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Preface




The tech companies of Silicon Valley have changed the world with personal computers, cellphones, gaming consoles, WWW-based software, and many other products. Talented young people from around the world flock to these companies. However, the valley’s ugly side is its hostile environment for even the brightest young women. Women have trouble getting tech jobs, and many who do leave the industry, repelled by the blatant sexism and misogyny they encounter. Despite a steady chorus of complaints, the valley remains a frat-boy’s club where bad behavior is often normal, tolerated, and even applauded.

Few people know of the one major exception, Athena Technology, named after the Greek warrior goddess. 'AT' is a secretive female-led firm staffed by many of the most talented women in tech. It successfully applies ultramodern science and engineering in the defense, space, energy, conservation, and similar sectors. It keeps a low profile, so only tech cognoscenti know that it operates as a Queendom. Its system of strict female supremacy, with dominant women ruling male slaves, has made the company a paradise for extraordinary women and a world leader in technology. 

This is its story.





Chapter 1: The Queen

Morgan Crown sat quietly in her favorite chair and admired the morning view from her expansive top floor office’s picture window. From the crest of the Santa Cruz mountains, she looked down to the valley and San Francisco Bay below.  Silicon Valley icons including Stanford University’s red roofs and Apple’s spaceship-shaped campus were easily visible.  The open veranda admitted the damp earthy smell of the tall redwoods and fir trees surrounding the building.

As part of her morning ritual, she considered two prominent displays in the elegant redwood paneled office.  

One was a framed pair of magazine covers. The first, from eighteen years ago, showed her mother, father and herself - then age 24 - standing where she now sat, in the company’s headquarters overlooking Silicon Valley. The headline read Silicon Valley Royalty – Debbie and David Crown rule from Athena Technology’s mountain castle. A subhead read How a young couple built a tech powerhouse.

 The second, taken after her parents’ death in a car accident ten years ago, showed her standing alone at the same place with headline Crown Princess assumes Athena Technology throne and subhead Founders’ daughter plans to continue secretive female-led firm’s magic.  Her photograph showing a stunning woman with long red hair and perfect makeup, wearing a tight black leather outfit and high boots, set exactly the powerful dominatrix tone she wanted.  It was a company icon and appeared in many of its offices.

The other display was a small replica of a famous sculpture of the company’s namesake, the Greek warrior goddess Athena, shown in battle helmet and armor holding spear and shield. Athena, famed for wisdom, was the patron of ancient Athens after whom the city was named. Much as Athena defended her city’s flourishing democracy and culture, Athena Technology – AT – prospered by using ultramodern science and engineering to benefit America.

Morgan admired her mother Deborah’s, Athena’s founding CEO, choice of the company name. Deborah had raised Morgan on tales of goddesses and female rulers like Cleopatra and Queen Elizabeth I. Since childhood Morgan planned to be like them.

Now, at age 42, she viewed herself as a queen, and lived and acted accordingly. She ruled hundreds of employees and controlled hundreds of millions of dollars. She interacted with political, scientific, military, and economic leaders in the U.S. and foreign nations. Democracies in Europe, Asia, the Middle East and elsewhere used Athena technology, as framed photographs and awards on her office walls attested. Its technology was important in defense, space exploration, energy production and conservation, and many other sectors.

She realized that thinking of herself as a queen was arrogant, but it came easily. Morgan had been raised as a Silicon Valley princess with wealth and privilege. Her family socialized with other tech leaders, and Morgan had played and gone to school with their children.  

Her parents had prepared her to inherit the company, which happened much sooner than expected. Both while in high school and then at Stanford, she had spent summers working in different divisions of Athena. As a result, she  knew both the company and many of its employees well. Thus after her parents' death, both Athenians and the tech community  accepted her naturally as the firm's new leader.

Her upbringing had another important but less obvious aspect. Both at home and at Athena, she grew up in a female-led world, in which males were viewed as an inferior species needing to be guided and controlled. This view, combined with a deep sadistic streak, led her by teen years to the world of female dominance and male submission.  Female domination was part of who she was. She sought and enjoyed power, and was confident that she used it wisely.

◆◆◆

A quiet buzz ended her reverie. Morgan touched the intercom and her personal assistant Greg answered.

“Your Highness, Dr. Ito has arrived. Shall I show her in?”

“Yes, please.”

Greg escorted her visitor in. She liked Greg, an obedient, intelligent, and attractive young MBA who started working for her six months ago. Morgan enjoyed training new male employees into 'the Athena way.'  Although they weren’t legally slaves, their contracts required deferring to and respecting female authority and accepting physical and other discipline. Female supervisors treated them the way dominatrices treated slaves,  training them to accept orders instantly and without question. It was like obedience training a dog.

Greg wore the male employee uniform of metal collar, black long pants, and short-sleeved white polo shirt with the Athena’s head logo. Morgan smiled at the hint of the chastity cage barely noticeable beneath his pants. She knew that he was feeling its constriction. She enjoyed his admiring look at her uniform of tight white silk blouse, tight knee length black leather pencil skirt, and high heeled stiletto boots. He idolized her and was thrilled to work for the legendary CEO, whom he thought of as a goddess.  She was a superb manager and the most exciting woman he’d ever known.

Greg walked to her chair, dropped smoothly to his knees, and kissed each boot tip. Although her boots had been kissed thousands of times during many years of dominating men, Morgan still loved this passionate bonding ritual between mistress and slave. If she were queen of the country, all males would be taught it at a young age, making relations between sexes much better. She savored his worship before nudging him gently with her boot to rise to a kneeling posture.

“Welcome, Emily. I’m glad you could come.”

Emily Ito, a young Southern Californian, had classic Asian good looks, a trim body and long straight black hair.  She wore an elegant red sundress and tall high-heeled black gladiator sandals. Morgan had met her a month ago at a conference run by TRAN, a think tank organization in Pasadena. Emily’s impressive presentation stressed the urgency of organizations adopting new technology to allow major changes,  and examined the failure of organizations that had not changed in time.

Morgan had been thinking about this issue for some time. Although Athena was doing very well at what it did, she fully accepted the Silicon Valley mantra that 'only the paranoid survive'. She wanted Athena to expand quickly into new areas while maintaining its present strength. One way to do this could be to bring in someone at senior level with a fresh outlook.  Although Athena did very well hiring tech talent in its current areas, it wasn’t set up to find the right person to bring a new but realistic approach.

Emily’s presentation showed that she understood technology, but viewed it through a policy lens. Hence Morgan thought Emily might be the right person. Her youth would be an asset in providing a new outlook. She chatted with Emily, liked her, and asked her to consider joining Athena. Emily, who had worked part time as a dominatrix both in college and graduate school, was intrigued by joining the famed female-led firm, so a visit was arranged.

Morgan’s office impressed Emily. Instead of an ultra-neat sterile office with trophies designed to impress, this was a working environment. Tall bookshelves held books on tech and societal topics. A large white board showed notes. Two long tables were piled with reports and documents. Emily was pleased to note both her book and her recent TRAN report among them.

“I love your assistant’s politeness,” Emily said admiringly. “I wish he’d done that for me.”

“Didn’t he?”

“No. Should he have?”

Morgan’s face darkened.  “Slave, how should you have greeted Mistress Emily?”

Greg’s usually cheerful face changed to a look of horror.  “I’m sorry, your Highness. I forgot. I apologize.”

“Greet her now, slave!”

Greg dropped to the floor and crawled to Emily. Seeing Morgan’s smile, Emily realized with delight that she was being invited to play along and have fun. She had given up domination sessions when she joined TRAN, a respectable organization much of whose work involved classified information. Although she missed domination, she feared that unconventional behavior that became public could cost her security clearance and thus her career.

Settling down in a comfortable chair, Emily extended her feet. As Greg approached, she snarled in convincing mock anger, “Kiss each strap lovingly and gently! Don’t you dare touch my skin!”

This would be work, because each sandal had six shiny black straps. As Greg started on her right foot, she pushed his head down with her left. Although he was working hard – she felt the kisses through the strap – she demanded, “More enthusiasm, slave!”  As he finished the right foot, she tilted it back, exposing the sandal’s sole showing mud from last night’s rain. She ordered, “Lick it clean! Slow careful strokes!”

Greg licked passionately because he loved the smell, feel, and taste of this degrading ritual. Emily pushed her sole hard into his face and spat in feigned anger, “You’re missing some, do better!” She noticed Morgan grinning happily.  Both sadists enjoyed disciplining men. 

“Now, suck the heel clean, slave. Deep throat it! Then do the other foot.”

After finishing, Greg stayed down with his face to the floor. He’s well trained, Emily thought and held him down until Morgan nodded. Emily nudged his head upward, and Greg rose to a kneeling position.

“How did he do, Mistress Emily?” Morgan asked in a grave judicial voice.

“Well, your Highness.” Emily had noticed how Morgan was addressed and liked it. It seemed appropriate. She’d known many dominant women, but Morgan was the most impressive.

“In that case,” Morgan pronounced regally, “I will be merciful. Normally he’d get two dozen strokes of the heavy dragon cane. Just this once, I’ll make it only a dozen with the light one.”

Greg was hoping for more mercy, but this was better than he’d feared. It was less than the 'two dozen of the best' beating he and all other slaves were given as weekly discipline whether or not they’d done anything wrong. After two months serving Morgan, he accepted her total authority and never dreamed of protesting or disobeying.

“Thank you, your Highness,” he said humbly.

“Pants down -  over the table.”

Knowing the drill, he crawled to a side table, pulled down his pants, and stretched face down over it. Emily was amused to note inconspicuous restraints on the table legs by his wrists and ankles. Morgan must be the only CEO whose office was fitted as a dungeon and turned a job-related visit into a double dominatrix session. Emily enjoyed the interaction and recognized Morgan as a kindred spirit. This was fun!

“Mistress Emily, please lock his restraints.”

“Gladly, your Highness.”

Emily enjoyed the familiar feel of locking Greg’s wrist and ankles. Looking under the table, she found the restraint strap she expected coiled on a holder. She pulled it across Greg’s back, inserted it into the locking clip, and tightened it aggressively. Greg was now fully secured for punishment.

Morgan opened a drawer and removed a cane. She strode confidently to the head of the table and placed the cane at Greg's mouth. He kissed it and gave the required humble acknowledgement.

“Thank you, Highness, for punishing me and making me a better slave.”

He sounds sincere, Emily thought admiringly, properly broken to slavery.  Morgan is a serious domme, not playing at it.

Morgan strode behind and to Greg’s left, and tapped the cane on his buttocks to measure the distance. She drew the cane back and slammed it down, yielding a hard crack and a bright red line. Greg grunted to avoid screaming that would lead to additional punishment and started the count.

“One, thank you Highness.”

Morgan waited five seconds to let Greg fully process the pain and let his fear build, then struck again. The second red line was expertly placed an inch below and parallel to the first. As Emily expected, Morgan was beating him perfectly. The next four blows fell in regular sequence, leaving six parallel red tracks.

“Six, thank you Highness.”

Greg was now in serious pain and barely avoiding screaming.  Morgan, who loved beating men, admired her work and extended the cane to Emily.

“Mistress Emily, would you like to do the second set?”

Emily had been hoping for this offer – watching a beating always excited her and gave her a strong urge to participate. She had missed punishing men and welcomed the opportunity.

“I would honored, your Highness.” Emily took the cane and walked to Greg’s right.

“Excellent – I hadn’t realized you were left-handed.” The best beatings came from two dommes, one on either side, so the cuts crossed giving additional pain.

Emily measured the distance and struck with a diagonal stroke across the previous cuts. Greg’s body shook against the restraints and he grunted even louder than before.

“Seven, thank you Mistress.”

Emily hit with full force, as usual. In addition to satisfying her sadism – she felt herself getting excited and wet - punishment taught lessons and was supposed to hurt. She’d learned from experience that slaves didn’t break and were improved by punishment. She continued, waiting between blows and then watching with satisfaction as Greg shook, grunted, and suffered after each blow.

“Twelve, thank you Mistress.”

Emily wanted to keep going, both for fun and because she thought that slaves always benefitted from more beating. Still, this situation called for following the Queen’s decision. She put the cane to Greg’s lips. He kissed it again and gave the required thanks. Morgan rubbed his hair, said, “Good boy,” and released his restraints. He trembled as Emily helped him off the table, but managed to stay on his feet. Morgan, showing surprising mercy, ordered, “Get out, lie down for fifteen minutes, then bring us breakfast.”

◆◆◆

After Greg left, Morgan led Emily to comfortable chairs where the two relaxed.

“That wasn’t how I expected to start this visit. It was great - thanks for letting me participate.”

“My pleasure - double domming is always fun. Besides, you got a quick sense of what makes Athena so special. We’re different from any other tech firm. For me – and probably you – a female led company is the right place.”

“I see the attraction. Now, I have to compartmentalize. At work I’m very professional, very vanilla. Since starting there, I can’t do any domming for fear of what people would say if they found out.  I miss it a lot and know I’ll have to start again, because it’s part of who I am. I’ll have to keep it hidden.”

“Here you can be both professional and dominant.”

“I love the idea, but there’s so much I need to know. I looked for info about Athena before this trip but didn’t find much. It’s described as secretive and female led, but few specifics beyond that you and the other top execs are women and that you preferentially hire women.”

“We keep a low profile, for obvious reasons. It’s not that hard – we’re isolated up here. Everyone signs nondisclosure agreements, which are common in tech. People know we do mostly military and proprietary work, so our security isn’t surprising. We don’t allow media visits, and not much info gets out. People outside know we’re female-led in a general way, but offsite we don’t talk about ‘mistresses’ and ‘slaves’.”

“Are all the men slaves and women dommes?”

“Yes and no. I’ll give you the details later, but we have three employee groups. Most men in the factory down in the valley are vanilla, so it  feels no different from any other company except the execs are women. Here in headquarters about 1/3 are women, who fill the top roles. Men are required to be submissive by their contracts requiring deferring to and respecting female authority and accepting discipline. Still, because slavery’s illegal and our competitors would love to shut us down, we’re careful to stay legal. Although we call them slaves internally, they get paid, have benefits, work regular hours, and most live offsite. The same in my residence – the old family mansion where I’ll host you tonight. We keep quiet about all this, of course.”

“That helps – I look forward to learning more. One minor question – did you chose to be addressed as ‘Highness’?”

“No. A magazine described my parents and me – the Crown family – as Silicon Valley royalty. Our people started calling Mom – the CEO – 'Queen' or  'your Highness.'  She liked it, so the terms stuck. Pretty soon even my dad, the chief engineer, was doing it. Then our people started calling Athena ‘the Queendom’ and our family residence ‘the Palace.’ When I inherited Mom’s position after she and Dad died in a car crash, the names came with it. I like it, since I often feel like a queen.”

“People say you are, your Highness,” Emily replied. “I asked around and you’re a legend. Although people couldn’t or wouldn’t say much about what you do, they admire it. Someone told me you’re the best tech CEO in the country. Someone else said you run a tight ship and run it well.”

“That’s good to hear,” Morgan laughed. “We work hard for that image. The bigger firms - Apple, Google, etc. -  are down below in the Valley and we're up here looking down at them. They’re bigger but we like to think we’re better.”


Chapter 2: The Queendom

Only two hours into her visit, Emily could see why Athena was reputed to be best workplace in tech for women. Women held all major positions and treated men as slaves. This was a role reversal from the infamous 'frat-boy' sexist culture that pervaded many well-known tech firms.

Morgan’s friendly manner made Emily feel at home, so she gambled that curiosity would be acceptable. “I’d love to know more about how Athena came about, your Highness.”

“There’s no published history,” Morgan explained. "As you’d guess, we keep a lot private. Mom was writing a history. I talked to Mom and Dad before they died, but there seemed to be no hurry to publish. The manuscript is far along, but I think it’s still too soon to publish it. Female dominance would rub some people the wrong way. Anyway, breakfast’s here, so let’s eat. Afterwards I’ll give you the short version and fill in any details you want.”

“That would be great, your Highness.”

Greg, Morgan’s personal assistant and slave, brought a food cart to a table. When the women came over, he dropped to the floor and kissed their boots passionately. Next, he pulled out chairs and seated them gracefully. He set the table with tablecloth, plates, glasses, utensils, and napkins.

“Your Highness and Mistress, I have fruit, cereal, yogurt, cheese, breads, and pastries.  I also have orange, apple, or pear juice. What may I bring you?”

Greg served the food with elegant silent efficiency, then dropped to his knees on the thick Persian carpet and knelt with bowed head awaiting further orders.

“What do you think of his service?” Morgan asked Emily.

“I’m impressed, your Highness,” Emily said, “I’ve worked at dungeons and most submissive boys are clumsy and noisy. He’s like a waiter in a five-star restaurant. If I came here, I’d love to have him as my PA.”

“You can if you want. Although all our boys are as good.” Smiling, Morgan ordered, “Slave, explain to Mistress Emily why you’re such a fine server.”

“Mistress, new employees go through two months introductory training. It starts with an overview of the company. Afterwards, men and women are trained differently. Males begin with food service and personal service to women. Women start with discipline training including supervising and beating us. The training’s intense. We got several beatings every day even if we hadn’t done anything wrong.”

“Explain to Mistress Emily what happens if you drop a glass.”

“Two dozen lashes. Four dozen if it breaks.” Greg explained matter-of-factly.  “It’s good for us. My wife says it made me a much better husband. She said Athena should offer this training commercially – lots of women would send their partners and husbands.”

“Well said, slave. Speaking of discipline, how are you feeling?”

“Sore, your Highness.” Although Morgan and Emily had caned Greg less than a half hour before, he responded without resentment. He accepted the punishment as normal and justified by Morgan’s superior status.

“Good - it's supposed to hurt. Did you put ointment on?”

“No, Your Highness. I knew your breakfast should not be delayed.”

“Correct. If you’d delayed for personal pain I’d have given you another two dozen. You may leave and treat your cuts.”

“Thank you, your Highness.” Greg bowed and withdrew.

◆◆◆

Once he left, Emily turned to Morgan.  “Your Highness, I’m starting to see what being a female-led firm means. What you have is amazing - I’ve never heard of anything like it. I’d love to hear how it came about.”

“Back in 1979 Dad was finishing his PhD in electrical engineering at Stanford. Minicomputers, ancestors of today’s machines, were starting to replace huge mainframes. Dad invented a gadget called an array processor that attached to minicomputers to process big datasets much faster. He gave an early version to geologists who were working with oil companies to image the earth at depth, and they loved it.”

“In those days lots of great stuff that we now take for granted was being invented and Silicon Valley was taking off. Dad presented his work at a weekly tech lunch where people described new ideas and discussed whether they could be turned into viable products. Afterwards, a gorgeous woman came up to him. She was so out of his league that Dad remembered the meeting vividly years later. It sounds like a rom-com movie, but it was real.”

“He was an engineering student in shorts, T-shirt, and sandals. She was an MBA student - long straight red hair, perfect makeup and nails, Armani suit, Dior shoes, and a designer handbag. Dad said she looked like a movie star. She said she liked his talk and asked to chat. He’d never met anyone like her, so he agreed. They went to the student center, sat outdoors in the sun with coffee and brownies, and their lives changed forever.”

“Deb – my mom – started asking about the array processor. To Dad’s amazement, she understood the whole thing. Turns out she got degrees in both physics and women’s studies from Wellesley. After two hours she suggested they go into business together to develop and sell the processor. Dad was blown away. Everyone was talking about commercializing innovations, but he had no idea how. Mom was sure she could, so Dad agreed.”

“To celebrate, she took Dad to dinner. She said she knew how little grad students got paid, so she’d pay. Dad expected pizza in downtown Palo Alto. Instead, they hopped in her red Porsche convertible, rather than Dad’s beat-up Volkswagen bug. She put the top down and blasted up the freeway to San Francisco. They ended up at Top of the Mark, the best restaurant in the city. It’s on the top floor of the historic Mark Hopkins hotel with panoramic views of the skyline. The headwaiter knew her and seated them at her usual table. They had the best – and most expensive – meal and wine he’d ever had.”

“Over dinner, they got to know each other. Dad explained that he was a classic nerd - through MIT on an Air Force ROTC scholarship, two years in Vietnam jamming enemy radar, and now finishing his PhD. He was a backpacker and distance runner.”

“Mom told him that she was a San Francisco princess. Private girls’ high school, debutante ball, followed her mother to Wellesley. Loved tennis and skiing, but her favorite were horse sports. She was national equestrian champion for three years at Wellesley, while doing double degrees. She didn’t yet mention that even in high school she’d been involved in the San Francisco femdom scene and had played with submissive men at parties.”

“Dad said he’d never met anyone who owned and rode horses. Mom explained that many upper-class girls learned to ride at young ages. Controlling a big strong animal between their legs was great preparation for handling men. Besides, she said, riding outfits - especially the shiny boots - were super sexy. She described grooms and stable boys kneeling on all fours so she could mount or dismount using their backs, and licking her boots clean. Dad first thought she was joking, then gulped when he realized she was serious, and admitted that he’d love to do it for her.”

“Mom then invited him to her apartment, that was nearby. Dad lived in a room in a shared house in Palo Alto with a few posters on the walls. She had a huge apartment in a luxury building. It looked like a movie set, with elegant modern furniture, framed artwork – some by her friends – and riding trophies everywhere. They settled in the living room, where a maid served wine.”

“Mom excused herself to ‘freshen up’ while Dad toured the apartment. She returned in a few minutes in a leather dress and high boots, which blew Dad away.  He was awed by how great she looked – it really showed her power - and told her. He really loved her boots. She laughed and said she’d expected that. Would he like to kiss them? Dad had never done it before, but got down and did it without hesitation. He admitted that he loved it and thanked her for letting him.”

“Mom suggested that they identify and resolve the key issues of the new business. First, she’d be CEO and Dad would be chief engineer. Dad agreed that she’d be in charge, and admitted that he’d like that.”

'Great,' Mom said – 'it’s important that we have that settled. I like to be in charge, and you like to be directed, don’t you?'

'Yes.'

'Since I’m in charge, why don’t you address me as Ma’am.'

'Yes, Ma’am.'

'And stay down on your knees.'

"Dad obeyed. Obeying and being beneath this amazing woman felt natural. Mom continued, 'Good. We’ll each do what we’re best at. What do you see as the key issues?'"

'We’re in good shape on the processor, Ma’am. We’ll need funding to turn the hardware and software into a finished product we can sell.'

'Not a problem. Once we figure out how much we need and work up a business plan, my father will sell his bank’s investment committee on it. They like financing tech.'

'That’s great, Ma’am.'

'We’ll also need a few good guys. Between us we cover a lot, but minimum we’ll need three - one hardware, one software, one production.'

'Nope, don’t need them.'

'What?'

'We don’t need guys. Haven’t you noticed women in your classes?'

'Sure, Ma’am – not many but some are very good.'

'You got it. I know some great ones from our women in tech group. They’re worried that male-dominated firms won’t hire them or won’t treat them fairly. Let’s hire some. I’ll ask them and they’ll jump at it.'

'I like that, Ma’am.'

'I’ve also got another hook in mind.'

'What hook, Ma’am?’

‘We name ourselves to show we’re female led. How about Athena Technology?’

'That’s brilliant, Ma’am. She’s warrior goddess of wisdom. Zeus’ daughter,  born fully grown, dressed in armor and ready for war.  It will appeal to women and the defense industry, which should be a huge market. I’ve already got ideas about how to use the processor in radar and sonar.'

'Great.'

‘But especially as we grow, we can’t do everything with women. In some areas, there aren’t enough with the skills we need yet. We’ll need some men.”

'Agreed. But plenty of men – as you’re discovering – like submitting to women’s authority. We won’t say anything publicly,  but being a female-led firm will draw them. Obviously, that means we need the right women - we both know many women who would be useless or harmful.'

"Mom and Dad looked at each other with satisfaction. In less than a day, they had a structure and a plan. Mom called the maid, who brought more wine. When it arrived, Mom told Dad to lick all over her boots, and then kiss them again. They enjoyed the wine, and Mom led Dad to her bedroom for his first whipping. Afterwards, she explained that he'd be whipped regularly to discipline him and make sure he stayed obedient. If he misbehaved - or she just felt like it - she'd whip him harder.”

“They spent the next day working up a business plan and took it to Mom’s father. He loved it and presented it to the bank committee, who agreed to finance it. By the time they graduated a few months later, they’d incorporated and recruited four excellent women. Mom also proposed to Dad, who agreed enthusiastically, and they married at the family country club.”

“Since then, everything went their way. The array processor was a huge hit and gave the firm a great image. They added new products and people and set up headquarters in my family’s vacation place in the mountains, where we are now.”

"Mom and Dad developed a business strategy that's worked brilliantly. They decided to stay away from consumer products, where economies of scale favor big firms. Instead, Athena would specialize in solving complicated problems with major tech components, mostly for governments or industries. For example, they developed software to help federal and state agencies pool their resources and data to fight big forest fires. The agencies were trying to work together, but had different equipment, computer systems, data, and protocols. Athena's system integrated these so they could work together smoothly in real time. Another recent example is a system that we're building to warn coastal communities of dangerous tsunami waves, in a part of the world where the different governments don't get along. Our system includes hardware and software in the different countries, combines their data, identifies areas at risk, and sends that information to each government to warn their people without mentioning the role of the other countries."

"Another big decision was that we'd be quiet professionals. We have a very low public profile, unlike most other big tech firms. Mom and Dad weren't in the media much, and I'm not. We don't talk about what we do for clients, which makes them more willing to hire us. It also avoids discussion of what our being female-led means, in terms of dominant women and male slaves.  We're known as a great place for capable women. Even though we don't give details publicly, that's enough to get many outstanding  women to apply."

"Mom also gave a lot of thought to how to manage our combination of dominant women and submissive males.  Most female dominance is in short intense sessions, but the company needed it in a long-term, stable, situation that both women and men would be happy in and want to stay in.  She worked with lawyers to make it legal. They developed contracts requiring men to obey female authority and accept discipline, while being able to leave if they chose. However, contrary to what you might expect, males can't be ordered to perform sexual services, because paying them and requiring sex would make the company liable for prostitution. Any relations have to be fully consensual.  She set up our internal structures and procedures so well that they're still pretty much how we do things."

“Essentially, everything went according to Mom's plan. To Dad, it seemed like a miracle. A goddess had come to him and given him everything he dreamed of. He idolized her and accepted her authority and discipline without question, both at work and at home. When I came along years later, he was already her devoted slave husband.”


Chapter 3: The Queen’s Council

Queen Morgan’s description of Athena Technology’s founding impressed Emily and strengthened her desire to join it. Clearly that decision would be Morgan’s alone. This differed from most tech firms, where many people and much bureaucracy were involved in decisions. It was easy to see why people both inside and outside AT considered Morgan its queen – a much admired and respected absolute monarch. Addressing her accordingly felt natural.

“I’m awed, your Highness. Nobody’s done anything like it. Even after all these years, your mother’s creation is still the only major female-led tech firm.  You’ve kept it going and growing. I’d be thrilled and honored to be part of it.”

“I’m glad to hear it. You’ll meet next with the management team. They’re an experienced group because we promote from within. If you come, you’ll be the first senior outside hire in years and the youngest management team member, so there’s some wariness. You’ll want to impress them, but I’m sure you will.  In Queendom terminology – that started long before I became Queen – they’re called the Queen’s council, like in Britain. Members are called Ladies. We’re used to it, but I realize it sounds silly.”

Emily considered the issue in her usual thoughtful way.  She had grown up in Asian culture, where titles and deference were accepted.  In contrast, she had also spent years in the informal world of academia.  Still, overall, she decided that for Athena titles made sense, were accepted, and worked.

“I understand the benefits, your Highness. Titles remind junior people of their duties to superiors, and remind superiors of their responsibilities.  You and Athena are leaders and stewards of something important for women and our country. You’re pointing the way to the female-led future we want and need.”

Morgan appreciated that Emily was speaking sincerely rather than flattering her.  “Thanks, that’s a thoughtful analysis. I agree – the titles are functionally correct and useful. Mom and I were first sheepish, but didn’t discourage them. In the same way, I’m sure you caught that internally we call male employees ‘slaves’ – which they pretty much are - although legally they’re not.”

“I’ve been meaning to ask about that, your Highness,” Emily said. “In the dungeon we called submissives ‘slaves’ – which they liked - but they were with us at most for a few hours. They could stop the session and leave when they wanted, but they stayed and kept coming back.”

“That’s the same with our slaves. Their contracts require deferring to and respecting female authority, and accepting discipline. They’re well paid at competitive tech industry rates and can resign any time, but almost never do.  As Mom planned, we get top-notch males by letting them combine their professional interests and need to be dominated. They don’t have to hide what they are. Many are highly regarded and could easily move to comparable or better jobs in a vanilla firm.”

◆◆◆

Morgan led Emily to a nearby conference room, dominated by a large world map with colored tags in different places that Emily figured marked various projects. Seven attractive middle-aged women in Athenian uniform sat around a table in comfortable chairs. They looked like a competent and experienced sisterhood, comfortable with themselves and each other. Emily assumed that beneath their placid exterior they were also strict dominatrices.

They rose and bowed as Morgan entered and sat down in response to her slight hand gesture.  Morgan sat at the head of the elegant redwood table and beckoned Emily to an adjacent chair.

Greg, who had been kneeling by the door next to a tea and coffee cart, kissed Morgan and Emily’s boots, and rose back to his knees when signaled. He wants to avoid another beating, Emily thought.  Knowing Morgan’s preference, he poured tea and gracefully set it before her. He looked at Emily and nodded toward the cart. She said “Darjeeling” as quietly as she could and was served instantly.  Emily admired his well-trained service as he bowed and left the room. She also liked the way Athenian mistresses communicated with slaves quietly and often silently. In the dungeon, mistresses loudly berated slaves.  The quiet communication here, almost like telepathy, reflected the long-term dominance and submission relationship.

“Good morning, ladies. Please welcome Dr. Emily Ito, whom I told you about last week. I think her insights into technology and policy would be very helpful to us. You’ve seen her cv, so let’s have an open discussion. Feel free to ask her anything you think relevant. Please introduce yourselves when you do.”

The first question came from a deeply tanned and athletic-looking woman with long black curly hair.

“Welcome, Dr. Ito. I’m Tamar Ronen, head of software. Congratulations on your book’s award from the US Naval Institute. I’ve read the reviews but haven’t yet had time to read it, so could you tell me a little about it?”

“Certainly, my Lady.”

Emily gambled that the honorific would show respect rather than being presumptuous. Slight smiles around the table showed she was right.

“It’s my thesis, for my PhD in technology and policy from Princeton. I’m interested in the role of new technology in how organizations evolve. It examined the U.S. and Japanese navies starting from the mid-1920, when both were remaking themselves to prepare for war. Each followed different approaches to technology, weapons, strategy, and tactics. I explored how these approaches evolved and their consequences once war came. In addition to official records, I used a detailed diary of my grandfather’s, who was a high-level officer in the Imperial Japanese navy before he emigrated to the U.S.”

“Interesting,” a tall blonde who looked classically Californian smiled. “I’m Amy Parker, head of hardware. I think I can guess, but how did that lead to your current position?”

“Your guess would be right, my Lady. I’m third generation American -  Japanese on my dad’s side and Chinese on my mother’s - so I speak and read Japanese and Mandarin. I lead a team at TRAN corporation that's funded by the U.S. Navy to examine developing new strategies and technology for possible conflict with China. I’m finishing a book explaining our ideas.”

“Ah, Dr. Ito. I see why you came to Queen Morgan’s attention. I’m Marie Duval, personnel director, so I would like to know why Athena interests you.”  From her name and accent, Emily assumed she was French. Although most of the Ladies wore a silver necklace, Marie wore a silk Hermes scarf tied neatly around her neck.

“I assume it’s what draws many women, my Lady. I admire Athena’s reputation as a female-led tech industry leader. Both aspects appeal to me.“

“I do not wish to be intrusive, but can you be more specific about the female-led aspect?”

“Certainly, my Lady. I grew up in Santa Cruz in a strict Asian family, where sex wasn’t discussed. But I studied martial arts and could often beat boys. In high school I was drawn to the goth scene by the fashion – sexy black outfits, boots, and dark makeup.  I was amazed by the way boys flocked to me, asked me out, offered to buy me things, and begged to do things for me. I wasn’t interested in them romantically, but I loved controlling and taking advantage of them. Everything changed the first time I saw a boy admiring my boots. I ordered him to kiss them and he did.  I’d heard that males were incredibly visual, but never appreciated how much.”

“Afterwards, I went to Bryn Mawr, a woman’s college, and majored in international relations with minors in math and woman’s studies. Sophomore year I took a class about matriarchy and gynarchy. One guest speaker was head mistress of a dungeon in downtown Philadelphia and talked about female domination and male submission. I was intrigued and asked if I could visit and use what I learned in a term paper. She agreed and let me join some sessions. I discovered I loved dominating and punishing men.  The outfits were great - much like my goth girl experience. I’d never done the physical part, but I found I was a sadist and loved it.  Soon I was working there part time.”

“Naturally,” Marie said. “We all feel that way. But does exciting sexual play have implications for us?  Our situation differs in major ways from professional domination. First, we are in a long-term situation rather than short sessions. Second, our goal is not to tear males down, but to control them while they perform at a high level in a high-tech setting. Third, although we treat males as slaves, we are legally employers and so unfortunately face limits that a dungeon does not.”

Emily considered the thoughtful question and posed her response carefully. “I appreciate those points, my Lady, but I think my experience still has considerable relevance. The dungeon website had profiles of each mistress, and the head mistress included my interests in political science, international relations, and feminism. Within a short time most subs wanting to session with me were well educated and professional.  After a session, many asked to have coffee or a meal with me, at my usual rate. It turned out they loved interesting conversation with their dominant. To make sure the correct relation continued outside the dungeon,  I made them keep calling me ‘Mistress’ and wearing their collar, chastity cage, and butt plug.  I was delighted that many intelligent and capable men desperately wanted to be controlled by a powerful woman. In my view, that mutual consent is what makes it work.”

“The best was when a professor from the University of Pennsylvania, whose book we’d just finished in class, came in to session. He became a regular and we had serious discussions.  These continued when I went to grad school at Princeton, which was close enough that I could work weekends at the dungeon. In addition to sessioning,  buying me gifts and taking me to events, Paul gave me lots of thoughtful advice and feedback on my thesis. He was an older accomplished male sub obeying and serving a younger dominant woman. I expect that what you have at Athena is similar.”

Emily fondly recalled spending days with Paul collared and leashed at her feet. They often discussed moving to a female led marriage, but eventually accepted that he couldn’t leave his wife. Paul recommended her for a job at TRAN on the west coast, and they parted sadly, although they kept in touch.

“That is very insightful, Dr. Ito,” Marie said. “From it I have no doubt you would do well here.”

After a brief quiet interval, an elegant woman who appeared to be the oldest in the room spoke.

“I’m Agnes Jones, Dr. Ito. As head of marketing, I’m the primary interface with our customers. Queen Morgan has suggested that you could bring us some valuable new approaches. What might some be?”

“I’ve given that some initial thought, my Lady. You started years ago with the array processor chip and then the signal processor chip, both with corresponding software, that were very successful. You then developed computers with those chips embedded and optimized for them. Since then, you’re continuing to prosper, but  there’s not much specific published or on the web about what you actually do.”

“True, for obvious reasons,” Parker agreed.

“So I started asking around. A friend, the highest-ranking woman in part of the Pentagon, told me ‘If you want tech to work faster and better, want it quickly, and are willing to pay through the nose, they’re your girls.’  She mentioned Ukraine, Germany, Britain, and Israel but said she couldn’t go into details.”

“She’s well informed.”

“So basically,” Emily said, “what you do lets users do what they’re doing much faster and better. I think the next step is to develop systems that leapfrog present ones. Successful organizations don’t just improve what they do –  they jump to whole new methods. My work at TRAN is to help the US military develop such systems.”

“What might we do in that direction?”

“Lots, my Lady. For example, I volunteer with Los Angeles County search and rescue. They’re starting to use drones to help search for missing people, but much more can be done. A computer system could start with the missing person’s last known location, infer how far they could have gone in different directions given the time, terrain, and weather and produce a probability map of where they might be. It would then deploy the available assets – drones, helicopters, planes, and ground search – depending on their different search and detection capabilities,  and update the probability map and next stage plans quickly as results came in. It would include expert opinion from search professionals in the probability map. We do these things now slowly in an ad hoc way with people sitting around a map table with pencils. A structured and unified system could do much better.”

“Interesting,” Parker said approvingly. “If  you were here, how would you develop this concept into a product?”

“It should be straightforward, my Lady. I’d need a few programmers, a GIS person, a math/stat one, and hardware people. We’d build a simple alpha version and ask a search and rescue group – probably LA whom I know - if they were interested in joining forces. We could soon have a beta version to try in real searches along with the conventional search management.  After a year I think we'd get to a salable product. That could easily be modified to a law enforcement version to search for fugitives who are trying to get away while avoiding searchers.”

“I like that,” Parker said. “If you build it, I’ll sell it.”

“A next step could be wildfire fighting, that’s got many similar aspects. Moreover, these are simpler versions of a battle management system. Armies, navies, and air forces worldwide – including the US - are developing them. I’ve tried some and they’re kludgy, hard to use, and inflexible. They’re being developed slowly at great expense in the usual defense contractor style. We could make ones that are cheaper, easier to use, and better merge human expertise and computer strengths. We could also develop much better tools to manage analogous civilian applications involving large complex projects, like building subways, highways, or refineries.”

The examples kicked off a thoughtful discussion among the council members, while Morgan listened carefully and took detailed notes. After an hour she stood up, and discussion stopped instantly.

“Ladies, thank you for your insights. Please excuse me and Dr. Ito. I’d like to show her some of the lab before we assemble for lunch and the ceremony.”

The council members rose and bowed their heads as the Queen ushered Emily out of the room.


Chapter 4: Slaves

“You did well,” Queen Morgan told Emily as they walked down the corridor from the conference room. “I think the council will recommend that we offer you a new senior position. I’m thinking of a title something like ‘Director of Planning’.”

“I’d like that very much, your Highness,” Emily responded. She assumed they had left the meeting so the council could discuss her.

“Excellent. Anyway, we’re now in the admin section of the building, which we call the ‘lab’ as opposed to the ‘plant’ down in the valley.”

In some ways the building looked like a typical Silicon Valley tech firm’s. Skylights and large windows made the wide corridor bright. Open doors led to suites labelled 'Finance', 'Legal', 'Personnel', and the like. Still, Emily thought, the building had a different vibe than other tech firms. The walls were painted in feminine pastels and earth tones, rather than bright colors. Instead of aggressively masculine sports posters, the walls featured pictures of famous women. The offices were quieter, with calm voices instead of loud ones yelling and screaming. 

Athena’s special character was noticeable. People in uniform walked calmly, sometimes chatting quietly, rather than striding aggressively and talking loudly. Mistresses stopped, bowed their heads briefly, and greeted Morgan with “Good morning, your Highness.” Morgan replied with a friendly greeting or small talk before continuing. She noticed with approval that some mistresses carried a small whip or crop in a holster on one of their boots.

When Mistresses approached, slaves moved quietly to the side of the hallway and bowed their heads. For the Queen, they also knelt. Clearly the slaves genuinely respected the Mistresses and Queen.  Emily’s experienced eye spotted chastity cages beneath their pants. Even on her first visit, Emily felt almost at home and was sure she’d enjoy working here.

“I‘m impressed, your Highness. Your protocol beautifully combines female domination and male submission with a business environment.”

“I can’t claim credit, since my mother set it up.  It works because we love dominating the slaves and they love serving us.  They idolize us as goddesses, but know we value them and respect their intelligence and talent. It’s a careful balance.”

“I think you’ve done it well, your Highness. I like the way the Mistress uniforms project dominance but stay businesslike and don’t go so far in the fetish direction. Leather skirts, but not too short. Simple knee-high boots, not too fetishy with straps and studs.”

“Exactly. If – hopefully when – you join us you’ll hear a lot about that in Mistress training.  The ideal is clothing, grooming, and behavior that project elegant superiority. It's part of our image that Athenians are quiet professionals who can be trusted to do complicated tasks well. Clients really like that.”

“By the way,” Morgan added, “You handled Paul Harris well. You’re so strong, dominant, and beautiful that you can have almost any man you want. You could have made him leave Mary and enslaved him into a female-led marriage. Mary is sweet and that would have devastated her.”

Emily was stunned, stopped walking, and looked at Morgan intently. She’d described the mistress-slave relation in vague terms using only his first name. “How did you know who it was? And you know him?”

“Since you’re probably joining us, I’ll tell you a secret. One of our slaves wrote a super powerful AI search tool called ‘Morning’ that’s like Google on steroids. It can find almost anything on the web including most protected documents. It finds connections between seemingly unrelated information and tells you how it did it. So while you were talking, I used my phone and searched on ‘Emily Ito, Bryn Mawr, Princeton, TRAN, Paul, and Penn.’  Morning used your name and school records to set a time window, then searched your thesis and TRAN records for ‘Paul’. Paul Harris was the only match, and I’d met him and his wife at defense conferences.”

“That’s amazing,” Emily said, “and you’re right. I really wanted Paul, but I’d met Mary. She knew me as a mentee of Paul’s but that’s all. I couldn’t do that to another woman.”

“That speaks well for you. As dommes we have great power over men but – like Spiderman – that comes with great responsibilities. Playing together is fun, but if it goes further we have to consider the consequences. I think we do that well in Athena – we want to rule, they want to serve, but we have to not go too far.”

“I think you’re right, your Highness. I’d never thought about that because Paul was the only sub I got deeply involved with.”

“If you come here, there’ll likely be others. Our boys are intelligent, attractive, and deeply submissive. We often get complicated situations. That's OK but relationships have to be fully consensual to avoid legal issues.”

“I can see that. By the way, why is the program called morning?” Emily noticed the Queen’s smile and then it clicked. “Silly me! Morning in German is morgen, like Morgan.”

“Very good. Jeff named it without asking me, and many of our folk took a long time to figure that out.”

◆◆◆

They continued to a wide and well-lit staircase and descended to an elegant first floor atrium. A large replica of the famous Athena warrior stature stood beside the main building doors and a picture of the founding couple was on the wall. Other displays featured aspects of Athena’s history and current projects. Emily noticed an aerial photo of destroyed tanks, presumably from the Ukraine. Others showed Tamar next to a missile launching system, and Morgan on the deck of a large ship that Emily recognized as a liquified natural gas tanker. She would have liked to stop and look but didn’t dare.

Morgan led Emily to a large sunny patio overlooking the valley and distant bay below.  Women were sitting at or heading to circular tables set for lunch. Morgan took Emily to an unoccupied one at the front with the best view,  set with a purple tablecloth.

“As you’d guess, the imperial purple’s mine. This is the mistresses’ dining room, which we also use for all-hands meetings. We close it up in bad weather, but it’s open on nice days like today. We order with the tablets.”

Each seat had a tablet mounted on the table, whose touch screen showed food and drink choices. The software was clear and easy to use. Emily felt tired from the intense morning, so avoided wine in favor of Diet Pepsi.

“I sometimes think this system is my only major contribution here. Mom set up our internal procedures so perfectly that I’ve changed very little. She liked the ambiance of full service with waiters. But when I took over I had a slave develop this system, which we call ‘Garcon’. It’s much faster and error free. It identifies us with face recognition and sends the order to the kitchen and the waiter. I suspect this table is prioritized but never asked.”

“That’s a neat product, your Highness,” Emily said with admiration. “I assume you’re thinking of developing it for sale.”

“A beta version that includes billing is now testing at my family’s country club. We plan to be advertising it in a few months. We’re also working on a restaurant version that doesn’t know the people but uses locations like 'table 6, position 3'.”

A male waiter appeared with their salads and drinks. He bowed politely and served them. Emily was surprised when Morgan said,  “Thank you, Dave.” She’d assumed waiters were beneath the Queen’s notice.

“You probably noticed that he’s older than most slaves here. Dave’s one of our top software engineers, who’s been with us for more than 20 years. All the slaves take turns waiting for about two weeks each year,  and do other chores beyond their work assignments. That’s part of Mom’s system, along with weekly disciplinary beatings. She wanted slaves regularly reminded of their status, without unduly distracting them from their primary duties. The same for protocols like bowing and titles.”

“It seems to work very well, your Highness,” Emily said sincerely. “I’m impressed with your slaves – they’re properly submissive but get neat things done. I see how much thought went into your system.”

“Actually, Mom started thinking about this at Wellesley, long before she met Dad and started the company.  Grandfather’s bank was financing the beginnings of high-tech, and he suggested she get involved.  Because even then tech was hostile to women, she started thinking about a female tech firm.  Her senior honors project explored this, pointing out that throughout history since the pyramids many major projects involved slave labor. Because she’d been involved in the fetish scene, she proposed a female-led firm using submissive males as a work force, and had ideas about how it would operate. Her prof, a woman who eventually joined our board, thought it was a great idea and gave her an A.”

“That’s a great origin story, your Highness. But I understand there would be problems if it got too public.  Female dominance still isn’t mainstream. Hopefully we’ll go through the same cycle as gay rights and someday we can walk in public with a boy on a leash.”

“I certainly hope so. Ah, here are the council members.”

The Ladies came to the table and Morgan and Emily rose and exchanged bows with them. After all ordered, Lady Marie turned to Morgan and spoke formally.

“Your Highness, the council unanimously recommends that you offer Mistress Emily a new senior position. We are impressed with her insights and ideas and anticipate that she will be a great asset.”

The Queen agreed to do what she wanted to.  “I’m pleased to hear that and will follow your recommendation.”

Emily was thrilled but managed to respond with proper formality. “I am deeply grateful, my Ladies. I would be honored to join Athena Technology and will do my very best.”

“In that case, Mistress,” Tamar grinned mysteriously, “watch the upcoming ceremony carefully. As a new hire – even though you’ll be very senior – you’ll be in it.” She didn’t elaborate and Emily stayed quiet rather than admit her curiosity.

◆◆◆

After eating and a few minutes of small talk, the Queen nodded to Lady Marie, and they went to the long stage at the front of the patio. At the lectern, Morgan tapped the microphone, drawing everyone’s attention. Emily noticed male slaves arriving and standing at the back of the room.

“Good afternoon,” Morgan said with regal authority. “It’s a pleasure to welcome our latest group of new Athenians.  Having completed two months of initial training, they begin their first assignments next week. I will now present them and initiate them into our community. First, let me introduce the five new mistresses. They have learned about our history, organization, and goals. In addition, they have learned to control and discipline slaves, including helping train the new ones. ”

“Mistress Erika Linder comes from the University of Berlin and will join the GIS group.”

A tall sharp-featured blonde strode confidently up the stairs to the podium, obviously enjoying the limelight. She was wearing Athenian uniform, but with black leather gloves.

“Ancient Athens derived much of the wealth that sustained its civilization from silver mines. In that spirit, we welcome our new mistresses with a silver necklace whose pendant shows the owl that symbolized Goddess Athena’s wisdom. We know that their wisdom will strengthen Athena Technology.”

Marie handed a necklace to Morgan, who draped it ceremonially around Erika’s neck. Emily realized why many mistresses she had seen wore silver necklaces.

“Because loyal and obedient slaves are essential to our success, we also present new mistresses with a Queen’s whip for supervising and disciplining slaves under their authority.”

Marie handed Erika a riding crop with a silver handle engraved with her name and the day’s date.  Erika bowed to the Queen and the audience applauded.

The ceremony repeated for the other four new mistresses, each also wearing black leather gloves. After her presentation, each mistress moved smoothly to the side, forming a line from the podium. The ceremony must have been carefully rehearsed in advance.

“Next, I will introduce our ten new slaves. They have learned about us and been trained to faithfully serve their mistresses.”

“Slave James comes from the University of Southern California and will serve in the finance group. He will now demonstrate his obedience.”

A blond male looking like a classic Californian surfer, wearing black uniform pants but no shirt, came up the stairs and knelt at Morgan’s feet. After kissing her boots, he crawled to the line of Mistresses and kissed the first’s boots. Erika gave him three hard and carefully timed lashes with her new whip. The blows resonated across the room, leaving dark red lines on his bare back. His body shook in obvious pain,  but he took it silently. Erika extended her whip and James kissed it.  She then kicked him savagely toward the next mistress. James crawled down the line, worshipping each Mistress’ boots and receiving three lashes. Emily could see the gauntlet taking its toll as he was clearly in increasing pain and moved more slowly at each stage.  By the end, his back was furrowed with deep crisscrossing cuts.

Emily, who enjoyed both beating males and watching beatings, was enthralled by the elegant ceremony of dominance and submission, and admired how beautifully it was orchestrated. She noticed that the Ladies at her table were responding similarly.

James crawled to a solid-looking armchair and sat in it. Two of the new mistresses buckled straps across his chest. Emily was puzzled by what was happening and watched with deep interest.

”In ancient Athens,” the Queen announced, “slaves were branded to indicate their ownership. The new mistresses will follow this tradition by branding the slaves they have been helping train with ‘AT’ .”

A tall dark-haired mistress took a branding iron from a brazier and pressed it firmly just above James’ right nipple. James’ body shook and he gave only a short cry of pain before regaining control.  The smell of burnt flesh wafted into the room.  The mistresses released his straps and helped him to his feet. He bowed politely, if a bit shakily, and crawled off the stage to the audience’s applause.

He’s a good slave, tough and brave, Emily thought admiringly. Looking around the room, she saw approving nods.

The remaining slaves were also introduced, beaten and kicked through the gauntlet, and branded. The mistresses in the audience watched with interest. When the ceremony ended with a final round of applause, Tamar turned to Emily and asked, “What did you think?”

“I’m impressed, especially with how well the slaves took the branding. Is the brand a problem for them in the outside world?”

“No – the opposite. The Bay area has a big DS culture, so it’s a status symbol. Kinksters are impressed.  It’s a real draw at play parties, where many subs are looking for dommes, so the dommes are very picky. They know a sub who’s passed our training will be fun to play with and can take a lot.”

“What did you think of the new mistresses and slaves?” Amy asked. “We like to watch and assess them.”

“They seem well trained, my Lady,” Emily said. “I’m impressed with your system. Of the mistresses, I’d guess two had experience coming in. They handled their whips comfortably. The others were also good but seemed to be concentrating more.”

“I agree,” Amy said. “How about the slaves?”

“I’d say they were also well trained, my Lady,” Emily said. “The older one with glasses was slower and had a tougher time, but still did well.”

“He’s going to be one of mine,” Tamar said. “Most of our people come more or less out of college, but he’s coming in older. Still, he’ll be worth it. He was a senior mapping programmer with Google and did a lot on Google Maps. Fortunately for us, he got tired of hiding his submission.”

“How did he get involved with Athena?”

“Coincidence - he was seeing a prodomme I know. He sessioned increasingly often and asked about a full-time FLR. She liked him but already had two collared slaves, so she asked me if I was interested. I’d actually met him at conferences, but didn’t know he was submissive. After we met for coffee and chatted, I encouraged him to apply. I warned him the initial training was rough, but he made it through fine.”

“Overall,” Emily asked, “how do people find you?”

“Mostly word of mouth, but  also carefully worded recruiting on our website. Mistresses often hear about us from professors, especially if they’re promising students who express concerns about being a young woman in the big tech firms. We have an image in the tech world as a good place for women.  We look for strong technical skills, initiative, and feminism or - even better - female dominance.  It's tricky because we need women who can control and lead men, but not abuse them unduly.  Slaves also come by word of mouth, sometimes from play parties where someone’s mentioned us, or prodommes. A surprising number of men with good tech skills are submissive and comfortable working for women. We prompt them on the website, explaining that Athena was started by a female MBA who was the first CEO, and her husband who was chief engineer. ”

With the ceremony over, Morgan and Marie came to the table.

“So, Mistress Emily,” Morgan asked. “What did you think of our ceremony?”

“I loved it, your Highness,” Emily said sincerely. “I see how it’s an important part of Athena’s culture.”

“It really is,” Morgan responded. “We recruit people who will fit and stay with us. Once they’re with us, it’s hard to go into a regular company, even if their offer’s much better. Anyway, you’ve had an intense morning, so I expect you’re tired.”




Emily admitted, “I am, your Highness.”

“Let’s back to the Palace, where you’ll be staying tonight. You can relax and then join me for dinner.”

Emily understood that suggestions from the Queen were orders. “That would be great, your Highness.”


Chapter 5: The Palace

Emily left the ceremony in high spirits, still excited and aroused by watching ten slaves whipped, kicked, and branded. Her feelings showed, because Queen Morgan grinned and said, “I always feel that way, no matter how many of these I preside over. Hopefully you’ll join us soon and be on the stage. Every new hire goes through orientation. We don’t have much to teach experienced dommes like you, but you’ll have fun beating the new boys.”

“I’d also love to do the branding, your Highness.”

“It’s a deal. Join us and you can brand all the slaves in your hire group.”

“Actually, I wanted to brand subs at the dungeon I worked at,  but the house mistress worried about legal problems. But that was six years ago, and it seems more acceptable today. I’ve seen dommes’ websites showing branding.”

“Same here. We’ve been branding new slaves for years, but some mistresses are now also branding slaves in their group to celebrate a successful project, like “UA” for the boys who did the Ukraine project.”

As they walked through the lobby, Queen Morgan explained, “It’s about two miles to my residence, often called the palace. It’s a nice walk or short drive, but let’s do something more fun.”

Outside the door Emily was delighted to see a shiny black painted carriage bearing the Athenian emblem.  Two strong-looking slaves wearing only black shorts and running shoes were harnessed to the carriage by strong leather straps around their waists. Their arms were bound behind their backs.  Emily had read about male ponies but never seen them. This looked as exciting as in the stories.

She inspected the ponies and liked what she saw. Their black leather harnesses and metal fittings gleamed in the sun. Blinders on their heads let them see only straight ahead. Once she was in front and they saw her, they bowed their heads as far as the stiff posture collars holding their heads high allowed. They were clearly well trained and polite.

Both had the “AT” brand above their right nipples, and another brand above their left nipples. One said “UA” and the other “IL.”  Their nipples were pierced with hoops holding small bells that would ring as they moved. Even better, a black artificial tail attached to a butt plug came out of their shorts. 

“Get on the left side,” Morgan smiled. “I’ll show you how to drive.”

Emily and Morgan settled in their seats.

“The reins go to sharp bits in their mouths, so they feel even a slight pull.  You don’t need to pull hard. Right rein to go right, left to go left. Pull back gently on both to slow, hard to stop. They need directions because the blinders only let them only see straight. You’ve got a whip in the holster by your seat. Crack it over their heads to get them moving. You can also whip their backs to speed up. OK?”

“Got it.” Emily cracked the whip over the ponies, giving a satisfying sound. They began moving at a jogging pace.

“Turn left,” Morgan said. “Pull gently.”

Emily pulled the left rein. The ponies turned smoothly, and then straightened out to follow the road through the woods. Emily loved the sense of power as she controlled the ponies, and admired their firm backs and legs as they pulled steadily. The carriage’s motion caused a comfortable breeze, and the ponies’ nipple bells quiet chiming gave a pleasant sound.  Being pulled by slaves on a warm sunny day through a verdant redwood forest felt perfect.

“This is wonderful, your Highness. I love the ponies in the 'Beauty' books but never thought I’d actually drive any.”

“I thought you’d like it. Now it gets better.”

The road started to climb a hill, and the carriage slowed. Emily whipped the ponies to keep their speed up.

“Stop at the top,” Morgan ordered. Emily pulled the reins and the carriage stopped. She liked watching the ponies panting while she relaxed and enjoyed the expansive view. 

“This is halfway hill, which I’ve loved since I was a child. I often stop for the view.  You can see back to the lab and ahead to the palace. Most of the forest you see is ours – it’s a large property that gives us privacy and quiet. Mom’s family bought it about a hundred years ago as a vacation estate. It was a big operation involving lots of servants. They’d take the train from San Francisco and spend summers here, together with guests. There’s a nice network of woodland roads that they’d ride on in horse-drawn carriages.”

“The palace is big, so when Mom and Dad started the company, they lived there and used part for offices. After a few years, they needed more room and built the lab. At first they walked or drove back and forth, but soon transitioned to slave ponies in good weather. Mom always loved horseback riding and said the only thing better was driving slave ponies. She said that men are like horses and women are like riders.”

“That sounds right. How do you get ponies? Isn’t it too hard work for most slaves?” Emily mused.




“Actually, we train all of them as ponies - it just takes patience and whipping. New boys get an intensive training session. From then they all do it for a two-week rotation each year, like we do with the waiters.  Also, mistresses send slaves for extra pony duty if they're slacking off - it gets them refocused."

“I’d love to watch pony training, your Highness.”

“It’s fun. I’ll check if we’re doing any now. If not, you can watch when you come here. Anyway, let’s go.”

◆◆◆

Emily cracked the whip over the ponies, who started down the hill. In a few minutes they arrived at a gleaming white stone mansion with an ornamental pond and garden in front, surrounded by majestic redwoods. It was three stories high, with an imposing central section and symmetric wings. Emily stopped the carriage in front of the ornate double doors that were flanked by tall columns. Two slaves standing by the door approached as Morgan and Emily got out, knelt to kiss their feet, and then rose to kneeling with bowed heads in response to upward boot nudges.

“Good afternoon, Highness and Mistress,” one said. “Everything is ready.”

“Excellent. Mistress Emily, this is Gary, who will be your slave. He’ll show you to your suite and accommodate any requests. I’ll do some work and meet you for a formal dinner at 7:30. After you rest and relax, I suggest you let him pamper and prepare you for dinner.  He’ll make you feel like a princess. In fact, he’s served foreign princesses here, who told me his service was as good as in their palaces back home.”

“That sounds wonderful, your Highness. There’s a slight problem – my bag is in my car back at the lab.”

“Not a problem, Mistress,” Gary assured her. “Your car’s here and your bag is in your suite and unpacked.”

“I thought I locked the car. I usually do.”

Emily noticed Gary’s discrete glance at the Queen, who explained proudly,  “Locked cars aren’t a problem. As you saw at lunch, we develop many neat gadgets.  Amy’s boys developed a unit we call ‘Sesame’ that can open doors and start all keyless cars – which is all but some antiques.”

“That’s scary. What happens if thieves get it?”

“The only thieves who have it work for the CIA. They paid a very good price for five hundred and an agreement that we wouldn’t sell it to anyone else without their permission.  You’re safe if you don’t have secret files in the car.”

“No problem, your Highness,” Emily laughed. “All my classified material is locked in my office safe at TRAN.”

Gary bowed politely and smiled. “Now that that’s resolved, Mistress, please follow me.”

Emily liked him immediately. He was older than her, perhaps mid-40s, with the impeccable manners of a butler in an English TV show. In fact, the whole mansion looked like it belonged in the English countryside. She figured that was the idea when it was built a hundred years ago. Morgan’s growing up here explained a lot about her.

◆◆◆

Once inside, Gary led her through an elegant atrium and then up the rightmost of the two ornate staircases to the second floor. He opened a door for her, bowed again, and stepped aside.

“The outer rooms are your living room and study, Mistress.” The living room had two large couches, comfortable chairs and coffee tables, and a big flat screen TV. The study had a large desk, computer, and printer. The walls displayed attractive artwork and a huge satellite image of the Bay area.  Picture windows gave a view of the forest and a door led to a patio with lounge chairs.

Emily realized that this room was bigger than her entire apartment and felt out of her depth. Maybe she wasn’t ready to join Athena.

Gary led her to the next room, a kitchen and dining area. “The refrigerator is stocked, Mistress.  If there’s anything else you need, tell me and I’ll get it. I expect you’ll have breakfast with the Queen, but if not, I’d be happy to make you breakfast if you wish.”

The other side of the living room led to a huge elegantly furnished bedroom with a king sized four poster canopy bed, covered by a bright bedspread with the Athena emblem.

“The controller on the night table that triggers shocks in my chastity device will summon me at any time for whatever you desire. The lowest level tells me to come, and the higher ones are for punishments. I’ll be in the slave quarters at night. There’s also a hard point and chain on the bed if you’d like to chain me here.”

“I’ll consider that, slave,” Emily said, smiling mischievously. She’d never slept with a slave chained on her bedroom floor, so it might be fun.

Gary opened the dresser drawers, showing the neatly folded contents. “Your clothing is in here and in the closet, Mistress.”

“Thank you, slave,” Emily said haughtily. She tried to act appropriately superior, knowing that Gary had put her clothing away much more neatly than she ever did. That brought her to the question she had been putting off.

“I need help with something. The Queen said tonight’s dinner was formal, but all I have is business clothes.”

“That’s not a problem, Mistress. Please follow me to the dressing room.’

Gary opened a door, revealing a large room with full length mirrors and a wall of closets. “The closets have a wide range of outfits for different events. This one contains formal dresses and shoes in different styles and sizes. The dresser contains a range of jewelry and accessories.”

He opened the closet and Emily gasped. Between her young age and income, she didn’t have expensive outfits but knew enough to recognize top designers.

“Chose anything you like, Mistress. Of course, you know best but I’d be happy to suggest some.”

Emily had almost no experience with formal outfits, so appreciated his politeness. She knew, and knew that he knew, that she was out of her depth and needed help. She tried to act like a superior Mistress.

“I would appreciate your suggestions, slave.”

“I am honored to help, Mistress. Please let me show you the rest of your suite. The bathroom is here.”

As Emily expected, it was huge. A large sunken tub in the floor made the room look like an elegant spa. Her toiletries were neatly laid out on the vanity, rather than dumped as she usually did in hotel rooms.

“Again, if you desire anything, Mistress, just let me know.”

“This is an impressive suite,” Emily said, trying to imply that she was used to such accommodations rather than small hotel rooms. “I assume you’ve hosted many distinguished guests.”

“Certainly, Mistress,” Gary said with pride. “Between this and the other guest suite we’ve hosted a reigning monarch, princesses, heads of state, congresswomen and senators, two Nobel Prize winners, CEOs, famous athletes, and many other distinguished women. The Queen insists on high standards, and I’ve heard nothing but praise for our accommodations and hospitality.”

“Are there problems with publicity? Surely you don’t want news media covering your guests to report about Athena’s slavery?”

“Of course, Mistress. These are private visits and not disclosed to the media.”

Gary led her through another door to a small bedroom and bathroom that looked like a college dorm room.  “This is the slave quarters. If you need me at any time for any purpose,  use the shocker by your bed or ring the bell in any of your rooms. That door is the discipline room.”

The discipline room was the nicest Emily had ever seen. The wood, leather, and chrome of the whipping bench and the X-shaped punishment cross gleamed. A rack contained whips, paddles, canes, crops, floggers, and a first aid kit. Shelves held wrist and ankle restraints, hoods, gags, nipple clamps, and other equipment. A small bookshelf held BDSM books, and a poster showed where on the body to whip and avoid whipping.

With interest, Emily inspected a low cage that featured a hole through which a slave’s neck could be locked and cuffs for wrists and ankles. She envisioned Gary secured on his hands and knees, with his head sticking out the hole.

“Maybe I’ll put you in this cage overnight, slave.”

“Whatever pleases you, Mistress,” Gary answered correctly but unenthusiastically.

Emily was also tempted by the hoods. She liked hooding slaves and turning them into anonymous objects, but what she most wanted to do now was whip Gary to establish control over this almost-too-perfect slave. She vacillated briefly - he hadn’t done anything wrong.  Still, she was his Mistress for now and could whip him simply because she wanted to.

“Take your shirt off and go to the cross, slave.”

Gary hadn’t expected this, and started to protest before his training kicked in.

“Yes, Mistress.”

Knowing the drill, Gary stretched his arms and legs along the cross. After using the restraints to attach his wrists and ankles tightly to the cross, Emily chose a beautiful bright red whip from the rack and cracked it experimentally. As she expected in the Queen’s palace, it was an excellent whip. It had good heft and feel, and would hurt. This would be fun.

“Slave, let’s establish our relationship now. I’ll whip you just because it pleases me.”

“Yes, Mistress,” Gary said, trying for an appropriately submissive tone. 

Emily wound up and swung the whip full force. The whip whooshed through the air and cracked across his upper back, leaving a brutal red welt. Gary shook and grunted as the blow drove air from his lungs.

“One. Thank you, Mistress.”

Excited by the sound, sight, and sensation, Emily continued with five more lashes, trying to make each harder than the one before. Each one affected Gary more,  leaving him shaking and close to tears with a pleasing network of dark welts on his back. He grunted in pain. She felt the urge to keep going but restrained herself. He hadn’t done anything wrong and – although she’d now shown that she was in charge – she still needed his help.

“Six. Thank you, Mistress.”

Emily took a deep breath and calmed herself. She waited a bit to let his fear keep building, since more lashes could be coming.  Eventually, she released his ankles and waited for him to regain his footing, then released his wrists. She knew that the reverse order could cause a slave to fall and hurt his ankles.

“You took your punishment well, slave,” she announced arrogantly. “Kiss my sandals and thank me.”

Gary compiled with as much enthusiasm as he could muster. “Thank you for disciplining me, Mistress.”

Emily liked his tone and felt she'd established her superiority. “I am satisfied, slave.” 

“Thank you, Mistress. May I suggest you relax until five o’clock. I can then help you prepare for dinner.”

Two and a half hours to prepare for dinner is serious, Emily thought.

“That is acceptable, slave.”


Chapter 6: Pampering

The chirping birds alarm on her cellphone woke Emily from a deep sleep. At first, she couldn’t figure out where she was. Compared to her apartment the bed was too big, the sheets were too comfortable, and too much sunlight was flooding in. After a puzzled minute she recalled that she was in a luxurious guest suite in Queen Morgan’s palace.

Sheepishly, she realized that although she had planned to relax in bed before preparing for dinner, she instead had almost collapsed and fallen sound asleep.  To her disgust, she saw that she had dumped her clothes on the floor and crawled into bed nude. Her logical mind reassured her that the day’s activities had tired her more than she had realized, and that she’d needed the sleep.

She climbed out of bed and enjoyed walking across the thick carpet to the bathroom. Opening the door, she was puzzled by the warm moist air and relaxing odor of bath oil.

A calm voice made her jump. “Your bath is ready, Mistress. I have taken the liberty of adding the Queen’s favorite bath oil.” She looked to the side and was shocked to see slave Gary kneeling with his head bowed.

Horrified to be caught nude, she raced to the large sunken tub in the floor and slid in, leaving only her head exposed.

“What are you doing here!” she demanded furiously.

“I am here to bathe you, Mistress,” Gary responded. “Didn’t we agree that I would help you prepare for dinner at 5:00?”

“Yes, but you never said anything about bathing me. You shouldn’t be in here!”

Gary realized the problem. “I humbly apologize, Mistress. You are such an experienced mistress that I assumed incorrectly that you knew how slaves prepare a mistress for a formal dinner. The misunderstanding is entirely my fault.”

His abject apology calmed Emily somewhat. “I’m an experienced dominatrix, but in sessions I’m dressed and my slaves are nude. I gather this situation is very different. If you can explain adequately, perhaps I won’t punish you.”

“Here, Mistress, you are a princess. All slaves in the palace are here to serve you. The usual practice before a formal dinner is for you to relax while I bathe you, wash your hair, help you chose your clothing and jewelry, and do your nails and makeup.”

“That sounds nice, but being nude with a man feels very strange.”




“I realize that, Mistress. During orientation, I often explain this to the new mistresses and slaves. I begin by asking mistresses whether they have pets.”

“I used to have a cat, Bastet.”

“A fine name, the Egyptian cat goddess. Did you mind being nude in her presence?”

“No, she was just a cat.”

“Here, Mistress, males are considered inferior beings, like pets.  To reinforce this and ensure proper behavior, we are locked in chastity cages. Those of us who are privileged to be personal slaves in the palace are restrained even further, in full metal chastity belts with anal plugs.”

Emily was intrigued and saw an opportunity. “That’s interesting. I’ve lots of experience with cages but not belts. I’ve seen pictures and they look exciting, but not the real thing. Strip down to your belt and I won’t punish you.”

“Thank you for being so understanding, Mistress,” Gary said gratefully. He stripped, leaving only his collar and the belt. Emily inspected the belt and liked what she saw. The shiny steel belt went around his waist, with a steel cock enclosure in front and a steel anal plug behind. Gary stood passively as she tried to move the belt and couldn’t.

“That seems very secure, slave. I guess I can trust you to behave.”

“You can, Mistress. Of course we are aroused around beautiful women like you, but the belts control us."

“Very well, slave. You may bathe me.”  Emily was careful to remain fully formal.

“Thank you, Mistress.”

Emily leaned back with her head on the headrest, closed her eyes, and relaxed in the warm fragrant water. As Gary washed her, she admired his tender touch and became comfortable with it. He then asked to wash her hair, and she let him. His pampering felt relaxing rather than sexual, and she enjoyed feeling like a princess.

“May I help you out of the tub, Mistress?”

“You may, slave.”

Gary helped her out and gently dried her with a giant towel. He then wrapped her in a luxuriously soft superabsorbent bathrobe and guided her to a chair. She relaxed as he combed and blow dried her long black hair.




“Would you like to select your outfit, Mistress?”

“Yes, slave.”

◆◆◆

Emily followed Gary to the dressing room and was impressed that he had already set out her underwear and bra.

“Allow me, Mistress,” he said politely and gently took off her bathrobe. He helped Emily into her bra, and she put on her underwear. Gary then held up a dress on a hanger.

“Here is one suggestion, Mistress, that you might consider.” He lifted a hanger holding a bright red floor length evening gown with a side slit rising to the waist. Comfortably wide knotted shoulder straps framed the dropped neckline.

“That looks great,” Emily said, “let’s try it.”

Gary dressed her and Emily inspected herself in the mirror, turning both ways.  The gown was more elegant than she would have chosen but looked fantastic. It was perfect for a formal event - both classic and modern.

“It’s a Carolina Herrera, Mistress. I thought it would go well with your hair and skin tone.”

“I agree, slave. You have excellent taste.”

“Thank you, Mistress.” He gestured to a comfortable chair. “Please sit down so you can decide on shoes.”

Once she was seated, Gary knelt before her with bowed head, presenting a pair of red leather shoes on a tray covered in velvet that he held in both hands.

“I suggest these, Mistress. They are Christian Louboutin Hot Chick pumps that match the dress. They are daring but would work well for you.”

Wow, Emily thought. The shoes were dramatic with the classic red sole, a gleaming red metallic finish, a very high and narrow stiletto heel, and a pointed toe.  

“Those look ideal, slave,” she said trying to sound calm rather than excited. “Put them on me.”

Gary gently slipped her feet into short no-show socks and then the shoes. Emily rose and walked to the mirror. The dress and shoes matched perfectly and showed her at her best. She felt like a glamorous runway model from Paris fashion week.

“I love it,” she gushed happily. “Let’s do it. Thank you!”

“You’re most welcome, Mistress. You are a pleasure to work with. I was a little concerned given your age, but you are comfortable with fashion and walk beautifully in high heels.”

“I’m used to it. I was a goth girl in high school and a part-time dominatrix since, so I love tight sexy outfits and high heels. As a researcher I have to dress conservatively and can’t afford outfits like these, but they’re where my heart is.”

“I’m glad to hear it, Mistress. You deserve outfits like these, and we can make it even better.”

Gary brought over an elegant jewelry box with a 'DB' logo, bowed his head, and politely requested, “Please close your eyes, Mistress.” Emily did so, marveling at how quickly she had adapted to following advice from a naked slave wearing only a collar and chastity belt. A few hours earlier she had been skeptical of the Queen’s advice to allow Gary to pamper her. Now she loved it. She felt something being placed gently around her neck.

“Please open your eyes, Mistress.” Emily opened them and was stunned to see a beautiful diamond necklace with an elegant diamond covered butterfly in front. It sparkled brilliantly in the afternoon sun coming in the big picture windows.

“It’s a De Beers necklace, Mistress, white gold with diamonds set all the way around it.” He took each of her wrists politely and fitted a matching bracelet. Now her wrists shone like her neck.

“And last, earrings.” Gary gently removed her usual work earrings and replaced them with diamond ones.

Emily stared into the mirror, rotated, and was almost speechless before she could formulate her thoughts. She had never seen any jewelry as beautiful, and was awed at how combining it with the dress and shoes made her look. She was used to looking fierce in goth or dominatrix outfits, but this was a whole level up.

“Thank you. You’re amazing! What wonderful choices! I though the Queen was exaggerating when she said you’d make me feel like a princess.”

“That’s what I’m here for, Mistress. It’s a privilege to serve you, and it’s easy. You’re beautiful, so I just help show it better. This jewelry was given to the Queen by a princess. She was our guest for about a month and stayed in this guest suite.”

“I love the jewelry. I’ve never worn anything anywhere near as pretty. I assume it’s expensive.”

“It is, Mistress.”

Emily gave into her curiosity, hoping it wasn’t too rude. “May I ask – just out of curiosity – how expensive?”

“There’s no need to apologize, Mistress. I am here to assist you in any way.  The necklace costs about $50,000, the bracelets about $30,000 each, and the earrings about $8,000 each.”

“So, I’m wearing about $130,000 worth of jewelry.”

“Yes, Mistress. The Queen has worn this ensemble to events at the White House several times.”

“And she lets guests wear it?”

“Yes, Mistress, sometimes. Her Highness has a superb collection, starting with her family heirlooms and then 40-plus years of gifts to both her and her mother. When she hosts guests or travels, she is treated as royalty and gifted accordingly. The collection is rotated between her suite and the guest suites.”

“Impressive,” Emily said as her quick analytic mind processed this information. “By the way, I like your nipple rings. They look like gold.” She twisted them and enjoyed watching his discomfort. Emily loved modifying slaves’ bodies, and was sorry she could rarely do it in the dungeon to men who went home to their families after a session. Yet another benefit of full time Queendom slaves.

“They are, Mistress. The Queen’s personal service slaves are pierced and wear them.”

“What’s next, slave?”

“You have an hour until you’re due for dinner, Mistress, so there’s plenty of time to finish preparing you. Your hair and nails look fine, so all that remains is makeup. I would be honored to change your daily business look to a formal one.”

“I trust your judgement,” Emily said. In the dungeon she was used to treating slaves as inferiors and abusing them, but now understood that this situation was very different. Here her role was to be pampered by a highly skilled and trained slave devoted to serving her. She admired the way Gary offered his expertise while maintaining proper submission.  Hopefully when she came to Athena, she’d be given someone like him. That seemed likely, since all the Athenian slaves she’d seen were impressive. That was probably a major reason that women working at Athena rarely left for other jobs. Once used to such superb service, it would be very hard to give up.

Gary ushered her to a makeup chair and covered her below the neck with a black makeup cape. With practiced ease, he removed her work makeup.

“Mistress, I suggest smoky eyeshadow and bright red lips to match the dress.”

“That sounds excellent.”

Emily relaxed, loving the pampering. When Gary was done, the mirrors showed a sophisticated elegance she’d never had before. It was very different from dark black makeup she wore in the dungeon as part of her terrifying dominatrix look.

“That’s wonderful. I really appreciate it. I do have a question, though.”

“Please ask, Mistress.”

“Am I being impertinent coming to the Queen dressed this way? She’s offering me a job in which she’d be my superior.”

“On the contrary, Mistress. She honors you, a new young recruit, by inviting you to a formal dinner. You show proper respect by looking your absolute best. I suggest you relax now, and I will return in half an hour to usher you upstairs.”


Chapter 7: Dinner with the Queen

Emily spent a few minutes admiring herself from various angles in the full-length mirrors. She had long been pleased with her appearance and knew she dressed well, especially when dominating males in the dungeon. Still, this was the best she had ever looked. The dress, shoes, and jewelry that Gary chose, together with his professional makeup job, made her truly stunning. Satisfied, she settled into a comfortable chair, closed her eyes, and meditated to calm her excitement.

After a while, tapping on the door drew her attention. She liked the quiet way Gary was rousting her and called, “Come in.”

Gary, now wearing pants but no shirt, dropped to his knees and bowed his head.

“May I usher you to the Queen’s chambers, Mistress?”

“Please do, slave.” Although 'please' and 'thank you' were unneeded in addressing slaves, who had to unquestioningly obey orders or be punished, Emily was polite to show approval of his conduct.

“Her Highness’ chambers are on the floor above, Mistress. Would you prefer the stairs or the elevator?”

“Stairs.”

Most guests chose the elevator to avoid the difficulties of climbing stairs in high heels. Despite her ultra-high stilettoes, Emily was showing her confidence, which Gary had already learned to respect.

“Please follow me, Mistress.”

Emily strode confidently down the hall and up the stairs.  At each step, she placed her weight on the ball of the foot and put one foot directly in front of the other on the previous step. She made a point of not holding on to the railing. Gary watched with admiration. Most of the Queen’s honored guests were older and presumably more experienced, but Emily showed as much or more poise.

When they reached the imposing redwood door, Gary knocked and a slave opened the door. He knelt and kissed Emily’s shoes.

“Welcome, Mistress Emily. Please follow me.” He led her through an elegant entry hall to a large living room. The room reflected the palace’s history as a country estate, with light from large chandeliers shining off gleaming paneled walls and thick Persian carpets.

Queen Morgan, seated at a comfortable chair with her feet on a shirtless slave serving as a footstool, pushed her stool aside and rose. As befit her royal status, she wore a gracefully draped imperial purple gown cut from glossy satin and matching shoes. Her necklace, earrings, and bracelets gleamed with brilliant red rubies set in gold. A matching ruby tiara set off her red hair styled in a high updo.

Emily was awed, as she assumed the Queen expected. The Queen looked like an ancient empress, following the custom that reserved purple for royalty. She felt honored to be in the Queen’s presence and was very glad that Gary had ensured that she was also formally dressed.

“Good evening, Mistress Emily. I hope you had a relaxing afternoon.’

“I did, your Highness. Gary’s service was as wonderful as you told me it would be.”

“I see that. You look stunning.”

“Thank you, your Highness, as do you. I’ve never looked this good, thanks to Gary’s help.”

“You provided the body, and Gary brought out its best.”

Emily admired how the Queen complimented her slave, maintaining her authority while recognizing his contribution. Morgan was a perfect role model for how a dominant woman should handle slaves.

Morgan sat back down, putting her feet on the slave footstool and digging her high heels into his bare back. She pointed to a chair. “Please sit down.”

Emily did. Gary crawled to her feet, becoming her footstool. Emily liked that he knew exactly what to do, without orders.  Emulating Morgan, she dug her stiletto heel firmly into Gary’s back. She enjoyed the way Gary didn’t move despite the pain.

Morgan snapped her fingers and two slaves entered the room, each carrying a wine glass on a silver tray. They knelt next to Morgan and Emily, bowed their heads, and held the trays out.  Morgan lifted her glass toward Emily.

“Let’s drink to your joining Athena. Marie’s slaves have prepared a draft contract and information package for you to consider.”

Emily lifted her glass. “Thank you, your Highness. I am honored and thrilled.”

“The pleasure is mine, Mistress Emily.”

After sipping some wine, Morgan replaced her glass on the slave’s tray, rather than on the side table. Emily did the same, knowing that it forced the slave’s tired arms to remain extended. She would watch to see if the Queen relieved the slave before lactic acid build-up made him drop the tray, or made him drop it and punished him. Emily also noticed Morgan sliding her spiked heel along her footstool’s back, leaving red welts. Doing the same on Gary’s back added vertical welts to the horizontal ones left from when she had whipped him, giving a checkerboard pattern she liked.

“The offer is very generous, but feel free to have a lawyer review it. It includes a housing allowance, given the high cost of living here. You have several options. Some Mistresses rent or buy a place, often in San Francisco, and apply the allowance to it. Others live in the Athena Colony,  a luxury complex in Saratoga that we own. It has town houses and amenities including a resort-style pool, community center, and fitness center. We run regular bus service to and from the lab, so you wouldn’t have to drive."

“That sounds very nice.”

“Alternatively, because of your senior position, you’re eligible for a grace-and-favor home. Following British tradition, they’re properties owned by the monarch that are leased to you. There are several very nice cottages close to the palace, so you’d be living up here in the woods. The downside compared to the Colony is that you’re far from stores, restaurants, etc. If this option interests you we can show you the one available.”

“I’d like that very much, your Highness.”

“In addition, at your rank, we provide a personal service slave for your home as well as slaves at work.”

“That would be wonderful, Your Highness. I assume Gary is not available.”

“Correct,” the Queen laughed. “He’s mine. I’ll give you someone younger but very good. Gary is one of the people who trained him.”

Morgan lifted her glass, took a sip, and placed it on the side table. Emily did the same, admiring how the Queen had timed it, relieving the slave just when his arms were starting to tremble. The slaves tried hard but couldn’t fully hide their relief.

◆◆◆

Morgan led Emily to the dining room, where a large picture window looked down to the lights of the Silicon Valley communities and the dark expanse of San Francisco Bay. Framed portraits on the walls showed the Queen’s ancestors and their fellow leaders of historic California. Seeing her interest, Morgan explained.

“This room is pretty much the way it was when it was my family’s summer home. That’s Leyland Stanford, the senator who founded the university. Here’s Levi Strauss, of blue jeans fame. Charles Crocker of Crocker Bank, and so on. You can see why it was easy for my mother to get start-up funding for Athena. She and Dad had a great idea, and she was very well connected.”

They settled down at an impressive cherry oak table embossed with the Athena emblem and laid with bone China dishes and sterling silver flatware, also with the emblem. As Emily had expected, the dining room was suitable for a palace. Morgan snapped her fingers and a waiting slave filled their wine glasses. Two others appeared and laid down salad plates. The women chatted while enjoying their food.

“I love the way your slaves serve, your Highness.”

“Thank you, Mistress. I enjoy it and don’t have to do anything.  Mistress Lisa runs the palace beautifully. The boys are intelligent and well trained. It’s very important because I often host guests to whom I want to show that AT is a first-rate organization, as good or better than our bigger and better-known competitors.”

“I gather it works, your Highness. Gary told me about some of the guests who’ve stayed in the guest suite.”

“In that spirit,” the Queen said, “I’m sure you have many questions about us that you’d want to know more about before deciding whether to join us. I’m happy to answer any. Please don’t feel inhibited.”

Emily was usually self-confident, but with Morgan she felt like a commoner addressing the Queen. The more she saw of Morgan and her Queendom, the more intimidated she felt. 

“Thank you, your Highness. I appreciate the opportunity. First, and I feel presumptuous asking this, how is Athena organized? I gather it’s not publicly traded, but haven’t found any other information.”

“It’s simple - I own it. My mother thought of the company as an absolute monarchy that she ruled. She believed firmly that selling stock produced shareholders who didn’t have the vision or commitment needed for the best long-term goals. She often cited top tech firms that were run into the ground once they went public. I think she was right and continued accordingly after I inherited it.”

So, Emily thought, this brilliant, powerful, and beautiful woman was essentially a queen. She could hire and fire anyone she wanted and direct the company however she wished.  In  reality, she had more power than most reigning queens, who were constitutional monarchs bound by an elected government.

“With respect, your Highness, does that cause problems?”

“I’m biased, of course, but I don’t think so. Mom created the council for honest advice on major decisions, and they give it. I’d be foolish to ignore them. As you saw, I asked them about hiring you. I wanted to do it, but wouldn’t have if they said no. Our employee handbook also encourages open discussion, and we get it.”

“This lets us make fast decisions, sometimes in a new direction, without stockholders who don’t want to take chances and focus on short-term profits. We’re known for taking risky chances that other firms wouldn’t or couldn’t.”

“I have a sense of that, your Highness. I’ve heard vague mention of several projects, including ones with foreign governments. Might I ask about them?”

Morgan considered the request carefully. She was very impressed by Emily, who seemed much like a younger version of herself.  Still, she decided to be careful.

“They are highly confidential, Mistress. If you accept our offer, you’ll be briefed on our rules and subject to our non-disclosure agreement.”

“I understand, your Highness.”

After they finished their salads, Morgan snapped her fingers and slaves brought the main course. Over a quiet meal, the two discussed Silicon Valley business culture. Emily was impressed by the insights the Queen had gained over her years there,  and thought they would make an excellent book.  After dessert, the Queen returned to business.

“You’ll need time to consider our offer. How long can you stay with us?”

“I have the week off, your Highness.”

“Excellent. Since you’ve had a busy day, why don’t you review it tomorrow morning and we can talk further at lunch.”


Chapter 8: Decision

Emily’s morning went nicely. After a good night’s sleep in her suite’s huge comfortable bed, she got up and did morning stretches. While stretching, she enjoyed seeing Gary, the palace slave assigned to her, sleeping on the floor while chained by his ankle to the bed. As she had ordered, he was naked except for his metal chastity belt and collar, so his back showed red welts from yesterday’s beating and her spike heels. Emily liked seeing marks on slaves. She decided these were clear enough that she didn’t need to beat him again today, although she might anyway.

Last night had been her first sleeping with a slave chained nearby. She loved the feeling of control and decided it wouldn’t be the last. She kicked him in the side, which woke him immediately. As soon as he realized what was going on, he kissed both of her feet and rose to a kneeling position with his head bowed.

“Good morning, Mistress. I apologize for not waking before you. I hope you slept well.”

“I did, slave. Bring me hot chocolate, on the patio.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

Emily took the contract and information the Queen had given her the night before to the patio and sat down to read them carefully. Shortly Gary appeared, knelt, and presented a mug of steaming cocoa on a silver tray. Emily sipped the rich drink – clearly from real chocolate - approvingly.

“This is very good, slave.”

“It’s Ghirardelli chocolate, not powder, Mistress.”

“Lucky for you – powder would deserve a beating,” Emily laughed. Gary knew she meant it.

After studying the contract, she photographed it with her cellphone camera and emailed it with a 'what do you think?' note to her high school best friend. Mary, who now lived in Palo Alto with her submissive husband,  was one of Silicon Valley’s best employment lawyers. With that done, she changed into a Princeton T-shirt and shorts and sat down on a chair in the dressing room.

“Slave, bring my running shoes, put them on my feet, and tie them. Quickly!” Gary obeyed and she enjoyed the luxury of his service.

“I’m going out for a run. I expect you outside by the door in an hour with a towel and cold Gatorade.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

She ran happily through the cool, damp, woods as the sun burned off the morning fog. The day was shaping up to be a perfect Santa Cruz mountains day. At mile 3 she reached the hilltop viewpoint shown on the jogging map in her suite’s information package. She sat down at the picnic table, pulled a water bottle from its belt holster, and drank thirstily.  Looking around, she noticed where trees had been felled years ago to enhance the view of Oakland and the Bay Bridge. As an environmentalist she disapproved of tree felling, but accepted the previous Queen’s right to alter her Queendom to her desires. She allowed herself a five-minute break and headed off on the downhill, hence faster, return leg.

Just as she was starting to tire, she saw the white walls of the palace through the trees and sprinted along the trail toward it. Panting hard, she settled happily into one of the comfortable chaise lounge chairs by the door and stretched out her legs.  Gary wrapped her in a warm beach towel, which felt wonderful, and presented Gatorade that she gulped thirstily.

“That towel feels great after a long run – did you heat it?”

“Yes, Mistress.”

“Good. My running shoes need cleaning.”

Gary knelt and started licking trail mud from a shoe’s sole.  Swallowing smelly wet mud with its gritty taste was unpleasant, but years of boot and shoe cleaning had taught him to tolerate it. In a peculiar way that puzzled him, he enjoyed the degrading ritual as part of serving the dominant women he idolized. Emily liked that he got to work quickly without delay or complaint. She’d always enjoyed the feeling of power when a slave worshiped her boots or shoes and licked them clean, but this was the first time a slave was cleaning really dirty ones. For fun, she put her other foot on Gary’s head and pushed down.

“Faster, slave!”

Emily’s cellphone rang.  “Hi Emily, it’s Mary. Is now a good time?”

“It’s perfect. Thanks for calling back.”

“My pleasure. Where are you?”

“At the Athena complex in Woodside, looking down at you valley folks. I’m relaxing after a run through the redwoods.”

“Nice! It sounds like you’re thinking of joining them.”

“Very much. I spent yesterday with Queen Morgan, and she offered me the contact I sent you. What do you think?”

“It’s a very generous offer. The salary and benefits are excellent even by tech firm standards. The only downside is no stock options, since Morgan owns the whole thing. However, there’s a nice profit-sharing plan. Also – though it’s not required by the contract – Athena is generous with year-end bonuses.”

“Sounds like you’re familiar with Athena.”

“Sure.  I’ve advised them on how to make having slaves legal. Also, some mistresses and slaves had me review contracts before they joined. They’re all happy there. The real question is whether it’s a place you want to work. As you know, it’s pretty unusual.”

“I think it’s right for me. My current career track leads to government or a professorship, which I’d like but I’d have to hide my dominant side. At Athena I could work on neat projects and be openly dominant. It’s a great feeling – now I’m sitting in front of the Queen’s palace with a slave licking my running shoes clean. The personal service slaves are great. As you saw in the contract, I’ll get one.”

“Then I’d say go for it. Are you here long enough to get together?”

“I think so – I’ll let you know. Thanks for the quick review and advice.”

Mary’s warm laugh came clearly through over the phone. “It’s my pleasure, Mistress.”

◆◆◆

The more Emily saw of Athena, the more it looked like the right place for her. Mary’s expert advice sealed her decision. Now that she’d cooled off and her shoes were clean, she kicked Gary away and rose to go upstairs. Gary followed her obediently. In her suite, she headed for the bathroom.

“I’m going to get a quick shower before dressing for lunch at noon with the Queen. Attend me when I’m done.” Emily didn’t know exactly what he’d do, but after yesterday’s pampering she was sure it would be fun and helpful.

“Yes, Mistress.”

When she got out of the shower, Gary was kneeling with a warm towel. Without specific instructions, he dried her gently and then wrapped her in a bathrobe. He guided her to a chair, and combed and blow dried her long black hair.

“Would you like to select an outfit, Mistress?”

“No, I’ll wear my business outfit, but I’d like a quick make-up job.”

“Of course, Mistress. Please show me your outfit and I’ll match it.” After inspecting her navy-blue skirt, jacket, and matching shoes, Gary did her face much faster and better than she could. He then dressed her, put on her shoes, and kissed them. His pampering, that surprised her yesterday, already felt normal – the way she should be served. Emily admired herself in the mirror and saw no harm in admitting what they both knew.

“That’s a fine job, slave.”

“It’s my pleasure, Mistress. I’m here to serve you.”

“You do it very well. As you know, I’m planning to join Athena. I hope the Queen gives me someone as talented as you.”

“That should be no problem, Mistress. In addition to the six of us regularly serving the Queen, two new boys have been training with us for several months and are fully capable. I expect you will be given one. You’ll be pleased and either would be thrilled to serve you.”

“I’m glad to hear that. Anyone you’ve trained should be wonderful.”

◆◆◆

After relaxing for a few minutes on a couch with her eyes closed, Emily headed upstairs to the Queen’s chambers. She hoped her excitement wouldn’t be visible, but assumed the Queen would know it. So far, she hadn’t seen anything that the Queen didn’t do better than anyone else. Emily had met a number of outstanding people, but no one came near Morgan’s level.  She really was a superior being and Emily hoped she could live up to the Queen’s expectations and standards.

She knocked and a slave opened the door. He knelt and kissed Emily’s shoes.

“Welcome, Mistress Emily. Please follow me. Lunch will be served on the terrace.”

The Queen was waiting on the terrace, reading in a comfortable chair. She rose as Emily bowed.

‘Good afternoon, your Highness.”

“Good afternoon, Mistress Emily. Can you guess what I’m reading?” Emily had no idea. Was this some sort of test?

“No, your Highness.”

The Queen held up the report that Emily had written.  “It’s  ‘Next Round’ - a TRAN report about possible U.S. – China naval conflict.  Thoughtful and well written. I hope the author will join Athena.”

Relief surged through Emily. “Thank you, your Highness. May I ask how you obtained it? That’s an internal report presenting my team’s results that I’m still editing before it goes to the book publisher.”

“I asked your director, Ray Levi, for a copy. I assume you know I’m on TRAN’s board.”

Emily felt like a fool. “I’m embarrassed to admit I didn’t know that.”

“Ray speaks very highly of you. He says they’d planned to renew you for another three-year contract, and promote you to a tenured position once one opened.”

Emily was surprised that her boss and the Queen were discussing her, but what they said was reassuring. “So he’d have no hard feeling if I accepted your offer?”

“None.  As you know, TRAN always has been a launching pad for talented young people’s careers. It lets them get started without teaching duties or government bureaucracy.”

Emily handed the contract to the Queen. “I’m glad to hear that, your Highness. I signed the contract this morning, and here it is.”

“Excellent – I’m delighted. I’m sure you’ll be very happy here and be a huge asset.”

“I’ll do my best.”

“Let’s discuss the mechanics over lunch. Why don’t you stay here for a day or two, and we can get things rolling.”


Chapter 9: Joining Athena

Over lunch, Queen Morgan got to business in good spirits. She raised her wine glass and toasted, “Welcome to Athena, Lady Emily.”

“Thank you, your Highness.” Emily reciprocated, appreciating that Morgan used the title already.

“The first question is when can you officially join us? Or, to use the horrible tech term – be onboarded.”

“I need about two weeks to finish the book presenting my team’s results.  Although my contract has three months left, I could then leave if the director approved.”

“I’ll ask Ray but I’m sure he’ll approve. In exchange, you’ll help them out in the transition.”

“Thank you, Your Highness.”

“We can deal with some matters today. You can look at the available cottage this afternoon, and decide if you want it. You can also assess a personal slave whom the overseer thinks may be suitable.

“That would be great, Your Highness.” Emily was amazed that the CEO was taking so much time for her.

“Also, if you’re really energetic, we could discuss what you’ll be doing here.”

Emily knew the right answer and gave it. “I’d be happy to, Your Highness.”

The Queen spoke briefly into her cell phone. “Excellent. After dessert you can investigate the cottage and slave issues. When you’re done, check in with me. I’ll be working here in the palace.”

She snapped her fingers, and slaves cleared the lunch dishes and brought fruit salads. A few minutes later, a women entered and bowed. The Queen rose and introduced her.

“This is the indispensable Mistress Lisa, who directs palace operations, including the adjacent cottages.”

“I’m honored to meet you, Lady Emily. I’m happy to show you the available cottage and answer any questions you have.”

“I will leave you two to your work,” Morgan said and excused herself.

◆◆◆

Lisa, a friendly middle-aged blonde in Athena uniform, led Emily along a short path through the woods to a traditional-looking log cabin.

“This is Redwood Cottage, one of five cabins adjacent to the palace.  They were built many years ago, but the interiors are fully modernized. I think you’ll really like it.”

Lisa showed Emily around with a realtor’s enthusiasm, pointing out features. The cottage was bright and airy. The entrance hall led to an expansive great room with a high ceiling and rock fireplace. This opened to a deck with an outdoor hot tub, picnic table and chairs, and a panoramic view of the valley below. Emily was enthralled. For the past eight years, she’d been living in small, cramped apartments that made her feel like a rootless transient. This was a place for a successful professional woman to enjoy and cherish. She imagined coming home to her residence in the woods after a hard day’s work, and relaxing by the fire with a glass of wine and an adoring slave serving her and worshipping her feet.

The rest of the cottage was as enticing. Beyond the great room was a large bedroom with a queen size bed. The walk-in closets were much larger than Emily’s small wardrobe needed, which offered an attractive opportunity. She’d now have a salary that would permit new nice clothes, and room to store them. There was a full bath, a modern kitchen, pantry, and dining area – all larger than in her current quarters. To the right Lisa showed her a study with bookcases, a large desk, and computer and drafting tables. To the left, a door led to a guest bedroom. At the back of the cottage, a hall led to slave quarters and a discipline room she’d enjoy using.

“This is great, Mistress. The cottage reminds me of the guest suite I’m staying in, which I like very much. I’m thrilled and grateful to be allowed to live here.”

“I’m glad to hear that, my Lady,” Lisa said cheerfully.  “I’ll inform the Queen and make the arrangements. Incidentally, I planned and supervised the renovations of both the guest quarters and the cottages a few years ago.”

Emily had been concerned that older and more experienced staff like Lisa would resent a younger new person coming into Athena at a higher level. Lisa was welcoming and showed no resentment. Presumably, as was the norm at Athena, she accepted the Queen’s judgement without question.

On the way back to the palace, Lisa showed her a two-car garage that opened onto a small road.

“The road connects to the one at the palace, so you can drive to the lab or take a pony carriage. You can also take this walking path that continues by the palace to the lab. A great thing with the cottages is that you have the quiet and privacy of living in the woods, but are close enough to the palace that we provide utilities and maintenance. If you need electrical, plumbing, gardening or other work done, my slaves will do it. You can also give us grocery orders and we’ll fill them as part of ours and deliver them.”

“That is wonderful, Mistress. I’m very impressed with how beautifully the palace operates,” Emily said sincerely.  “I’d love to know more about it.”

“It’s simple, my Lady. I supervise palace operations so her Highness can live comfortably and focus on the company. Working for me are two Mistresses and thirty slaves, twelve of which are personal slaves. Mistress Damiana, the overseer, supervises the slaves including those serving the cottage residents. Mistress Jasmin runs food services. It’s a lot like running a hotel, which is what I did before, but with slaves. Our slaves are much better – more intelligent, careful, disciplined, and responsive - than the staff I used to have. The personal slaves live onsite, and the others live offsite.”

“Speaking of which, I gather you have a slave I should consider.”

“We do, my Lady. Should I call Mistress Damiana and have her bring him to your suite?”

“Thank you, I would appreciate that.”

◆◆◆

Back in her suite, Emily relaxed on the couch and put her feet up. She pointed to them, and Gary knelt and kissed her shoes. Experimentally, she wiggled her feet, and Gary gently took off her shoes and began worshipping her feet.  She closed her eyes and savored the feeling.  After only a day together, he understood her desire without words and satisfied it. Hopefully her new slave would do as well. If not, that’s what whips were for.

A knock on the door ended her reverie. Emily sat up and put her shoes on. Gary opened the door and a stunning woman entered. She was a tall Asian beauty who looked more like a classic stern dominatrix than anyone she had seen at Athena – long black hair, winged eyeliner, bright red lips, and sharp red nails. She wore Athenian uniform and fetish boots, the highest Amy had seen on her visit, with gleaming sharp silver spurs and metallic silver stiletto heels. She led a slave crawling behind her on a taut chain leash.

Gary dropped to the floor to kiss her boots faster than she had ever seen him respond.

“Good afternoon, Mistress Damiana.”

Damiana kicked Gary away and strode to meet Emily.

“Good afternoon, Lady Emily. I’m Damiana, overseer of palace slaves. Welcome to Athena. I gather you are joining us.”

“I am, Mistress Damiana. It’s a pleasure to meet you. I gather you train all incoming slaves. The Queen says that you're the best slave supervisor and trainer she's ever seen."

"That's very kind of her. I also train the new mistresses in slave handling."

Damiana exuded the combination of aggressive sexuality and sadism that made for the best dominatrices. She reminded Emily of the two that had been her role models when she started at the dungeon in Philadelphia.

"I'm impressed with your results already,  just from my short time here. Being served by Gary is wonderful and I look forward to having my own slave.”

“Thank you, my Lady. I see you’ve been disciplining him properly.” Emily realized that since she required Gary to serve in her suite naked except for chastity belt and collar, his whip marks were obvious.  Emily liked that Gary kept his head to the floor, afraid to move.  Damiana was such an effective overseer that she terrified even her most experienced slaves.

“Since I was new, I wanted to establish that I was in charge.”

“Rightly so, my Lady. I would have expected it to work and am glad it did. I set high standards for palace slaves and am generally pleased with the results. I’ve brought a relatively new but promising slave for your consideration.” She pulled sharply on the chain, bringing the crawling slave to Emily’s feet. He kissed her shoes and kept his head on the floor, afraid to rise or speak without permission.

“Introduce yourself, slave,” Damiana ordered curtly.

“Good afternoon, Lady Emily. I’m Ethan and I hope to serve you.”

“Gary, you’re dismissed. I’ll ring if I need you.” Grateful for being excused, Gary crawled quickly toward his quarters, glad to get away. Emily was amused because in her presence Gary walked, while in Damiana’s he crawled. Was she was being too soft?

“Kneel up and tell me about yourself.”

Ethan rose to his knees but kept his head bowed and eyes focused on Emily’s shoes.

“I came to Athena six months ago, my Lady, and have been trained as a personal service slave.”

“And before then?”

“I grew up in San Francisco, my Lady. My mother was a fetish clothing designer who ran a small boutique. I helped her cut and sew outfits for clients, many of whom were dominatrices. When I was old enough I did bit parts in photo shoots, like kneeling at domme’s feet.  I got into the lifestyle, and did a degree in apparel design and merchandising from San Francisco State. When my mother retired and closed the store, I worked as houseboy for a group of dommes who ran a dungeon in Berkeley, and then joined Athena.”

“What did you do as houseboy?’

“Lots of things, my Lady. I did personal service for the mistresses, handled the books and paperwork, ordered supplies and gear, and maintained and cleaned the space.”

“I see why Mistress Damiana suggested you. I’ll be living in one of the cottages, so you’d be both serving me and maintaining the cottage. Can you do that?”

This sounded good to Ethan. The word in the slave quarters was that the new Lady was tough, but it would get him away from Damiana and give him some independence.

“Yes, my Lady.”

The response sounded a bit cocky to Emily. She expected something humbler like “I’ll do my best” or the like. She decided to show that she was in charge.

“We’ll see,” she said in a harsh tone. “Mistress Damiana, please take this slave to the discipline room, have him strip, put him in an eyeless hood and gag, and strap him to the whipping bench. Then please come back so we can chat.”

Damiana nodded her approval. Making a slave wait in the dark for punishment added to the fear. She jerked the leash and dragged him away. Emily went to the kitchen, poured lemonade, and relaxed. A few minutes later Damiana returned, smiling.

“Please have a seat, Mistress. Would you like something to drink? I’m having lemonade and wine is also available.”

“Lemonade would be nice, my Lady.” Emily brought her a glass from the kitchen.

“I’d appreciate your assessment of Ethan, Mistress.”

“He’s pretty good, my Lady. He came with a lot of skills and we’re improving them. He’s great with clothing and grooming and has good cooking, domestic, and office skills.  The only weakness, that you caught, is that he’s not as submissive as I’d like. I think it’s because he’s been a friend or partner with dommes, so he’s more self-assured and less afraid than we want.  You’re making a good start at fixing that.”

“I hope so, Mistress. Hooded and tied to the bench, I want him terrified with no idea how much punishment is coming and when. Shall we wait a few minutes more?”

“I think that’s a good idea, my Lady. I was a bit concerned because you haven’t been through our Mistress training, but you obviously know what to do. I’m sure you’ll turn Ethan into an excellent slave.”

The two chatted for a few minutes, and then went to the discipline room. Emily admired how tightly the overseer had strapped Ethan down, and was happy to see his naked body shivering with fear. This was going to be fun. Her prior experience was always somewhat artificial, dominating men who came for a session and then went home to their families. Now she could break Ethan, turning him into a full time slave totally submissive to her wishes. Her natural sadism would have a good purpose!

Without saying a word, she picked out the thickest cane, stood beside the bench, and smashed it down on his butt with all her strength.  A brutal red welt appeared and Ethan’s body shook. She waited a few seconds, and hit him again, leaving a parallel welt. As she continued, Ethan cried out, but the gag suppressed most of the noise. After a dozen lashes, his back was bloody and he was shaking and crying in agony.

Emily enjoyed the sight and felt satisfied that she had made her point. She removed the gag roughly and pushed the bloody cane into his mouth.

“Slave, we’ll be back in a while. Hold the cane in your mouth. If you drop it, you’ll get two dozen more.”

"Yes, my Lady," Ethan croaked, clearly terrified. His new mistress was much crueler and harsher than he had expected.

Damiana followed Emily to the living room.

“That was well done, my Lady, both the beating and making him wait. Would you like me to take him back, or would you prefer to keep him until you leave?”

“That’s a kind offer, Mistress. If you don’t need him immediately I’ll start training him while I’m here.”

“It’s my pleasure. May I return to my duties, my Lady?”

Emily was delighted by the experienced overseer’s accepting her authority.

“Please do, Mistress. Thank you for your assistance.”

After Damiana left,  Emily relaxed, enjoying the ‘dominatrix high’ she always felt after a satisfying session. The fact that she could soon dominate her slave whenever, however, and for as long as she chose was wonderful to contemplate. Best of all, her slave would be full time, knowing exactly what she wanted from him. It seemed almost too good to be true.

◆◆◆

A knock on the door interrupted these happy thoughts. She opened the door and a slave entered, dropped to his knees, and kissed her feet. She nudged him to his knees, and he politely presented an elegant gift box, holding it out in both hands.

“My Lady, I am delivering this gift from the Queen. She regrets that unforeseen matters prevent her meeting with you this afternoon. She requests that you join her at breakfast tomorrow and then accompany her to the lab.”

Knowing that a Queen’s request was an order, Emily responded appropriately.  “Please thank her Highness and inform her that I will be delighted.”

“Yes, my Lady.”

Emily waved her hand, and the slave bowed and left. Emily opened the box and was delighted to find two sets of Athenian uniforms, a black leather pencil skirt and white silk blouse. She tried one on in front of a dressing room mirror and – as she expected – it fit perfectly and made her look very good. Never expecting the need on an interview trip, she hadn’t brought boots. However, the closets solved the problem, just like the night before. She tried a pair of black knee-high pointy-toe Louboutins with stiletto heels and was delighted that they went beautifully with the skirt.

After admiring herself for a few minutes, she rang the bell, and Gary appeared almost instantly. He looked around and was obviously relieved to not see Damiana.

“Slave, I have a task for you. Slave Ethan is in the discipline room on the whipping bench. Have him lick the cane clean, then tend to his cuts. Once that’s done, release him from the bench, give him some water to drink and lock him in the cage with his head locked in the neck collar. Then turn off the lights and leave him.”

“Yes, my Lady.”

“I would then like dinner at 7:00 PM. Off you go!”


Chapter 10: Arrival

Ethan’s cell phone buzzed. Seeing that it was Emily, he answered promptly. “Good morning, my Lady.”

As usual, Emily got right to the point. “Good morning, slave. Is the moving van unloaded?”

“Yes, my Lady.”

“Excellent. I will be there at 10:00.”

Ethan promptly called Mistress Lisa, who directed the preparation of Emily’s cottage.

“I’ll be there promptly, slave.”

“Thank you, Mistress Lisa.”

Ethan appreciated the help with Lady Emily’s arrival. In the few days he had served her during her previous visit, he’d learned that she had high standards and was tough when anyone or anything didn’t meet them. He had spent much of the last four weeks preparing for her arrival. The cottage had been cleaned and repainted, and everything had been checked to ensure it worked. Emily had sent video of her apartment and everything from the moving van had been set up accordingly. Since the cottage was much larger than her apartment, additional furniture had been installed. Still, Ethan feared that something might displease her.

Mistress Lisa arrived shortly and took charge. “I think that everything’s all set, but let’s do a final check.” She put on white gloves and checked the cleanliness of each room as well as its contents. No problems were evident.

“I think everything is in good shape, slave. How do you feel about your new mistress’ arrival?”

“Excited and afraid, Mistress. She’s brilliant, but scary. I look forward to serving her, but I’m afraid I won’t meet her standards.”

"You'll want to work very hard to please her, slave."

◆◆◆

After breakfast with her high school friend Mary, who now lived in Palo Alto with her submissive husband Mike, Emily drove up into the mountains and then along Skyline Boulevard toward the Athena complex. She was in a wonderful mood, singing happily to herself as her beloved black Subaru Forester cruised along the winding scenic route through the woods along the mountain crest. The foggy and drizzly morning added to the sense that she was entering an enchanted forest and a new life.

Ever since agreeing to join AT, she had been thinking about her new priorities. Her housing seemed in excellent shape. Next was to make Ethan into the perfect slave she wanted to serve her. She’d mulled over this challenge since her dominatrix days – how to turn a submissive male into a totally loyal and obedient slave. She’d been told that the key was harsh and brutal treatment, which could be eased off once the slave was fully “broken.”

For this purpose, one of her final acts before leaving her apartment in Pasadena was to open the suitcase containing her dominatrix outfits and equipment. Since she moved to California to become a respectable academic researcher, the suitcase had lain unopened in the bottom of a closet. She had often thought wistfully about opening it and somehow resuming her kinky persona, but knew it was too risky.  Unconventional behavior could create an image that would harm her career and jeopardize her security clearance.

She had weighed this issue twice, first when she decided to go to graduate school and then when she graduated and decided to continue in an academic career. Her heart said to become a full-time professional dominatrix – she loved it and it would pay much better than academia. Her head pointed the other way - she liked the intellectual challenge of academia and wouldn’t have to hide what she did.

Her two and a half years at TRAN had been interesting and fun. She enjoyed the work and her growing reputation, and was involved in activities away from work. She got on well with both male and female coworkers, but never developed romantic relationships with either. This didn’t surprise her – she’d learned that her sexuality came via her sadism and dominance. Vanilla relationships didn’t give her that intensity. She looked forward to the new job that would let her combine her intellectual interests and passion for female dominance.

To celebrate and help in breaking Ethan, she decided to arrive in her favorite dominatrix outfit. She’d bought the shiny purple latex catsuit with earnings from her first few sessions, and was thrilled with it. It made her look stunning and gave her an incredible sense of power. When she posed in it for dungeon advertisements, appointments to session with her soared.  Submissives requested it, complimented it, and begged to shine or kiss it.  She was sure it would have a similar effect on Ethan.

Wearing the catsuit and thigh-high lace-up stiletto dominatrix boots, together with full dark makeup and nails, had the expected effects. At breakfast, Mike begged to worship her boots, and after Mary agreed, Emily allowed it. Mary pointed out that Emily couldn’t dress that way at work, even at Athena Technology, since it would distract slaves from working. True, Emily admitted, but she could wear it at home and at fetish events.

◆◆◆

The slave at the compound gate checked her ID with face recognition, which showed she was a new arrival, and admitted her with a respectful bow.

“Welcome to Athena, my Lady. Your outfit is stunning. I hope at some point I have the privilege of serving you.”

“Thank you, slave. I would enjoy that.”

A few minutes drive brought her to her cottage. She was pleased to see Ethan outside waiting for her, wearing only his chastity belt and collar.  A fiendish thought occurred to her, so she stopped the car next to a muddy puddle from the morning rain. When Ethan opened the door and helped her out of the car, she stood in the puddle. Ethan instantly knelt in the water and passionately kissed her now-muddy boots.  Emily had been concerned that since she’d had only a few days to start training Ethan, some of her authority might have been lost. She was pleased that he was still properly submissive.

“Welcome home, my Lady," Ethan said, speaking humbly to show full submission.

“Thank you, slave. My backpack and roller bag are in the trunk.”

Emily strode into the cottage’s entry room, where Mistress Lisa stood and bowed.

“Welcome to your new home, my Lady. I hope you will find it satisfactory.”

“I’m sure I will, Mistress. I like the way the entry turned out. Please sit down.”

Emily, who enjoyed running, bicycling and other outdoor activities,  had asked that the entry be fitted as a mudroom with trays for wet shoes and boots, hooks for clothing, and shelves for gear. She had also requested a comfortable red throne chair and footstool, and a second comfortable chair.  She also wanted all rooms to have a stand with disciplinary instruments.

After hanging up her rain jacket and picking up a riding crop, Emily settled into the throne and relaxed with her boots on the stool. Lisa sat on the other chair, admiring Emily’s outfit. Ethan arrived a minute later carrying her backpack and roller bag.

“You carried that bag off the ground, I hope.”

“Yes, my Lady. It did not get wet.”

“Good. Put the bag and pack on the shelf, and clean my boots.”

“Yes, my Lady.”

Ethan knelt and started licking passionately, swallowing the mud without reluctance or delay. Emily cropped his back, knowing it wasn’t needed to motivate the cleaning – which was going well - but disliking the sight of an unmarked slave back. Lisa watched happily and nodded approval.  Mistress Damiana, the palace slaves' overseer, had told her that Emily was a fine slave handler.

After a few minutes Emily kicked Ethan away and announced, “That is acceptable, slave.”

Lisa rose and asked, “Now that your boots are clean, would you like to see the rest of the cottage, my Lady?”

“Very much, Mistress.”

Emily followed Lisa, and Ethan followed, admiring Emily from behind. The great room, which Emily had loved on her inspection visit, looked even better now.  Two gleaming black leather couches framed the rock fireplace. An attractive area rug and coffee table gave a comfortable setting.

“Ethan and I positioned your furniture and artwork as best we could to simulate your apartment, and then added the new furniture. Naturally we will change anything you desire, my Lady.”

“It looks great – I like the new furniture. I especially appreciate your mounting the sword so prominently. I’m descended from an old samurai family, so it’s almost 400 years old. Swords have special significance for us – they symbolize our noble warrior tradition. We’re taught that the ‘sword is the soul of the samurai.’  I assume you followed my instructions to touch only the sheath and not the blade.”

“Yes, my Lady.”

“That was wise,” Emily grinned. “It’s razor sharp, so you’d have lost some fingers. Samurai swords are made of special steel designed to cut easily and quickly through human bodies. In fact, samurai used to test new swords by killing commoners, which was their right.”

Lisa caught Emily's wistful and sadistic tone. It sounded like she would really like to use the sword on someone. Emily was scary, even by the standards of Athena's dominant women. Lisa didn't envy Ethan.

The other rooms also met with Emily’s approval. In the office, her large monitor and printer were installed and connected, and a neatly printed sign above them gave internet and login information.  Keys to the cottage, garage door openers, and appliance manuals were on her desk. Books were arranged on shelves just as they had been in her apartment. Her clothes were neatly put away in the bedroom, and toiletries were carefully arranged in the bathroom. Outdoor equipment was shelved in the guest bedroom. Her bicycles, skis, and related gear were neatly racked in the garage. The kitchen was fully set up and stocked with food. The utilities were fully functional.

“Thank you so much. This is wonderful,” Emily gushed. “I recall what a hassle it was moving into my little apartment two years ago. You’ve done everything so well I won’t have to change almost anything.”

“It is our privilege to serve you, my Lady. You were a newly-graduated student then. Now you are a Lady of the Queendom.”

Emily intellectually appreciated how her status had soared by joining Athena, but it still awed her. This highly competent woman who ran the entire palace was arranging everything for her, and she had a personal slave to attend to all her needs.

“Since the cottage meets with your approval, my Lady, may I discuss some other matters? The Queen regrets that she is travelling and so instructed me to address them.”

“Of course, Mistress. Shall we discuss them over lunch?”

“Certainly, my Lady.”

“Slave, Mistress Lisa and I will dine on the patio. We will have pasta salad and fruit salad.”

“Yes, Mistress.” Ethan headed for the kitchen, and the women went to the covered patio. They settled at the table in comfortable chairs, enjoying the view of the fog and rain, although it hid the Bay area below. Ethan put down a checkered tablecloth and place settings. Emily realized that this was her first meal in the cottage, and hadn’t known that it was supplied with elegant chinaware and silverware with the Athena emblem. Ethan had wisely used it rather than her own inexpensive set.

“Using the Athena china was a good choice, slave.”

“Thank you, my Lady. Since you have a service for twelve, rather than the four you brought, I’ve put the other away.”

He headed to the kitchen and returned with the food. He served it with the smooth grace she had noticed in the other Athenian slaves. Emily ordered her favorite hot drink. “I’ll have hot cocoa, perfect for a cool damp day.”  Lisa ordered Earl Grey tea.

◆◆◆

Once Ethan left for the kitchen, Lisa turned to Emily. “Are you satisfied with Ethan, my Lady? I think he’s doing well.”

“I agree, Mistress. I’d still like to put more fear in him, but haven’t any reason today. I always prefer to have some reason, however minor, to punish.”

Ethan returned with their drinks and served them. Emily contentedly lifted her mug, sipped, and didn’t like the taste.

“What is this stuff, slave? It tastes like cheap powder. I specified Ghirardelli on the order form!”

“I’m sorry, my Lady,” Ethan said with a feeling of dread. “The order came back yesterday with something else.”

“What did you do about it?” Emily asked in an icy tone.

“Nothing, my Lady,” Ethan replied in shame.

“You should have fixed the problem, or at minimum asked Mistress Lisa or me what to do.”

“I apologize, my Lady. I was so busy and had so much to do with the movers arriving. Please forgive me,” he pleaded.

“I can’t do that, slave. You have disobeyed and disrespected me. Bring my sword immediately.”

Ethan raced off, terrified that something very bad was about to happen. Emily nodded to Lisa and winked. Lisa realized with admiration that Emily was going to use this mistake as a training moment and looked forward to it. It sounded like something beyond a routine beating was on the way.

Ethan returned, dropped to his knees, bowed his head, and presented the sword with outstretched arms, palms up. Emily slowly pulled the sword from the sheath and placed the sheath on the table. Holding the sword hilt with both hands, she glared at him. With the sword and her dominatrix outfit, she looked to Ethan like a ruthless warrior princess. She then walked behind him and to one side.

“Hands behind your back, stay in that position with your head bowed. It will be quick and painless that way.” Emily sounded colder and harsher than he’d ever heard her. No yelling or abuse, just calm merciless finality. She held the sword with both hands and moved it forward to touch his neck.

Ethan felt the cold steel and was terrified to even speak. He couldn’t believe he was going to be beheaded for such a minor offense. Emily enjoyed his trembling and mused that long ago in Japan, she could have beheaded him for misbehavior. Now, of course, she couldn't. Still, she could have fun and teach Ethan a lesson.

“Mistress Lisa, do you agree that his disrespect justifies beheading?” Although Ethan couldn’t see it, Lisa saw Emily nod “no,” and responded perfectly.

“Certainly, my Lady. Still, I hate to lose a useful slave.”

“I could just remove his hands, which samurai traditionally did to commoners for lesser offenses. He could then be used as a pony, since their arms are strapped behind them and aren’t used.”

“That would work, my Lady. But the other service slave being trained that we could give you isn’t anywhere as far along.”

“What do you suggest, Mistress?”

Lisa, who was enjoying manipulating Ethan, paused to suggest deep thought. “I’d say hold off on the more serious punishment, and do something without permanent consequences. If he’s still giving you problems later, you can use that beautiful sword.”

Emily played along. “Being that lenient goes against my instincts. Still, I’ll give it a try. Slave, thank Mistress Lisa for convincing me to spare you.”

Ethan dropped to the floor, kissed Lisa’s boots, and humbly thanked her.

“Thank you, Mistress. I promise to be better.”

“See that you do, slave. Lady Emily is entitled to perfect obedience and respect.”

“Let’s work on that, slave,” Emily ordered in a harsh voice. “Crawl to the discipline room.” Ethan crawled quickly toward the expected beating.  When they arrived, Emily ordered “Stand up, slave. Hands behind your back.”

She handcuffed him and connected his ankles with a short chain. After attaching painful nipple clamps, she covered his head with a tight black hood allowing breathing through small nose holes, but no sight.  Clipping a leash to his collar, she pulled him roughly back toward the patio. He tried to keep up but stumbled because the hobble allowed only short steps.

“Get moving, slave. Stop stalling.”

Lisa watched with interest and amusement, wondering what Emily was planning. Emily dragged him out into the rain and attached his collar to one of the arms of a rotary drying rack. She had noticed it earlier and had immediately thought that it would be perfect for punishing slaves.

Ethan, unable to see, had no idea what was going on. Emily cropped his butt and ordered, “Start walking, slave. Quickly!” As he stumbled forward, she kept beating him. After a few steps, Ethan figured out what was going on and kept moving, rotating the rack.

“I’ll be watching, slave, so keep moving. This will give you time to think about how to be a better slave.”

Emily returned to the table and sheathed her sword.  Lisa smiled with admiration. “That was very well done, my Lady. You terrified him and he’ll remember this for a long time. How long do you plan to leave him out there? He’ll get cold and wet fast and have no sense of time.”

“That’s the idea, Mistress. Thanks for the help – you were perfect.  I’ll keep him moving.”

Emily went to the discipline room and returned with a six-foot bullwhip. Standing at the edge of the patio but comfortably dry beneath the roof, she skillfully lashed out and hit Ethan’s butt hard. He shook visibly and a bright red welt appeared.  He started moving as fast as he could given the ankle restraints. Emily watched happily, enjoying humiliating and hurting him.

“This is great,” Emily said, sipping from the mug of cocoa she had used as the excuse to punish Ethan. “Let’s enjoy lunch and chat while watching him. We’ll hit him occasionally. You’re welcome to help.”

“Thank you. I’d love to!”


Chapter 11: Warrior Goddess

Ethan woke up groggily and puzzled about why he hurt all over. After a few seconds he remembered how Emily had punished him yesterday. His legs and arms were sore from the forced hour of tiring circuits in the cold pouring rain, chained to the rotary clothesline blindfolded with ankles hobbled and arms cuffed behind his back. His butt and back hurt even more from the bullwhip lashes that struck him regularly as he went around. Sitting comfortably on the dry covered patio and relaxing with Mistress Lisa, Lady Emily had lashed out enthusiastically with perfect aim and never-failing energy, so at the hour’s end her strokes were just as brutal. She had taken pity on him eventually, and let him sleep in his room rather than in the cage.

As usual, his first morning act was to click the “unlock” button on his metal chastity belt. This allowed him to remove the belt, including the anal plug, so he could use the toilet or wash the belted area. The chastity cage stayed on, however, preventing any erection. The software allowed the belt to be open for 15 minutes in any six-hour period. After 13 minutes a buzzer warned him to put on the belt and lock it. If this wasn’t done by 15 minutes, the chastity cage applied a series of progressively more painful shocks. Even worse, the belt reported his defiance electronically to both Lady Emily and Mistress Damiana, the brutal overseer whom all palace slaves feared.

As he washed and shaved, Ethan heard shouts from outside. He went outside and saw Emily exercising with her samurai sword. In contrast to her usual immaculate dominant attire, she was barefoot, wore the traditional samurai black short-sleeve top and baggy pants, and had her hair in a ponytail rather than her customary elegant hairdo.  She smoothly and quickly advanced, retreated, moved right, and moved left, while attacking and defending against an imaginary opponent. Although she couldn’t see Ethan, who was behind her, he dropped to his knees respectfully and watched. As a fencer himself, he admired her speed and form.

After ten minutes of back-and-forth maneuvers, she advanced quickly on something that looked like a tackling dummy used in football practice, but more human-like. With a shout, she swung the sword and cut off the dummy’s head. She then stood quietly for a minute. Ethan thought she looked like a warrior goddess savoring victory over an opponent.

The scene sent a chill down Ethan’s spine. Yesterday, when Emily put her sword’s blade at his neck and considered beheading him, he was terrified. When she relented, while reserving the option of beheading if he misbehaved again, he convinced himself that she had been bluffing and would not actually do it. Watching her happily practice beheading indicated that she might actually do it. The more Ethan learned about his new mistress, the more impressed and respectful he was. She was a mistress like he had dreamed of for years, but even more powerful than he’d ever expected.

◆◆◆

Emily stood quietly, recovering her breath after the fast and hard sword workout she loved. Adding the final beheading to a traditional samurai sword practice made it very special to her. It reminded her of the most intense dominant experience she had ever had or expected to have again. Even two years later, she was amazed she had had the courage to do it. She thought she had tapped a latent samurai spirit from her ancestors. She often thought about it, and was proud of what she’d done, but never dared speak about it to anyone.

Shortly after arriving in Pasadena for her new job, she had spent a month at Tokyo University, working with her friend Mizuho who was one of Japan’s leading analysts of Chinese policy. After the long flight back and a fitful night’s sleep, she went hiking on her favorite trail to clear her head. The trail started only three miles from her apartment, and followed a pretty canyon up the steep front of the San Gabriel mountains. She stopped at a nearby deli to pick up a trail lunch and then drove to the trailhead.

After only twenty minutes of hiking, Emily met a beautiful young woman with long blonde hair in a ponytail stumbling down the trail. She wore a red jogging bra and gold gym shorts with Pasadena City College’s 'PCC' logo. Emily realized immediately that something was wrong – this athletic young woman whom she would expect to be running with poise and confidence was crying and distraught.

“What’s wrong?” Emily asked.

“It’s two men from the homeless encampment. They attacked me and tried to kidnap me.”

Emily was puzzled, because hadn’t heard of a homeless encampment on the canyon trail. She steered the woman to a trailside bench, sat her down, and pulled out her water bottle.

“OK. Take a drink and catch your breath. When you’re ready, tell me what happened.”

After a few minutes, the woman had calmed to the point she could communicate.

“I run here a few times a week, three miles up and back down.”

“It shows,” Emily smiled. “Are you shooting for Rose Queen?”

Pasadena City College students were often chosen to be the Rose Parade queen, a major award with many benefits including  national publicity and leading the parade preceding the New Year’s day football game.

“Yes.”

“I think your chances are good. So what happened?”

“About two weeks ago, a bunch of homeless people showed up in the big meadow about a mile up the trail from here.”

“The one with the grove of trees and the stream?”

“Yeah. At first they seemed harmless and didn’t bother people. But last week two creepy big guys started watching every time I ran by. I didn’t like it but just ignored them. This morning they blocked me and tried to grab me. I got away and ran down the trail. They chased me for a bit and then gave up. They were weird – probably crazy or on drugs.”

“I can see why you’re upset. I sure would be. Let me help you. What’s your name?”

“Heather.”

“OK, Heather. I’m Emily. Let me take you to the police station and you can report what happened. The cops will arrest those guys.”

“I can’t,” Heather said. “I live at home, and my parents told me not to run the canyon trail. They’ll be really angry that I ignored them.”

“How about you report them, but don’t file a complaint. That way you won’t be directly involved, but the police will be alerted and can deal with this.”

“I still can’t. My dad’s a fireman and some of the cops know me. It would get back to my parents.”

“I understand. Would you like me to take you home?”

“Thanks, but I’m OK now. I live only a few blocks from the trailhead and can get there myself. Thanks so much for listening to me.”

“OK. But stay away from this trail until this gets sorted out.”

Emily realized that she was only about seven years older than Heather, but Heather viewed her as an older authority figure. She hugged Heather and the two parted.

Emily had already decided that she would resolve this situation. As a martial arts enthusiast, she was pretty sure she should could handle the two troublemakers with her bare hands. But even better, she had a can of bear spray on her belt that she’d bought the previous year for hiking in grizzly bear country. After reading reports of mountain lions attacking hikers in the San Gabriels, she’d started carrying it. Bear spray was a stronger version of the pepper spray police used on people, so it would stop the troublemakers.

She hiked happily upward through meadows full of bright spring flowers, enjoying the warm sun and cooling breeze. The trail then steepened and rose through an oak forest toward the meadow. At the meadow, she saw the encampment Heather described. About ten brightly colored tents were pitched in the meadow. Emily had spent much time in trailside campgrounds, but this one disgusted her. Garbage and other litter were strewn around. Even worse, the meadow smelled of human feces. Emily appreciated the need to provide better mental health and drug treatment services, and supported construction of low-income housing. Still, she was outraged at the devastation of the once-beautiful meadow.

As she walked by, the two men Heather had mentioned appeared and blocked the trail. Dressed in torn T-shirts and shorts, they were large, overweight, dirty and looked angry. Emily loosened the flap of the spray holster and tried to walk around them. They moved to block her.

One, with a bushy red beard, announced, “Hey, beautiful. Come to our tent. Let’s be friends.”

“No thanks,” she replied, “please get out of my way.”

Both men produced large knives. “You’re coming with us.”

Emily felt sudden fear. The big men with knives were very scary. Had she bitten off more than she could chew? Then her training kicked in and overcame the fear. She’d been taught in the dojo to remain calm and have faith in her skills. She realized the big men thought they had nothing to fear from a smaller woman, but she’d prove them wrong. She smoothly extracted the bear spray and fired it into the men’s faces. They collapsed to the ground, writhing in agony and screaming.

Emily was thrilled by how well the bear spray worked.  She’d known what it should do, but seeing the reality was amazing. The two tough guys – at least in their own view – were totally immobilized. Now she’d put an end to their harassing women.

She reached down and took the knives.  Kneeling, she pinned each man to the ground with her knee, and used one of the knives to scratch an “X” into his cheek, yielding another satisfying scream.

“That’s a reminder not to attack women,” she announced calmly. “Keep it in mind. I’ll be watching you. If you ever attack another woman, I’ll come back and kill you. Do you understand me?”

The men managed a “yes.” Emily kicked each with her hiking boot and headed up the trail, climbing up four switchbacks to a higher meadow that gave a fine view of the lower one. Using her binoculars, she enjoyed watching the two men crawling slowly to their tents. From what she’d read, they’d be out of commission for several hours.

Contented, she sat on her favorite lunch log, and pulled out her sandwich and fruit. She was delighted with how well she’d dealt with the men. She’d always wondered if she’d be worthy of the family’s samurai tradition, and now felt that she was. She wanted to tell what happened to her father, who had insisted she honor family tradition by studying martial arts, and the sensei teacher who had trained her. Although bear spray wasn’t a samurai weapon, she’d applied it to overpower two much larger men. However, she couldn’t tell anyone. Spraying the men could be interpreted as self-defense, but cutting their cheeks couldn’t be. The encounter would have to stay her secret.

◆◆◆

A few days later, Emily chatted over lunch at work with her friend Linda, an expert on housing and homelessness.

“I saw something in the Pasadena Star about homeless people causing problems for hikers on the canyon trail. I assume you know about that.”

“Yes, I was up there yesterday with the city police. It’s a strange situation.”

“In what ways?”

“Usually, encampments grow gradually over time and contain a variety of people. This one involves a group that came at the same time and has leaders – two guys with X's on their cheeks that the cops call the 'X-men.' They have criminal records for drug dealing and seem like heavy users.”

“What are the police going to do?”

“Nothing. The cops tried to scare them, but the scum knew their encampment is just outside the city limits, so the cops have no jurisdiction. They’ve asked national forest rangers to act, but the forest service says they’re way overstretched. The cops say that since law enforcement can’t do anything, they need Batman to come.”

Or Wonder Woman, Emily thought. She decided it was up to her to deal with the situation, and spent the afternoon planning what to do. After dark, she hiked up the canyon dressed in a black tracksuit with her samurai sword in a sheath on her back.  Moving quietly and essentially invisible, she slipped past the encampment to the upper meadow from which she watched the men below carousing around a campfire. To her pleasure, they were clearly drunk, which would make her task easier. As they went to bed, Emily identified the tents of the two leaders.

By midnight, the camp was quiet. Emily descended the trail, enjoying the cool breeze that rustled the leaves and would cover any sound. Moving carefully and quietly by moonlight, she entered the silent camp. She opened one of the two leaders’ tent door, and was disgusted by the stench of dirt, sweat, and alcohol. If they'd been alone, she would have pulled him to his knees and beheaded him in traditional style with a sword blow to the back of the head.

Instead, she reached down and cut sideways as he lay snoring loudly. The sword cut through his neck with surprising ease, just as it was designed to do and had done for hundreds of years.  She looked at the bloody severed head with satisfaction, confident that she had made the world a better place. She then moved to the other tent and repeated the operation. In less than five minutes, she was on her way back to the trailhead, pleased with a job well done.

Once back in her apartment, she cleaned and polished the sword, and placed it back on the wall in its position of honor. She then poured a glass of sake, the rice wine Japanese use for celebrations, and relaxed with it in a hot bath. She knew that legally she’d committed murder, but felt justified since the two thugs would otherwise rape and eventually even kill passing women. She was proud to have had done her duty, following the samurai warrior code.

Two days later, she read in the newspaper that the homeless group had moved away. The police admitted they had no idea why the group had come and why they had left. Emily had gotten away with murder.

◆◆◆

After beheading the dummy, Emily stood quietly thinking about killing the thugs on the canyon trail. She then settled into a lawn chair to relax, and noticed Ethan watching. She wasn’t offended, since he was kneeling quietly and respectfully. She snapped her fingers and Ethan came quickly.

“Gatorade,” she ordered. Ethan took the bottle from the table by the chair, opened it, bowed, and presented it to her properly with both hands. After taking her first sips, she pointed to her bare feet. Ethan dropped to his knees and began licking them clean. His enthusiasm and expression showed that he enjoyed the foot worship and didn’t mind swallowing the bits of dirt and leaves. Emily expected this – she had learned that submissives enjoyed worshipping her small and neatly pedicured feet, especially since her toenails were always carefully painted, in this case in shiny black. After a few minutes her feet were clean, so she nudged his head up.

“How are you feeling, slave?”

“My legs and arms are sore, my Lady. My butt and back still hurt.”

“Good. Punishment is supposed to hurt. Have you learned a lesson?”

“Yes, my Lady. I promise to always obey and respect you.” 

Emily liked his humble tone and was satisfied that he'd learned his lesson. He was now a broken slave who would serve her well.

“Do that, slave. You are a capable and intelligent boy, so I will give you a chance to show that you can be a good slave. I will hold off on the further punishments Mistress Damiana recommended. Can you guess what she recommended?”

“No, my Lady.”

“A week with three punishments. First, you would be in leg irons with a short hobble all the time.”

“That would hurt and make me less efficient, my Lady.”

“Damiana figured I could cure that with my whip,” Emily grinned. “Also, all you’d get to eat would be slave chow.” Slave chow was a tasteless but nutritious dry paste, resembling dog food.

“We had to eat it for a day in training, my Lady," he grimaced. "That stuff is awful.”

“That’s the idea, slave. You’d also sleep chained in the cage, with your head locked in the neck stock, which should be pretty uncomfortable.”

“Thank you for sparing me, my Lady. I promise to be good.”


Chapter 12: Team Leader

“You look stunning, my Lady,” Ethan said as Emily admired herself in the full-length mirror. Her uniform of gleaming high black stiletto boots, tight black leather skirt and close-fitting white blouse, paired with silver necklace and earrings, showed her body beautifully. As usual, Ethan’s careful attention to her hair and makeup added the final polish. She felt powerful and ready for a successful day at work.

“I appreciate your help, slave. You do a great job.”

“That’s what I’m here for, my Lady. I’m thrilled to serve you.” Emily knew that he was sincere and loved it.

“Great. I’ll have breakfast on the patio.”

She settled down and enjoyed the view through the windows, which Ethan had closed due to the cooler fall temperatures. He silently served her favorite breakfast of an onion bagel with chive cream cheese, fruit plate, cocoa, and orange juice. He then knelt with head bowed, dressed only in his chastity belt and collar, ready to provide additional service instantly.

Emily’s thoughts drifted, comparing her life to that only four months ago. She’d been living in a small apartment on a salary that would have been adequate in most places but was tight in Los Angeles. As a researcher, she went to work in jeans, t-shirt, and running shoes. Now she was almost royalty, one of the top women at Athena. She lived in a spacious cottage with a salary that allowed luxuries including an excellent wardrobe. She went to work elegantly dressed. Eight top-notch people reported to her. Best of all, one was her personal slave who handled all the routine complexities of her life.

Her initial harsh treatment of Ethan had worked. Now, he was perfectly submissive and anticipated her needs and desires. Because she liked to see his back welted and bruised, she split the customary Athenian weekly discipline beating of two dozen lashes into a dozen lashes each on Wednesday and Sunday.  To do this, she often locked him in a cock and ball pillory, a fiendish metal stand to which his cock and balls were attached by a pair of cruel crushing plates and his wrists and ankles were secured by spreader bars.  The pillory forced him to stand, unable to move, as she hit very hard with her favorite bullwhip. She was pleased when Ethan said her beatings were harsher than any he'd had at Athena except for those by the feared Mistress Damiana, who hit as hard as Emily.

After finishing breakfast, she had Ethan’s daily task review. She had given him a regular schedule including cleaning, maintenance, and laundry, so only a few items needed attention.

“Agenda for today, slave?”

“The weekly grocery order is ready, my Lady. Would you like to review it?”

“No need.” Ethan was very careful and had learned the harsh consequences of errors.

“I’ll pay the week’s bills, my Lady, if you approve.”

“Do so.” Emily was delighted to turn such matters to Ethan.

“Also, the exercise equipment is coming today, my Lady. May I supervise its setup?”

“Certainly, slave.” With cold weather coming, Emily wanted a gym in the two-car garage, since her Subaru took up only half. Ethan had set up dividers and exercise mats that gave a fine gym space, and ordered the equipment Emily wanted. She loved having a slave who carried out complicated tasks with minimum direction. Moreover, she knew that Ethan enjoyed serving her.

◆◆◆

“It’s 8:15, my Lady,” Ethan said politely. In Pasadena, Emily would have walked the two miles to the lab, but that wasn’t practical since she now dressed formally for work. Instead, she had a standing reservation at 8:30 on weekdays for a carriage drawn by slave ponyboys.

“Everything’s ready?”

“Yes, my Lady.” Ethan’s morning duties included placing her handbag, including a fully charged cell phone, and briefcase with fully charged laptop on the entry room table. Emily missed the convenience of a backpack, but the Queen had made clear that such informality was beneath an Athenian Mistress, much less a council member. Morgan explained that Emily needed to project the image of a high-level Athenian, much as wearing a fetish outfit had been crucial to her being accepted as a dominatrix. Emily accepted the argument, recalling how dressing appropriately let her, a college student, dominate successful older men. The Queen's order gave her the justification to enjoy shopping for and buying an expensive and elegant Yves Saint Laurent leather handbag and matching briefcase.

She settled down in the entry with her cocoa, waiting for the carriage, while Ethan licked her boots. She required that he polish them every night, but extra worship never hurt. As always, the carriage arrived precisely on time. Ethan helped her into the full-length black leather coat that he had helped her buy. It replaced her fleece jacket, in accord with the Queen’s instructions. After kissing each boot on the toe, he led her to the carriage, carrying her handbag and briefcase. Since it was a winter carriage, rather than an open sided summer carriage, he opened the door for her, bowed his head, and handed her the handbag and briefcase.  Ethan enjoyed the ritual as much as she did.

Emily had seen another passenger, whom she assumed was Lady Tamar, whose cottage was nearby and often shared the ride. To her surprise, it turned out to be the Queen, with a computer open on her lap. She’d never shared a ride with the Queen, who usually worked in the palace during the morning. Was sharing acceptable?

“Good morning, your Highness. Would you prefer that I wait for another carriage?”

“No need for that, Emily. Please join me.”

“I’m honored. Thank you, your Highness.”

“My pleasure. Why don’t you drive since I have something to finish?”

“Of course, your Highness.”

She cracked the whip over the ponies’ heads, and they started out at a good speed. Emily assumed that having the Queen aboard gave them extra impetus. Despite the temperature, they needed no shirts to keep warm, as the sweat on their backs showed. She enjoyed watching their strong bodies working hard, their artificial tails coming from their anal plugs wagging as they pulled, and the gentle ringing of the bells attached to their pierced nipples. She whipped their backs only occasionally,  more because she enjoyed it than because it was needed to keep their speed up.

As the carriage approached the lab, the Queen closed her laptop.

“I’ve been meaning to chat and see how you’re getting along, but something came up. I’ve been travelling for a few weeks. I just got back last night.”

The Queen’s schedule was never posted, because she was often travelling to represent Athena in making major agreements or deals. Showing up in person rather than sending representatives was very effective and there was no point in letting competitors know what she was up to.

“At least you have your own plane. That must make it easier.”

“Absolutely. You do realize you’re eligible to use it for Athena business?”

Emily couldn’t believe it – a private plane! “I am?”

“Certainly. Ask the travel office. If I or another council member doesn’t have it reserved, it’s yours.”

“That’s wonderful, your Highness. I expect to go to LA soon. Thanks to the great team you and Marie gave me, the Searcher project is going very well. My group in Altadena ran a successful practice yesterday that impressed the sheriff’s SAR team. They invited us to participate in their next major search.”

Giving the positive report was gratifying. Emily admired how the Queen trusted her to proceed as she thought best without micromanaging.

“Excellent. Please plan on giving a status report at next week’s council meeting.”

“Gladly, your Highness.”

◆◆◆

The carriage pulled up to the lab door and Emily pulled the reins to stop the ponies. Greg, the Queen’s personal assistant, opened the door on her side, bowed, and took her handbag and bag. He then followed the Queen to the lab door.  Simultaneously, Emily’s PA Carlos did the same on her side and they followed the Queen. Emily was now used to the smooth protocol but still enjoyed it.

Once in her office, Emily settled behind her desk and Carlos knelt in front of it. Marie, head of personnel, had selected her team from recent Athena hires. She had given her a gem in Carlos, a classically ‘tall, dark, and handsome’ young Spaniard who was intelligent and charming. With a Berkeley MBA specialized in project management, he both did traditional PA duties and made valuable contributions to the project, especially its interaction between Athena and the sheriff’s department. He and Emily respected each other and meshed very well, perhaps in part because both came from upper class families with a long tradition of serving monarchies. They joked that if he were dominant and she were submissive, they could interchange positions.

“I assume you got my email that Deputy Brown will join the meeting.”

“Yes, my Lady. I’m glad to hear it. I was impressed with her when we set up the cooperation agreement.”

Sophia Brown, whom Emily knew her from her time as a SAR volunteer, headed the Altadena sheriff’s station, including its search and rescue team.

“As I said in the email, off-site protocol applies. Do you remember that?”

“Yes, Ma’am,” Carlos grinned. “No collars, no whips, no bowing, no ‘mistress’, no ‘slave’.” The phrase summarized off-site protocol that Athenians followed in public to avoid displaying dominance and submission. Female superiors were addressed as “Ma’am,” as in the military.

Emily touched a button on her cell phone, and Carlos heard a quiet beep as his slave collar unlocked. He removed the collar and put it away.

“It feels strange to be without it in your presence, Ma’am.”

“No problem, I’m sure you’ll remember to obey me,” Emily smiled. “Let’s go.”

At 9:30 precisely, Carlos followed Emily into her suite’s conference room and closed the door behind them. As she required, her entire team were waiting and ready at the scheduled meeting time. After late arrivals endured quiet but acid comments and – for slaves, whipping – at the first team meetings, promptness was now the norm. Although she hadn’t planned it, this minor victory seemed to have secured her authority over both mistresses and slaves. As her sailor grandfather had told her, “a taut ship is a happy ship.” The team obeyed her cheerfully and worked smoothly, getting their complex tasks done efficiently and well, as yesterday’s successful test of the Searcher system showed.

The ‘home team’ who worked on site – Mistress Erika Linder and two slaves – rose. The ‘away team’ who worked in Altadena – Mistress Molly Eklund and two slaves - visible on the large flat screen did the same. As per protocol, the slaves were collarless and neither they nor the mistresses bowed.  Emily gestured them to sit down. 

Deputy Brown, immaculately groomed and dressed in an unusually well-tailored department uniform, sat and watched with amusement. She recalled Emily as a new volunteer, and enjoyed seeing her now as a leader to whom a group deferred. Black looked more like an expensive lawyer than a cop. Emily knew why - she had been a very successful criminal defense lawyer before, from a sense of guilt, deciding to catch crooks rather than free them.

“Good morning, everyone.  It’s especially good to see you, Sophia. Thank you for working with us.”

“It’s my pleasure, Emily. When you joined us as a volunteer four years ago, I never expected you’d be back with a top-notch team offering us great high-tech capabilities for free. I only came in at the end of yesterday’s practice, but liked what I saw.”

“I think you’ll like it even more when Molly and her team show you how it works. Molly?”

Molly, a tall muscular blonde who nicely filled her Athenian uniform, looked like a farm girl. She wasn’t, but had grown up outdoors in northern Wisconsin where her parents worked for the forest service. Someone in personnel had realized that her strong personality, intelligence, energy, and degrees in natural resources and robotics – especially drones – would be useful and hired her a year ago. Moreover, she had SAR experience in the North Woods. She and her two slaves were doing a great job in Altadena.

Molly stood up and projected a topographic map on the screen.

“I’ll summarize yesterday’s test, and am happy to add details. Basically, it involved a midlevel of difficulty for the Searcher system. One of the SAR volunteers left the Red Box trailhead at 8:00 AM on the crest highway and headed south. We told her to hike for a while and then at some point get ‘lost’ by doing something that a hiker might plausibly do, and settle down by noon so we could look for her. We didn’t know where she was, of course.”

“At noon, we assumed we’d received report of a missing hiker. We launched our four drones, that my associate Bill has modified from commercial models for longer range and time in flight.”

Emily was pleased that she didn’t say 'slave.'

“As they flew to the trailhead, the hiker’s last known location, Searcher developed a search plan and showed it on the monitor. We – my team and two SAR members – could approve or modify the plan. In this test, we let Searcher do its thing without adding local knowledge. It chose a first search along the trail the hiker started on and all trails or roads that intersected it. The drones would fly in pairs, searching 100 meters on either side, covering the distance the hiker might have covered in four hours. Searcher, using an algorithm that Erika’s group spent lots of effort developing, optimized the search pattern to cover the search area as quickly as possible. We approved the plan and radioed it to the drones by data link. As the drones searched, they sent back their position and images so we could watch the search progress.”

“In parallel, Searcher was preparing in case the first stage failed. It suggested two options. One was to repeat the first stage but widen the track to 500 meters in places where the digital topography showed the hiker might plausibly be.  Another was to search places where the hiker might have left the trail to explore. Two streams cross some of the trails, and there are some attractive meadows. Searcher preferred the second, and we agreed. Thus, once the first stage turned up nothing after about an hour and a half, we directed the drones to start the second stage. After about an hour, a drone found her relaxing in a meadow with a great view of the LA basin out to Catalina Island. The drone came down and we chatted by radio with her. In a real search, we would have asked about her condition. In this case, the drone delivered two candy bars and a cold drink, and she started back to her car.”

“We’re happy with the results. Searcher located her within three hours in a large area with many possible locations. Obviously, this was with good weather and a hiker missing for only four hours. We – both in Altadena and back at the lab - will analyze the search details to see whether we could improve the search pattern, and plan further tests. One key aspect will be how to best use local knowledge in the search plan. There are bound to be cases where SAR folk who know the area can provide insight, and we’re developing ways to include that in real time. Another is to update the search plan in real time by combining Searcher results with those from other assets like air and ground search. Fortunately, the SAR people are really helpful and giving us great advice.”

Emily had been watching Sophia during the presentation, who seemed fully attentive and pleased.

“So, Sophia, what do you think?”

“I’m very impressed, as were Jack and Helen who were with you yesterday. You’re doing a great job. I’d love to have you involved in our searches with what you have now, rather than waiting for the ultimate system.”

“We’d be delighted to help. We already have a good system, and it will be getting better, so please ask whenever you wish.”

“We will! Thank you all for the work you’re doing and that great briefing. I’ve got to go now but look forward to working together.”

After Sophia left, Emily took over.

“Everyone, thanks for the great job you’re doing. Molly beautifully showed what we’ve accomplished already and explained what we plan. You’ll be glad to hear that I’ll be briefing the Queen and council about this next week.”

This produced smiles all around. In addition to the satisfaction of a job well done, Athena typically rewarded major accomplishments with generous year-end bonuses.

“Given how much Sophia and her people like what we’re doing, here’s what I think we should do. The away team should focus on making Searcher as compatible as possible with local expertise and search assets. Let’s assume we’ll be asked to participate in a real search very soon. The home team will focus on assessing how well Searcher did in this and other tests and how it can be improved, especially in the search patterns. OK?”

Everyone nodded in agreement.

“Great. Let’s end this meeting so people can get lunch.”


Chapter 13: Lovers

After the meeting ended, Emily asked Erika politely,  “I’d like to chat. Let’s get lunch together.”

“Of course, my Lady.”

They found a quiet table in the mistress’ dining room and ordered. Emily got to business.

“What did you think of the test, Mistress? I want a candid assessment.”

Emily thought very highly of Erika, and Erika thought very highly of herself. Between her first-rate analytic mind, almost-perfect English and other languages, and classic German blonde beauty, Erika was used to succeeding and her stellar academic record showed it. From her file, Emily knew that personnel rated her the highest in her entering group. She’d been too busy to get to know Erika well, and thought it was time to do that.

“What has been done is very good, my Lady. But much more needs to be done.”

“Specifically?”

“Your original concept, my Lady, had Searcher including expert local opinion, combining various data types, and then modifying the search as it proceeds.”

“Agreed. The tricky issue is that Molly’s people have to set up the interface to get the local opinion and other data into Searcher, and your group needs to integrate them into the search pattern. Both are big jobs and need to be merged. However, since Sophia liked what she saw and wants us helping in real searches, we want both as fast as possible. I want your people to develop initial working code even before the interface is ready, so they can be paired quickly.”

“We can do that, my Lady. We already have a general plan and initial versions of the key pieces. I would be happy to show them to you.”

Back in the office, the two had a lengthy discussion, sketching on the white board and raising and exploring tough issues. Emily enjoyed Erika’s direct approach, paying only nominal deference to Emily’s superior position. In many ways, Erika seemed like a kindred spirit.

The discussion went on long enough that Emily invited her to continue it after dinner at her cottage. Erika jumped at the opportunity to see how Athena’s highest echelon lived. Deep down, she was impressed by Emily and drawn to her personally. She thought they had much in common.

Emily tapped her phone to call a carriage, and they walked to the main door. When they got there, Erika inspected the harnessed slave ponies with delight.

“I’ve admired the carriages and wondered who can use them. I don’t know anyone here who has.”

“I don’t know the rules,” Emily admitted. “Anyway, why don’t you drive? It’s easy.”

"I'm happy to - I love driving ponies." Erika climbed confidently into the driver’s seat and held the reins. She cracked the whip and the ponies started moving. As they sped down the road, Emily smiled at Erika’s happy expression, quite different from the cool detached 'bitch face' she usually showed at work.

“I did this a few times at fetish events in Berlin,” she said, cracking the whip on the ponies’ backs for more speed. “But that was just short rides, not like this long trip. It's a great way to travel.”

“Agreed. I commute this way every day. The ride in puts me in a great mood for work. This morning was really neat – I shared a carriage with the Queen.”

“So you live near the palace?”

“Yes. There are several small cottages close to the palace, and I’ve been given one.”

“That’s great. Do you mind if I ask you some questions?”

“Not at all.” Emily noticed that Erika wasn’t addressing her properly as 'my Lady.' Riding through the woods in a carriage drawn by hard-working slaves somehow was giving Erika the courage to ask questions she hadn’t dared ask at work.

“When I was offered the assignment to Searcher, I was interested but puzzled. To be blunt, I couldn’t figure out why you were in charge. I already knew Molly, and she had the same question. Each of us could have seen the other in charge – I had software experience, and she had hardware. You have neither.”

“Don’t you mean ‘with respect, my Lady’?” Emily noted in a calm but stern voice. Erika had German directness, even if she wasn’t showing the corresponding respect for authority. Emily was willing to address issues, but knew the importance of maintaining her authority.

“Yes, my Lady. I apologize,” Erika replied, chastised but clearly annoyed.

“The answer is that I have experience in search and rescue,  thought of Searcher, developed the idea, proposed it to the Queen and council, and got it approved.  How do you feel about my leadership?”

To her credit, Erika answered honestly. “It’s excellent so far, my Lady. The collaboration with the SAR people is excellent, and the project is going very well and on schedule.” Emily decided to ignore the 'so far', because it was technically correct.

“Thank you.  At a deeper level, you’re asking how I came into Athena at such a high rank. The answer is that when the Queen invited me to interview, she didn’t discuss rank. I came in three years after my PhD, so expected that if I was offered a job it would be at a junior rank.  I was stunned when she offered me a council position with all the perks.”

“With respect, my Lady, why do you think she did that?”

“As you know, many tech firms that were really good at what they did went under because they didn’t get into new areas. To avoid this, she wanted to bring in someone with a fresh outlook, different from how Athena usually does things. She heard and liked my ideas about technology and organizational policy, and gave me high rank so I’d get listened to. It would have been much harder to sell Searcher from a lower rank.”

Erika thought about this carefully. She didn’t like it, but appreciated the Queen’s logic. Morgan’s judgement had served Athena well and was well respected.

“Turn right here – left is the palace.”

Erika pulled the reins and the carriage turned. A few minutes later, it came to an attractive log cabin in the woods.

“Stop here.”

Erika watched with fascination as a slave wearing only a metal chastity belt and collar opened the carriage door. When Emily stepped down, he dropped and kissed her boots.

“Good evening, my Lady.”

“My guest is Mistress Erika, whom I texted you about. She’ll be joining me for dinner.”

“Yes, my Lady.” He went to the other side of the carriage, opened Erika’s door, and kissed her boots after she stepped down. “Welcome, Mistress Erika.”

“This is Ethan, my personal slave. He’ll take our bags.” Emily tapped a pony’s head and the carriage headed off to the nearby palace garage.

Erika followed Emily into the entry room, and both sat down in comfortable chairs. Ethan gently placed their bags on a shelf, helped them out of their coats and hung them up. He then quickly and efficiently licked Emily’s and then Erika’s boots clean.

As he licked, Erika noticed the perfectly spaced and parallel deep red welts on his back, showing that he’d been disciplined harshly and well. That fit what she’d heard, that Emily had been a professional dominatrix and now treated her slaves harshly. She’d noticed and admired the cool authority with which she handled them.

“Now that we’re home, let’s dispense with titles and use first names.”

Erika appreciated Emily’s showing that her previous rudeness was forgiven. Still, she’d be careful to be polite. “Thank you, Emily.”

◆◆◆

Erika followed Emily through a beautiful great room with a high ceiling and rock fireplace, to a patio with an outdoor hot tub. They settled in chairs next to a table that gave a view of the valley below. Erika started identifying the famous landmarks, and Emily rang a small bell. Almost immediately Ethan appeared, knelt, and bowed his head.

“We’ll have snacks and drinks. I’ll have pinot grigio. Erika?”

“I’m from Munich, so beer.”

“Yes, my Lady and Mistress.” He returned quickly with a silver tray, and smoothly placed a plate of vegetables, chips, and dips on the table, followed by the wine and beer glasses. Emily waved him away, and he bowed and left.

“Your slave’s service is impressive. All Athenian boys are good, but he’s even better.”

“That’s one of the great things about this cottage. It’s considered part of the palace, so I get a palace slave. They get extra training to serve the Queen and her guests. Ethan serves me and maintains the cottage. I feel incredibly lucky.”

Emily’s enthusiasm defused Erika’s jealousy. Erika realized that Emily hadn’t done anything unfair – just been lucky. Given that luck, she was being responsible. For that matter, Erika now accepted that she couldn’t have led Searcher as well as Emily. She didn’t like admitting it to herself, but knew it was true. She had no logical reason to resent Emily.

Emily decided to turn the tables. “How about you? I see you have a unit in the Athena Colony, that your housing allowance covers.”

Erika got the point and admitted it. “The unit’s very nice, and I love the complex. It’s much nicer than I could afford in Germany with a comparable job. Athena’s being very good to me.”

“I expect it’ll be even nicer when Searcher succeeds. In your second year, you’re doing a crucial part of a project that the Queen and council are following and very supportive of.”

In the quiet moment that followed, Ethan came to the patio and bowed. Emily motioned him to speak. “My Lady and Mistress, dinner is ready.” He led them to the dining area, where a table with a gleaming white tablecloth was laid with bone China dishes and sterling silver flatware, both with the company emblem.

Erica was amazed and admitted it. “I’m impressed, my La- I mean Emily.”

Emily laughed. “You should be. It’s all palace stuff that comes with the cottage. My own stuff, that’s put away, is very basic. Similarly, Ethan’s meals are much better than I can do.”

Dinner lived up to her words. Ethan filled their wine glasses, served the soup and salad, and then withdrew until summoned. As they started their meal, any remaining tension between the two women dissipated quickly.

“I think,” Emily said, “we’ve covered what we need to about Searcher for the next few weeks. Why don’t we just relax and chat?”

“I’d like that.”

“Great. I’d love to hear a bit about you. I’ve read your impressive file, but it doesn’t give me much insight into the person.”

“Nothing very exciting. I grew up in Munich, where both my parents were engineers with BMW. We had a small vacation place in Garmisch, a beautiful mountain resort an hour away. I spent lots of time hiking, skiing, running, and biking there. I loved math in school, and the great mathematician Gauss was my hero. At the University of Munich I studied math and geography, and got really into GIS. But I didn’t like the student culture – it involved heavy drinking. The boys were annoying, especially when drunk, and I had some unpleasant encounters.”

“Your PhD is from Berlin, right?”

“Yes, in operations research. By coincidence, it was a lot like Searcher – how to optimize searching an area with topographic and technical search constraints. The application was searching the Baltic Sea floor to recover the huge amounts of discarded ordnance from World War II. It’s a big problem because it can leach toxic pollutants.”

“That’s great – I missed that in your cv.”

“No surprise – the thesis was in the math department so its title and the titles of the papers that came out didn’t mention the application.”

“How did you like living in Berlin? I hear it’s great.”

“I drifted into the radical feminist culture and goth, and from that into fetish. I still was turned off by boys romantically but liked dominating them in clubs. I was pretty open about all this at school – goth clothes, etc. So when I was griping to my advisor – a nice guy – about the limited opportunities for women in tech in Germany, he suggested looking into Athena. I applied, though I didn’t know much about it, and ended up here. In hindsight, I suspect my advisor knew more about it than he let on. ”

Erika’s history resonated with Emily, explaining in part why they naturally felt affinity. Over the main course, Emily told of her background and experiences.

By the time Emily rang for dessert, they were friends. Later, they stripped and relaxed together in the hot tub, where the wine, good meal, and warm bubbly water had the expected effect.  They cuddled, explored, and pleased each other, until Emily noticed how late it was.

“It’s almost 11:00 but that’s not a problem because tomorrow’s not a workday. Ethan can drive you home, or you’re very welcome to stay here.”

“I’d love to stay.”


Chapter 14: Triumph

All-hands meetings were rare at Athena Technologies, so the announcement that one would be held at 4:00 PM drew much interest and speculation. The mistress’ dining hall was buzzing with curious voices when Queen Morgan mounted the stage. Although dressed in Athenian uniform like all the mistresses, she exuded her usual special power. The room fell instantly silent. She touched a button on the podium and a huge screen rose at the back of the stage.

“Mistress and slaves, I have called you together to share exciting and satisfying news. As Northern Californians, I expect that few of you follow events in Los Angeles. So let me play a news clip from this morning’s news down south.”

The image of a beautiful well-dressed blonde TV newswoman appeared on the screen.

“We’re at the Los Angeles County sheriff’s department with a breaking story. The sheriff is about to speak.”

The camera zoomed in on the tall, uniformed man behind the podium.

“Late yesterday afternoon the Altadena sheriff’s station was informed that three 13-year-olds who had been on a Boy Scout hike became separated from their troop and were missing. This part of the San Gabriel mountains has steep slopes, rocky sections, and dense vegetation that make it easy to lose the trail and become disoriented. Hence once darkness fell, the mountain rescue team’s ground search had to be suspended until daylight, despite concern for the boys because the night temperatures would fall into the 30’s.”

“Fortunately, for the past six months, this department has been working with Athena Technologies to develop new search methods using artificial intelligence and drone sensing together with our customary tools and expertise.  I am delighted to report that this powerful partnership found the boys last night in a densely vegetated steep canyon off the trail they had been hiking on. An Athena drone located them using its thermal imaging sensor, contacted them, and discussed their situation with them.  Based on this, another drone delivered warm clothing, food, and water. As soon as daylight permitted, a sheriff’s department helicopter unit inserted a search team who reached the boys and successfully evacuated them. They are now with their parents and will be available to the media at noon. To explain the new technology, which will become standard in future searches, I would like to introduce Dr. Emily Ito.”

As Emily appeared on the TV screen, all eyes in the dining hall turned to the Queen’s table with its identifying imperial purple tablecloth. In a surprising juxtaposition, Emily was sitting at the table with her fellow members of the Queen’s council. She looked around happily as her image spoke on the screen.

“Thank you, Sheriff. For three years before joining Athena, I had the privilege of working as a volunteer with the sheriff’s department’s Altadena mountain rescue team under Deputy Sophia Brown. I learned how effective this dedicated team is in finding and rescuing people in this difficult environment.”

“Six months ago, when I joined Athena, our CEO Morgan Crown allowed me to lead a project to develop advanced technology to assist in search and rescue. Working with the sheriff’s department, we are developing the Searcher system. Searcher starts with the missing person’s last known location, infers how far they might have gone in different directions given the time, terrain, and weather and produces a probability map of where they might be. It plans the search to integrate data from the available assets – drones, helicopters, planes, and ground search – depending on their different search and detection capabilities,  and updates the probability map and next stage plans quickly as results came in. It also incorporates expertise from the search professionals in the probability map. Last night we used our current prototype, which led one of our drones to the site where it detected the boys.”

“We at Athena are grateful to the sheriff’s search and rescue team for their help in developing Searcher and proud to have assisted them in their important work. We plan to continue this collaboration as we fully develop Searcher and make it available to other search and rescue organizations.”

The Queen touched a button and the screen descended. She motioned with her hand and Emily came up to the podium beside her. The rest of the team, including Carlos and Ethan, lined up behind her, with mistresses standing and slaves kneeling.

“It is a pleasure to congratulate Lady Emily and her team for this wonderful accomplishment.  This project was initiated by Lady Emily, who joined us only seven months ago, and carried out by a team all of whom have been with us for less than two years.”

“As you know, the most famous recognition in Los Angeles is a star on the pavement on Hollywood’s Walk of Fame. Unfortunately, this honor is restricted to people in the entertainment industry. Hence the sheriff has kindly provided smaller stars for the Searcher team.  Lady Emily, please accept this golden star bracelet.”

Emily extended her wrist and Morgan fitted the bracelet.

“We also have bracelets for Mistress Molly Ekland, who headed the group in Altadena, and Mistress Erika Linder, who headed the group here.” Molly and Erika walked to the podium, and Emily fit each with a bracelet.

“The sheriff has also provided star pins for the male slaves on the team, who will be allowed to wear the pins on their uniform shirts.” Molly and Erika pinned the stars on the slaves’ shirts.

“In addition, as you know, our slaves are branded with ‘AT’. In recent years, some mistresses have also honored slaves who played a key role in a successful project with an appropriate second brand.  In that spirit, these outstanding slaves will be branded with a star.”

Each slave walked in turn to a solid-looking armchair, removed his shirt, and sat down. After Molly and Erika strapped him in,  Emily took a branding iron from a brazier and pressed it firmly just above his left nipple. His body jerked and the smell of burnt flesh wafted into the room.  The two mistresses released his straps and helped him to his feet. He bowed politely, if shakily, to them and returned to the line behind the Queen.

“In conclusion, I note that traditionally most of what we do at Athena is classified or proprietary. Although our successes are admired in the relevant circles, they are hidden from the public. It is thus a special pleasure to recognize the Searcher team’s work, which begins a new and publicly visible program that will grow to be a major asset to Athena and communities worldwide. It is an outstanding example of what our special blend of female leadership and male support can accomplish. Please join me in a round of applause and the celebration that follows.”

◆◆◆

After a standing ovation, the Queen descended from the stage.  Following Athena custom, Mistresses gathered at the front tables for champagne and snacks. Slaves, except those serving at the front, went to the lobby for beer and snacks. Happy chatter filled the room.

Emily told her team to wait on stage for a brief meeting. “I want to thank all of you for a fantastic job. It’s amazing what you’ve accomplished in six months. Let’s go celebrate, but remember that in a few days we have to get back to work.”

“Thank you, my Lady,” Molly responded happily. “I’m sure I speak for all of us when I say that this couldn’t have been done without your leadership. We were all concerned whether a new arrival at Athena without experience managing complex tech projects could make this work, and you’ve done brilliantly.”  Everyone agreed.

“Also, my Lady, thank you for including me and Ethan in the celebration,” Carlos said. “We know we’re not technically part of the Searcher team.”

“Technically not, but very much so in reality,” Emily replied with a grin. “That does leave me with an interesting question, since you’re the only two slaves I’m directly in charge of disciplining. On discipline day – tomorrow - should I give you each an extra two dozen lashes to make sure all this praise doesn’t get to your heads?”

Carlos gave the only acceptable answer. “Whatever pleases you, my Lady.”

“Well, although I love discipline day, I'll skip it as part of the team celebration. Of course, Mistresses Erica and Molly will make their own decision for their slaves.”

Molly pretended to consider the question for a moment. “I could see a case either way, but will follow Lady Emily’s example.”

“As will I,” Erika agreed.

“Great, let’s join the celebration.”

Emily led Erika and Molly through the crowd toward where the Queen and council members were chatting. It was a slow passage because so many mistresses came to congratulate them. Many admired the new gold bracelets. Eventually they reached Morgan and waited for her to turn toward them.

“Your Highness, I would like to present Mistresses Molly Ekland and  Erika Linder.”

Both were excited to meet the Queen. Molly bowed deeply. Erika executed a perfect curtsy, putting one foot behind the other and bending her knees.

“I am pleased to meet you, Mistresses. Lady Emily has told me of your outstanding work to date and future plans. I and all of Athena are proud of you. Mistress Molly, I gather you led the upgrading of the drones, directed them, and were the first to speak via the drone to the lost boys.”

“I was, your Highness. It was a wonderful feeling. They were so relieved and so happy. I hope in years to come Searcher will produce many such happy outcomes.”

“I am confident of it. Mistress Erika, I am told your software enabled Mistress Molly’s drone to find the boys much faster than would otherwise have been expected.”

“That is probably so, your Highness. My slaves and I put much effort into it, so I appreciate your recognizing it. Because software is less visible than hardware, it is often underappreciated.”

“Hopefully that is not the case in Athena. If it arises, I’m sure I’ll hear complaints from Lady Tamar. I know you were detailed from her software group for Searcher, and she gave you up most reluctantly.”

“That is kind of you, your Highness.”

“It’s my pleasure. I gather you are now my neighbor.”

Erika had moved in with Emily a month earlier and both were very happy with the arrangement. Emily had asked Ethan whether serving two mistresses was more than he could handle, and was delighted when he said he liked Erika and was happy to serve her as well.  After all, before coming to Athena he had served multiple mistresses as a dungeon houseboy and enjoyed the experience.

Emile and Erika hadn’t hidden their arrangement, but carefully didn’t mention it to anyone. However, they knew the story had gotten around, especially in the lower ranks.  Erika no longer rode the bus from the colony to the lab, and instead came by carriage with Emily. Still, it was surprising that the Queen already knew it.

“I hope that’s not a problem, your Highness.”

“Not at all. As my mother wrote in the employee manual, we are ‘a close-knit community of intelligent, capable, and attractive mistresses and slaves, so personal relationships are expected and accepted so long as they are fully consensual and do not disrupt employees’ duties'. ”

“I recalled and reviewed that, your Highness. I’m sure no disruptions will result. In fact, we often discuss Searcher issues in the hot tub, which feels so silly that I’ve sent a cartoon for ‘The Goddess’ about it.”

‘The Goddess’ was Athena’s weekly in-house online ‘newspaper’ that reported internal news and features, as well as essays and cartoons submitted by readers. The cartoons poked fun at comic aspects of Athena life and were popular, often adorning office walls.

“I’d love to hear about it.”

“Two slaves are kneeling, holding towels and looking at two mistresses in a hot tub. One says to the other, ‘That’s the exciting Athenian life - beautiful naked women going to a hot tub to discuss a search algorithm'.”

Morgan laughed, “Seems right - I look forward to seeing it. Incidentally, I appreciate your elegant curtsy, which I assume you learned in Europe. My mother considered encouraging it in Athena, but did not get around to it. Perhaps you can convince your new partner to start the trend.”

“I’ll do my best, your Highness.”

Emily always admired how the Queen bantered comfortably with much younger junior staff members. It was part of her easy natural authority that made her so popular with everyone and so effective at leading Athena. Since first meeting Morgan, Emily had consciously adopted her as a role model and tried to act accordingly.

The Queen then graciously presented Erika and Molly to the council members, because each only knew their previous group leader. Lady Amy, the hardware group leader, congratulated Molly and cheerfully accepted that her group’s loss was Emily’s gain. Lady Marie, the personnel director who had chosen the Searcher team, was delighted to hear how pleased Emily was with everyone’s performance. Molly and Erika were thrilled by their superiors’ attention and congratulations.

As the celebration started to wind down, the Queen summoned Emily with a quick hand gesture. Emily realized with amusement that she had been summoned much the way she summoned slaves. She approached Morgan and curtsied, smiling.

“That’s very nice. Why haven’t you done that before?”

“I apologize, your Highness. It didn’t occur to me. You may have noticed that I usually greet you with the deep formal bow that a samurai would give to her lord.”

“I noticed and appreciate it. Before my first business trip to Japan, Fumiko from the software group taught me the different bows. That came in handy when I met the Emperor and Prime Minister.”

“I’m impressed, your Highness. That’s an incredible honor for a Japanese, even more so for a gaijin. I’d love to hear about it, if you deem it appropriate.”

“Some other time, perhaps."

Emily, who loved puzzles, was intrigued. What could be that important? She recalled visiting a friend in Tokyo four years ago. Emily had helped her develop an initial concept proposal for a remotely operated high-tech seafloor system that could detect and attack a Chinese invasion fleet approaching Japan.  She'd never heard more and assumed the idea had gone nowhere. Perhaps it had been accepted and was being secretly developed. If so, Athena would be a natural contractor.

"May I take a guess, your Highness?"

"No," Morgan responded curtly.  Her unwilling to discuss the matter suggested to Emily that her guess was right.  "Let's  discuss Searcher. Your success yesterday is a huge step toward a salable product.  Presumably you’ll have a status and plans report for next week’s council meeting.”

“Of course, your Highness.”

When the celebration broke up, Emily and Erika took a carriage home, in excellent spirits.

“That was great, Emily. I really appreciate how you shared the credit with the whole team, slaves included.

“Of course. You all deserve it. As Morgan said, that’s what makes Athena work. The first Queen figured out how to combine the talent and energy of women, whom the other tech firms exclude, with that of males who want and thrive under our leadership.”

“You’re really good at it. Watching you handle Ethan and Carlos has taught me a lot about handling my two slaves.”

“Thanks! In that spirit, Ethan told me he was going home early to prepare a special festive dinner for us, so expect a great evening.”


Chapter 15: TechBro attacks

Emily relaxed happily in her comfortable office desk chair with her eyes closed, enjoying the warm morning sun on her back. She had come to work intent on attacking a mountain of accumulated email, but found she was unmotivated. Only three days after the celebration of Searcher's success, the world felt great. It seemed too soon to buckle down.

Instead, she summoned Carlos and ordered him to worship her boots. As always, Carlos did it perfectly, just as she had taught him.  After slowly and lovingly licking and kissing the right boot's sole and sucking the heel, he was now licking his way up the shaft. Feeling warm and wet, Emily showed approval by resting her left boot on his back and tousling his thick black hair.

"Excuse me, my Lady. I apologize for disturbing you. Should I come back later?"

Opening her eyes, Emily saw Molly in the doorway and instantly sensed a problem. Molly looked troubled, which was rare. Molly's normally calm manner made her a pleasure to work with.

"Thank you, Carlos. Leave us." Carlos rose, bowed, and withdrew gracefully. Both he and Emily enjoyed the fact that at Athena boot worship in the office was acceptable.

"Hi, Molly. Is something wrong?"

"Yes, my Lady. I think we have a big problem. Did you see TechBro this morning?"

"I don't even know what it is."

"May I show you on your computer?"

"Please do."

Molly walked to Emily's computer and typed briefly. A Twitter page appeared, with a bold header "TechBro - standing up for men and male leadership in tech." The pinned top tweet read

"You've seen hyping stories about Searcher - the search and rescue system Athena Technology's feminist bitches sold to the Los Angeles county sheriff’s department. The sheriff is promoting it as part of his reelection campaign. The prob is that's a scam - it barely works. LA county refuses to say how much they paid, so it's got to be a lot. "

The next tweet said

"If you don't know about Athena, you're lucky. It's a bunch of female tech wannabees who couldn't make it in real tech firms, so started their own, financed by banking nepo baby Morgan Crown. They operate in secret, but get big contracts from government agencies and companies who want to show wokeness and diversity."

and then came

"To see what a scam it is, look who's running it. She's four years past a PhD in political science, with no tech background. Talk about affirmative action and DEI."

"This is weird. Who is this guy?"

"I don't know, my Lady, but he's been tweeting stuff like this for a few years. It's nasty and sexist, trashing women in tech. Women are really afraid of him. His stuff's nutty, but lots of guys read it and take it seriously. Look at all the retweets and likes. This is getting around very fast."

"I guess we'd better talk to the Queen." Emily tapped her cell phone.

"Greg, I'd like to see the Queen. Is she available?"

"Very much so, my Lady. A minute ago she told me to ask you to come here as soon possible."

"We're on our way. Please ask her to look at 'TechBro'. "

"Should I come?" Molly asked in surprise. Going to the Queen's office seemed presumptuous.

"Certainly. You spotted the problem."

◆◆◆

When they arrived, Greg kissed their boots and ushered them into the Queen's spacious inner office. She rose as they curtsied, and smiled.

"That's nicely done, Molly. You didn't learn that in the North Woods."

"No, your Highness. Erika taught me."

"Let's sit down. I've looked at TechBro, which explains why I wanted you here. This morning I got twelve different requests for media interviews, most of which mentioned Searcher. I was puzzled by the interest today, because the LA media were on the story three days ago and it's now over."

"How serious a problem is this, your Highness?" Emily asked. She wasn't familiar with the Silicon Valley media landscape, but knew that Morgan was.

"Potentially very. The interview requests included the New York Times, Washington Post, and national networks as well as local media. Discussing Searcher shouldn't hurt us and should make us look good. The problem is that TechBro slams us on our female-led nature, which could lead them where we don't want. I planned to discuss this with you, but am glad to also have Molly. I'm guessing she spotted the tweets and is closer to that world than Emily or I."

"Yes, your Highness. I hate TechBro, but everyone my age in the valley reads it."

"What do you think we should do?"

Emily had thought about this on the walk from her office and was ready.

"Based on my media training at Princeton and TRAN, here's what I recommend. With respect, your Highness, I recommend you not get involved. Let Molly, Erika, and me handle the media. We'll contact them and arrange interviews. That will keep the focus on Searcher. We'll be very helpful and provide all the information they want. Without mentioning TechBro, we'll show that his criticisms are silly."

"That's sensible. Still, TechBro criticized us as 'incompetent feminist bitches'."

"After we've showed Searcher as a successful project based on our tech savvy, any questions about that will be pretty pro forma. If need be, we'll respond following the approach on the webpage, essentially that Athena is a female-led company drawing on the talents and energy of outstanding women who often feel unwelcome elsewhere in tech.  This gives us a special spirit and cohesion that many excellent men also find attractive. For example, Searcher has been developed in only six months by a small high-quality team of young women and men. For questions beyond that we’ll say that we're new at Athena and aren't involved with larger issues.”

“That’s excellent. What if someone asks whether men are treated as slaves?”

“TechBro didn't raise that, so it probably won't come up. If asked, we’ll say we're not involved with personnel matters, beyond the fact that the men on our team are outstanding and highly motivated. They have generous contracts and two came to us from other tech firms. I’d be tempted to joke about Microsoft’s 'microserfs' but won’t.”

“That’s perfect. I'll trust you and am sure you’ll do very well. What can I do to help?”

Emily grinned. "With respect, your Highness, I recommend you leave town. If they ask to interview you, we'll check and report that you're away and we're not privy to the specifics."

"Wouldn't that make me look bad?"

"Not at all, your Highness. It shows a CEO who trusts her people and isn't claiming credit for their work. It's a contrast from many - typically male - ones who look silly when they can't answer the tech questions involved."

"OK, a few days at my place in Mammoth will be good. Anything else?"

"With your permission, we'll prepare a press release and video presentation and post them on the website."

Morgan was impressed with Emily's quick analysis and agreed to follow it.

"Sounds good. I'll head for the Sierras to relax, and you get to work."

When Erika arrived in Emily's office, she was already aware of the TechBro tweets and very concerned. It was quite a change from her usual cool confidence.

"I don't know why, but people pay attention to him. At least twenty friends have already contacted to warn me, including some from Germany. It's disgusting. Could he really hurt Athena?"

"We're here to make sure he doesn't. First, email your boys, give them the next three days off, and encourage them to go for a vacation. Explain that we're all so happy over the Boy Scout rescue that no one’s getting much done anyway. After that, let's get to work."

◆◆◆

The Twitter attack circulated widely over the web all day, and even more interview requests came in. Molly, Erika, and Emily's email filled steadily with concerned and supportive messages. Fortunately, Athena's website didn't list employees or their contact information. Email to the posted general address, contact@athenatech.com, was filtered aggressively by AI before delivery to spare Athenians from harassing or junk messages.

The team's response started in midafternoon. They waited for the first interviewer in Molly's lab. The room had an ordinary tech facility look, with chairs around a large conference table with a drone sitting on it. The surrounding tables held computers and printers. One larger unit, labelled "Searcher," featured multiple screens, tablets, and keyboards. Doors led to offices, labs, and shops.

Emily realized that Molly and Erika were apprehensive, while she was itching to strike back. Presumably the difference arose because unlike her younger colleagues, she had almost no interest in or contact with social media, and thus did not fear it.  Instead, she made light of the situation. Imitating an upper-class British accent, she intoned

"She which hath no stomach to this fight,

Let her depart; her passport shall be made

And crowns for convoy put into her purse.

And women in the valley at their desks

Shall think themselves accursed they were not here

And hold their techhood cheap whiles any speaks

That fought with us against the Twitter troll. "

Molly started laughing immediately. Erika, less familiar with Shakespeare, took longer and then got the joke. Tension eased quickly.

◆◆◆

A few minutes later the intercom buzzed, announcing the visitors' arrival.

"Welcome to Athena, Mr. Jordan. I'm Emily Ito, Searcher team leader. Let me introduce you to Molly Ekland, hardware group leader and Erika Linder, software group leader."

"It's an honor to meet you all. I've heard a lot about your project and appreciate the opportunity to interview you. This is my camerawoman, Kathy Sinn, who films our shows."

Carl Jordan, a friendly middle-aged Black man, hosted San Jose public television's award-winning weekly news program 'Valley Tech Scene.' He and Kathy were casually dressed in polo shirts with the station logo, slacks, and running shoes. The three Athenians were in uniform.

"When I was getting ready to move here from Germany," Erika said, "friends living here told me to watch some of your episodes. They said it was the best way to learn about what's going on here."

"That's kind of them," Carl laughed. "Other people say the same about the sitcom 'Silicon Valley'."

"Before we get started," Emily asked, "would either of you like something to drink? We have tea, coffee, cocoa, water and juice."

"Orange juice for me, and water for Kathy, please." They'd worked together for so long that they knew each other's tastes. After everyone sat down and Kathy started filming, Emily nodded to Molly.

"As you probably know, Athena has two major facilities. Up on the Skyline we do software and administration, so Erika's group and Emily are based there. Down here in Los Altos we do hardware design and production for various projects. I work primarily here with two other engineers. We build and test the drones and control consoles. We're meeting here so we can show your viewers something other than people sitting at computers. You're welcome to film anything you wish."

"We appreciate that. How would you like to proceed?"

"Informally, by necessity," Emily grinned. "The problem is that we hadn't planned for media coverage. We're about halfway through our first phase, which we expected would take a year.  So about six months from now, we planned on a project announcement and launch. But things are going so well that our development partners, the Los Angeles County Sheriff's search and rescue team, invited us to join a major search. When that came out very nicely, we had wonderful but unplanned media coverage. So when you and others asked for interviews, the three of us put a video and press release together in a hurry. You're the first interview, so we'll welcome your comments."

"Fair enough. That's a small price for being first."

"Great. Here's the quick origin story. I came to Athena seven months ago with a background in technology and policy. I'd been working in Pasadena and volunteered with LA search and rescue. While doing that, I started thinking about how new technology could help. When I joined Athena, I proposed that we develop a system to improve SAR operations, and our CEO kindly approved. I was given resources, freedom, and a top-notch group of people who joined Athena in the past two years.  Molly has a background in natural resources and robotics - especially drones - and SAR experience.  Erika's background is operations research, including optimizing searching an area with topographic and other constraints."

"We've made a short video to introduce Searcher."

The 5-minute video started with the sheriff's and Emily's press conference, explaining how Searcher located the boys, followed by the Athenians and the SAR team celebrating with the lost boys and their families. Next Molly showed a drone and explained how the drones were modified from commercial models for longer range and flight time, better sensors, and to deliver food, warm clothing, and other items once lost people were found. Erika explained how the software developed optimum search plans and directed the drones,  and demonstrated the console control unit. Finally, video from the Boy Scout search showed the team controlling the drones, finding the boys, delivering supplies, and arranging for their rescue at daylight. The video ended with Emily explaining the plan to continue collaboration to fully develop Searcher and make it available to other search and rescue organizations.

"That's perfect for us," Carl said. "Short, clear, and to the point. Give us the file and we'll run the whole thing."

"Certainly," Emily said, and handed him a flash drive.

"Thank you. Now, there are questions I need to ask. A widely read twitter user called TechBro has made serious accusations about Searcher and Athena. I assume you've read them and are prepared to respond."

"We have and we are." All three had practiced responding calmly and unemotionally with carefully crafted short answers.

"TechBro asserts that Searcher 'is a scam and barely works'."

Erika, as planned, took this one. "The Sheriff and his office are very happy with it, as are the lost boys we found and their families. We're delighted with its performance to date and are improving it further. Multiple SAR organizations in the US and elsewhere have expressed interest in buying it when it becomes available in a few months."

"TechBro claims 'LA county refuses to say how much they paid, so it's got to be a lot'. "

Molly handled this. "LA county has not paid us anything. Our cooperative agreement with the county, which is public record available online, states that no payments go either way."

Carl nodded approvingly. Molly figured he'd found the agreement in preparing for the interview.

"TechBro claims that Dr. Ito is 'a PhD in political science, with no tech background' and attributes her position to affirmative action."

"My degree is in political science," Emily answered calmly, "focusing on applying technology. I can't speak to Athena's motivation in hiring me. I have experience in search and rescue,  thought of Searcher, developed the idea, proposed it to our CEO,  got it approved, and lead the team."

Emily could see Carl smiling as he continued. He was obviously pleased at how well the three young Athenians stood up against cyberbullying.

"Finally, TechBro describes you and your colleagues as 'feminist bitches' and 'female tech wannabees who couldn't make it in real tech firms, so started their own'."

Emily gave her prepared short response. "We are feminists in that we have shown that women - just like men - can make valuable contributions in technology. Since TechBro is anonymous, we have no way to compare his skill and contributions to ours."

Carl worked hard to keep a straight face as he gestured to Kathy to stop recording.

"Thank you - you all handled that very well. I hate publicizing that jerk, but his accusations are out there and hence newsworthy.  In the past he's harmed many good people.  I'll run your responses in full, which certainly make him look silly and sexist.  I also did a Zoom interview with Deputy Brown, who spoke very highly of Searcher and your work. We'll put this together and have it on the show at 8:00 PM."

◆◆◆

"Great job, everyone," Emily said. "Next up in a half hour is Gil Dawson. I assume you've all read his stuff.  I think he's very savvy and should give us a fair hearing." The New York Times' Silicon Valley correspondent was highly regarded both for knowledge and fairness.

"I know him a little and I'm sure he will," Molly said. Emily thought she heard more than casual acquaintance in Molly's tone, but this wasn't the time to pursue it.

The Times interview went very well. Dawson focused on the hot story of the dispute with TechBro, and expressed a desire for a follow-up article with more details about Searcher. Successive interviews both in person and by Zoom continued for the rest of the day and early evening. The interviews were tiring, covering the same points over and over, but all went well.

At 7:45, following crisis management tradition, the three exhausted Athenians relaxed with freshly delivered hot pizza. They waited hopefully until at 8:00 PM Carl introduced 'Valley Tech Scene.'

"Good evening. As you all know, one of the worst by-products of social media is that malicious and unfair accusations can spread rapidly and seriously harm people and organizations' reputations. As Mark Twain said long before the internet, 'A lie can travel halfway around the world while the truth is putting on its shoes'."

"Today we saw an impressive example of how such attacks can be successfully countered.  Our story starts a few days ago in Los Angeles, when the county sheriff..."

When the program ended at 8:30, their cell phones buzzed. Morgan's text message was simply three thumbs up emojis.


Chapter 16: Striking back

When she woke up, Emily found herself alone in bed. Last night, after happily watching 'Valley Tech Scene' in which they demolished TechBro's accusations, Emily, Erika, and Molly drove to her cottage. They celebrated with a bottle of champagne and collapsed happily in bed together. Her two younger colleagues had recovered faster and gotten up earlier than she had.

Hearing quiet conversation from the patio, Emily put on sweatpants and a T-shirt and padded quietly in bare feet to see what was going on. To her surprise, a Searcher drone was sitting on the great room coffee table. Puzzled, she continued to the patio and found a hive of activity. Two white boards had been brought from her office and set up on side tables. On one, Molly and Carlos were making a schedule of the day's upcoming interviews. The first, at 10:30, was with National Public Radio, followed by the BBC and then two TV stations. On the other board, Erika and Ethan were using magnets to post news stories resulting from yesterday's interviews.

"Good morning," Emily announced loudly. "What's going on?"

Surprised, everyone turned to face her. Molly and Erika said, "Good morning, my Lady," and curtsied.  The two slaves dropped to the floor and kissed her feet. Emily enjoyed receiving these courtesies despite wearing sweatpants and a T-shirt.

"For starters, Carlos, what are you doing here?"

"Mistress Molly summoned me this morning, my Lady. She ordered me to get a drone from her lab and bring it here, together with clothes and toiletries from her townhouse. Once I got here, she told me to stay and help out."

That made sense, Emily thought. Last night they had decided to work from Emily's cottage rather than Molly's less comfortable lab. Although Molly shouldn't be giving orders to her superior's PA, there would have been no point waiting for Emily to get up.

"I'm glad to see things going ahead," Emily admitted gracefully. "Has everyone had breakfast?"

"No, my Lady," Erika answered. "We were waiting for you." Emily liked the recognition of her superior status.

"OK. Slaves, bring us breakfast, then you can get yours in the kitchen."

"Yes, my Lady."

After they left, Emily inspected the posted news stories. The longest, from the New York Times, was everything she could have hoped for. The front page showed a color picture of the trio holding a drone. The headline read "Young Tech Women Defy Cyberbully To Defend Their Invention." The story began

"Three young engineers who led development of a new high-tech system for wilderness search and rescue that succeeded dramatically a few days ago publicly defended their invention from baseless cyberbullying. The Searcher system, developed by Athena Technologies, combines artificial intelligence and GIS with drones and other methods to improve search and rescue operations. In its first application, it played a major role in locating three Boy Scouts lost in the Angeles National Forest.  Hailing this success, the Los Angeles county sheriff said, 'I am delighted to report that this powerful partnership found the boys last night in a densely vegetated steep canyon off the trail they had been hiking on'."

"However, Searcher and the team who developed it were attacked on Twitter by an infamous cyberbully calling himself  'TechBro - standing up for men and male leadership in tech'. He claimed that Searcher was a 'scam' that 'barely works' produced by a 'bunch of female tech wannabees who couldn't make it in real tech firms'. To date, tech workers have been intimidated by his attacks and endured them in silence. Today, however, the Searcher team powerfully defended the product and hence their skills."

The story continued to make the Athenians' points.  Stories posted from other news outlets took a similar tone.

"It looks like we're doing very well," Emily said. "Everyone's agreeing how well Searcher works, and thus about our skills. So my guess is that today's questions will focus on TechBro's criticism of Athena as female-led. After breakfast, let's review our arguments and get ready for NPR and BBC radio. Let's also get into uniform so we're ready for the TV interviews, which will be via Zoom."

◆◆◆

As they expected, the interviews went well.  The NPR interviewer, a woman with tech industry experience, ended by asking the trio how they thought Athena differed from other large tech companies.

"Fundamentally," Molly said, "technology isn't gendered. Drones fly the same for women and men. Computer programs run the same for women and men. But my sense - and I've only been with Athena for less than two years - is that our corporate culture differs."

"I'd say we operate more constructively than some other firms," Erica mused. "They talk about moving fast and breaking things.  We move fast and build things."

"Ultimately, I think you can see this in the goals," Emily explained. "Some of the others talk about 'disrupting' organizations. We're about helping them.  We're partners with the LA sheriff's department, not rivals. Our female-led culture is part of this, because we recruit women who want to be in a calmer and more collegial organization. Many excellent men also prefer this environment."

Similar questions arose in the BBC interview. Afterwards came the two TV interviews. Having the drone as a prop helped, making them more interesting than talking heads. The trio sat down for lunch in good spirits.

"I think we did well," Emily said. We should get very favorable coverage. Now that we're done, I've got two questions."

"OK," Molly responded and Erika agreed.

"We'll hopefully make TechBro look bad, but he'll still be out there spreading his crap. I'd like to put him out of business. So my questions are:  can we identify him and what should we do if we can?"

"There's a good chance we can identify him, my Lady," Erika said. "I've been thinking about it. Based on his tweets, he's careless and not very bright, so he probably hasn't hidden his tracks well.  There's a bunch of methods called OSINT - Open Source Intelligence - that we could try. I'd be happy to take a shot at it."

"If we do, I'm fine with killing him," Molly announced with uncharacteristic vehemence. "According to the emails I got today, he's made lots of women miserable and wrecked many reputations. I bet we could figure out how to get rid of him and get away with it."

Thinking of the thugs she'd killed in Pasadena, Emily said, "I think you're right. We could also kidnap him and put him to work as a slave.  Maybe cut off his hands and make him a full-time pony. Or do some online retaliation."

"All those work for me," Erika said enthusiastically. "Let's think seriously about this."

◆◆◆

After lunch, Emily announced happily, "I think we're done for today, so we can knock off. I'm going for a hike to get some fresh air. Would anyone like to join me?"

"I'd love to, my Lady," Molly said. Erika demurred. "Thanks, my Lady, but I have some stuff I need to do."

As they headed off on the trail, Emily told Molly, "I'm glad you had Carlos bring hiking boots and casual clothes. I guess you figured things would go well and we'd have some time off."

"Actually not, my Lady. I just told him to bring what I might need, and he decided. You've got a great slave PA. With respect, may I ask who gets a PA?"

"Simple - any mistress with five or more boys reporting to her gets one. You'll likely get one in your next assignment."

Searcher was going so well that Molly had begun wondering about what would come next. Taking the opportunity, she asked, "May I ask what that might be, my Lady?"

"To a large extent it's up to you. Once Searcher is fully up to speed and user-friendly, we'll start selling it. If that goes well, you and a larger team could take charge of delivering and adapting it to buyers' needs. We have interest already from Yosemite and other US national parks. Erika and her team could start developing the version to hunt fugitives, which we'll call 'Seeker'. The hardware would be the same as Searcher, so users with both applications would just buy the extra software and switch on whichever applies."

"I'd like that very much, my Lady. I assume Carlos wouldn't be available."

"No, but Marie would find you someone good. She looks carefully at mistresses' and slaves' files and assigns them thoughtfully. Look at the way she gave me you and Erika, and gave you each two good boys. I assume you're happy with Bill and Andy."

"Very much so, my Lady. We work well together."

"A lot of that is your style. You handle them well - more like a matriarch than a dominatrix."

"We joke about that, my Lady.  It's how I grew up. Mom was supervisor for a big national forest, and dad was the resources director under her. Mom was also in charge at home.  I was the older sister to three brothers, so I supervised their chores and homework, keeping their rooms clean, and the like. It became natural to me, so I ended up leading college group projects even when the rest of the group were guys. They accepted my authority but also gave me good feedback and suggestions."

"That came through in your personnel file - both of your profs' recs talked about that. In hiring Athena looks for outstanding women who can also handle men. Many have femdom backgrounds, but some like you just have the knack. I gather you're not that hard on discipline."

"Yes, my Lady. I do the weekly two dozen, but usually just light swats. I rarely need to whip or cane hard. Still, the more I do it, the more I enjoy it."

They continued up the trail. Exercising in the quiet woods calmed their emotions from the intense day and half they had been through. Soon they reached the hilltop viewpoint that was one of Emily's favorite spots.  Sitting at the picnic table, they ate trail snacks, drank water, and admired the view of the valley, bay and Oakland.  The world seemed great.

After a few quiet minutes Emily turned toward Molly and said, "I need to ask you about something."

Molly noticed her surprisingly serious tone and gave the proper answer. "Of course, my Lady."

"Yesterday you said you 'knew Gil Dawson a little'. To me, that sounded like more than casual acquaintance. I'd like to know more."

"We're friends, my Lady. We've had dinner together a few times and done a few things together. It's not a serious relationship."

Emily was firm. "I'd like to know the details. I'm sure you appreciate why."

"Certainly, my Lady. After you met with us the first time to get Searcher started, my boys and I discussed our role, which was mostly the drones. To get what you wanted from us, we knew we'd have to experiment.  So we ordered some drones and thermal and night vision imaging systems to try out. Andy pointed out something you hadn't mentioned, that once we found someone they'd likely need things like food, water, warm clothes, or first aid stuff."

"I remember your emailing me that, which I should have thought of. I told you to go ahead."

"That was something we could start on right away while waiting for the other things. So we bought a basic drone and started experimenting. The first thing we realized was that the person might be injured, so the drone had to get stuff to them without dropping it on them or requiring them to get up. We kludged up a mesh bag system that the drone could lower when we sent a signal through the controller." Emily liked Molly's usual professionalism and willingness to credit her slaves.

'We took it up to the Rancho San Antonio preserve. I set up with the controller at a picnic table and put two water bottles in the bag. The boys went up the trail out of sight. Bill lay down pretending to have a broken leg and Andy filmed the action with his phone. I flew the drone to them and tried to lower the bag close enough that Bill could reach it while lying down, without getting clobbered. We kept trying and quickly discovered it was harder than we'd expected. Sometimes reaching the bag Bill pulled the drone down."

"While we were messing around, a hiker happened by and talked to the boys about what was going on. They were good - they said they were busy but the boss was down the trail at a picnic table so he should talk to me."

"When he got to me, we had a nice chat. It turned out he had a drone, was in a drone club, and realized that we were working on how to help an injured hiker. He knew some of the other firms working on drone delivery and what they were doing. I dodged the question of whom we  worked for and said nothing about this being the final phase of a search."

"It sounds you handled things well," Emily conceded, starting to feel better.

"I hope so, my Lady. After a long friendly chat, he asked me out to dinner. I liked him and also knew I could learn a lot from him. I said what I was involved in was so preliminary that I couldn't say who I worked for and what we were doing.  He agreed, joking that it sounded like a Silicon Valley movie, and gave me his card. That's how I learned he was Gil Dawson from the Times."

"I gave him my phone number but not my address, since living in the Colony showed I was with Athena. We went out a few times. He also took me to a drone club meeting. I just played the quiet girlfriend, listened, and got some good ideas. We agreed that we wouldn't go beyond being casual friends for now, but that if what I was doing turned into a successful product, he could interview me then. He never pressed me for information, and I interpreted what he said yesterday as indicating that the first he'd heard about Searcher was the LA story."

"OK, what you did was fine, and you didn't need to tell me. Do let me know if this goes further now that Searcher's public. I'm OK with your relationship but you need to be careful."

"Of course, my Lady. My sense is that we've pretty much made everything public now, so there's not much to hide about Searcher."

"Only three things. First, don't talk about contracts we're negotiating until they're public. Second, don't mention Seeker. Third, don't say more about Athena's organization beyond what we talked to the media about yesterday and today."

"Agreed, my Lady. Thank you for being understanding. Incidentally, I think Gil is submissive. He talked about respecting boundaries, which is a phrase I rarely associate with vanilla men. He sometimes calls me 'Ma'am,' which is unusual for a northern boy. He also mentioned he'd read and really liked femdom books like 'Beauty' and 'Edge Play.' Although we never discussed the topic explicitly, I assume he was letting me know that he figured I'm with Athena and was fine with it."

"It wouldn't surprise me. He knows valley culture well, so when he met a young woman engineer supervising two males, that seemed like a good guess. He's obviously drawn to you, and I think you'd make a good fit. Long-term FLRs work best when built on overall compatibility."

◆◆◆

Back at the cottage, Emily and Erika relaxed in lawn chairs in fine spirits. Carlos and Ethan dried them with warm towels and presented cold drinks. Ethan dropped to his knees and began licking Emily's hiking boots clean.

Carlos knelt at Molly's feet and politely asked, "May I clean your boots, Mistress?" Molly was intrigued. Despite spending much of her life on trails, she'd never had a man lick dirt and mud off her boots. Getting into the spirit, she snapped with apparent sternness, "Of course, slave. Get to work. Quickly!" 

To her pleasure, Carlos started licking the dirt and leaves from the deep treads of her hiking boots, and swallowing them with apparent enthusiasm.  She decided that next time this situation arose, she'd make Bill or Andy do the same.

Erika came out of the cottage. In contrast to her usual stern Germanic look, she had the biggest smile Emily had ever seen on her. "My Lady, I have some excellent news. Would you like to hear it?"

Despite her enthusiasm, Emily tried to show appropriate calm and formality. "I would be delighted, Mistress."

Erika showed a head shot photo of an attractive man, looking about 30 years old, with an arrogant smile.  "Let me introduce you to Arthur Cannon III, also known as TechBro. He is a partner in Cannon LLC, his family law firm in San Francisco. You may recall him as the USC lacrosse player accused of rape a few years ago following a party at his fraternity. His lawyers negotiated the charge down to a misdemeanor, so he can practice law today."

Emily was thrilled. "How did you figure that out?"

"I can't claim too much credit, my Lady. As I mentioned at lunch, software for OSINT - Open-Source Intelligence - exists and can be downloaded. I created a fake Twitter account and then liked one of TechBro's tweets. Doing this let the OSINT software grab the IP address of the computer used to create the tweets. Using another program, I determined that the address was in the Pacific Heights area of San Francisco. Finally, using an IP address searcher, I found a different set of Tweets from the same address. These turned out to be Arthur Cannon's, describing his luxurious lifestyle, parties, sports cars, and travel to exotic places."

"I also checked out his law firm. They do a lot of business with tech companies, and have no women partners. I guess that together with the rape explains his outlook."

"Well done, Erika! I suspected this was what you were doing when you said you were too busy to hike with us, but didn't expect results anywhere this fast. I figured you'd ask for a few days off to work on it. Still, while hiking back down from the hilltop I thought about what to do if you succeeded."

"What to do is your call, my Lady."

"I'm tempted to kill him, which wouldn't be hard to do and get away with. He certainly deserves it."

Molly and Erika were struck by Emily's matter-of-fact tone considering murder. Neither, of course, knew that Emily had done exactly that a few years earlier. They knew she was sadistic, from the harsh beatings she gave Ethan and Carlos. Now they realized that she had an even colder ruthless core. 

"But since there'd be some risk of implicating Athena,  I think we should avoid extralegal action. Instead, we should expose him. There are two ways. The most straightforward way is for Erika to do it. She'll get a lot of credit for ending his reign of terror.  The other is to leak the information. Erika, it's your choice."

"I've been thinking about this since I figured out who he was. I'm not afraid of him, but there will be a lot of unpleasantness. I think leaking is best."

"In that case," Molly said happily, "Leave it to me."


Chapter 17: Relationship

Two days later, Gil Dawson interviewed Molly for a long follow-up piece in the Times' science section about how Searcher operated. She enjoyed the discussion with the intelligent reporter, who wanted clear explanation rather than snappy headlines. He was especially interested in how Searcher chose its search strategy and modified it as needed as the search continued. After two pleasant hours including sketching on whiteboards, they wrapped up. Molly steered the conversation.

"I've enjoyed this, Gil. I'm really sorry I had to be so evasive earlier."

"Don't be - I understand. You were working on something special and important. Can I take you out for a nice dinner to celebrate and open up?"

"I'd like that.  Pick a place."

"The Mountain House."

"Great - I've heard about it but never got there."

Next evening, Molly parked her Toyota SUV amid the towering redwoods and strode confidently into the Mountain House. The 100-year-old restaurant was a famous landmark in the Santa Cruz mountains, only a few miles along the winding Skyline Drive from Athena headquarters. Featuring superb food and service, it was a favored spot for special events.

Gil stood up at the table next to the huge fireplace, where a fire blazed. In a dark Brooks Brothers suit, he looked like a classic New York Times correspondent, although on his Silicon Valley beat he typically wore jeans and polo shirts.

"Good evening, Molly. You look great."

Molly was pleased and knew it was true. As instructed, she had informed Emily about her dinner date, and was ordered to dress appropriately as a representative of Athena. Emily cheerfully admitted to receiving similar orders several months ago from the Queen. Not for the first time, Molly suspected that Emily was mentoring her much the way the Queen mentored Emily. She didn't mind, of course, since it boded well for her future at Athena. It was certainly different from the hostile way many young women were treated at other tech firms.

Hence Molly, who rarely wore anything but casual clothes or Athena uniform, had to look good for this dinner. The problem was that she'd long ago given up trying to find suitably dressy outfits for her muscular body.  Emily directed her to Ethan, who was a fashion expert. He took her to a store in the Stanford shopping center popular with the Stanford, Berkeley, and UC Santa Cruz women's sports teams. She was amazed at how good the resulting black wrap dress with silver trim and matching shoes made her look, especially accessorized with her silver Athenian necklace and her new gold star bracelet. The final touch was Ethan's makeup and hair styling job.

"Thank you. So do you."

Molly put her new Coach handbag on the table and sat down.

"Very nice - quite a step up from your REI backpack," Gil said admiringly.

"Orders from Emily. No Athenian should wear a backpack to a place like the Mountain House."

"She sounds like an excellent boss. Hopefully she'll put you in for a nice year-end bonus. I hear they're generous since Athena doesn't give stock options."

"You're well informed."

"I'm supposed to be. I cover both the business and tech sides of the valley. In that spirit, I have something for you." He handed her an elegant gift box, which she opened and found a beautifully framed copy of his Times front page article 'Young Tech Women Defy Cyberbully To Defend Their Invention.'

"Thank you - both for the fine article and the framed copy."

"It was my pleasure. I expect our interview today will give another nice one. You and colleagues are doing great work and I enjoy covering it."

They chatted happily over glasses of wine from the restaurant’s celebrated cellar. Then, Molly got to business.

"I really appreciate how understanding you've been. You respected me and didn't press for information I couldn’t give you. I know it's been a long time to wait for the story."

"That's Silicon Valley life. I figured you worked for Athena, and I know how security conscious they are - almost as much as Apple or Palantir. Overall, I bet half the valley couples have at least one partner who can't tell the other some of what they do at work."

Time to put cards on the table, Molly thought.

"Could we make it work? I'm really attracted to you."

"And I'm very attracted to you. Let's make it work despite our jobs. After all, there are things I learn as a reporter that I can't tell you, so it goes both ways."

Molly grinned. "I could not love thee dear, so much, loved I not honor more."

"Richard Lovelace. Not bad for University of Wisconsin," Gil laughed.

"Don't be a snob. It's better than being founded by a crook like Leland Stanford." Molly loved their easy banter.

"Touche."

"OK. Now I've got a question for you."  Molly asked with an impish smile. "What should a girl get for a charming newsman who's been supportive, patient and understanding? He's already got just about everything - a great job, nice car, and condo."

"Hmm... let me think... How about a Pulitzer Prize? It's every newsman's dream, and the Times expects us to produce them."

Molly took an envelope from her bag and handed it to Gil. "Here's one, with some assembly required. TechBro is Arthur Cannon III, the USC lacrosse player convicted of rape at a frat party six years ago. He's now a partner in his family law firm in San Francisco, which does lots of business with tech companies and has no women partners."

"Wow," Gil said, stunned. "You're serious?"

"It's all there, including how Erika figured it out by internet sleuthing. You'll want to redo the analysis, so the Times gets full credit with no mention of Athena."

"That's very generous. Presumably you're giving it to me for reasons beyond my charm."

"I'd do it for your charm, but Emily's too savvy for that. Athena doesn't want legal battles that won't earn us a dime. The Times has a business interest in the story and the best First Amendment lawyers in the country. I doubt Cannon's family will waste money suing."

"I think you're right. I can't thank you enough. I really admire your courage for standing up to the bullying. It's so ugly that I understand why not many people do."

"We had a good team and Athena behind us. It's funny that many people claim men are braver, but in my experience it's often women."

"It sure was here. I'm embarrassed that it was a man taking cheap anonymous shots and women standing up to him."

"You should be," Molly laughed. "I'll let you make it up by taking me to the Pulitzer prize dinner. I gather it's very fancy."

"It is. I've gone twice when colleagues won and look forward to taking you. Let's plan on a week in New York next year. "

With perfect timing, a waiter arrived and took their orders. The two drank another toast and then sat in happy silence for a minute.

"Well," Molly said, "shall we consider ourselves officially in a relationship?"

"If you agree, I'd be thrilled," Gil said.

"There is an important point," Molly said, "that I'm sure you've considered. Athenian relationships are FLRs - Female Led Relationships. They're intense and demanding."

"Of course, Ma'am," Gil bowed his head. "I've been reading and thinking about them, and want one. You're a natural leader, whom I'd be thrilled to obey."

"Excellent. I'm sure we'll get on very well. For starters, when we're in private, I'll call you slave and you address me as Mistress."

"Yes, Mistress."

◆◆◆

Gil was tempted to start checking Erika's results when he got home, but knew better. They were too important to mess up by working late at night, after an exciting evening including several glasses of wine. Instead, he got up early and started. Fortunately, his undergraduate degree was in computer science and he'd kept reasonably up to date.  He read through several websites offering OSINT tools and liked Erika's approach. Following her path, he quickly got the same results.

Knowing the importance of the story, he called Francis Wells, the Times' San Francisco bureau chief. In his position, he reported to both the paper's technology chief in New York and the regional bureau chief. Gil decided to talk to Fran first, because the Cannon family's stature made the story more political than technological. Fran's background was in politics, not tech, but she followed tech reporting and was very supportive.

"Hi Gil, it's good you called. I was meaning to email you to say I liked yesterday's story. Even I could follow most of it and understand in general terms how Searcher works."

"Thanks - I appreciate it. I've got a related story that'll be very big, but sensitive. We need to talk."

"OK," Fran replied. "You've got me interested. How about up here at 4:00 this afternoon?"

Gil spent the rest of the day writing a first draft, and then took the commuter train to San Francisco. The train was faster and avoided the infamous Bay area freeway traffic. An easy half hour walk through the city he loved brought him to the Times office. 

After pleasantries, Fran got to business. A copy of his recent article was on her desk.

"So, what's this big story?" Fran asked in a teasing tone.

"What's the biggest question you had after reading my last two?"

Fran thought quickly.  Gil wouldn't be bringing her a tech-intensive story, so...

"Who's this troll TechBro and why is he doing what he does?"

"Bingo. He's Arthur Cannon III, the USC lacrosse team rapist. Seems to intensely dislike women."

"Wow! Can you prove that?"

"Yes."

"I can believe it. I covered the trial and he seemed guilty as hell.  Unfortunately, his family got him off with a misdemeanor.  They run a law firm not far from here, and I hear he's now a partner. They'll fight hard to protect him."

"Agreed. Here's what I suggest. I've brought you the computer forensics I used to find him. I'll also get them to Bill in New York. Either you or he get a respected consultant to review it, while I finish the story. If they approve my results, we ask Cannon for comments, include his denial, and once legal approve we go to press. I think our case will be so strong the family will bluster but not actually sue."

"That's a good plan. I do need to know about the computer forensics. Were they your idea?"

"No, the Athena folks showed me what to do, but I redid them myself."

"OK. I also need to ask about your relationship with the Athenians."

"I'm casual friends with Molly Ekland." He pointed to the picture in the article. "We don't discuss each other's proprietary stuff. She didn't tell me anything about Searcher - I first heard of it from the LA news story."

"Fair enough. If your relationship develops, be careful to keep the boundaries, and let me know if any problems are developing. The Athenians are classic alpha females. They're impressive but can be dangerous -  very bright, very beautiful, very powerful, and very, very dominant."


Chapter 18: Athena Colony

The next day, Molly called and invited Gil to her home.

"I'd love to see you and hope you're still up for experimenting with an FLR."

"I am, Mistress, I'll be nervous but want to try."

Molly appreciated both his fear and his courage. She liked men and got on easily with them, but Gil was the first one she'd ever respected to the extent that she wanted him as a long-term partner.

"Great! Let's do Saturday brunch at 11:00. You've got a choice - you can just observe some aspects of life in the Colony, or actually try it out.  I'd love to play with you, but the first time can be scary. I won't hurt you too much, but it'll be physically and emotionally challenging."

"I'm up for playing, Mistress."

"Excellent. I'll give your name to the security system,  and I'll do my best to make your visit special. See you tomorrow."

Gil looked forward to visiting the Athena Colony, a luxury complex in Saratoga for Athenians. Due to the Valley's infamously high housing costs, private gated communities were common. Some were associated with individual companies. The Colony, one of the most famous and exclusive, had a mystique due to the legendarily powerful and secretive Athenian women.  Only selected outsiders were allowed in, and residents were discouraged from talking about it.

The complex was surrounded by an attractive brick wall with flower gardens outside it, and had a discreetly marked gate. The automated security system was much better than in other gated communities. The system asked for his name and whom he was visiting. It then asked him to show a picture ID, and a camera checked that his face matched the photo ID. The system then produced a map showing the route through the complex to Molly's home. The route ran along a road separating the wall and trees along it from the back and garage side of homes. He parked and rang the bell.

Molly opened the door, and Gil was stunned. He was used to seeing her dressed as an Athenian engineer, and had been impressed by her dressy outfit at dinner. This was the next step up - a shiny black full-body latex catsuit. A white leather corset covered with sharp metal studs cinched tightly around her torso uplifted the bottoms of her breasts and made them stand out.  She wore black boots with shiny gleaming metal trim including spike high heels. Her long brown hair was gathered into a sleek high ponytail, and she wore dark eye liner, black lipstick, and black nail polish. She exuded the full sexuality and power of the ideal dominatrix.

Gil was so awed he forgot the usual pleasantries.

"You look incredible, Mistress."

"Thank you, slave. But don't you remember how to greet me?" Molly said in a stern voice he'd never heard her use before. She tapped one of her boots with a riding crop.

"I'm sorry, Mistress." He dropped to his knees, bent over, and kissed each boot once. He then stayed at her feet with head down. He felt a boot on his head keeping him down,  and liked the feeling. Being at her feet felt exciting and natural. She was in charge, and his role was to submit. He knew not to speak unless spoken to.

"Crawl behind me. When I stop, kiss my heel." Molly strode down the corridor, heels clicking on the polished wood floor. Gil followed like a faithful dog. She stopped briefly several times for him to kiss a gleaming boot heel,  and then continued into the living room and out onto the porch.

After settling in a comfortable chair, she ordered, "Kneel up." Gil rose to his knees, remembering to keep his head bowed and eyes downcast.

"That's better, slave. Explain why forgot your manners." She was pleased that he had been stunned by her glamorous look, and liked starting his visit with her totally in charge.

"I apologize, Mistress. I was so impressed seeing you that I wasn't thinking." From the humility in his voice, Molly decided she'd made her point and could be conciliatory.

"I understand. You'd never seen me in full dominatrix mode and were blown away. Probably because we know a lot about each other, but not about our BDSM histories and outlooks. Tell me yours."

Gil felt relieved. He had begun to fear that a simple mistake had wrecked his chances with this amazing woman.

"As part of my Stanford journalism program, I covered a fetish party in San Francisco. That opened a new world for me. I was incredibly impressed with the prodommes. They were beautiful, powerful, intelligent, and totally self-confident. I played with a few and was hooked. I wrote an article 'Ultimate Feminists - San Francisco's Elite Dominatrices' that Baylife magazine picked up."

"Once I graduated and joined the Times, I could finally afford to session with my favorite. She was fantastic - beautiful, powerful, cruel. I worshipped her and I loved sessioning with her. The problem was that I got addicted. I thought about her all the time, watched her videos, and looked at her pictures, to the extent I wasn't getting work done. So after a few sessions, I told her I had to stop. Fortunately, she was understanding."

"Anyway, I haven't sessioned for two years, but when you opened the door looking so perfect and powerful everything came back in a rush. I was overwhelmed."

"Do I scare you?"

"Yes, Mistress, but in an exciting, good, way. In the interview or at dinner we were pretty much equals. Now you seem like a goddess and I'm inferior."

"That's the idea, slave," Molly replied, sounding as haughty as she could. "I'm a dominant woman and you're a submissive male. Isn't that what you want?"

"Yes, Mistress. With all due respect, may I ask about your BDSM history? "

"I grew up with female leadership. Mom was a national forest supervisor, and Dad was a resources director reporting to her. Mom was in charge at home, and I supervised my three younger brothers. In college, I led group projects even when I was the only woman. I applied to Athena because it was a good place for women in tech."

"I'd heard vaguely about fetish and femdom, but didn't know much. Two girls in my entering group were really into femdom, and took me to a fetish party. I loved it - dressing up, beating boys, making them worship my boots, humiliating them, and all that. But after a few parties I realized I missed a real connection with the boys like I had with the ones I supervised at work.  It was fun but unsatisfying - like eating chocolate cake every day."

"Since then, I go to parties and bring boys here occasionally, but nothing regular. You're the first boy I've met that I want as a long-term slave."

"I'm honored, Mistress. I'd like that."

"A successful domme told me a neat analogy. A sub male and his female dominant are like a horse and its rider. The rider wants an intelligent, strong, and obedient horse. I hope that doesn't offend you."

"Not all, Mistress. I want to serve you because you're so impressive."

"All right, slave. Here's your first test. Take your shirt off."

She stood up and looked down at him.  As always, the catsuit aroused her. The latex made her skin feel warm and look flawless. The sense of power was incredible.

"Worship my rear!"

Gil started kissing her butt. The sharp metal studs hurt him. He panted from the heady mixture of pain and pleasure. Molly loved the sensation. She reached back and pushed his head closer.

"Get in closer! It's supposed to hurt!"

She forced him to continue for a while, then ordered, "Boots!"

Gil began worshipping them. Molly grabbed the crop that she had set aside and started beating his back.  She felt and enjoyed her wetness. Pushing the boot into his face, she demanded, "More passion, slave!" Gil licked harder.  His lust merged with the pain from the spikes and the crop. Molly hit as hard as she could, overlaying strokes on the welts to maximize pain. Soon blood appeared, which excited her even more. She wanted to never stop.

Admiring with satisfaction the bloody welts on Gil's back, she extended her arms and helped him up. She scratched his welts with her fingernails and jammed them into his mouth.

"Lick your blood off, slave!"

Gil knew intellectually that licking his blood should be degrading, but for Mistress, it was exciting.  He sucked eagerly.

"That was wonderful, slave. You took pain well and pleased me." She held him in her arms. They stood, calmed down, and caught their breath.  They remained in the pleasurable altered 'subspace' and 'dommespace' that arise in the best BDSM sessions. After a few minutes, Molly held up a leather collar and posed the big question.

"Are you ready to accept this collar as my slave?"

"I would be honored, Mistress," Gil answered with proper humility.

"Excellent." She placed the collar around his neck, closed it, and attached a leather leash to its D-ring. "Follow me."

Molly led Gil to the kitchen and pointed him to a chair by the table. She took two Gatorade bottles from the refrigerator and gave him one.

"Let's get you rehydrated, slave. Once you're ready, the bathroom's there. Clean up the blood and put your shirt on, then come upstairs."

◆◆◆

Gil found Molly in her bathroom, taking off her dominatrix makeup after letting her hair down.  She moved to her large bed, sat down, and ordered, "Undress me." While she relaxed regally, he delighted in unhooking her corset and removing it. Next, he lovingly unlaced the laces from the many loops of her high boots and gently removed them. Finally, he helped her out of the tight catsuit.

"Well done, boy," Molly said. "Next time you may polish them." His service was willing and acceptable, if not up to the standards of trained Athenian slaves. That could be fixed, of course. She pointed to the fetish closet, and he put her outfit away. Molly then changed into shorts and a T-shirt.

"Let me show you round the house. This is my bedroom, of course." It was decorated with the casual North Woods style he'd seen on the first floor, showing Molly's good taste. She reached down to a bed leg and held up an ankle cuff attached to a metal cable. "Well behaved boys sleep in my bedroom and wear this. I let them in bed if I want and put them on the floor when I chose. You'll like it."

Gil gave the correct answer. "I'd be thrilled, Mistress."

Molly led him past a guest bedroom being used for storage and opened the door of a smaller dorm-style room with a bed, desk, dresser and bathroom. "This is for subs when I don't want them in my bedroom, and next door is the discipline room. Don't worry - you've had yours for today." Relieved, Gil admired the neatly arranged whipping bench, Saint Andrew's cross, cage, and equipment rack.

"I've never seen that in a home, Mistress. Do all the houses have them?"

"Yes, when they designed the complex many years ago, many girls asked for playrooms. They wanted to pick up boys at parties and bring them home. We also have regular fetish parties here. They're like the ones some other complexes host, but femdom only."

"How about femdom relationships from work?"

"Some, but fewer than you'd guess. When you work all day with boys, like I do with Andy and Bill, it's better to keep things professional. Also, there are strict rules that relationships have to be consensual."

◆◆◆

A few minutes later, Molly led him down from the porch to a tree-lined path that ran along a lake. The beating had put him into subspace, in which he accepted Molly's authority without question. Gil enjoyed being led on the leash and was grateful that she let him walk rather than crawl.

The complex was made up of brightly colored two-story houses. Women were relaxing on porches overlooking the path. "This path goes all the way around the lake," Molly explained, as they moved to the right to allow three women to run by.  Gil also noticed women kayaking on the lake. The only males in sight were workers trimming hedges and doing other grounds work.

 "At the far end, where we're headed, there's the sports complex. As you'd guess, that's a big selling point.  Since it's the weekend, it's getting lots of use. You'll see that it's like a resort."

As they approached the sports complex, Gil noticed three large X-shaped crosses.

"What are those, Mistress?"

"I'll show you."

As they walked by, Gil realized that two crosses had men shackled to them by their wrists and ankles. They wore only gym shorts, and their heads were covered by black hoods. Their upper backs were covered with recent whip marks. 

"These are public punishment crosses, where Mistresses put subs for a few hours. The signs show what passers-by should do."

Molly inspected the signs and reported, "Four each." She took a whip from the rack, and gave each four hard lashes on his back. The men shook but the hoods suppressed any sound.

"Being up there must be scary."

"Yes, it's great psychologically. The hoods cut off sight and sound, so they have to contemplate what's coming and fear it. They have no sense of time, so it's a really good deterrent."

"Clever," Gil said with a tinge of fear as they continued down the path. The sports facilities were in full use and cheerful voices filled the air. Women were playing on the volleyball and tennis courts and climbing on the climbing wall. Others were swimming in or relaxing by the pool. Gil noticed males kneeling next to or waiting on women relaxing in poolside chaise chairs.

On one side of the sports complex women were seated at picnic tables, enjoying the warm sun. Several had males sitting with them or kneeling by their tables. Some waved to Molly, and no one seemed surprised by her leading a man on a leash.

"This is the coffee shop, where we'll get lunch. Once a week people bring dishes to share, and then hang out and chat. Sometimes there's music."

Molly bought lunch from the male at the counter, and pointed to the trays. Gil understood and carried the trays as Molly led him to a table. She sat down and he placed the trays on the table. He then stood with head bowed, until she gestured for him to sit.

"Very good, slave. I see you remember your manners."

"They're coming back, Mistress. It's been two years since I served."

"You're doing well," Molly said sincerely. Submission was clearly in his blood. "What do you think of the colony?"

"I'm impressed, Mistress. I see why you like it."

"It really is a wonderful community for dominant women. We feel comfortable, safe, and at home here.  Would you like spending some time here serving me?"

"Very much, Mistress."

"Have you thought about the practicalities?"

"Yes, Mistress. The biggest constraint is that on weekdays the tech writing group meets by Zoom with our editor at 9:00 AM New York time, which is 6:00 AM here. If that's a problem for you, I could spend weekends here."

"The weekends make sense, so let's do that. If that goes well - which I expect - we can think about longer term. We're compatible in so many ways, with me naturally dominant and you naturally submissive."

"And we're a good team, Mistress. I heard just this morning that the TechBro article has been approved. It'll be in Monday's edition. Thank you so much for that."


Chapter 19: Ponies

Emily, Molly, and Erika enjoyed a relaxed outdoor lunch in the mistresses' dining area, basking in the warm sun. They also basked in their colleagues' approval. That morning, an all-hands email from Queen Morgan had congratulated them for 'their spirited and successful public defense of the Searcher project and Athena against inaccurate and sexist criticism.'  The email further noted that the morning's New York Times had exposed 'TechBro', the feared cyberbully behind the criticism. Throughout the meal, mistresses came to the trio's table and congratulated them. Although they rarely drank alcohol at lunch, they ordered champagne and prepared to finish the meal with it.

Looking around, Emily said, "I've got a question for you. I've been at Athena for less than a year, but I feel more at home here than anywhere else. How about you?"

"I agree," Ereka replied. "Before coming here, I spent nine years at two top universities, but felt isolated and alienated. I'm not sure why."

"I think," Molly said, "the obvious explanation is the right one. More than we like to admit, much of our experiences and attitudes come from issues involving women and men. Those affect our lives, communities, jobs, culture, etc.  Often, the effects are bad. By a combination of great planning and good luck, Athena gets it right. Athena combines women's best attributes - cooperation and responsibility - and men's - strength and loyalty. The hiring process filters out men and women with each sex's worst attributes. Just think of our little group. Emily is a very effective leader, and our boys are intelligent, hardworking, and loyal. We get on well and work well together. Women leading and men following makes a healthy work environment, compared to the usual toxic ones."

"Let's drink to that," Emily said and raised her glass. "We happy few, we band of dominant sisters and submissive brothers." They laughed and drank happily.

As they prepared to return to their offices, a mistress they didn't recognize came to their table.

"Hello, Lady Emily. Congratulations to you and your colleagues on a great job."

"Thank you. I don't think we've met."

"You're correct, my Lady. We haven't met, though I saw all three of you at the all-hands meeting last week. I'm Kennya, in charge of the ponies. Queen Morgan emailed me this morning and told me you'd expressed interest a while ago in watching pony training. She apologized for forgetting your request but just remembered it this morning."

Emily admired the discipline and power of the slave pony boys who pulled the carriages that she used to commute to and from work. In her view, using men as dumb animals was the purest example of male submission at Athena.  She had been curious about how they were trained to such efficiency, so jumped at the chance to see.

"I would definitely be. As you probably know, both I and Mistress Erika commute using your service and are very pleased. I'd love to see behind the scenes."

"I'd be happy to show you, my Lady. Tomorrow,  we have a group of slaves coming for their introductory training. After this, they become part of the regular roster  with all the other slaves, and serve about once a year for two weeks."

To Emily, Kennya looked like a basketball player. She was tall, with long muscular arms and legs, and straight platinum blonde hair that looked almost white. She exuded power, so Emily looked forward to watching her train ponies. Presumably her strict authority was why Athena's ponies were so strong and effective.

"May I also come?" Erika asked. "I'm Erika - I love working with ponies and started even before joining Athena."

"Certainly, if Lady Emily approves."

"That's fine with me."

"Excellent. I should remind you that your PA, Carlos, will be in the group. Is that a problem?"

"Not at all. He told me a few weeks ago, but I'd forgotten that he was going."

"He shouldn't have problems," Erika interjected. "He's strong - walked the 500-mile Camino de Santiago pilgrimage in Spain before he joined us. He said he was looking forward to the pony training, which to me sounds like a silly macho thing."

"Most of the boys feel that way, which helps us. Anyway, when you come to work tomorrow, tell the ponies to bring you to the stable. You may want to wear fetish outfits. We've learned that a combination of sexuality and discipline works very well in training. If you can, wear leather rather than latex because we're pretty active and leather is cooler and more durable."

◆◆◆

On a perfect sunny California morning, the carriage stopped in front of the stable, a large one-story building not far from the lab. A series of garage doors showed where carriages were stored, and a large grassy area behind the building was set up for training.

Slaves opened Emily and Erika's doors, helped them out, and kissed their boots.  Erika noticed the slaves' admiring looks.  Kennya and two other women sitting at a picnic table by the main door rose to greet them.

"Good morning, my Lady and Erika. Welcome to the stable. You both look great!"

Emily and Erika were dressed in gleaming black leather catsuits and fetish boots with crops in their holsters. Ethan had done their makeup and nails in matching glossy black. Their outfits looked and felt much more exciting than standard uniform, making this trip feel more than just another day at the lab.

"Thank you, Kennya. We took your advice and had my slave polish our leathers last night. He also got us ready this morning."

"You look perfect, my Lady, and fit in here perfectly. If either of you get tired of computer work, you'd be welcome to join the stable crew.  These are my trainers, Amanda and Sara." Two attractive young women, dressed in black leather like Kennya, bowed politely.

Kennya gestured to the table. "Please sit down. Would you like anything to drink?"

"Thanks, but no need." Emily and Erika joined the others at the table.

"Here's the plan," Kennya explained. "Eight slaves will be here in about twenty minutes. They were told about coming here several weeks ago and ordered to get in shape, which will help things go smoothly. We'll get them settled into their stalls and then fit them with their tack. Then we'll get them on the rotary trainer to start getting used to pulling carriages.  Depending on how things go, we might get to real carriages today. More trainers make things go faster, so you're both welcome to participate."

The slaves arrived in a group, carrying only light day packs with toiletries and a change of clothes.  Amanda met them and lined them up, kneeling with bowed heads, in front of the picnic table. Kennya lined up the women, facing the slaves.

Kennya took charge. "Welcome to the stable, slaves. I am Pony Mistress Kennya, and my two assistants are trainers Mistresses Amanda and Sara. Also helping us are Lady Emily and Mistress Erika." She pointed to each as she named them. Carlos reacted with surprise when he saw Emily and Erika, but quickly bowed his head again. Emily enjoyed seeing the slaves react excitedly to the row of beautiful leather-clad dominant women. She'd learned long ago how visual men were, but it still amused her.

"You're here to be trained as ponies, to pull carriages like the one there." She pointed to the carriage Emily and Erika had arrived in. "It's hard but important work, because the Queen and her Ladies often use carriages to get around our estate. They expect fast and careful service. Once you're trained, which will take a few days, you'll go back to your regular duties and serve as ponies as needed, about once a year for two weeks. It will be just like the way you serve as waiters in the mistress' dining hall. Is that clear?"

"Yes, Pony Mistress," the slaves answered politely.

"Good. Begin by greeting us properly." Obeying her quick hand gestures, the slaves dropped and crawled along the line of mistresses, kissing each boot in turn. The mistresses encouraged them with kicks. As they finished, Sara led them crawling into the stable building to a long hall with a series of doors. The doors, made of vertical metal bars, led into small rooms with a bed, dresser, and bathroom. These were the human equivalent of horse stalls.

"These are your stalls," Sara explained. "Your name and a number are on the doors. Take off your clothes and backpack, and leave them in your stall. Then stand at attention outside the door, wearing only your running shoes, socks, and chastity cage. Remember that number because we'll identify you by it. Go!"

The slaves moved quickly and were soon lined up. Amanda announced, "I will check your cages. Because you'll be pulling carriages, everything on you must be tight." She tested each cage and was satisfied. She then used a red marker to write each slave's number between his nipples and on his back. Erika approved of the  calm way the well-disciplined slaves accepted Amanda's handling. Although she would have enjoyed doing the chastity check herself, she admired the practiced ease with which the mistresses handled the slaves. They'd obviously done this many times before.

"Good," Amanda said. "Follow me, in line." She led them around the corner into a large room. "This is the tack room. Stop at the cubby with your number on it and stand at attention facing outward." Each cubby had several hooks, with leather gear hanging from it, and several shelves with other items on them. The slaves obeyed quickly. Emily noticed that Carlos was #3.

"The tack room has the equipment you will wear as ponies. To begin, take out your pony shorts and put them on. Then, hold your tail and face outward."

While the slaves did this, Kennya offered rubber gloves and small lubricant cans to the mistresses. "My Lady and Erika, would you like to help insert the tails?"

"Certainly," they said happily. "It will be a pleasure."

"Great. Watch us do one first, but it's easy. Lubricate the butt plug thoroughly and push it through the opening in their shorts. The plugs are tapered to stay in, so it's hard at first and the boys won't like it, then it gets easier. Lady Emily, I assume you'll do #3."

"We start with your tails," Kennya ordered. "Give it to the mistress, turn around, bend over, spread your legs and put your hands on your knees."

Emily had always enjoyed inserting butt plugs, but much of her experience had been with untrained submissives in a dungeon. It was much easier with slaves trained to obey commands. Emily pushed and Carlos accepted his violation passively, with only a small grunt as the widest part of the plug went in. In a few minutes all the slaves' plugs were in, and their tails showed through their shorts.

"Good boys," Kennya announced. "You're starting to look like ponies. Next, take the chest harness from the bottom hook, turn around, and present it to the mistress when she comes."

"My Lady and Erika, I'll show you how these work." She led them to a slave, took the harness, and unbuckled the thick black leather straps. "Drape it over his shoulders and around his chest, then pull it as tight as you can and buckle these four straps at the back. Then do the waist straps the same way." Emily harnessed Carlos tightly, giving her a satisfying feeling. He and the other slaves cooperated nicely, accepting the mistresses' authority and control. The strong straps' tight fit ensured that when the harness was clipped to a carriage yoke, the pony would pull efficiently.

The row of harnessed ponies made a attractive sight. "That's nice," Kennya said happily. "Next are your head harnesses. Take them from the middle hook, turn around, and wait for the mistress."

Emily and Erika followed Kennya to a slave. "This is a bit more complicated, because of the bits. Unclip the rings on the sides of the chin, then put it over his head. Tighten the straps at the top of the head, and then clip the chin rings and tighten those straps. Open his mouth, insert the bit, and tighten so it stays in. That let us control them and stops them from talking." 

As Kennya demonstrated the process, it made sense. Emily and Erika each fitted a slave easily, and were happy with the result. The black leather matched the chest harness and made the slave look even more like a pony. Emily rubbed Carlos' head and said, "Good boy." He bowed politely.

"Last," Kennya announced, "are your posture collars. Take them from the third hook and give them to the mistress." These needed no explanation, so Erika and Emily each went to a slave, took his collar, and buckled it tightly. The strict black leather collar would keep the slave's neck straight, yielding the rigid heads-up look expected for ponyboys.

◆◆◆

"Now, it's time to learn to be ponies," Kennya ordered. "Follow me." She led the ponies out a door into a grassy area dominated by two large rotary training wheels. Each had a center post and four eight-foot metal arms extending outward.

The row of tacked-up ponies standing at attention made an impressive sight. The polished metal fittings on their head and chest harnesses gleamed in the sun and contrasted with the black leather straps. Emily liked the way a group of strong, intelligent, and capable men had been turned into animals who could not speak and whose only purpose was to pull carriages.

"Ponies 1 to 4, go to the wheel on the left. 5 to 8, go to the one on the right. Stand with your backs touching an arm."

Kennya led Emily and Erika to the left wheel and demonstrated the procedure. "Clip his harness' waist shackles to the rings on the arm, so he'll pull it as he moves. Then, to get his arms out of the way,  put his wrists in the cuffs on the back of his harness." Emily and Erika attached a pony each, and Kennya did the remaining one. The trainers attached slaves to the other wheel.

Standing between the wheels, Kennya gave directions in a loud commanding voice. "We'll start by teaching you to walk at regular speed. The arm will turn, and you match it. If you're too slow, the sharp studs on the arm will push into your back, which hurts. If you go too fast, the arm will hold you back. To start, we'll keep the arm weight small. I'll blow this whistle once to start and twice to stop."

She blew the whistle and the ponies started moving. After a few stumbles, they got into rhythm, with all ponies moving at the correct speed. Kennya stood by the wheel and whacked passing ponies with her riding crop. Seeing the trainers doing the same at the other wheel, Emily and Erika unholstered their crops and joined the fun.

After a half hour Kennya blew two blasts and the wheel stopped. The ponies showed the effect of the workout but weren't too tired. "Good job, ponies," Kennya announced. "You've got five minutes to catch your breath, then we'll start again with more resistance."

"How do you like this?" Kennya asked.

"It's great," Erika answered. "I'm impressed by how smoothly this is going. When we did pony play at the Berlin fetish club, it was fun but a mess. Neither we nor the ponies really knew what we were doing."

"Practice makes perfect," Kennya laughed. "We tack up experienced ponies and work them every day, and we train new ponies every two months or so. But even new ponies like these are slaves in good shape and used to following orders."

"What's next?" Emily asked.

"I'll increase the resistance, which is like pulling a heavier weight, with this." Kennya showed a controller that looked like one for television sets. "The next half hour will feel like pulling an empty carriage, then we'll simulate a carriage with one passenger, and then with two. After that, a long break."

After the third cycle, the ponies were visibly tired, sweating, and breathing hard. They looked like runners after a long run, but Emily knew they would recover quickly because they were in good condition and in good spirits. She noted happily the bright red welts on their backs and butts.

"Well done, ponies," Kennya announced. "Pulling a loaded carriage is hard. We'll unhook you now and you can rest for an hour. You can't eat or talk with the bits in your mouths, so there's a watering trough over there with energy drink."

Emily unhooked Carlos from his rotary arm, and petted his head. Once all were unhooked, they walked, unsteadily at first, to a long metal trough. Having their arms chained behind their backs clearly felt strange, but they rapidly adapted. They bent over the trough and took long drinks, then collapsed on the grass and rested or napped.

The women sat down for lunch at a picnic table. "This afternoon will be similar," Kennya explained. "We'll harness them in pairs to carriages and have them pull them a few times around the track over there. You probably noticed that they're not wearing blinders yet, so going around the track is easy. The track is also flat, unlike the carriage road. So this afternoon is just getting used to pulling carriages. Over the next two days, we make things increasingly realistic. We'll put blinders and reins on, and teach them to be controlled by the reins and whips. We'll also pierce them and put in their nipple rings and bells, so they'll be ready when they come for regular duty.   By the end they'll be pulling two passengers along the road from the lab to the palace and back, just like your commute."

"How do they respond?", Emily asked.

"Today's rough," Kennya responded. "Hard work with little satisfaction. But tomorrow, once they're pulling carriages, it's better. They're being driven by beautiful women with whips and their hard work moves the carriages nicely. The pairs race each other, first around the track and then on the roads. It brings out their natural male submission and competitiveness, which they enjoy."

"What about when they're not exercising?" Erika asked.

"We want them thinking as ponies all the time, so they're not allowed to talk among themselves.  After exercise, we untack them and lock them in their stalls. They shower in their stalls and then get food - it's a stew - and water from a trough in the stall. Then it's lights out till morning. We've tired them out, so they get to sleep pretty fast."

"Very sensible," Erika said admiringly.

"Anyway, you've seen pretty much what we do. You're welcome to stay for the afternoon, but it'll be pretty repetitive."

"We really appreciate the tour," Emily said. "Your training is outstanding. I can see why it gives such good results. I'd love to watch more, but I suppose we'd best get back to work."  She could see that Erika wanted to stay, so preempted her.

Erika accepted her boss' decision cheerfully. "Duty calls. For Queen and company."


Chapter 20: Dutch Challenge

Queen Morgan happily closed Athena’s quarterly financial report on her large computer monitor.  Despite being CEO of an international corporation, she had only modest interest in financial details. She trusted Holly, the CFO, and had never had cause for concern. The summary showed Athena in excellent financial shape, so she was tempted not to read through the long document. Still, she was responsible for all aspects of Athena, so monitoring finances was her duty.

She motivated herself to finish with the prospect of a favorite activity. Touching the intercom, she ordered, “To me. Now!”  Within a minute, her PA Greg raced into her office. Greg had a good idea what was coming and knew that the longer he took arriving, the worse it would be. Morgan’s cruel expression confirmed his fear. The weekly ritual began.

Morgan was a sadist who never tired of beating slaves, but restrained herself. Athenian policy, since her mother’s reign, was that all slaves received two dozen lashes weekly as maintenance discipline from their immediate superior.  Additional punishments were awarded at the superior’s discretion. Because Greg was a superb PA, reasons to punish him were rare. Naturally, she could make up unfair excuses to punish. However, her mother had trained her in noblesse oblige – nobility carried obligations. Or, as Spiderman put it, "with great power comes great responsibility." Happily, once she became Queen, she had a legitimate alternative. Six personal slaves served her in the palace, so she could discipline a different one every day  - and did.

“Discipline time, slave. Pants off and on the table.”

Greg pulled down his pants, and stretched face down over what looked like an ordinary worktable, but with additions.  Morgan locked his wrists and ankles to restraints and pulled a strap out from under the table. She stretched it across his back, tightened it harshly, and locked it. She then opened a drawer under the table, removed a cane, and held it by his mouth. Greg kissed it and gave the humble acknowledgement she required.

“Thank you, your Highness, for punishing me and making me a better slave.”

Suddenly her cell phone buzzed, indicating an arriving text message. This was rare, because very few people knew her personal phone number. Most calls or texts came via an office telephone that Greg monitored. The text was from 'Gemini' and said only “Call ASAP on SL.”

Morgan perked up. 'Gemini' was her long-time friend Phyllis, deputy director of the top-secret National Security Agency. NSA - which wags said stood for “No Such Agency” - was famous for its security, which verged on paranoia. Phyllis’ text instructed Morgan to call her on a secure telephone line immediately. Morgan knew that this must involve something very important and very secret.

However,  the secure telephone was on her desk, and Greg was tied down in the room and would hear the call. Seeing an opportunity, Morgan announced in a stern voice, “Slave, you need to consider your recent behavior. I’ll help you do that.”

She took a sensory deprivation bondage hood from the drawer and locked it on Greg’s head. The tight-fitting rubber hood, whose only opening was nose holes for breathing, completely cut off sight and sound. Greg was left immobile, cut off from the world, worried, and trying desperately to figure out what he’d done wrong. It was a mind game, since he hadn’t done anything.

Now in excellent spirits, Morgan called Phyllis. Following their usual procedure, they used no names and kept the call as short and vague as possible.

“Hi there.”

“Hi. You’ll get a call in a few minutes from someone important.  They’ll ask you to do something important and challenging. We hope you’ll do it and will help if we can.”

“OK.”

Phyllis hung up. Morgan was intrigued and excited, and looked forward to the mysterious call. Since she didn’t know how long she would be waiting, she decided have fun. She walked to the punishment table, picked up the cane, and started beating Greg with carefully timed and hard aimed strokes. She enjoyed the loud cracking sound and watching him shake as deep parallel red welts appeared on his bottom. She kept count although there was no point announcing numbers, because he couldn’t hear her. After stroke eighteen, the secure telephone buzzed.

◆◆◆

“Morgan Crown here.”

“Hello Morgan, it’s Mark Bruins. You may recall that we met in Amsterdam about five years ago and again at the Davos conference two years ago.”

Interesting, Morgan thought. She liked and respected the prime minister of the Netherlands, who was generally regarded as Europe's most capable leader.  What could he want?

“I remember our nice walk and picnic after the sessions, Prime Minister. How can I help you?”

Mark got to the point with classic Dutch plain speaking - no beating around the bush. “We have a major problem. As you know, Holland is vulnerable to devastating floods from storms in the North Sea.”

“Like the 1953 flood that killed about 2,000 people,” Morgan noted, impressing Bruins.

“Exactly. So we have an enormous coastal flood protection system of dams, dikes, surge barriers, levees, and the like.”

“Including the Delta Works. I toured them a few years ago.”

“Correct. Two days ago, national water authority engineers tested the system in preparation for the winter flood danger season. They sent commands to activate the system, and it didn’t work. But the next day, it did.”

Morgan was surprised – the Dutch were careful and capable, especially for something that crucial. “That’s troubling.”

“It’s worse.  An election is only a few months away, and the far-right party is accusing my government of mismanaging all kinds of major enterprises – trains, airports, etc. We suspect that the system is being sabotaged so the right wingers can make an issue of it in the fall campaign.”

“That’s scary, Prime Minister.”

“We are desperate to keep it quiet, because we fear that the hackers are inside the water authority. If the authority starts a major effort to find and fix the malware, the right-wingers will know and go public claiming that the system doesn’t work. So the cabinet and I think we need outside help. I contacted the U.S. ambassador and asked for NSA help. NSA admitted they didn’t have much experience with large engineering systems and suggested Athena, because you’ve done lots of work for the Sacramento Delta flood control system. They also said you could act faster and that your security was much better than the other tech firms, where disgruntled employees often leak things. They say Athena people are very loyal and keep their mouths shut.”

“I believe that’s true.”

“So, we are asking you to secretly break into the flood control system and fix it from the outside.  We will help, of course. Time is of the essence, and we will pay very well. Will you do it?”

“That’s quite a challenge, Mark. It would be risky, but I think we would have a good chance of succeeding. I need to discuss it with people here, but I expect we will agree.”

“I appreciate that, Morgan. Thank you for considering it. I know and appreciate what you've done for our neighbors.”

As Russia prepared to invade Ukraine, Athena had taken on major tasks with encouragement and funding from the US government and NATO. Athena had helped the Ukrainians quickly develop a real-time battlefield intelligence system that played a major role in stopping the initial Russian tank offensive. Athena had also helped Germany avoid an energy crisis by building terminals in record time to import liquified natural gas, replacing shut-down Russian pipelines. In both cases, Athena followed its usual approach of providing software, planning, and organizational leadership while others provided the hardware.

“Thank you. I suggest you call back tomorrow morning at 9:00 our time. If my council agrees to do it, we will start planning tonight. I suggest you also start planning assuming that we will agree.”

“That sounds excellent.”

Morgan loved challenges and looked forward to this one. She was proud of Athena's abilities and enjoyed leading it through challenges. After taking a few minutes to calm down, she relaxed in one of her favorite ways. She returned to the punishment table and happily gave Greg the remaining six lashes.  She then removed the hood, freed Greg, and decided to keep the cruel game going a little longer.

“I hope you learned your lesson, slave.”

Having no idea what he was accused of, he replied humbly, “Yes, your Highness.” 

“Good. Now call all council members immediately and tell them I want them in my conference room at 11:00.”

◆◆◆

Emily, puzzled by the surprise meeting, was the first to arrive. Greg met her at the door, standing next to a table with a metal box labelled “Electronics.” 

“Good morning, my Lady. Please place your cell phone, laptop, tablet, and other electronics here.”

Emily handed over her phone. Noting Greg, whom she liked, moving a bit awkwardly, she grinned and asked, “Discipline morning?”

“Yes, my Lady,” he smiled back. After an hour most of the pain was gone, but the soreness would last much longer.

Taking her seat in the comfortable conference room, Emily noticed that the traditional pads of paper and pens on the table weren’t there, so no one could take notes. She’d never seen such security at a council meeting. Since there was no point trying to guess what was up, she relaxed and admired the artwork on the walls. Other council members started arriving, clearly as puzzled as she was. They sat quietly rather than chatting as usual.

Precisely on time, Morgan strode into the room. As the council members started to stand up, Morgan waved them down.

“Good morning, Ladies. This morning, I received a call from the prime minister of the Netherlands. He has a major problem that he wants us to solve.”

Morgan summarized the phone call. “So, the questions are - can we do it and should we do it?”

The group sat quietly for several minutes contemplating the questions. Eventually Tamar spoke.

“Your Highness, I think we can do it.  We designed the software controlling the Sacramento Delta flood control system a few years ago, and it probably hasn’t changed much, so we can easily simulate it on a computer here.  Many aspects of the Dutch system will be similar, because they were computerizing their system at the same time, and we shared ideas and software. So before we try to break into the Dutch system – which will require their help – we can experiment with designing and installing malware that would give us control of the Delta system. This should help us look for and find the malware in the Dutch system. Doing it without being detected by the bad guys will be hard but we have a good chance.”

As the junior council member, Emily waited to speak but spoke when no one else did.

“Your Highness, based on Lady Tamar’s assessment, I think we should try. Even beyond the obvious business benefit if we succeed, I think we have an obligation. The far-right party are a nasty bunch –  sexist, racist, hostile to NATO and the U.S.  There may be a bigger danger than the PM admitted. Instead of telling the public that the flood defenses won’t work, they could wait for a big storm and make sure they don’t. Many people would die.”

No one spoke as the council members contemplated this grim assessment. After waiting another long minute, Morgan spoke.

“I propose we take on the project. It will be difficult and risky, but it's important and the kind of thing we do better than anyone else. Does anyone disagree?” No one spoke.

“Ladies, I deeply appreciate your support and courage. If we succeed, it will be one of our greatest successes. I will convey our willingness to the Prime Minister tomorrow morning at 9:00, and report to you at 10:00 here. Thank you all.”

As women rose to leave, the Queen added, “Ladies Tamar and  Emily, please remain for a few minutes. I think we can start a few things even before we are officially at work.”

The Queen and Ladies discussed and chose mistresses and slaves for the project. That group got together the next morning and started preliminary work in a super-security area called the bubble that was even more secure than the rest of the lab.


Chapter 21: The Crown Princess

Next morning, Queen Morgan addressed the council.

“Good morning, Ladies. I have just finished a long discussion with the Prime Minister. He is very pleased that we are willing to take on the project. He proposed a course of action, based a highly secret discussion with their King. As you’d expect, the problem and our involvement are being discussed with very few people because the right-wingers seem to have penetrated deep into the government.”

Mention of the King drew everyone’s attention. The project was already unusual, but this was even stranger.

“The King recommended that he be involved for an important reason. If our involvement were to become public, critics could claim that Athena is involved in Dutch politics, acting to keep the Prime Minister’s party in office. However, if we are following the King’s orders, we act for the Dutch nation.”

“The King and PM came up with a clever plan. By serendipity, their Crown Princess, who’s very interested in technology, has been planning  to visit Silicon Valley. Although no date has been set, doing it in a few days is practical. Two top software people from the water authority will come in her entourage using the names of two of her ladies-in-waiting. The princess is a committed feminist and knows me, so it will seem natural for her and her ladies to stay with us, while other members are hosted by Apple, Meta, and other firms. While she and the delegation travel around visiting companies and schools, the software engineers will work with our people.”

“I like that, your Highness,” Tamar said. “I’ve met some of their top software people, and suspect they will be the ones coming. Their help will be incredibly valuable.”

“What do we know about the Crown Princess?” Amy asked. “She could be very helpful or a complete nuisance.”

“I’ve met her a few times briefly at the Davos World Economic Forum,” Morgan replied.  “She’s Crown Princess Fleur, also called the Princess of Orange, meaning that she’ll inherit the throne.  She’s a celebrity, sort of a Dutch Princess Diana, a beautiful party girl who hangs around with the rich and famous. She’s competed in the Olympics as an equestrienne three times and medaled twice. But there’s much more to her than most people know. She has a computer science degree from their top engineering school, and has major government responsibilities for science, technology, and environment.”

“Basically, she’s intelligent, powerful, and needs to be treated with respect. If we handle her correctly, she could be very helpful. We’ll have to make tough decisions once we try to break into and operate within the water authority computer system. We’ll act only with the Crown Princess’ approval. That way the decision will be made by the Dutch and the responsibility if things go badly will be theirs.”

“That’s very helpful, your Highness,” Emily said. “Provided the King and PM fully appreciate that.”

“They do, and like it. The PM, who’s very bright and has been in power for a long time, thinks highly of the Princess and trusts her. It’s a bit like the scenes in 'The Crown' where Churchill tutors young Queen Elizabeth.”

◆◆◆

The delegation’s plane arrived two days later in late afternoon. Despite having just gotten off an 11-hour flight, they wanted to meet the Athena team right away. So the princess and her two supposed ladies-in-waiting came directly to the lab.

The team was waiting in the bubble. In addition to the Ladies and engineers, Morgan and Emily's PAs, Greg and Carlos, had been added to help with organizational and logistic aspects. The Queen had reminded everyone to address the Crown Princess as "Your Royal Highness."  Mistresses were to curtsy to her, and those who didn’t remember or know how to had been ordered to practice. Slaves would greet her just as they did for mistresses – kneel and kiss her shoes. Most crucially, everyone was reminded not to discuss what they were doing with anyone outside the team.

The princess’ party arrived about sunset, in a limo with diplomatic license plates. Morgan and Tamar greeted them at the door and ushered them to the bubble. They didn’t like it when told that none of their electronics – phones, computers, etc. – could be brought in, but accepted it when Morgan explained that the security rules applied to Athenians as well.

The princess was a stunning tall blonde with an athletic body, dressed in a black business suit and boots. Her hair, makeup, and jewelry were perfect.  Tamar was pleased to see that the two engineers were the women she had hoped for. She had last seen them looking like computer nerds, but now they were well dressed and groomed members of a royal court. Serving as ladies-in-waiting clearly was good for them.

The princess made a royal entrance looking like she’d come from a fashion show rather than a long flight.  She strode to the lectern as though it were in her palace, and everyone curtsied or knelt. She looked at the group with a friendly but superior expression.

To her we’re just commoners, Emily thought. Useful but inferior. Morgan introduced her.

“Mistresses and slaves, please welcome Her Royal Highness, Crown Princess Fleur of the Netherlands. She has come to supervise our efforts to rid the Dutch coastal flood defenses of dangerous malware.”

“On behalf of my father the King and all our subjects, I thank you for helping us deal with this dangerous situation."

'Subjects,'  Emily noticed, not 'citizens'.  The Crown Princess made it clear who was in charge.

"As you know, it appears that saboteurs have infiltrated the software that controls the system defending our coast against storm flooding. Thus in a major storm, thousands of people could die. We believe the plotters are associated with a right-wing group seeking to bring down our government by revealing this danger when Parliament convenes in a few weeks.”

“The problem is that the saboteurs have likely penetrated the Rijkswaterstaat, our national water authority. They will know if we try to find and fix the malware, and go public. Hence, we have asked you to fix the problem from the outside without the plotters knowing.  To help you in this difficult task, I am officially here to visit Silicon Valley firms. This is a cover allowing me to bring two of the authority’s engineers, Drs. Anneliese and Anika, who are experts on the flood control system’s software.  They are officially on vacation in the south of France, so hopefully their absence will not draw attention.  They travelled using the names of two of my ladies-in-waiting but will be working with you, so I may not look as good as usual when my delegation visits companies and schools.”

“That should not be a problem, your Royal Highness,”  Morgan explained cheerfully. “The two personal slaves assigned to you should be able to fulfill that important duty.”

“I hope they will,” the Princess smiled. “I gather I am authorized to discipline them if I am not satisfied.”

“Or for any other reason you choose, your Royal Highness.”

“Excellent!  Although I realize it is the end of a long workday, my associates and I would deeply appreciate a brief overview of the status here.”

“Of course, your Royal Highness. Because breaking into the water authority computers involves some risk of detection, we have waited to try until your engineers arrive and can supply crucial information and direct our efforts. However, we have been preparing carefully.  May I present the project leaders that Lady Tamar has placed in charge of our efforts?”

“Please do."

“First, Mistress Miriam.” Miriam rose and bowed.

“Your Royal Highness, my slaves and I have been getting us up to speed on the water system using public information. Our initial results are summarized on the wall map here, showing the locations and types of all installations whose failure poses danger. Naturally we ask you and colleagues to identify anything we may have missed.”

The princess and the two engineers examined the map carefully for several minutes, and discussed it among themselves. To the Athenians’ relief, the princess nodded approvingly.

“That looks very complete, Mistress. We will examine it in detail tomorrow but nothing obvious is missing. Well done.”

“Thank you, your Royal Highness. My colleague Mistress Maria has been engaged in a parallel effort.” Maria rose and bowed.

“Your Royal Highness, my slaves and I have been considering the challenges we face. Although we dared not attempt to enter the Dutch system yet, yesterday we broke into and copied the software controlling the Sacramento Delta flood control system. This was relatively easy because we have worked on parts of that system in the past, and the software is essentially what we provided a few years ago. We then installed it on the bank of computers over there. This lets us experiment with designing and installing malware that would give us control of the actual system. We expect that many aspects of the Dutch system will be similar, since flood control organizations exchange ideas because they face similar challenges and thus adopt similar solutions. These experiments should help us look for and find the malware in the Dutch system.”

“That is very clever, Mistress. I assume you plan to do the same for the Rijkswaterstaat.”

“If and when you approve it, your Royal Highness. We anticipate that your engineers will give us crucial information that will greatly improve our chances of breaking in undetected.”

Morgan rose again. “Finally, Lady Emily, who is considering strategy issues. She will also coordinate logistics for the project.”

“The fact that the system didn’t work one day and did the next suggests that the saboteurs have left the system functional, so their sabotage won't be detected until they chose to act, presumably when Parliament opens. They will likely check occasionally, and especially shortly before acting, to make sure the malware is still there and functional. I suggest our strategy should not be to remove the malware, which they will detect. Instead, we want them to believe it is intact and working, so that when they think they’ve disabled the system, it’s actually fine.  To make this happen could involve replacing the malware with a version that appears to be functional, but isn’t. Or somehow preventing the malware from communicating with or operating the gates, locks, and so on. I gather from Maria that choosing and developing our countermeasures will depend on the details of what they find, all on a tight timescale. If all goes well, when the opposition claim the system isn’t working, the government can publicly test it and disprove them.”

“That would very much please the Prime Minister and King,” the Princess smiled.

◆◆◆

After a short discussion, all agreed to call it a day. Tamar took Anneliese and Anika to the guest quarters in the lab.

“It’s great to see you, though I wish it wasn’t a crisis.  Here are your rooms. I hope they’re OK.”

The rooms were comfortable suites with a living room and bedroom. They settled down on a couch to catch up.

“They’re fine,” Anika said. “We didn’t realize you were Lady Tamar.”

“It’s convention here. Our founder was Debbie Crown and Morgan is her daughter, so nobility titles caught on internally. They’re not legal ones, of course.”

“And the slaves?”

“Similar. They’re submissive, but well-paid employees,” Tamar smiled. “Sort of like you two ladies-in-waiting with PhDs. How does that feel?”

“Funny,” Anneliese grinned. “We’ve been ordered to dress accordingly.  The princess also wanted us to get a feel for our duties, so we practiced on the plane. She had a very nice stateroom, and we slept on the floor with blankets. It wasn’t bad because it was carpeted, so it was like a teenage sleepover. We served her food and drinks, and after her shower we dried her and did her hair and makeup.”

“You did well – she looked good in our meeting.”

“We did our best. She said if we weren’t up to standards she’d whip us. By the way, since women here have slaves, could we get ones?”

“Certainly. I'll give you Barry and Sergi, two of my boys working in the team. They're very good and know what you’re doing here so there’s no security issue.”

◆◆◆

Morgan ushered the Princess out the main door.  Because it was a beautiful warm night with a bright full moon, Morgan had a carriage with two slave ponies waiting.

“Your Royal Highness, I have the honor of hosting you in my mansion, which is about three kilometers away.”

The princess inspected the ponies carefully,  just as she would have done for her horses. She touched their heads and upper bodies, twisted their nipple rings, and felt the scars from their branding. She next wiggled their harnesses, bridles, and tails to check that they were tight. She liked that the well-trained ponies accepted her inspection calmly and bowed their heads in submission. From her view, there was little difference between two-legged and four-legged horses. Pleased with the ponies' strong and attractive appearance, she climbed into the driver’s seat without asking. Morgan noted her natural assumption of royal privilege.

“Excellent,” she said, “I love being driven by slave ponies. Shall we proceed?”

“Of course, your Royal Highness. I'll tell you where to turn.”

Unlike the way Athenians started ponies by cracking the whip over their heads, the princess lashed the ponies, who started moving.  They were moving quickly, but she kept whipping them for more speed, in contrast to the way most people relaxed and enjoyed the ride through the forest, especially by moonlight.

"Your ponies are excellent, much better trained than at our fetish club."

"Thank you. They go through several days of initial training and then serve for two weeks each year, so it's part of their duties. These two, for example, are a software engineer and an accountant."

The pony operation added to the princess' admiration for Athena, although she wasn't ready to fully admit it. At Athena, male slavery was a normal part of life, not an occasional party event. It was strange that she couldn't do as well, despite being a member of a royal house. Although she had the title and formal recognition, Morgan was much more powerful in practice. 

"I like that in addition to the nipple rings, they are branded."

“It's fun to brand them, your Royal Highness.  All slaves are branded with 'AT', and some mistresses also brand slaves in their group to celebrate a successful project.”

"I would very much enjoy doing that when we're done. Perhaps a crown?"

"That would be your choice, your Royal Highness. However, given how secret this project is, you might choose not to."

"I will consider it, but discretion may be wisest." The Crown Princess sounded disappointed. Morgan suspected she was unused to her proposals being greeted with less than total enthusiasm. She steered the conversation in another direction.

“I see you are an experienced pony driver, your Royal Highness. How did you get involved, given your prominence?”

“It was a struggle. In school, we learned about the Dutch Empire’s history of colonialism and slavery. Although we were taught that it was bad, I was excited by how Dutch rulers treated natives. I started treating my nanny and maid as slaves, ordering them around and slapping them. My parents were furious and explained that as a princess who would one day be queen, my duty was to set a good example to the Dutch people. I obeyed reluctantly, but my desire remained. As a teenager, I was drawn into the fetish scene and attended events whenever I could slip away from the palace, despite my parents’ attempt to stop it. However, at age eighteen they reluctantly accepted my instincts, so long as I was discrete and didn’t embarrass the royal family.  Fortunately, I found a exclusive fetish club near Amsterdam where prominent people can play without publicity. I go there often.”

“Presumably the story will eventually get out, your Royal Highness. Will that be a problem?”

“I doubt it.  First, the public loves my somewhat exaggerated image as a party girl. Second, in Holland we have a tradition of sexual freedom.”

Under Fleur’s whipping, the carriage got to the palace faster than usual. Two palace slaves, Bob and Jeff, were waiting at the door and kissed Morgan's and the princess’ feet.

“These two slaves will guide you to your suite and serve you, your Royal Highness. They are from my personal stable and are experienced in serving and pampering mistresses. They will accommodate your needs and wishes. Your luggage is in your suite. Since you have had a long flight and we cannot contribute usefully to the computer work, I suggest you relax tomorrow morning, and we meet at 1 PM for lunch in my chambers.”

“That is acceptable,” the princess agreed with regal dignity.


Chapter 22: Success

Next day, slave Jeff brought the princess upstairs to Morgan’s suite. Morgan noticed that he was limping and guessed that he’d been punished severely. The princess looked stunning in a different business suit from that she had worn the day before. Because her hair and makeup were perfect, Morgan presumed that Jeff and Bob had done a good job.

“Good afternoon, your Royal Highness. Lunch will be served on the terrace. Please follow me.”

It was a perfect sunny day, so the view of the valley and bay below was great. The two relaxed with drinks, with their feet on kneeling slave footstools, happily digging in with their high heels. They dismissed the slaves once lunch appeared.

“This is wonderful. Your palace has a great location. As I recall, it is an estate that has been your family’s for a hundred years.”

“You’ve prepared well, your Royal Highness. I assume you know the story of Athena.”

“I do. Our intelligence service is much smaller than the CIA, but very capable. They prepared a detailed analysis that I studied on the plane. In that spirit, I propose that in private when only we two are present, we dispense with titles. Let’s be Fleur and Morgan.”

Interesting, Morgan thought. This informality was the first breach in the cool royal facade. Presumably the facade came naturally since the Crown Princess was the third highest ranked person in a nation of 18 million people. The breach boded well for the project.

“I would be honored. Similarly, I hope you are not too offended by the unofficial titles we use internally in the company. As your briefing probably explained, these evolved informally and caught on. I recognize that these seem silly and presumptuous to a true aristocrat like yourself. I deeply apologize but it seemed pointless to get our people to stop using them during your visit. We mean no disrespect.”

“None is taken. In my view, you are untitled only because the U.S. constitution prohibits titles. In Europe, your family would likely have been ennobled several generations ago. Certainly your mother would have been for creating and leading your company. You would be the second Duchess of Woodside.”

“I would enjoy that. You would still outrank me, of course, but thank you for being so gracious and understanding.”

Morgan asked how, as a member of the royal family, she acquired responsibilities for technology and environment. She explained that the Prime Minister, whom she liked and respected, suggested it.  He was a strong supporter of the monarchy and wanted the public to see the royal family making meaningful contributions to the nation. The public had long approved of the King flying both the royal aircraft and, when time permitted, commercial flights.

“I hope your accommodations are suitable. I realize they’re small compared to your palace in the Hague.”

“Actually, we have three palaces, but only live in one. The others are for office space and receptions. Joking aside, the guest suite is excellent and more modern than my palace apartment. The view from the patio, where I worked this morning, is very nice. I also love having a discipline room, which I couldn’t have in the palace."

“Looking at Jeff, I presume you disciplined him.”

“Absolutely. I needed the release I get from punishing males, and I wanted to establish that I was in charge. So I gave both slaves a good whipping, and made them lick their blood off the whips and the whipping cross. I then made them sleep in cages with their necks locked. I felt great and they got the message – their service has been perfect. This morning they served me after my bath, did my hair and makeup, and polished my boots. I assume you have no objections.”

Morgan was surprised at how harsh she’d been, but felt wasn’t her place to criticize royalty. Besides, she liked her slaves learning how much tougher she could be.

“None whatsoever. That’s harsher than I do – I stop if I’ve drawn blood. Still, they’re strong boys and won’t break. Since they’ve gotten the message, you don’t need to hit them that hard again unless they misbehave, or you want to.”

"I understand. Disciplining really helps - your slaves are faster, smoother, and more responsive than my palace servants. Mine are good, but would be better if my parents let me physically discipline them. I've asked to but been told no. So I especially appreciate your letting me whip yours.”

Morgan then got to business. “How do you think things are going with the flood control?”

“Well. Anneliese and Anika called me around noon. They said that working with the Sacramento software is going well, so the plan to do the same for the Rijkswaterstaat is very promising. They’re impressed with your people and wish our male staff were as capable and well behaved as your slaves.”

“I’m glad to hear their assessment. Tamar also called and is pleased with progress. She suggested that you and I meet with the team for a status report at 5:00 PM, before dinner. If you approve, they plan to break into the Dutch system around 8:00 PM, 4:00 AM Dutch time, when any monitoring should be weak. To be especially discrete, they’ll copy that day’s backup rather than the version running.”

◆◆◆

At the meeting that afternoon, the princess asked many thoughtful questions and wanted many details. Plans were discussed for what to do if things went awry. Finally, both she and her engineers approved going ahead.

Amazingly, everything went perfectly. By midnight a full copy of the Dutch system was running at Athena. Over the next four days, while the princess and her delegation toured Silicon Valley, Tamar organized and led a calm rhythm of hard work in the bubble. The team identified the malware for each installation on the big map. They then figured out how to disable it so it looked unchanged, but had no effect on the flood control system’s working. They also installed hidden monitoring software that recorded any contact with the malware. The mistresses and slaves had twice-daily reviews so everyone knew how things were going.

The weather was great, so the team had lunch at picnic tables. Anneliese and Anika noticed that the mistresses sat, and slaves served them. When they sat down, Barry and Sergi immediately appeared, bowed, listed the available food and drink options, and promptly brought that requested. They then knelt by the table, available for further service, until dismissed.  The Dutch women were impressed by how smooth and efficient the service was. Being waited on by slaves at fetish parties back home had been an inefficient operation involving micromanaging boys. It was fun, but more of a hassle then serving themselves. At Athena, it was as quick and easy as at a first-rate restaurant. Anneliese and Anika recognized the difference between slavery as a fetish game and as a normal part of life, and wished they could somehow take Athena's system home to Holland.

The days were exciting but tense for Emily. She carefully watched how Tamar led the group, and assisted in organizational matters while also focusing on the  strategy issues. She missed Erika, who was in Montana with Molly and the team setting up Searcher for Glacier National Park. Ethan sensed that something was going on and offered to help, but Emily told him she wasn't allowed to say anything about her activities. She worked off some of her pent-up energy by amping up Ethan's discipline beatings. Although she usually wore casual at-home clothes for these sessions, she changed to wearing her favorite shiny purple latex catsuit and hitting as hard as she could. Ethan responded by howling and shaking harder than usual, but then served even better than usual, including massages after showers and in the hot tub. Best of all, he begged to give her frequent long relaxing boot worship sessions, which Emily loved.

After four days, the team and guests had another big review, and the princess approved the Athenians replacing the malware with modified versions. The Athenians were impressed by how calmly and carefully she considered her decision and agreed, given the risks involved. If the plotters spotted what had been done, they could bring down the government and perhaps even the monarchy.  Morgan thought Fleur reflected royalty at its best. She had heard a slave say that the princess had ice water in her veins. It reminded her of Queen Victoria explaining that “We are not interested in the possibilities of defeat because they do not exist.”

The team practiced the replacement operation several times and figured it would take four hours, so the break-in was scheduled for 4:00 PM, midnight Dutch time, the next day.  Everyone was instructed to get a good night’s sleep and reassemble at noon. Tamar was amused to see Anneliese and Anika heading to their rooms cheerfully followed by Barry and Sergi. The slaves clearly liked serving the two elegant blonde engineers. Conversely, being served by two highly skilled and deeply submissive system programmers relieved some of the stress of the visitors' difficult and risky task.

◆◆◆

Once the team reassembled, they carefully reviewed the plan and each person’s duties, following the detailed chart on the big whiteboard. At 3:50 Morgan stood in front of the room and asked formally, “May we proceed, your Royal Highness?”

“Please do. I and my country thank you and have confidence in you," Fleur announced coolly.

The following hours seemed to pass slowly.  Programmers worked at their keyboards, sometimes with frustrated looks, but eventually walked to the whiteboard and checked off each completed task. They then bowed to Morgan and Fleur. The list of remaining tasks shortened steadily and then ended. The team was now logged out of the water authority computer system.

From the front of the room, Morgan said simply, “I think we’ve done it. Thank you all for a fantastic job. I’m incredibly proud of all of you.”

The princess touched a key on her monitor, stood up, and the big screen came to life. Two men appeared, one in uniform.

“Athenian friends, it is my honor to introduce the King and Prime Minister of the Netherlands.”

After a moment of surprise, everyone in the room stood. The mistresses curtsied and the slaves knelt.

“My daughter has told me of your hard work, skill, and dedication. I cannot thank you enough for what you have done for our country. Unfortunately, your outstanding success cannot be publicly revealed, for reasons I am sure you appreciate. We will do our best to recognize your accomplishments discretely when appropriate. Thank you all again.”

Morgan was impressed by the King’s simple and heartfelt words. She responded for the group.

“Your Majesty and Prime Minister, we at Athena are honored by the trust you placed in us and delighted to have served your country. It has been a pleasure to work with the Crown Princess and two outstanding engineers.”

After the screen faded, Morgan resumed.

“Since we missed dinner, let’s head outside for a picnic celebration, including Heineken beer donated by our royal guest. Unfortunately, this will substitute for the traditional all-hands celebration. That’s because what you’ve done is so important to both the Netherlands and the U.S. that we can never tell anyone about it. To help you forget it, you get two weeks extra fully paid vacation, starting tomorrow.  You can also expect a very large year-end bonus. Basically, your memory will vanish on the way to the bank. OK?”

The group laughed and cheered, then followed Morgan to the door and out to the picnic tables. Morgan stood aside, took her phone, and sent a text message to “Gemini.” It read “package delivered.”


Chapter 23: Yosemite

Two days later, the Crown Princess drove a Volvo sport utility vehicle toward Yosemite National Park. Although her delegation had flown home, she stayed behind to relax and tour northern California. Morgan was amused but not surprised that after all the formal receptions and tours, Fleur wanted a quiet private vacation. When she said Yosemite was her top choice, Morgan explained that both she and Emily knew the park well and would be delighted to show her around. Fleur happily accepted the offer and extended it to Tamar, who instantly agreed.

Fleur proposed a title-free trip and all agreed. However, Morgan vetoed her proposal to bring slaves. Although Fleur had envisioned renting a condominium, as in the resorts she was familiar with, Morgan explained that these weren't available in the park. They'd stay in an elegant hotel, which would be an unsuitable place to have slaves. Without slaves, she grinned, they'd be 'roughing it' by washing and drying themselves , drying and combing their own hair, carrying their own packs on the trail, and cleaning their own hiking boots.

“Watch your speed,” Morgan warned. “This thing is so quiet and stable that you don’t realize how fast you’re going. I suspect your father and the PM would be unhappy about the bad publicity if you were stopped for speeding.” As a committed environmentalist, Fleur had been reluctant to use the SUV from Athena’s motor pool until assured that it was an electric vehicle. Once she started driving it, she loved its comfort and power.

“I’ll be careful, but don’t worry. I’ve got two passports. One’s diplomatic for the Crown Princess, and the other is an ordinary one for Fleur van Buren. That’s one of my family names that we use to be inconspicuous. My father used it when he ran the New York marathon, and I’ll use it on this trip. I’ll keep the princess passport out of sight.”

The long ride allowed them to decompress from the previous weeks of intense activity. Instead of worrying about the fate of a country and thousands of lives, they were on vacation. It was a friendly trip with rambling chitchat in which each revealed things that the others didn’t know.  Emily enjoyed the easy ‘girl talk’ interaction and knew that males would be nowhere as open.

Fleur described the challenges and fun of growing up in royalty, and her current lifestyle. She enjoyed her celebrity status as ‘Europe’s most eligible bachelorette,’ although she considered most men who courted her spoiled and superficial. A newspaper said that ‘the line is long, but moves fast.’ However, the King and Queen had made it clear that in within two years, when she would be 35, she should settle into a more sedate lifestyle fitting the public’s expectation for their future queen.

“With respect,” Morgan asked, “what influence do they have on you?”

“A lot. In Britain, the monarch reigns until they die, so the heir can be quite old when they ascend, like Charles at 73. Ours often abdicate with the approval of Parliament. My grandmother abdicated at age 75, so my father ascended when he was 46. Thus my father and Parliament, which is basically my father and whoever’s PM then, decide when I will become queen. That will happen when they think I’m ready and that the public will agree.”

“I assume that requires your choosing an appropriate husband,”  Morgan said, smiling. 

“Correct. Both the King and Parliament must approve him.”

“Any prospects?”

“Perhaps,” Fleur said. “I’ll tell you if you promise not to tell anyone. Only my parents and the PM know. Selling the story to the media would probably make as much money as solving the flood control problem.”

When they agreed, Fleur opened up. “I’ve found a rare man - respectful, responsible, kind, intelligent, athletic, and good looking.  Hauke’s a fighter pilot whom dad says is the best in the air force. I knew him casually at uni where he was studying aero engineering.  I barely noticed him. At that time I was into rich boy toys and loved the publicity, kind of a dumb rebellion against my parents. It took a while for me to realize I was being silly and start looking at decent men.”

“I hadn’t seen Hauke in years, but he was one of the pilots when I went to Japan for a conference six months ago, substituting  for a regular pilot. It’s a long flight, so the pilots took turns. I was chatting over a snack with the other pilot, a woman I like. She said, ‘you should get to know Hauke - he’s a really good man.'  We had dinner and I liked him very much. We’ve been dating privately since.”

“Do you think you were set up?” Morgan asked.

“Probably. Maintaining the succession is a top priority for the monarchy. What the King wants usually happens, and the air force commander likes me. He told me I’d be a fine queen, especially because the public likes queens. We had queens from 1890 until my father ascended in 2013. The public were originally skeptical of my father, though they now like him.”

“Would a marriage work?”

“I think so. He knows that I’m a committed feminist and that we would have a totally female-led marriage. He’s fine with that, because I’d be queen and he’s sworn loyalty to the monarch.”

“Like when Prince Philip vowed to obey Queen Elizabeth at their wedding,” Emily said.

"He'd be a good choice," Tamar said.

"Do you know him?" Fleur asked in surprise.

"Sure. Many NATO air forces train in Israel - we have sunny flying weather when northern Europe is cloudy and rainy.  I ran the air defense penetration course - kind of like in the movie 'Top Gun'. Pilots try to fly through the defenses, and we try to shoot them down with simulated weapons. Hauke was the best Dutch student we've ever had, and not at all arrogant."

Fleur wanted to know more, but decided to ask another time. Instead, she inquired about the Athenians. She knew that  Morgan came from wealth, but hadn’t fully realized how similar their upbringings had been. Both had been prepared and trained from childhood to succeed their powerful parents. However, Morgan had been brought up enjoying female supremacy.  Thus Morgan was happy with her life as Athena’s CEO,  regarded men as inferior though sometimes useful, and had no incentive or desire to marry.

Tamar's background intrigued Fleur. She grew up in a small town in Israel’s southern desert, where her parents were agronomists developing dry-land farming. After graduating from the Technion with degrees in mathematics, physics, and computer science, she joined Israel’s weapons development branch and specialized in air and missile defense. She and subordinates developed software at the heart of the Iron Dome missile defense system. Once this proved amazingly successful, she was expected to be promoted to general. When her nominal superior who had contributed little was promoted instead, she resigned and became a reserve officer.  She then joined Athena and enjoyed selling Israel software at considerable cost, which she would otherwise have developed on her military salary. At Athena, she was extremely successful, with her experience and skill generating major aerospace contracts in various countries. These included Arab nations, with which she negotiated in fluent Arabic. She joined Athena because of the opportunities for her as a woman, but had no particular interest in female supremacy. She was open to marriage if the right man appeared in her busy life.

“There’s a bit more,” Morgan added cheerfully. “A year after she resigned, a new commander promoted her to reserve brigadier general and offered her a major generalship if she returned to active service.”

“I was tempted,” Tamar said, “but I’d become used to Athena. I like a lot about it, including being able to whip poorly performing subordinates.  That would have brought Iron Dome on line two years earlier.”

Emily was amused to see Fleur's nod of approval when she learned that Tamar was a general. Fleur viewed true status as arising from being well-born, but accepted that extraordinary commoners could rise to almost the same level.

Fleur couldn’t easily relate to Emily’s middle class faculty family upbringing, but enjoyed hearing of her samurai ancestors and interest in martial arts. Mischievously,  Emily described her grandfather’s major role in planning Japan’s lightening conquest of the Dutch East Indies in World War II. As Fleur’s expression hardened, Emily mollified her by explaining that he had strongly opposed going to war and had received death threats from the militarists.  Fleur was also intrigued by Emily’s part-time job in college and graduate school as a professional dominatrix, and asked questions that the Crown Princess could not have asked a Dutch counterpart.

◆◆◆

The countryside grew more beautiful as they left the central valley and started up into the Sierra foothills. Fleur had seen pictures but was still amazed by how stunning the scenery was when viewed in person. After a long stop at the famous Tunnel View overlook into Yosemite Valley with the park's granite monoliths as a backdrop, they drove to the historic Ahwahnee hotel. The beautiful structure was designed to highlight its natural surroundings around the deep valley, including Yosemite Falls, Half Dome, and Glacier Point.

“You’ll feel at home, Fleur,” Emily announced in tour guide mode. “Queen Elizabeth, Presidents Eisenhower, Kennedy, Reagan, and Obama, and Walt Disney and Steve Jobs stayed here. It’s appeared in lots of movies.”

After settling into four adjacent suites with large living rooms and bedrooms, they had dinner in the Grand Dining Room, whose high ceiling supported by rock columns gave a cathedral-like atmosphere. After a superb meal, they were starting dessert when a smiling man in Park Service uniform came to the table.

“Hi, Emily, it’s great to see you again. I didn’t know you were here.”

“Just for vacation. These are my friends Morgan, Fleur, and Tamar. Girls, this is Tony Dixon, the park’s Chief Ranger.”

“I’m having drinks in the bar with someone you’ll enjoy meeting. Would you all like to join us?”

Before Emily could answer, Fleur did. “We would be delighted. We’ll see you in about ten minutes.”

After Tony left, Fleur asked, “I’m curious. How do you know him?”

Morgan laughed, “So much for leaving work behind. Let me embarrass Emily. On her interview visit to Athena, she suggested we develop a system that combined artificial intelligence and GIS with drones and other methods to improve search and rescue operations. Her team developed a system called Searcher that has proved highly successful and is selling very well. Guess who bought some.”

“Yosemite?”

“No, much bigger.”

Having grown up with government, Fleur instantly caught on. “The National Park Service?”

“Yes. After Yosemite tested and liked Searcher, the NPS bought thirty at a very good price, with the option to buy more. Six are already operational.”

“Great, let’s go meet him. Please remember than I’m Fleur van Buren.”

“And don’t identify me unless needed,” Morgan added.  “I’m on vacation.”

They found Tony sitting at an outdoor table bathed in bright moonlight with a fit-looking middle-aged woman dressed in ranger-style clothing  but without insignia.

“Emily, let me introduce Jennifer Jaffe, director of the Park Service. Jennifer, this is Dr. Emily Ito and her friends Morgan, Fleur, and Tamar.”

“I’m delighted to meet you. Tony says wonderful things about you and Searcher.”

“Thank you. I and the team are grateful for your confidence in us. I loved working with Tony and Yosemite SAR, and hear things are going very well at the other parks.”

“By chance, I was at Glacier a month ago during a search using Searcher. Your friend Molly was doing a great job getting the SAR team up to speed.”

Bolstered by a round of drinks, the group had a pleasant evening and enjoyed inside stories about the park service. The next three days settled into a comfortable routine. After breakfast, the fantastic four, as they now called themselves, headed out for long hikes on beautiful early fall days. Several times a day, they met rangers who knew Emily. They returned agreeably tired, cleaned up without the slaves’ assistance they were used to, and enjoyed excellent dinners. 

◆◆◆

On their fourth day, as they were returning to the hotel, Emily’s phone buzzed. She listened and responded, “Of course. We’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

Turning to the others she reported, “It’s Tony Dixon. They’re starting a search for a hiker missing in Tuolumne meadows. Let’s go watch Searcher at work.”

A short walk brought them to YoSAR - Yosemite SAR - headquarters. Emily was greeted as an old friend. Tony, sitting at the back of the room, asked Emily if she would like to direct the search.

“Thanks, I’d enjoy it, but no need. Your folks know exactly what to do. We’ll sit in back and watch.”

Emily explained to her friends how the operation worked. With eight drones, there was no need for expensive and noisy helicopter support. Moreover, because as usual the missing person was reported late in the day as it was getting dark, it made little sense to start a ground search. They went outside and watched the drones being launched. Morgan liked the Athena logo on them.

Back inside, they settled down with pizza and soft drinks to watch the large Searcher monitor, also labelled with the Athena logo. Two rangers operated the monitor, while several others watched. Emily explained the probability map and they watched it evolve as drone results came in. Two other rangers had a brief discussion, and then used a mouse to indicate areas where they thought the hiker might likely be. Because they assigned high confidence to their opinions, Searcher diverted several drones from the systematic search to check them out. 

Morgan whispered, “This is great - they’re letting Searcher do its thing.”

“Correct. And these are some of the best SAR people anywhere. They’ve learned to trust it.”

A few minutes later, one of the drone icons on the map started blinking green.

“It’s got a possible contact on the thermal imager,” Emily whispered.

A minute later it turned steady green. “The contact looks good. We’ll have camera soon.”

A side screen on the monitor displayed a grainy green night vision image of what looked like a trail crossing a stream. As the drone descended, a person lying on the ground came into view. The console operator spoke into a microphone.

“Hi, are you Chris Boardman?”

“Yes.”

“It’s good to see you. What’s the problem?”

“I think I broke an ankle crossing the stream. I can’t walk on it. I also wrecked my phone.”

“Sorry to hear it. How are you feeling?”

“Cold and tired, and the ankle hurts. Otherwise, OK.”

“OK, here’s the plan. I’ll inform your friend that we found you, and stay until another drone arrives. It’s bringing a sleeping bag, food and water, and a mini first aid kit including Tylenol. With those, will you be OK spending the night?”

“Sure. I feel silly about this.”

“No problem. When there’s enough light, rangers will come with a stretcher and carry you out.”

“Great. I really appreciate it.”

Emily turned to Tony and spoke in a loud  voice  that everyone heard. “That was nicely done. Thanks for inviting me and my friends to watch. It’s great to see how well the best SAR team in the country uses Searcher. Please remember to let me know about any problems you spot or any suggestions for improvement.”

◆◆◆

Two days later, after an early morning start and the long tough hike to the spectacular top of Half Dome,  Fleur ordered everyone to her room after dinner. Her laptop on the living room table was set to BBC news. The presenter was a well dressed male with a perfect upper-class British accent. The screen showed the Dutch parliament.

“Tonight’s major story comes from across the North Sea. Although we tend to view Dutch politics as less exciting than ours, today was an exception. Prime Minster Mark Bruins displayed the skill that has kept him in office so long. This morning, in the first full day of the new parliamentary session, the leader of a hard-right opposition party accused the government of neglecting coastal flood defenses that would fail in a major storm. Bruins used his mobile telephone to order an immediate test, and urged citizens along the coast to watch.  He then projected television news to a screen in the chamber, and ordered an hour recess. Within minutes, people along the coast and television viewers enjoyed watching gates close and barriers drop.”

The screen showed people watching as the flood defenses deployed.

“After the recess, Bruins announced that the test was fully successful. He criticized the right-wing deputies for generating needless fears about flooding and other national problems, and argued that the nation was in good hands. A poll taken by Dutch television that afternoon found that almost all voters were aware of the test, and that an overwhelming majority planned to vote for the governing coalition.”

Fleur produced bottles of champagne from her suite refrigerator and served her friends. With glasses in hand, they watched as Fleur established a Zoom link and the smiling Prime Minister appeared.

“Congratulations, Prime Minister. That was perfectly done. I was confident it would go well and so felt comfortable going on vacation and having champagne ready.”

“Thank you, your Royal Highness. Of course, the credit goes to you and your wonderful friends.

“You had the wisdom and courage to risk bringing in foreign experts and giving them the freedom and resources they needed.”

“With your father’s full support. We can all be proud today. In that spirit, I’d like Morgan to introduce her colleagues. I’ve read the Crown Princess’ reports and would like to thank you ‘in person’, as it were.”

“Delighted. This is Dr. Tamar Ronen, who led the software group, whose superb results are obvious. And Dr. Emily Ito, who did the strategic planning. She came up with the idea of disabling rather than deleting the malware in hope of catching the saboteurs. Did that work?”

“Yes, beautifully.  I forgot to say that. When the gates started closing, two people tried to get the malware working. We have identified them and are considering what to do with them. Naturally, secrecy is our highest priority. If it becomes known that the coastal defenses are vulnerable to computer sabotage, others will be tempted to try and eventually may succeed.”

Emily took a deep breath and ventured where she knew she shouldn’t. “Prime Minister, may I speak frankly?”

“Of course, Dr. Ito.”

“I have no knowledge of Dutch law. As a foreigner, I regret to suggest that fatal accidents would best resolve the problem.”

“The King and I have also come reluctantly to that conclusion. As a lawyer, it goes against everything I stand for, but we are exploring possibilities.”

“On a brighter note, the King and I plan to honor you three as Knights of the Order of the Lion of the Netherlands. This is conferred on people who have rendered outstanding service to the nation. It’s similar to a British knighthood.  We are exploring how to do this without explaining what you have done to justify it.”

“I suggest a simple solution, Prime Minister,” the Crown Princess said. “A few nights ago, I watched Yosemite National Park rangers use a system Athena sells called ‘Searcher.’ It combines artificial intelligence and GIS with drones and other methods to dramatically improve search and rescue operations. Emily led the team that developed it. It is very effective and many U.S. national parks use it. Although it’s probably not needed in our much smaller parks, I’m sure our rangers would love to have it. We could buy it and then once it is operational, honor our three Athenians for developing it.”

“That is an excellent plan, your Royal Highness. I will present it to the King and am confident that he will approve. I also have been informed that tomorrow Athena will receive an electronic transfer of 250 million dollars. This seems quite reasonable given that the 1953 flood caused about 5.5 billion Euros of damage in addition to the many lives lost. The money will come via the U.S. government with no explanation. Thus in the unlikely event that questions ever arise, there will be no record of a transaction between Athena and the Dutch government.”

“That makes sense, Prime Minster,” Morgan said. “You have what the U.S. government calls ‘plausible deniability’.”

“Exactly. Because it’s the middle of the night here, I will thank you again and go to sleep. We very much look forward to hosting all of you in the Netherlands in the near future.”


Chapter 24: Holland

Comfortably seated in Athena’s company airplane, Morgan and Emily enjoyed a stunning view of the Rocky Mountains below bathed in evening light.

“I love this plane,” Morgan gushed with enthusiasm quite different from her usual cool calm. “Have you had the chance to explore it?”

“Actually no, your Highness. On the short flight to LA for the Boy Scout search, I spent the whole time in contact with Molly’s people.  It was our first real search, and we knew that success would be great for the project."

“You were correct. Let me show you around.”

Morgan led Emily forward to the cockpit where two uniformed pilots were seated. “Jamie and Sue, this is Lady Emily.”

“Pleased to have you aboard, my Lady. We flew you to Burbank last year, but it was such a short flight we didn’t really meet. This is a long and mostly easy flight, so over the Atlantic we’d love to show you around and let you fly some. The Queen often does that.”

Emily liked Jamie immediately. “How about Lady Tamar?”

“We’re teaching her. It’s funny to have an air force general who can’t fly anything but a computer. It confirms my and Sue’s prejudices, since we’re ex-Navy.”

“Remember,” Emily responded playfully, “Her job is the opposite of flying. She shoots planes and missiles down.”

“Fair enough, my Lady,” Sue conceded.

“We’ll leave you to flying and chat more later,”  Morgan said. “It’s really their plane. I just pay the bills.”

“And we appreciate it, your Highness. You’re much easier to work for than male admirals.”

Morgan led Emily aft and opened two doors off the aisle. "These are the suites, with comfy beds, chairs, and desks, and good lighting. They're soundproofed so you can sleep or work effectively. The front one's mine and you get the other." Emily admired the tasteful decor, with walls and carpet in soothing earth tones.

"Thank you, your Highness. I've done three commercial flights to Amsterdam in the past few months. This will be much nicer."

"Next, behind this partition, is our lounge and dining area. After that, through the next partition is the seating - you probably noticed that all are first class lie-flat seats." As they entered, their PAs, Greg and Carlos, rose and bowed.

They next walked aft by the galley and then the flight attendant quarters. The two uniformed female FAs rose from their seats.

"Is there anything we can do, your Highness?"

"Please bring us wine and dinner menus."

"Certainly, your Highness."

"Finally, we have the baggage and slave area."  One side had shelves for luggage, avoiding the need to check bags on commercial flights. Morgan slid a partition to show the two slave cages on the other side. Emily noted the padding inside, making them suitable for air travel.

"I didn't know these were here, your Highness. It would be fun to put Greg and Carlos in there, but then they couldn't do anything useful."

"Agreed - I prefer to let the FAs relax, make the slaves do some of their work, and punish them if  they don't do a good job."

"Is it a problem that Fleur is sending a limo to take us from the airport to the palace, where we'll be staying? It sounds like the King and Queen know that Fleur's dominant but certainly won't allow slavery in the palace."

"No, we just treat the boys as servants, which the palace is full of."

Morgan and Emily relaxed at a table in the dining area with their wine glasses.

"I'm curious, your Highness. I expected Tamar to be on the flight with us."

"She's already in Holland. She'll be coming to the reception tomorrow and to the ceremony the next day."

The Crown Princess had planned their Dutch trip carefully, to honor those involved in the flood control affair seven months earlier while preserving its secrecy. During the months between, Athena's role in supplying the Searcher system to the Dutch national parks had been publicized. For this work, Emily, Tamar, and Morgan would be among those knighted at the annual spring ceremony. The others involved in the flood control project were coming unofficially and separately, nominally via a tourist promotion that provided an all-expenses-paid trip to the annual tulip festival. The package also included tickets to attractions including museums, an international soccer match, canal boat tours, and the annual knighting ceremony. The flood defenses affair would only be mentioned at a very private reception in the palace.  Athenians would follow off-site protocol with no mention of internal titles or female dominance.

"May I ask why Tamar came early, your Highness?" Emily thought Athena's policy of secrecy was excessive but accepted it.

"Officially, she's lecturing about air defense at the Dutch pilot training school, which she does every year."

Emily went along with Morgan's game. Starting with her interview, Morgan and Emily felt like kindred spirits and had grown surprisingly close, despite their differences in age and background. They often joked about being big and little sister.

"And unofficially?"

"When she ran the air defense penetration course, she became friends with a Dutch squadron commander. They've stayed in touch, and he now commands their air force."

"Romance?"

"I suspect so, but don't ask. His wife died of cancer two years ago. He and Tamar are also negotiating a major contract."  Emily knew better than to ask for details.

◆◆◆

Greg and Carlos appeared and served an excellent dinner that Morgan and Emily enjoyed while watching the sunset. Afterwards, they said goodnight and went to their suites. Before departure, Emily had already thought of and liked the idea of beating Carlos on the airplane. She was prepared and waiting in anticipation.

"Into my suite, slave. Strip and get over the desk."

Carlos hadn't expected this but did as ordered. "Yes, my Lady."

"What did we miss yesterday, slave?"

Carlos had noticed, but hoped that Emily had been too busy preparing for departure to think of it. "Discipline day, my Lady."

"Correct, slave." Emily bound his wrists and ankles to the desk with a set of straps and cuffs she had brought, and then gagged him. "We don't want to disturb her Highness next door, so let's keep you quiet."

Emily produced a black leather riding crop and set to work enthusiastically on his buttocks. As Carlos writhed under her blows, she felt special excitement and then arousal. She wasn't sure why doing this on a plane felt so great, but it did. After two dozen vicious strokes, the last few of which drew blood, she removed the gag.

"I bet that hurt, slave."

"Very much, my Lady."

"Good." She held the crop to his mouth. "Lick it clean, slave, then thank me."

"Thank you for disciplining me, my Lady."

"It's my pleasure, slave. Let's settle you for the night."

Emily released him from the desk, attached his leg straps to the bed, and ordered him to sleep on the floor. She changed to her nightgown, brushed her teeth, and gave Carlos a few hard kicks. She then climbed into bed and slept better than she had ever before on a plane.

◆◆◆

The Crown Princess rose and welcomed Morgan and Emily into the living room of her spacious apartment in the Huis ten Bosch royal palace in The Hague.  The second-floor room had huge windows, ornate chandeliers, and brilliant wall tapestries.

After the two visitors curtsied, Fleur announced, "Now that you've shown proper respect, let's be friends," and gave them big hugs. "No titles."

"I love your palace," Morgan said admiringly. 'It's magnificent."

"We've had time to get it right, since 1645. Most of it's pretty old, but there've been many renovations. It was even our national art gallery in the 1700s until Napoleon’s brother moved in. On a more important note, this is my fiancée, Hauke Becker."

She indicated a tall athletic-looking man in uniform with a friendly smile. "Hauke, these are my friends Morgan and Emily."

"I'm pleased to meet you. Fleur has told me a lot about you and  - with the King's permission - your joint work."

"It's great that you're engaged."

"Unofficially. The King and Queen have approved, and the announcement will be made in the fall."

"Why the delay?" Morgan asked.

"My image is being cleaned up," Fleur explained with amusement. "No more party girl. I'm being transformed so the public sees me as a sensible, practical, future Queen. I'll explain over lunch."

"I'm afraid I can't join you," Hauke apologized. "I'm now one of the King's military aides and have to attend an event. I'll see you tonight."

Over lunch, Morgan asked Fleur about her planned image change. "It's more appearance than substance. I outgrew the party scene a few years ago, but the press still plays it up. So I'll be visible doing more of what Mom does - schools, hospitals, etc. The press office will also play up my role in science, technology, and environment.”

Emily couldn't resist asking. "How about the fetish club? You seemed to really enjoy beating our slaves and driving our ponyboy carriages."

"Not allowed," Fleur said and laughed. "Duty to the nation comes first. But I'm nudging Hauke that way in private."

"You'd both be welcome to visit at Athena where you can be open," Morgan said. "As you've seen, we're good at keeping a low profile."

◆◆◆

The evening reception for those involved in the flood control affair was held in an elegant salon on the first floor.  The invitations specified the date, time and semi-formal attire, but no explanation of the occasion's nature or who would host it.

Emily and Morgan welcomed the guests. The water authority engineers, Anneliese and Anika, arrived first. The slaves assigned to them during their time at Athena walked behind them, carrying their handbags. Emily was amused that they and the slaves had maintained contact.

"It's good to see you," Emily said. "I've been to Holland three times since we met, but was ordered not to meet you. Congratulations on your awards." The two had been made Knights of a different order, that of Orange-Nassau, to avoid any apparent connection with the Athenians. 

Shortly afterwards, Tamar arrived, escorted by the air force commander whom she introduced.

"I'm pleased to meet you, General Smit," Morgan said. "I look forward to working together."

"As do I, Mevrouw Crown. Dr. Ronen and I and have a draft agreement almost finished. I gather we'll discuss that later in the week."

Over the next few minutes, the remaining Athenian mistresses and slaves arrived. Morgan gestured discretely to Hauke, who briefly left the room. A minute later the Prime Minister entered, followed by the King, Queen, and Crown Princess. Once everyone had bowed or curtsied, the King motioned them to be seated and addressed the group.

"Good evening and welcome to the palace. We are delighted to have the opportunity on behalf of the nation to thank you all in person for your magnificent work. The Crown Princess has been fulsome in your praise. I deeply wish it were possible to publicly recognize your accomplishments, but it is not."

Waiters entered the room with trays of wine glasses. "Please join me in a toast, of our finest Dutch wine, to all of you."

As groups started socializing and eating, Morgan spoke quietly to the King and Queen.

"Thank you for your kind words and the honor you are doing us. I look forward to tomorrow's ceremony. I should note that it was a privilege working with your daughter. She is an outstanding leader and will be a very fine queen."

"That is very kind of you," the Queen said. "She says similar things about you. Everything about your organization impressed her, especially its female leadership. She's made it clear she would emulate it here if it were possible."

"I can claim no credit, because my mother set it up. She recognized what the special synergy between dominant women and submissive males can accomplish."

The King was clearly uncomfortable with the discussion but said nothing. He had learned to accept the Queen's feminist views, which Fleur had inherited.

Emily introduced herself to General Smit.  To her pleasure, he recognized her name and had read both her books. He happily responded to her question about Tamar and the air defense penetration course.

"Every air force in the world is considering the questions your books explore - how to adapt to new technologies? As you know, Tamar is a leading thinker about this.  Before becoming a missile defense expert - they call her the 'mother of Iron Dome' - she thought carefully about defending against aircraft. Historically, antiaircraft systems defending a target were sited by gut feelings. She used her expertise in operations research to develop algorithms to best position antiaircraft systems, taking advantage of the terrain and the strengths of different systems. She then turned this around and built a training area where Israeli and other pilots  learn to penetrate air defenses."

"I led the first Dutch squadron that took her course. Before, we'd trained by flying over targets and attacking them. Here, we attacked targets defended by simulated weapons operated by skilled operators, which was much more realistic and harder. When we got there, it was very different from the old style. Instead of flying on the first day, she lectured to us about how the defenses were positioned and why."

"She then introduced us to our opponents, who were young - 18- to 20-year-old - girls doing their required service. As you'd guess, my boys didn't take them seriously. But when we started doing attacks, the girls slaughtered us."

"I bet that shocked your pilots," Emily laughed.

"Totally. In the post-mission analysis, Tamar explained that the girls were volunteers from among the smartest female draftees, who had also been trained in unarmed combat and various weapons. Since they and the pilots would be working together during the course, she encouraged the two groups to get to know and learn from each other, but to stay respectful. She got the message across with a picture of one of her girls holding an assault rifle and wearing a T-shirt saying, 'She has a M-16 and knows how to use it'."

"Did it work?"

"Quite well. All my boys came home as better pilots. A few ended up with black eyes or swollen lips that I never asked about, but many more came home with new friends who gave them one of the T-shirts. I wrote about this in our air force magazine when we started allowing women into pilot training."

"And you and Tamar stayed friends?"

"Very much so. I took the squadron to the course several times. Once I got promoted to run pilot training, I invited Tamar here regularly to lecture. She's now negotiating a big contract between us and Athena.  I think she's a great person and a true professional,  and I'm really happy that she's being knighted. She perfectly fits your Athenian model of female leadership."


Chapter 25: Knighthood and Promotion

The ceremony honoring the new Knights of the Order of the Lion of the Netherlands took place in a magnificent hall in the palace with hanging banners and portraits on the walls. The room had been used for such events for hundreds of years.  The twenty-six new knights, seven foreign and the rest Dutch, sat in the first row. They were an impressive group, including a Nobel prize winning chemist and a world-renowned author.  Hundreds of people, including the other Athenians, sat in the audience. News media correspondents attended, and the ceremony was filmed for television. Quiet orchestral music set a pleasing tone.

Before the trip, Emily had studied videos of previous years' ceremonies and learned that the event was fully formal. After some consideration, she had diffidently asked Morgan whether she might borrow the outfit she had worn to her first formal dinner during her interview visit. To her surprise, Morgan remembered the details.

"As I recall, that was a red Carolina Herrera dress and matching Louboutins."

"Correct, your Highness."

"They're yours - consider them a gift."

Emily had been thrilled and grateful. She decided to take a long shot. "Thank you very much. Might I also borrow the jewelry I wore?"

Morgan grinned. "The De Beers white gold and diamond butterfly set? All $130,000 of it?"

"Yes, your Highness. You said they went very well together."

"OK. Let's make that a loan, at least for now."

Emily had wondered about 'for now,' because Morgan rarely spoke casually. This sounded like a good sign for something.

Sitting amid the other new knights, all of whom were older than she, Emily was delighted to have the spectacular outfit and jewelry. She also benefitted from Carlos' spending the morning preparing her. He'd spent hours polishing her shoes to perfection and carefully doing her hair, nails, and makeup. To her satisfaction,  both men and women were openly admiring her.

The ceremony started and was perfectly choreographed. As the Prime Minister called each knight to the stage in alphabetical order, their name, photo, and citation appeared on a huge screen. The King then draped the medal around their necks. Morgan was among the first called. Emily admired the way she went up the stairs with the polished ease that came from having received many awards.

"Mevrouw Morgan Crown is knighted for advancing the role of women in technology via leadership of the Athena corporation, which has benefitted the Netherlands in several important ways."

Soon it was Emily's turn. In a daze, she stood up,  ascended the stairs, and walked to the podium.

"Dr. Emily Ito is knighted for development of a system that combines artificial intelligence and advanced technology to improve search and rescue operations, that is now used in the Netherlands and other countries."

◆◆◆

Emily spent the remainder of the trip happily decompressing from the emotional high of the knighting ceremony.  She, Morgan, and Tamar accompanied the Crown Princess and Hauke to Amsterdam's famous Keukenhof,  Europe's largest flower garden, for the tulip festival. As part of polishing Fleur's new image, the press had been invited to cover the beautiful princess and her handsome friend as they showed three new knights around the festival. Emily was amused by but followed directions to wear a light-colored dress, which relative to the millions of brilliantly colored tulips produced the desired media pictures. The huge crowd enjoying the sunny day greeted the princess with cheers and applause, and the princess responded appropriately.

Over the next few days, while Morgan and Tamar met with General Smits and other military and government officials to negotiate the air and missile defense contract, Morgan told Emily to relax and enjoy herself. Emily was surprised to be excused from the negotiations, but happily accepted the free time.

She and Carlos spent a day at the Rijksmuseum in the heart of Amsterdam, admiring centuries of Dutch art including Rembrandt’s Night Watch and other masterpieces including ones by Rembrandt,  Vermeer, and Van Gogh. Although she'd heard that many visitors found the experience exhausting and suffered from 'museum feet', having a responsible and obedient slave made the tour pleasant. Carlos walked behind her carrying her handbag and purchases, and waited in lines for her. Even better, she had ordered Carlos to prepare a list of the most interesting artwork and relevant information. Since he had a fine liberal education, this preparation made him an excellent guide.

The two spent another day touring the Delta Works with  Anneliese, Anika, and their two visiting slaves. The director showed them through the huge storm surge barrier facility.  Afterwards, the slaves served an elegant picnic lunch at a table with the view of the giant facility. Although all were careful not to say anything indiscrete, the day was a wonderful reminder of their accomplishment. In the course of the happy conversation,  Anika mentioned a tragic boat accident several months ago that had taken the lives of two water authority engineers. Emily's logical mind accepted that some unsavory things needed to be done.

On the last day, the 'fantastic four' went to the city stadium to watch the Lionesses, the Dutch women’s national soccer team, play against Germany. Fleur, the team's royal patron,  ushered them to the luxurious royal box. The crowd, many dressed in bright Netherlands orange, cheered enthusiastically when the Crown Princess' presence was announced. Morgan was pleased to see the Athenian group in the stands, easily identified by their white shirts. The Dutch team played brilliantly, using their famed 'total football' tactics. After a satisfying 4-1 victory, the princess and friends were welcomed to the locker room for the champagne celebration.  Photographers and television recorded Fleur toasting the team and expressing optimism for their success in the upcoming Women's World Cup series.

That evening the four enjoyed a quiet private dinner in Fleur's apartment. 

"It looks to me like your public image is excellent," Morgan said. "People like and admire you, and Hauke seems like a great choice. The news people seem very friendly. I expect Parliament would approve your marriage tomorrow."

"I agree. The PM's party and the other main parties have told my father they approve. Still, since the ultra-right groups will complain about anything, my mother wants me to be as non-controversial as possible to give them little to complain about."

"The Dutch will get a perfect royal wedding," Tamar said. "We'll be happily watching it on TV and saying, 'we know her'."

"I'll try to get you invited, but can't promise. The government controls the ceremony so there will be tons of politicians and royalty from all over. You're commoners and - worst of all - don't vote here."

"No problem," Morgan laughed. "We can throw a private party at Athena afterwards."

"Great! Actually, I loved being at Athena. It felt so free. You live as dominant women the way you want, but I have to act respectable and vanilla. In a lot of ways, your situation is more fun."

◆◆◆

On the next morning, as the plane headed out over the Atlantic, the slaves served wine and snacks. Morgan and Emily relaxed and reviewed the trip.

"How do you think we did?"

"Very well, your Highness. I think we made a good impression, which I gather should help the contract with the Dutch go through."

"I think so. If it does, the Belgians will join, and the Germans may also. Even though we'd subcontract out the hardware, it could be the single largest project Athena has ever done. It would make us much bigger."

"I hope so, your Highness. You and Tamar have really impressed them."

"And our success with the flood control gave us even more credibility. It took a lot of effort by me and Tamar, but our showing up in person makes a difference. Many times, customers said that dealing directly with me rather than the lower ranking people our competitors sent clinched the deal for us.”

“Much of that is that you are Athena, your Highness, rather than representing a corporation you happen to be working for at the moment. You know our products in depth, have long-term relations with clients, and can make decisions on the spot.”

“Should I be delegating more?”

Emily was pleased to be asked and tried to give her best answer.

“From my short time with Athena, your Highness, my sense is yes. You delegate considerable responsibility to Tamar and Amy for projects in their areas, and even to me for the small Searcher project. But you don’t have anyone below you with your full corporate breadth, who could take on some of your tasks.”

“Like a Deputy CEO?”

“Yes, your Highness.”

“Would it surprise you that I’ve been considering you for DCEO?” Emily was stunned and explained why.

“Very much, your Highness. In five years, maybe.  After only two, people would feel that I don’t have the knowledge or experience, and they’d be right.”

“I appreciate your candor, but there’s another view.  You've impressed me with your insight and leadership.  You led Searcher beautifully without detailed direction from me or anyone else. You've also shown excellent policy skills in dealing with TecBro and in your recommendations for the coastal flooding project. Not many people of any age would have had the courage to recommend an unsavory option - murder - to a foreign leader."

"As a policy advisor, your Highness, I was taught at Princeton and TRAN that my duty is to recommend what I think is best, not what people want to hear or are comfortable with."

"I agree, and value that. So, here's the choice. You’re running a successful project and could turn it over to Molly.  Then move to a bigger one and so on. Or, as DCEO, spend that time working closely with me, learning the full range of the company beyond what you’d get from a series of projects. Once you were ready, I'd give you increasing authority, as appropriate."

"How do you think the council members and other senior people would feel about this?

"I've asked and they would fully support it. They like what they do, know they're very good at it, and want to stay where they are."

“I’m incredibly honored, your Highness. I'll do my very best."

"Excellent. In that case, you'll have events requiring appropriate dress."

Morgan opened a drawer and handed Emily the De Beers jewelry box.
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Agnes Jones	 marketing director

Marie Duval 	 personnel director
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Afterword




This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, organizations, places, and events other than those clearly in the public domain, are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.




Many of Silicon Valley's great companies, including Hewlett-Packard, Microsoft, Apple, and Google, started as partnerships between two talented and ambitious young men. They tapped the intellectual ferment of the Valley to grow into companies with very distinctive corporate cultures. 


Here, I imagine what might have happened if in the Valley's early days, a visionary and dominant young businesswoman met and partnered with a brilliant and submissive young male engineer. I envision the resulting female-led company as unconventional, but in some ways no more so than many others.


Although the characters and practices here are fictional, they are inspired in part by those in the two cultures that overlap here. For the world of technology companies, I have drawn insight from their almost-endless media coverage and the many books about these companies and their founders and leaders. For the world of female dominance, I was inspired by books describing fictious female dominated societies including those by Anne Rice, C. L. Northbridge, and Miranda Birch, as well as websites including those of the Other World Kingdom, House of Sinn, English Mansion, and Order of Indomitus.  I derived useful insights from the websites of outstanding dominatrices  including Mistresses Morrigan Hel, Ezada Sinn, Evilyne, and Rabinova, and podcasts including Authentically Kinky, Talking Matriarchy, The Masocast, and Your Kinky Friends.


I thank C. L. Northbridge for helpful advice and comments on the manuscript. 




I welcome comments and suggestions and can be contacted at 

subwebdev@proton.me
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