy," Dominique said.

"She's going to be able to feel it when she pumps into you," Natalie told him.

Peter didn't understand, but it didn't matter because his mouth was right there against Natalie's slit. His lips parted, and he brushed his lips along her opening. He just barely touched her at first, but then he started licking. His tongue flicked out with one tentative movement, then another and another.

He shouldn't have been surprised because she was damp. The hot excitement already roiled through her frame, and he went down, sliding his tongue deep between the walls of her crevice.

A second later, he heard her moan. "That's right. Show me what you can do, mascot."

Mascot. Peter didn't know whether or not he was supposed to be insulted by the title, yet it hardly mattered. He belonged to these women now. He would be a plaything for the wolves, and he would take pictures (when they allowed him to). At other points, maybe he would just be locked up in a cage. Or maybe he would be traded around from one jump to the next as he served these women.

He didn't know what was going to happen, but it didn't matter because at this moment, he needed to give her what she demanded: the flickering heat and movements of his tongue. With those quick, nearly desperate motions, he licked faster now.

She twitched, tightening her inner thighs against his cheeks. At the same time, she curled her toes. "Oh, that's good. That's really good. That feels incredible. Good boy. That's right. Show me what you can do. Lick. Faster. Faster!"

As he licked, he forgot about everything else, right until that moment when Dominique placed one hand against his waist. Then she came up behind him, and she had her other hand on the base of her “cock”. She shoved forward, and she slid her slick toy into him. His eyes widened, but he didn't stop licking. At the same time, she pushed forward, and he tried to clench down, like he thought he might be able to stop her or fight her. But no. He was just a boy, so he couldn't resist.

She pushed down, little by little.

Hot excitement surged through him, and he tried to control his erection. He didn't want to enjoy this, yet the tendrils of pleasure shot out from between his legs and into the rest of his frame. His toes curled, his knuckles tightened, and his breathing caught all over again. Despite all of this, he kept licking.

"Yes!" Natalie cried out.

She shimmied away from him, and he licked his lips, surprised. But just because Natalie had finished with him, that didn't mean Dominique was anywhere close to finished.

Dominique crouched right in front of him, and she cupped his cheeks just as Dominique had done. She looked into his eyes, and she said, "This is what it'll be like for you. This is what we're going to do to you whenever we want."

He opened his mouth, and he was about to say something, but she tilted his head to the side, leaned in, and she kissed him.

Peter didn't know if he could lose himself to these sorts of sensations, yet the stimulation continued to pump through his body. He became more powerful, second by second, and there was nothing he could do to stop it. He couldn't stop them.

"Wonderful!"

With a gasp, Dominique pulled back, and she started to yank off the harness.

Peter glanced back over at her, and he saw the twinned tip. Yes, the toy could be used to penetrate him, but every time she showed forward into him, there had been an equal amount of pressure against her crevice. That was why she enjoyed it so much, only now he realized that Natalie wasn't putting the harness away. Instead, she started to pull it on.

"What, what are you doing?"

"We are switching," Natalie told him.

"Switching?" Peter asked foolishly, but now Dominique grabbed him by the back of his neck, and she was seated right in front of him. She brought him right back down into position. Soon, his mouth was placed against her slit. "Lick, boy." The words slammed into the air, unstoppable and irresistible.

Dominique tightened her grip on the back of his head as she pulled down, and then she gave him just one command, "Serve." At once, he obeyed. He did it without thinking. It started to feel normal, natural, like this was where he belonged and this was who he was supposed to be.

The two women savored his body. Dominique enjoyed his first licks, and now Natalie came up behind him. She aimed to the tip of her toy, and she pointed right at his crevice. Then she pushed forward, and he felt his body stretch all over again. Echoed sensations of frustration and need reverberated through his body as he tried to hate every second of this. He tried to loathe what was happening, but he couldn't, not really, not when he kept thinking about these beautiful women and how they intended to keep him.

As he licked and as he surrendered, he became their mascot, their pet, and their loving servant.

He clenched his eyes shut, and lost himself to that singular drive. Even if they weren't going to let him have an orgasm, it didn't matter. Even if they weren't going to do anything besides tease him, he could embrace his status as their property. He didn't understand how or why, but he just wanted to be close to them. He wanted to serve and satisfy them…

He licked faster, he took her phallus, and he channeled every iota of effort he possessed into pleasing these women.

Once again, Natalie cried out first as she pulled away. She dipped her head down, shrugged off the toy, and she tried to catch her breath. In the meantime, Dominique still wasn't satisfied, so he licked as best he could. Then she started calling out commands, and he followed each order. He went faster, then slower, a little lower, a little higher.

Finally, she grabbed him by the sides of his head, pressed down, and he kept licking right until that moment when she tightened up, screamed out, and finally pushed him away.

"That was excellent," Dominique announced.

"He definitely knows how to lick," Natalie agreed. "But now, I think it's time for this boy to end up on the bed once again."

The bed. With the restraints. They were going to tie him down, lock him in the chastity belt, and probably leave him here for a while.

Tentatively, he rose to his feet, and walked over to the bed as ordered.

"What? You're not going to argue? You're not going to resist or even try to touch your cock?" Natalie asked.

He answered they quick shake of his head, "No. I, I want to be obedient for you." The tone of his voice shifted as he became deferential and subservient, just the way she liked.

Natalie grabbed him by his shoulder, shoved down, and then she pulled his arms towards the corners of the bed. She secured the restraints. Next, she strapped down his feet.

Peter braced himself for that moment when they would force him to relax. Maybe they would snap their fingers. Maybe they had something else in mind.

"You're so hard," Dominique said.

"We're going to have to make him nice and soft before we can put him back in his chastity belt," agreed her companion.

The two women exchanged some silent signal, and that's when Natalie leaned down, and she looked right into his eyes. It was like she was searching for something, something special, something different. Whether she found it or not, Peter couldn't tell, yet it hardly mattered because she kissed him. Her lips were so soft, so smooth, so perfect. He lost himself to the sensations as he closed his eyes, yet he distantly recognized the sensations as Dominique climbed on top of the bed.

She grabbed his cock, and he didn't understand what was about to happen. He couldn't see what was going on, and then she lowered herself down, and he felt the damp, excited tension of her slit against his shaft. His eyes widened for a moment, but Natalie didn't let go of him. She kept kissing him as Dominique used him.

Finally, she broke and whispered, "You don't have permission."

It seemed impossible, but it felt like his desires slammed against some impossible psychological barrier. He managed to control himself even as Dominique rode him. She slid up and down, taking him, his length, everything he possessed.

Then Natalie pulled away, breaking off, and he wanted to ask what she was doing, but then she straddled his face, and her slit was pushed down against his mouth.

He had no choice; whether he liked it or not, he was going to serve them.

"Lick," Natalie gasped out, and he obeyed immediately. Simultaneously, Dominique used him.

They took their time with him, and he clenched down. He grabbed onto the sheets, clutching them underneath his fingertips as his knuckles turned white from the effort.

"I think he deserves it," Natalie said after one minute or five. Peter couldn't tell the difference, not any longer.

Dominique sped up, wrapped his waist, and she called out, "Now. Come for me right now, pet boy. You've earned it!" Both women laughed, but he jerked his hips up, surrendered, and the wild, incandescent satisfaction erupted through his body. He experienced it along every inch of his being. The sensations coursed through his arms and legs, his chest, up his neck, along the bridge of his nose, everywhere…

He throbbed deliciously, and then he was utterly spent, exhausted and drained. The women were done and looked down at him.

"Go back to sleep, boy. We will come for you later, when we want to play with you, when we want to train you. For now, just finish recovering."

The two women got dressed, and he was distantly aware of how they held the chastity belt. It would be time for him to wear it again, but Peter couldn't worry about that. A slight smile tugged at the corners of his mouth, and he got very, very sleepy. But when it was time to wake up, he would know his place.

The End
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