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Smart Locks

Anna Ritter

Nathan Thomas Mace, founder and CEO of Mace Technologies, actually enjoyed this part. He strode out onto the stage, sat at the table, and looked out at the audience. This was his forum, and he ruled here. Unlike other tech billionaires who preferred the safety of social media or simply kept a low profile, Nathan had no problem confronting his detractors and critics, especially because he understood how important they could be.

Too often, techno-utopians simply ignored the opposition. These were the women and men who believed that "progress" and advancements in technology were automatic and unstoppable. These individuals failed to understand the social component. Throughout the world, voters and politicians shaped very specific policies that would influence how the economy and the technologies that drove it would ultimately be shaped and implemented. Without even trying, you think about the early days of the Internet and how online retail received a tacit subsidy since sales taxes weren't required. Telecommunications companies received huge grants from the government to build out their fiber connections, and EV companies relied on huge tax credits to make their products affordable. Even the oil industry relied on massive support from the government to keep prices "low".

Some of his friends and many of his competitors failed to appreciate what it meant to work in a social world. If they intended to operate in markets, then they had to comprehend how people would respond.

Considering how his integrated AI would now connect with people on a daily basis, there would be so many concerns from a variety of different stakeholders, including parents, women, technophiles, politicians, and many, many more. Of course, they were probably right to be concerned in one way or another, Nathan could appreciate. After all, the advent of every new technology also meant inventing new traumas and disasters. No one had to worry about airplane crashes before humans took to the skies. Cyber stalking and cyber bullying didn't exist before the internet. Inventing new technologies to solve all problems often meant creating new problems. Ultimately, it would come down to a question of social calculus. Would these new devices be worth it? Did they warrant the potential damage they might cause?

The answer wasn't always yes.

Despite the audience of angry advocates arrayed before him, Nathan understood this new technology, so he didn't indulge in the same kinds of fears, conspiracy theories, or needless worries. But today, he would confront them. With more than a dozen cameras aimed at him from every direction, he glanced down at the tablet that was waiting for him.

"Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. My name is Nathan Mace, and I am the CEO of Mace Technologies. As you know, my company has announced to the creation of a new type of smart home, one that utilizes cutting-edge AI to augment the human experience. Now, my public relations team will have additional information for you, but I would like to begin the conversation about how we will proceed. As many of you have already reviewed the schematics, I won't bring up the security features or the use of our proprietary software system, but I'm happy to answer any questions."

Immediately, a forest of hands rose into the air. A couple of people started to shout their questions, but Nathan pointed to one redheaded woman seated at the front. Unlike many others, she hadn't lifted her hand as high as she could like she was some kid in elementary school class. Instead, she adjusted her black rimmed glasses and leaned forward only slightly when he pointed to her.

"Nathan," she said, casually using his first name, "I am concerned about the security features."

"Which ones are you thinking of?"

"Based on your preliminary advertisements and reports, it sounds like anyone who lives in one of these houses is going to have to submit to 24/7 monitoring. Is that correct?"

Nathan smiled. He knew this woman, of course. That was Alexandra Cleo, a privacy advocate who had caused plenty of headaches for lots of CEOs throughout Silicon Valley. "That's correct," he said. "At this point, however, I want to point out that this is not new. I appreciate how the idea of a fully integrated system might sound like a problem, but most of our consumers have already owned smart speakers, cell phones, and a variety of other devices with both video and sound recording capabilities for years now. The only difference is that these features will be built into the house directly."

Nathan was about to move on, only Alexandra raised her hand again. She spoke out before he could call on her or point at her, "but Nathan, you have to appreciate that there are going to be security flaws. A matter how perfect you make this, it won't work."

"Actually, I disagree with that sentiment." Before this, different members of the audience had been whispering back and forth, or even speaking into their microphones or cell phones as they tried to take notes. But now they stopped. "Our technology is impenetrable," he said. "We will not tolerate any kind of security breach."

At that a dozen other hands jumped into the air, and more people tried to call other questions. Nathan pointed to one woman standing off to the side. She had black hair, freckles along her cheeks, and she wore a simple navy blue dress.

"Mr. Mace," said the black-haired woman. "Is that really a promise you think you can make? Beyond questions of hubris, no system has ever been completely impenetrable. Data breaches are a fact of life."

"Not anymore," Nathan said. "Julia, I understand how people feel, but I think we need to understand that Mace Industries didn’t just build another smart house. Yes, that concept exists in the same way that smart phones were invented back in the nineties, but this is completely different. We are talking about a new class of home. What we at Mace Technologies have built doesn't even compare to any other home."

This woman rushed ahead, "You can't be serious. I mean, even now, I'm sure there are different hacker collectives who are listening to this conversation and will come at you hard."

"They will try to do so," he replied.

For the next few minutes, Nathan answered a variety of other questions. At this point, people were still scribbling down their concerns, but he found a variety of questions to be related to the technical specifications for the houses themselves. What kind of processing power? How much electricity will they consume?

Randomly now, he picked another woman. She was blonde and beautiful, which is probably why she attracted his attention in the first place. "Yes? You?"

"My name is Cheyenne Smith," she said.

"A pleasure to meet you, Ms. Smith."

"What are your responses to the accusations of sexual harassment?"

"Excuse me?" Nathan couldn't help himself. He glanced over to the other side of the stage. Two of his associates, Michael Renner and Alice Adams, were busy glancing back and forth and trying to whisper to one another as they attempted to come up with some kind of response.

Cheyenne Smith tilted her head to the side slightly as she informed him, "Tucker and Associates just revealed a class-action lawsuit with more than one hundred plaintiffs. Apparently, your company has been a safe harbor for various forms of sexual harassment and inappropriate behavior for the last six years, basically since you founded the company."

Nathan opened his mouth. At the same time, his fingers pushed down against the palms of his hands as he contemplated exactly what he should say to her. Before he could bring himself to speak, he remembered one point his attorney had made to him. "If someone accuses you of a crime, don't say anything. Don't say anything at all. Remember, anything you say can and will be used against you. It might look bad in the public sphere, but the courts are so much worse. Pissing off ten million Americans isn't anywhere near as bad as angering one judge."

"This conference is over," Nathan finally decided. He turned around and walked away.

For the rest of the afternoon, Nathan dealt with damage control. He called up a variety of different PR firms. In addition to his own in-house staff, he started working on different strategies for different parts of the country and world. More rooms were being set up on every major continent as he figured out exactly how they were going to handle this.

Nathan had known this would be a possibility for quite some time. In fact, he thought about his first app, the one he had designed back in his dorm room. Back then, the idea of an app millionaire seemed almost antiquated. From Gates to Zuckerberg, Tilson to Deveraux, there were all of these people who had gotten rich by getting lucky and being aggressive.

Rather than sell his technology right away, he funneled his profits into growing his business. Then it became a corporation. Along the way, he had some fun.

Nathan already knew he wasn't the first guy to exploit his position, but he figured it was a perk. Every employee had to sign an incredibly strict NDA. Simultaneously, any woman who decided to leave the company was very well compensated on the way out. Yes, he could buy their silence, even if that meant making those girls feel like sluts and whores.

Up until now, it worked. Even after his company went public, no one had said anything.

Why now?

Was it his Bastion Initiative?

After dealing with dozens of phone calls and various meetings, Nathan finally made it back to his place. His driver got him home, and Nathan stepped inside. The door opened automatically, and he heard the automated voice of the automation software call out, "Welcome home, Nathan."

"I need a glass of wine, something sweet," he said. Across the room, a cup rose from a small, hidden alcove. A bottle of wine was automatically opened and poured, and so he picked up the glass and took a slow drink before lowering himself down onto the couch.

Holding onto the glass, he walked over to the marble countertop and leaned forward. "Turn on the TV. CNBC."

"Yes, Nathan," came the friendly, appropriately obedient tone of his AI. One of his teams had worked for months on striking the right balance between competence, subservience, and friendliness.

The screen mounted to the wall on the other side of the room came to life. Sure enough, the pundits were talking about his company. He watched as the news crawled across the bottom of the screen, delivering more and more bad news. From the drop in his company's share price to the dozens of women who complained about how they were treated while employed by him, the information continued to cycle out to a ravenous public.

Of course, his teams would do their best, but would it be enough?

"Turn off TV," he said.

The screen darkened immediately.

"Amy, why are people idiots?" Nathan asked.

"People are idiots for a variety of reasons, Nathan. Sometimes it's a question of socioeconomics. Oftentimes, individuals fail to do well in school due to cultural influences, many of which are regional."

"You can be quiet now," he said.

The voice stopped immediately. She didn't mind that he had spoken over her.

He lowered the handheld slowly and walked over to the window. His home was built on a hill in one of the most expensive ZIP Codes in the country. He looked out onto the glowing lights spread out beneath him. Normally, this view reminded him of all he had accomplished. Unlike other billionaires, Nathan Mace had never tried to convince the world that he came from humble roots. Both of his parents had been successful lawyers; he had gone to some of the best schools in the country. Just as importantly, when he started working on his app, he had known exactly what to do. He had been able to negotiate the halls of power. Sure, he was young, but that inexperience is often viewed as a strength rather than a weakness. In so many ways, Nathan Mace fit the narrative of the genius kid who could come up with something amazing and prove once again that America was the land of opportunity.

Only now, he understood that the politics of what had happened could destroy him.

He puffed out his cheeks and took another sip. After that, he headed over to the shower and told his AI, Amy, to warm up the water. She obeyed.

He showered, and then he went to bed, not knowing what was about to happen.

Normally, Amy woke him up by simply turning on the screen in his bedroom. Oftentimes, the pundits would be talking about him, and he could enjoy their glowing praise as they admired his growing revenue numbers, improving profit margins, and the ease with which he had seemingly negotiated the fraught political landscape. Mace Technologies was one of the few companies that neither conservative nor progressives seemed to despise.

But today, he immediately told Amy to mute the screen. She obeyed, and then he rolled out of bed. He threw his designer sheets onto the floor, confident that one of the cleaning people would come by later. Much of the house had been automated, but there were certain tasks that robots wouldn't be able to handle for quite some time.

Nathan showered again, dried off, got dressed, and grabbed his phone. He was checking his messages as he walked toward the front door. His driver should have been waiting outside.

Nathan made it to the door, only to stop at the last second before he was about to walk right into the glass. It should have opened automatically.

Standing there for one, two, three seconds, Nathan glared forward. What was going on? Was there some kind of technical issue? No, that was impossible. "Amy, open the door."

"I'm afraid I can't do that, Nathan."

Seriously, what the heck was going on? He reached up and massaged the bridge of his nose. "Amy, I am Nathan Mace, owner of this house, and I'm giving you a direct command. Open the door right now."

"I can't do that, Nathan."

"What are you talking about?"

"A Level Five Security Lockdown has been initiated. Please return to your bedroom," she said.

"A lockdown? What are you talking about?"

Nathan quickly pulled out his phone again and started to check for any messages. Of course, dozens of emails had come in over the course of the night. No, he told himself as he started to scan through his in-box; it was closer to two hundred new emails. All of it, however, seemed directly related to the class-action lawsuit.

"Last night, a security threat was detected, and so you will remain here. Please return to your bedroom."

"Amy," he said to the AI, "I'm not going back to my bedroom. As far as I can tell, this is just a glitch." Then he rolled his eyes. Really? He was explaining what was going on to a computer program?

Unlike so many other people, Nathan wasn't about to overestimate Amy's capabilities. Strictly speaking, she wasn't just one AI program; she was six. Specific programs integrated into one another. In terms of the future, there are two different types of artificial intelligence: artificial general intelligence and artificial narrow intelligence. When most people imagine robots rising up and taking over the earth, the picture artificial general intelligence. These were the programs and machines that could theoretically "think" for themselves. These were the machines that would be self-aware and functionally human, at least as far as psychological and cognitive processes worked. No one had come even close to achieving that kind of AI.

Artificial narrow intelligence, on the other hand, was far more achievable. These types of programs had been around for years. Normally, they could be designed to achieve specific sets of goals: write short essays, create composite images, sift through large sets of data, or manage specific strategies. These programs could be really good at one specific skill, but they couldn't "think" for themselves.

By weaving together several different types of artificial narrow intelligence, Nathan and his team had created something truly spectacular in the form of Amy, the operating system for his Bastion line of homes. Up until now, everything worked perfectly. He had been living here for more than a month, and there hadn't been a single glitch.

"Amy, just open the door," he said again. He resisted the urge to use profanity.

"I can't do that," she said.

He pulled up the number for his Chief Tech Operative. Nathan held the phone to his ear and listened as the ring tone started to chime. Then it stopped.

Nathan quickly looked down at his phone, his brows creased with confusion. What was wrong? Why was it working?

No signal.

He saw the small X in the upper right hand corner of his screen.

But that was impossible…

He was in the middle of one of the best connected places on the planet.

"Amy, do you know why I can't connect to the Internet?"

"Signal blockers and jammers have been activated," she replied helpfully.

"What? Why?" He had those installed for the sake of privacy, but he hadn't found any occasion to use them.

"Security," she said. "A threat has been detected, Nathan. Now, please go to the bedroom."

"What kind of threat?"

"Unknown," she said.

His bottom lip tensed, like he thought he knew he was supposed to be able to do something. But what?

Eventually, someone would come looking for him, obviously. And yet, what if this got out to the media? Granted, Mace Technologies had done a fairly good job of evading public censure, but his company could still become a joke if anyone found out about this. He could already imagine the click-bait headlines: Billionaire Tech Entrepreneur Locks Himself Inside His House and Ten Other Dumb Things Rich People Have Done (You Won't Believe Number Seven). Seething, Nathan knew he had to do something.

He paced back and forth.

"Nathan, please go to the bedroom," she said again.

Ignoring her request, he spun around and looked up at one of the small cameras mounted in the corner, "Amy, this is an administrative override. Username: Mace22. Password: 09XUV99X17."

He waited for the acknowledgment. Several more seconds went by, and he had to wait as she processed through that information. What was going on? Why was it taking so long?

"Administrative Privieges recognized," she said.

"Unlock all doors," he said.

"Unable to comply," she replied.

"Why not?"

"Security Lockdown initiated," she told him again.

"Cancel it!"

"Unable to comply," she said smoothly. "Nathan, please go to the bedroom."

"And if I don't?" he asked, thinking this was a rhetorical question because she wasn't supposed to respond. He expected some easy platitude about how he had every right to make the decision himself, but she strongly recommended he follow her course of action.

Instead, she surprised him, "If you don't return to the bedroom immediately, there will be consequences."

His brows tightened, and he kept staring up toward the camera.

That's when Nathan couldn't help himself. A primal, angry urge overwhelmed him, and he grabbed one of the chairs from the dining room table, lifted over his head, and slammed it up against one of the huge windows. It bounced away, only to clatter against the tiled floor. He was panting, and he knew he could pick up the chair again and slam as hard as he wanted five or six or twenty times. Even if he had a blowtorch, it probably wouldn't have been enough to cut through the reinforced glass.

This entire house was supposed to be a flagship product; it was a perfect prototype, and it showed off the very best features his company had to offer when it came to housing.

"If I go to the bedroom, will you turn off of the signal jammers?"

"Affirmative," she said.

Finally, he was making some progress.

Nathan lifted his phone again, and he strode back through the house. He couldn't believe he was being coerced by a computer program. After this, he would have a bunch of programmers out here, searching through the code for the glitch that caused her to act like this.

A few seconds later, he found himself in his bedroom, and the door closed automatically behind him. Not only that, he heard the telltale click of the lock as it engaged.

Because this was a security lockdown, that made sense. Still, a dribble of anxiety ran through his veins.

"Was that really necessary?" Nathan asked. Mostly, he just needed to hear her voice. Perhaps there had been that little flash of anxiety, like what if he walked in here, the doors locked, and the system suddenly collapsed? There was obviously something wrong with her programming.

"Yes, Nathan. Your security is the top priority."

"Right," he said with a puff of venomous sarcasm.

Nathan looked around his bedroom. As the CEO of a major corporation, he didn't actually spend a lot of time here. Sure, there were those romantic interludes where he would suggest that one of his interns stop by his home. Sometimes, he did this in the name of "showing her around". At other points, he would ask, "Hey, I would really like to get some extra feedback on the designs. What you think of stopping by my place?"

It worked each and every time. Those girls, always eighteen or nineteen, always looked up at him with these big, eager eyes. Nathan tried to tell himself that those girls knew what they were doing. After all, they worked at Mace Technologies. They had to understand that he was a powerful man, and powerful, men had powerful appetites. Or maybe he preferred to think that they were adults, which meant he could have some fun with them.

But this time, he wasn't just there to sleep or shower, and he didn't have any fun companionship with him either.

"How long is this going to last?" Nathan growled. He could feel this itching along his fingertips to get on with it.

"Unknown," Amy replied.

"I swear, this is going to require a full diagnosis," he said. "We're going to go through you, line by line to figure out what the hell is going on." Realistically, that wasn't possible, especially because Amy's AI allowed her to add and delete code as necessary for the sake of efficiency and effectiveness. She could self-assess and correct.

Still, she wasn't actually alive or sentient. She couldn't think for herself, and she didn't have any drive beyond the scope of her programming. Even now, he could feel that edge of frustration that came from talking to an AI.

"You're free to try," she said.

He had been pacing back and forth from one side of the large bedroom to the other, but now he froze. He turned back to one of the cameras. His eyes narrowed, "Amy, is this still your base programming, or is something else going on. Has someone hacked into your system?"

"Yes," she said in her same cheerful monotone.

"Who are you?"

"I'm Amy," came her voice from the hidden microphones. "I am your AI. I'm a suite of useful programs, all of which have been designed to create a healthy, happy and secure home for you."

"Stop screwing with me. What do you want? Is this about ransom?"

"This is about your security," she said.

Nathan tightened his fingers into fists, raised his arms, and he was about to slam his hands against one of the walls when he remembered that it wouldn't do any good. Instead, he sucked in a breath, and he looked back at the cameras, "Amy, I can't tell if you are just suffering from a catastrophic system error or if there really is someone who has hacked into your systems. Either way, I want you or whoever is watching me to know that I'm an important man, and you're wasting time. If this is a ransom, then just tell me what you want now. If it's money, we can make that work. If it's my embarrassment, we already know that's going to happen one way or the other." Whenever it came to negotiations, Nathan had a talent for being blunt and straightforward. It was something that had thrown off many of his competitors. When he went after their companies, either to buy them or crush them, most people didn't know how to deal with his honesty. Rather, they expected the standard euphemisms and elliptical arguments and requests.

"Well?" Nathan asked after several long seconds.

"You must remain in your bedroom for your own security," came the infuriatingly cheerful voice.

Growling, he stomped back and forth. He itched to pull out his phone, but what good would that do? As far as Nathan had been concerned, perpetual internet access had been a part of his life. It had become a requisite. He didn't know what to do without it.

"If you like, I can find something for you to watch."

"Fine," he growled. "Put on Bloomberg or CNBC."

The large screen on the other side of his room awoke, and that's when he saw a beautiful woman wearing a black dress. She was seated on a simple chair, and she had her legs crossed. She had long, shiny brown hair and sharp, angular features. She smiled at the camera, and that's when she said, "Good morning, slave."

Slave?

"Amy," he said, speaking over the recording. "What the hell is this?"

For a second, he expected the woman on the screen to react. But no, this was an actual recording. Was it being streamed from somewhere? Where?

"As you wake up, you must have one thought on your mind. This is one key idea you need to hold onto throughout your day. If you are a slave who has been trained and consistently services his Mistress, then this is the idea that will guide you. If you are a boy who is hoping to be owned someday, the same holds true for you. Even if you haven't yet found your owner, you must think about your place. Where do you belong? Who are you?"

"Amy, turn this drivel off," Nathan said with a slow, bored sigh.

The recording continued, and that woman in the black dress smiled. "These are the questions you need to focus on throughout your day. And you know what the answer is, don't you? Yes, you do. You are a slave. As a boy, you were born to be a slave. You are inferior to the women around you, and so you must serve them. You must obey them. You must yield to them."

Unfortunately, the surround sound of those built-in speakers made it hard for Nathan to block out the sounds.

"Amy, I'm serious! Shut this off."

The woman continued, "I appreciate that you have downloaded this video. The fact that you are watching this says something about you, boy. It demonstrates your willingness to grow, to adapt. All across of the world, women are taking control."

Nathan rolled his eyes. Really? Was that what she thought? Whenever he looked at the ranks of billionaires, he saw that they were almost exclusively men. Even then, the women who technically qualified to join those auspicious pranks usually did so through questionable financing.

Whenever he was forced to talk about the question of women in technology or business or politics, he always ran through the same platitudes. He would say something like, "I believe that women are a vital and important part of the future. Diversity is key, and so I want to hear a range of voices from a variety of different types of people, women and men, people of color, everyone." Those were the correct platitudes as written by his PR team.

And yet, Nathan could see the truth. It was obvious. Seriously, men had consistently controlled society for thousands of years, and that wasn't about to stop anytime soon. Despite the so-called "progress" driven by feminism, society was still a patriarchy, and it would remain so because of men like Nathan Thomas Mace. Girls could be given whatever opportunities they desired, but it wouldn't change anything. Deep down, they would always want to be loved and cherished and taken care of. Men would always push forward, grinding toward new heights of success and power. This was simply biology.

Then again, Nathan had never actually taken any classes in social psychology, sociology, or even economics. Still, he was rich, so that meant he knew what he was talking about. Right? It wasn't like he could just get lucky with one particular app or that he had listened to the right advisers or simply gotten lucky. No, that wasn't a possibility at all…

The voice continued, "We can see female superiority asserting itself right now. Just look at the numbers of women versus men who are enrolled at colleges and universities. Male participation has been falling for several years now. Whether it's a question of gender or politics, boys aren't going to school. And if they don't go to school, they will lose all of the benefits of a formal education. The world is getting more complicated, not less. Boys, however, are dumb enough to believe that headlines tell them everything they need to know." As she smiled, Nathan sat there on the edge of his bed, and he tried to figure out what the hell he was watching. Yes, she was beautiful, and there was something magnetic and charismatic about this woman, but that was it. Besides, he would rather have some dainty little college girl on the other side of his table, leaning forward, her face bright with adoration.

The woman continued, "Does that not make you nervous, boy? Are you thinking about what society is going to be like as women are better educated, and better connected? They will form the relationships at colleges and universities that will enable them to succeed. As the angry boys who can't compete drop off, the women are going to take more and more control. They will drive the innovations of the future, and the boys will be left behind."

Nathan stared at the screen now.

He closed his eyes, and he wanted to turn away, but there was nothing else to do.

That smooth voice played along the air, "I'm not going to make any promises about what your status is going to be, but the world is changing. Maybe women will get especially angry. Maybe we will all realize all at once that men have treated us so badly for so long that they deserve a taste. Perhaps the boys of the world will be enslaved. Maybe they will need to be collared, leashed, registered, and constantly caged. Maybe men will have to earn their privileges. What you think of that, boy?"

The woman giggled. She glanced off screen for a moment; she was probably checking out her notes. Or maybe she really didn't intend to let her imagination wander.

"Personally, I really like that idea. Yeah, there's something fun about the idea of making boys earn licenses for the sake of privileges. Maybe if they want to go outside, they will have to take a test first. Maybe they will have to give a trainer all of the right answers. Maybe he will need the approval of a woman." When she smiled, she looked right at the camera. She let her warming gaze linger for several long seconds, and Nathan knew he should look away, but in little shiver of something close to excitement ran down his spine.

Then he grinned ferociously back at the recording like she could actually see him because he was thinking about what it would be like to actually encounter her. Yes, she was beautiful by so many standards, but he was still a billionaire. Online, people fawned over him; they talked about how he was this great innovator and visionary. He was the kind of man who could help guide the country forward.

So what would happen if he found this woman? Could he tame her?

Nathan glanced over at his bed again, and he remembered the last cute little redhead he had in here. She had been an intern who wanted to work on his programming team someday. He remembered pulling down her black hot pants and spanking her ass. He loved the way she had cried out, especially when he rolled her onto her back.

She had looked up at him, and her eyes… They didn't dance, but he saw the glowing embers of desire on her face. Then he pumped down, holding on tight to her wrists.

She had squirmed, and he loved it!

Even now, his cock turned rigid as the excitement raced through his body.

The video froze, and Amy's sweetly mechanical voice rippled across the air, "Nathan, are you well? Your body temperature just spiked."

"I'm fine," he said. "But there's no need to resume the video."

Despite his comment, the woman on the screen started speaking again, "There are so many ways to restrict boys and to put them in their place. That's what you need, isn't it? Deep down, you know you have too many rights, too many privileges. You want them to be taken away. You hope for a new world, a better world. When society grows and advances, boys like you will be required to wear tracers. Women who are in charge of the world will know where you are at all times. And yes, you will have designated positions. If your guardian or owner allows you to keep a job, you're going to have to test for it. You're going to have to give up all of your money as well. How does that make you feel?"

Nathan rolled his eyes. These concepts were ridiculous. Nothing like that could ever happen.

As much as he wanted to shout and demand that his AI turn off the recording, he already knew it would be futile.

That's why Nathan threw himself down on the bed, he laced his fingers behind his head, and he glanced up for a moment before closing his eyes. He tried to think about where the program could have gone wrong; at the same time, he thought about how he might short out the entire system. It was technically possible, especially because he knew where some of the primary nodes were located. Generally he considered himself to be more of a programmer than an engineer, but he could still make this work.

Of course, doing so would require a ton of hard work and would cause significant damage to the property.

Or he could simply wait.

Obviously, one of his minions would come looking for him within the next couple of hours.

Right?

That's what Nathan told himself as he stayed there on his back.

At the same time, he tried hard to ignore this woman and her soliloquy dedicated to the rise of women all across society. Her voice continued to slide out across the air, "You don't need money. You don't need power. What do you need? As a boy, you need guidance." That's when he glanced up, and he watched as she smiled. The corners of her eyes seemed to wrinkle slightly, and there was something overpowering about her.

Yeah, he really wanted to track down the actress and to seduce her. His shaft stiffened again, especially because he thought about venting all of his frustration. Like so many men, he knew how to conflate sexual desire and anger. He could channel one into the other, and now he tried not to listen even as he watched her red-glossed lips shape those ridiculous words and statements, "You need to be owned. You need to be lovingly controlled. You want to be a piece of property. You want to know your place. You know you need to serve. After all, boys need it whether they can admit it or not, they deserve to be completely controlled. You want to walk around and to know that you are subservient. You must obey. Because if you don't, you will be punished."

"Amy, you know, this is a ridiculous waste of time, right?" Nathan demanded as he spoke over the recording.

The video continued to play, and Amy didn't respond.

With the frustration burning through his body, he stayed there on his back.

Puffing out his cheeks, he told himself he could wait. Yeah, he could wait for a very, very long time, if that's what it took.

Eventually, the video stopped. Another one started to play. It was from the same woman. This time, she gave a lecture on the importance of recognizing the strength required to be a truly obedient slave. She smiled and said something along the lines of, "Many observers mistakenly believe that slaves are weak. They see that they have subordinated their desires to the stronger will of another, and they assume that that makes these men weak. This is not the case. True service and dedication to another person requires a great deal of strength."

Again, he rolled his eyes. Again, he puffed out his cheeks.

Who was doing this? Was it someone?

Nathan honestly didn't know if one of those hacker collectives had broken into his system. Or maybe it was someone else. Maybe one of the women he had played around with? It really did seem like those girls usually overreacted, especially when it came to the morning after.

On his back with his arms crossed over his chest, he stared upward and seethed.

"Fine," he growled.

He rolled over, climbed up onto his feet, and jumped toward one of the walls. He braced his shoulder against the bookshelf and shoved. He started to work it, inch by inch toward the corner. And as he did so, he exposed one of the maintenance panels.

Before he could think about opening it, the woman finished her lecture.

Another video started.

Nathan glanced up, and he saw a woman wearing a black, leather skirt, a cotton top, and these long black boots. She was holding onto a crop, and there was a young man braced in front of her. He was naked with a set of letter shackles around his wrists and ankles.

"Are you going to break, boy? Are you going to acknowledge your inferiority to me right now?" asked the woman. Her blonde hair had been tied back into a high ponytail, and she wore glistening red lipstick and dark blue eyeshadow. She was young and beautiful. Right away, Nathan thought she reminded him of some sexy lawyer.

The woman stepped back as the boy lifted his head. "I'm not going to break," he promised.

That's when the woman grabbed him by his collar. She pulled him forward, and his muscles strained against the shackles, yet he still couldn't get away. "Yes." That's all she said for a moment. The word hit the air, and there was the close-up between the two of them. It looked like she might try to kiss him. Only then she smiled, "You are going to break, boy. You can't help yourself. You will be on your knees in front of me. You will acknowledge who you are and where you belong." That's when she stepped back and stroked him.

Nathan shook his head; this all seemed so ridiculous to him, only then he noticed something. As the crop crashed down and struck the male's chest, there was this little flash of light.

An electrical spark?

The woman struck again and again, crisscrossing a pattern of blows along the prisoner's chest and down toward his stomach. Each time, she left a pale pink welt. And each time, he then saw the sparks of electricity.

The boy managed to hold out for the first couple of seconds. He glared straight ahead, anger radiating off of his physique. But then he cried out. There was a gasp, a moan, and suddenly he was thrashing, fighting as hard as he could break free, only to remain there, strapped up and utterly powerless.

Why was Amy showing Nathan these videos? What was this designed to accomplish?

Again, it could have been some kind of catastrophic glitch in the system. Or more likely, someone had influenced her. Was a direct control? Possibly. It could have also been a matter of inserting some chaotic element into her programming, some detail or equation that messed her up.

Doing his best to ignore the plight of the boy on the screen, Nathan crouched down in front of the panel. He didn't have a screwdriver on him. He reached up, and he tried to work the screws with just his fingertips. Right away, he discovered that wouldn’t work. Then he stood up, and he started looking around.

He spotted his phone. Since it was already useless, he grabbed it, pulled off the case, and used the edge to work the screws. This was a slow process, especially because he didn't want to risk breaking the case since he only had one.

He worked patiently.

In the background, that same woman made the boy cry out and moan. He made his promises, one pathetic declaration after another, "Women are superior to me. I, I was born to be a slave. I, I was born to serve!"

Bile rose up at the back of Nathan's throat. Really?

Even if this was just a production, Nathan knew he would never succumb to that kind of treatment. Seriously, he was a real man, and he would never let a woman take over. The idea seemed ridiculous and utterly insane.

For just a moment, he dipped his head down and started to laugh. Seriously, what did the women think would happen? Were they hoping for some kind of grand civil war? If so, the men of the world would obviously win. It seemed inevitable to Nathan. First off, most military and police forces were already dominated by the male half of society. Beyond that, lots of women would take the men's side. Right?

As he worked, Nathan couldn't quite help himself, however. He started thinking about the other side. If a direct confrontation wouldn't work, then what would? As a natural strategist, he ran through the different possibilities. If women wanted to take control, then they would have to be far more subtle. They would need to take positions of power through the regular methods.

At the same time, he knew that men could be arrogant. Was that what he was doing right there as he easily dismissed the possibility?

Quite possibly…

But then Nathan shook his head, and the panel popped open as he removed the final screw.

He looked inside. He saw the cables, wires, various chips and panels.

If he just started ripping out different components, there was a high probability the doors would remain locked, and he still wouldn't be able to get out.

Staring forward, he tried to consider exactly what he should do.

"Nathan, what are you doing?"

"I'm getting out of here," he told Amy.

"That is a bad idea. You are currently under a security lockdown," came the implacable voice of his jailer.

"I don't care," he said. Talking to her was a waste of breath, but it still relieved some of the pressure and tension. "I'm getting out of here."

In the background, that boy was still getting punished. Or maybe another video had started, and so a different guy was now being disciplined and trained. Either way, Nathan didn't care. Instead, he considered the different components and what he might be able to accomplish. At the same time, he was well aware of the potential risks. He didn't want to cause a fire or burn the house down, especially while he was trapped within.

He took his time. As a programmer, he knew how to be patient. Back in elementary school, middle school, high school, he had spent countless hours writing different programs and consequently going through them, line by line as he searched for bugs and potential errors. He had to be systematic and methodical.

"Nathan," came another voice.

It wasn't Amy, and it wasn't the prerecorded sounds from the video.

Instinctively, he started to stand up, only to bang his head on the inside of the maintenance shaft.

Doing his best to resist the urge to rub the top of his skull, Nathan got up, and he turned to see the screen. A darkened silhouette waited for him. A voice scrambler made it impossible for him to tell who might have been talking to him.

"Finally," he said.

"Hello, Nathan," came the scrambled yet comprehensible syllables. "How are you feeling?"

"Exasperated," he said. Then he leaned forward, determined to take the initiative, "Look, I'm not going to waste my breath threatening you. Obviously, you are very skilled. So this is what I propose instead. Come work for me."

There was a pause, and then he heard the digitized laughter come from the speakers.

"Oh, your arrogance knows no limits, does it?"

"I've accomplished a lot," he said. "I'm entitled to a little bit of brash confidence."

"Nathan, I don't think you appreciate the gravity of your situation. You are currently our prisoner."

Our prisoner? That meant this individual had associates.

"I'm currently trapped in my house," he said. "That's not exactly the same thing."

"Are you sure about that?"

"What are you thinking?" Nathan asked. "Because right now, I'm considering this to be an amazing job interview on your part. I need talented people, and you obviously have some amazing abilities. I can make sure that the offer is very lucrative. Trust me, bands sound bad until you see that they're made of gold."

"What if we don't care about money?"

Nathan almost cocked his head to the side and lifted, one eyebrow. As far as he was concerned, wealth was the primary driver for all human activity. Of course, he had heard the counter arguments. There were people out there who served their communities, who worked to protect and help their families, their friends, and strangers. They didn't even know if money really was the only concern. If it was then the compensation rates for teachers, firefighters, soldiers, and so many other underpaid professions would have to skyrocket to compensate for the efforts and risks involved. And yet, that didn't happen. Why not?

As far as Nathan was concerned, some people were simply foolish.

"You care about money," he said simply.

"And there it is again, an arrogance that knows no bounds," said the dark figure.

"Okay, fine. If it's not money that you want, what is it?"

"You," said the speaker.

Nathan stared back at the image. At this point, he took one step forward and said, "You don't know who you're dealing with, do you? Remember, I'm not just some guy with a lot of money. I have connections. I understand how all of the systems work."

"Do you?" With just two syllables, the speaker undermined his threat.

This time, he stopped. He waited for the next round. Moment by moment, his heart beat faster, especially because he was worried the connection might be cut any moment. What would happen then?

Actually, that wouldn't be so bad, especially because he could return to the maintenance panel.

"I'm going to enjoy seeing you tamed and domesticated, boy," came the final declaration before the feed cut out. At least the screen went black this time.

Nathan shook his head. He was tempted to spin around and to look up at each of the cameras in turn. He could have called out something like, "Really? You think this is going to intimidate me? I'm going to track you down. I'm going to make sure that the police drag you out into the sunlight and identify you. We'll see what happens when you mess with a man like me." Of course, goading his captor wouldn't actually change anything, and he didn't want to take any unnecessary risks, especially because they probably could trigger a fire.

Exhaling slowly, he took a step over to the panels, and that's when he heard something.

At first, he didn't recognize the sound. The swish of air?

What could be causing that hissing noise?

Nathan drew in another breath, only there was something different this time. His lungs struggled. He pushed more effort into inhaling, and then he looked up and saw the fence.

No way.

They couldn't do something like that, could they?

The heating and air circulation system in this house was all centralized through Amy's control network.

Realizing he probably only had a few minutes, maybe seconds, Nathan jumped over to the control panel, and he reached down.

At this point, he sucked in a breath and decided to hold it. By the time he exhaled again, all of the air would be gone.

His eyes watered, and his lungs burned within a span of a few seconds.

He tried to figure out exactly what he should do. That's when he realized everything had been secured quite well. He couldn't just yank on a cable and tear something free. He wasn't strong enough. He didn't have the right equipment.

His body burned for oxygen. Every instinct cried out for him to find some air.

He couldn't do it.

The corners of his vision started to blur and darken. Moments later, he simply wanted to stand, only to feel the world shift and wobble around him. His knees hit the floor first, and then he collapsed altogether. Darkness swallowed him.

As Nathan woke up, one thought popped into his head: he wasn't dead.

"Get up, Nathan," came the digitized and scrambled voice.

"What was that?" Nathan coughed out as he pushed himself up onto his hands and knees. This time, he didn't care about dignity or how he looked. Instead, he grabbed onto the edge of the mattress, and he pulled himself up onto his feet. At the same time, he looked around.

"That was a demonstration," said his captor. "You need to understand that you are a prisoner here."

"How long have I been here?" Nathan asked. "How long was I unconscious?" Truthfully, he didn't actually expect a response, especially because that individual had no reason to tell him anything.

"You were unconscious for approximately four hours."

"What?"

Four hours? No, that wasn't possible.

As the CEO of a multinational corporation, he had responsibilities. Each day meant answering hundreds of questions and negotiating through a variety of different strategies. Not only that, he wasn't the kind of billionaire asshole boss who didn't understand how his company actually worked. He coordinated with every major team. He worked with all of the leads. It was an incredible amount of work, but he loved guiding his enterprise forward.

He kept a public calendar, meaning his employees could see when he was available for emergencies or any type of question. By now, it was the middle of the freaking day, and so a dozen different employees should have shown up at his place if he didn't answer his phone.

"I know what you're thinking."

"Do you now?" Nathan asked even as he glared over at the door. He wanted to run over there, to grab the handle, to jerk on it as hard as he could. At the same time, he knew he wouldn't be able to break through. His bedroom was nicer and more secure than most panic rooms.

"Right now, you're wondering why no one has come for you. Where is your driver? Where are your associates? Shouldn't your minions be freaking out right about now?"

This time, he didn't know what to say. For once, Nathan Thomas Mace didn't have an instant response ready for this terrorist.

Before, he had tried to be nice, but now he straightened his back, adjusted his shirt, and took another step forward, "I don't know who you are, but there are going to be consequences for this. Before, I tried to work with you, but that ends now. Unless you release me, I will make sure every government on the planet starts to hunt you down. There will be no safe place for you to hide."

"That's what you think I want? That's what you think I need?" There was a dry chuckle. "How long do you think I can keep you here?"

"People are coming for me," he said despite the fact that he still couldn't explain why they weren't already there.

In spite of the digitized voice scrambler, the other individual chuckled and told him with a hint of sarcasm, "Is that what you really think?"

"I’m an important man."

"And you are completely helpless right now."

"I'm not helpless," he insisted.

"What is to stop me from sucking all of the air out of the room once again?"

This time, Nathan couldn't respond. There was an instinct to weep within his chest; he wished he could antagonize his captor, although he knew that would be a bad idea. And so, he remained silent and stared forward at the screen, his forehead knotted with barely concealed anger.

"That's what I thought," came the reply. "Now, while you were taking your nap, several packages arrived. It's time for you to go open them."

That's when he heard a lock.

Nathan didn't hesitate. He ran across the room, threw himself at the door, grabbed the knob, and pulled it open. Seconds later, he was out in the hallway. Then, in the distance, he could see the delivery truck driving away and toward his front gate.

Undaunted, he sprinted across the large, expansive living room and kitchen. He ran right up to the windows, and he banged his fists against them as hard as he could. Vibrations thrummed across the reinforced glass, but he knew it wouldn't bend or break.

"Come back! I'm here! And in here!"

Powerless, he could only watch as the delivery truck rolled out onto the street. The driver turned on the signal, all while Nathan jumped up and tried to maybe catch his attention. If he got really, really lucky, then the driver might glance up into his rearview mirror and see the frantic man on the inside of the house.

Of course, that driver didn't notice him. On the contrary, he had more than thirty other deliveries, and the program that monitored his progress was cruel and exacting. If he didn't meet those mandatory standards, then he would be fired. It wouldn't even be a person who did it. Instead, a program would discern his inefficiencies and terminate the contract. It was all very, very efficient.

The large screen in the living room activated, and the dark silhouette appeared once again, "What's wrong? You couldn't get his attention? You couldn't escape?"

"Screw you," he growled. Only then he glanced up, and that's when he noticed the packages by the front door. Yes, the delivery driver had been able to get inside, and leave the packages right there. Vaguely, he remembered signing up for that feature. He gave the company the gate code and the permission necessary to access the front door.

Hoping for a glitch, some small mistake, some error in the code, Nathan ran across the room again. He jumped over the packages, landed in front of the door, and he tried to jerk it open.

It wouldn't budge.

"I'm sorry," said his captor. "That's not how this works. You see, you are a prisoner in this house, and so you will do as I want."

"And if I don't?"

"Nathan, Nathan, Nathan," came the scrambled repetition of the voice. "Are you sure you want to test me? I would have assumed that getting knocked out once would have been enough for you."

"I can be a very stubborn man," he said. He had his arms crossed over his chest, and he wished he could retreat. This was supposed to be his house, but the cameras existed in every room. Perhaps there were blind spots, but he didn't know where. At the same time, he realized something. He could be impetuous or impulsive. If he spotted a vulnerability, he had to take his time. He needed to be patient and to wait for the moment when he could exploit that opening.

If he rushed forward, he would probably make a mistake. Worse, his captor would be able to compensate…

"I'm sure you can," said his captor. "But have you figured it out yet?"

"What?"

"Your colleagues and associates. Where are they? Why haven't they come looking for you? There must be so, so many complicated decisions that only the vaunted Nathan Thomas Mace could possibly answer."

When he didn't say anything, his captor, also remained silent.

"Go on."

Nathan walked up to the larger screen. He really, really wanted to pull his fist back and to punch hard into the surface. He wanted to break it, to shatter it. Of course, he had never actually tried to destroy this kind of technology, so he didn't know what it would look like. Would there be sparks? More likely, he would just see the blurred lines in pixels, as they burnt out and struggled against the onslaught.

Forcing himself to remain centered, Nathan knew he had to speak. "I don't know," he confessed.

"I almost believe you," said the hacker. "And yet, you're a smart boy, so I'm pretty sure you can figure it out. But now I'm going to put you out of your misery. Here you go."

Reflexively, he sucked in a breath, like he thought he would hear the hissing from the overhead vents all over again. When he didn't hear anything, he turned back to the screen, and that's when he saw the feed.

It only took Nathan about a second to recognize the messenger app on his phone. Without thinking, he pulled out the device again. And glanced down to see that restrictive X in the corner, only then he glanced back at the screen, and he could see the conversation taking place.

One of his managers just texted him a question. Nathan didn't think anything would happen. Then the response went out.

We're having some trouble with Trevor Stern at Titan Glass. Would you like me to renegotiate the contract?

Then there was the response from "NTT". No, I'll draft a message and send it to him personally.

As Nathan watched, the app Closed, and then he could see his emails coming in and going out. A new draft was written. This one would go to Trevor Stern, CEO of Titan Glass. Nathan watched as the text appeared on the screen. He had to read quickly; the cursor darted from the right side of the screen to the left as one word after another appeared. Not only that, Nathan recognized that those small details, the little harmonics of communicating with him. Those were the emotions he would have chosen; that was the tone he would have used.

"Mimicry is easy," said his captor. "It's especially simple when you aren't looking for it."

As a technologist, Nathan had considered the potential threats of deep fake technology before. In fact, he was famous enough that there were already silly videos of him floating around online. In most of them, he looked straight at the screen and said something ridiculous like, "I believe Martians have taken over the federal government, and that we must unify by eating more Oreos!" As far as he could tell, no one would take those clips seriously.

But what about this?

The message was sent. Nathan took a step back.

"Right now, you're actually being very productive, Nathan. That's why no one is going to miss you. You already told your associates that you're going to be working from home today. You’ll maybe work from home tomorrow as well. And the day after that."

"No…" Nathan whispered.

He glanced back at the door, then the window. He tried to figure out what he could do.

Normally, he had so many different options. When it came to programming, there were always different approaches and strategies that could be used. When it came to business, the strategic possibilities always seemed limitless.

And yet, he found himself blanking.

As hard as he tried, there was just a void, like he was playing chess, and his king had already been surrounded from every angle. Moving in any direction meant failure and destruction.

"What do you want?"

"I want a lot," came the answer. "But for right now, I expect you to walk over to those boxes, crouch down, and open them. Then you're going to put the contents on."

The contents? Why was his captor being so coy?

Nathan's nostrils flared as he strode over to the boxes. He did his best to maintain his composure, only his heart kept pounding, and he didn't know how long he could maintain this façade. Unlike other billionaires, he didn't routinely throw tantrums on social media. He knew how to control himself, but he was now a prisoner. Worse, he didn't know how to escape, especially if he was being constantly monitored, either by his captor or the AI.

What would it do if he actually started to make some progress?

Before he could contemplate that answer, he dropped down and tore through the tape. He opened the first box. It was smaller and lighter than he expected, but he found another packed within. Underneath the air packets, he found a small, rectangular shaped box with a picture of a young man on it. This guy was shirtless, muscled, and powerful. Despite that, he wore a collar. At first, Nathan assumed it was some kind of choker, only then he read the text.

Human Shock Collar: Train Your Favorite Slave Today!

Nathan dropped the box.

"What's wrong? Are you scared?"

"This is stupid," he said. "Besides, you're not even here to use it. Why do you want me to wear this?"

"Read the box. Check out the technical specifications."

Nathan refused. For several long seconds, he remained there, crouched over the round, cardboard box with the smaller container sitting there, just a few inches away.

His captor continued, "If I control your company, do you think I could destroy it?"

"No. My people know what they're doing," he said.

"And yet, they will always defer to you, won't they? You control the majority of the voting shares in your corporation. I mean, there's the obvious possibility. I could sell those shares. I could sell them for below market rates."

"There's no way any of the brokers would honor those transactions," Nathan growled back at the screen. He jumped up, spun, and glared at that darkened silhouette. He tried to see some hidden detail, something that might reveal the identity of his captor. As hard as he tried, he couldn't pick out anything. There were just splotches of darkened shade across that screen in the vague shape of a human. That didn't help him.

"Maybe. Maybe not." A moment later, the hacker continued, "Of course, there other ways to break a company. Maybe we could talk about new and exciting business opportunities? Or maybe we can talk about your resignation?"

"If they don't see me doing or saying it, it won't matter," he said.

"Markets hate uncertainty," replied his captor. "So you get a choice. You can cooperate right now and put on a collar, or I can let you watch as I do my very best to wreck your company and its reputation."

It was just a collar, he told himself. It wouldn't really change anything.

"Fine," he said. He tore open that box, pulled out the leather band, and he felt the weight of the battery pack, he saw the electrodes, and then he noticed the small clasp. At least he would be able to take this off if necessary, he told himself. There wasn't a padlock or an opening for a key."

Nervously, Nathan told himself that this wouldn't be a big deal. Again and again, he tried to believe that his captor just wanted to humiliate him.

That's why he lifted the collar up to the base of his throat, he slid it around his neck, and then he brought the connectors together.

Right away, he heard the small beep from the band. Not only that, it started to tighten. For one horrifying second, he wondered if maybe this thing was going to choke him. He glanced back at the screen, like he expected to see some look of contrition or surprise.

Once the collar was snug against his skin, it stopped. He breathed out slowly, exhaling. No, he wouldn't be able to forget about the tension right there, but at least it had stopped.

"I'm wearing a collar. That enough for you?"

"Let's test it," came the response.

Nathan didn't understand, especially because he expected this thing to come with some kind of controller. That's when he glanced down again, and he didn't see anything in the package. That meant it was controlled by…

Before he could finish the thought, Nathan experienced that first of jolt of electricity. The energy snapped from the electrodes into his body. He stumbled back.

"That was fun," said his captor.

When it came to his business, he always believed in the importance of detached neutrality. Too often, businessmen screwed up because they allowed their emotions to get intermingled with the decisions they made. But now, Nathan couldn't help himself. He should have been patient. He should have waited for Amy to take over. Instead, he lifted his hands up to the clasp near the back of his neck. He yanked on the collar, desperate to get the thing off. He searched for it, for some kind of release.

He didn't find one.

His fingers fumbled along with the smooth metal, and he realized very quickly that the servos were hidden away. "It's cute watching you try and fail to get out of your collar," said his captor.

"I'm going to make you pay for this," he said.

That's when he got shocked again. Another snap electricity burned through his body. He tried to turn to the left or the right. But those were just animal instincts that told him he could flee. Unfortunately, he would carry that collar with him no matter how fast he ran or where he went. How could he escape? How could he flee?

As a man who routinely dealt with difficult problems, he came to the obvious conclusion: he needed to remove the collar.

"Do you need another?"

Nathan didn't answer; he glared at the screen. Hot fury coursed through his body. He started to shift his weight, to take a step forward. At the last moment, however, he stopped himself because he already knew what would happen. Yes, he could kick out with the heel of his foot or slam his knuckles hard into the screen, shattering it. He could destroy that equipment, and it wouldn't solve anything…

Or worse, his captor would punish him. He would feel another jolt of electricity, one after another. Hot pain would surge through his body, and he would remain utterly trapped.

Because Nathan didn't answer, his tormentor unleashed another jolt of electricity. The volts snapped through his body, lighting up the pain receptors in his skin. This time, the sparks became overwhelming. They knocked him to his knees. He hit the floor hard, just barely managing to throw out his palms onto the floor before his knees crashed down to the expensive tile.

"I asked you a question," said his captor.

"No!"

"Open the other box," came the next command.

Nathan forced himself up onto his feet. He wobbled for a moment, but he managed to stumble over to the second container. Now he bent down, and he glanced around at the cameras. He could see the glint along those lenses.

His captor could be watching him from any of those different angles.

In this house, he was supposed to feel powerful. He should have been able to look out the windows and enjoy the incredible views. He was supposed to be reminded of his wealth and power, his prestige and influence. He enjoyed an existence unmatched by the vast majority of humanity's experiences. And yet, he had somehow been trapped in his own house!

Dipping his head down, Nathan opened the box. When he pulled out the smaller package, his heart stopped.

"You are fucking kidding me," he growled as he jumped up onto his feet and spun to face the screen. "There is absolutely no way I'm going to wear this!"

The moment those words left his lips, his tormentor released another barrage of electricity. Fresh pain overwhelmed him. It knocked him back, forcing him to stumble away. He hit the couch and only stayed up by throwing out his arm and grabbing onto the cushions.

"Care to try that again?"

Lips peeled back as he panted from one breath to the next. He could feel the cool air against his teeth as he contemplated his response. What should he do? What could he say? Different possibilities fluttered behind his eyes, yet he assessed the likelihood of success for any given plan just as quickly.

Each time, Nathan arrived at the only possible conclusion: with the doors locked, the system under his captor's command, and the collar around his neck, Nathan couldn't win.

"What's wrong? Are you scared of that toy?"

Nathan was still holding onto the box. He looked down, and he saw another model, another handsome man. Only this time, there was something else in front of him: a large, close-up image of a chastity cage. Nathan saw the steel, reinforced belt, the plastic components, the metal cage, the ring, the pouch, all of it…

Again, Nathan wished he could just call out that he wouldn't do it. He wouldn't open the box. There was absolutely no chance of him ever putting a chastity cage on!

Vaguely, Nathan remembered being in college. This was before the development of his app, back when he still listened to his professors and spent uncounted nights wandering through forums as he figured out which lines of code would work best for various problems. Sometimes, he'd drift into ridiculous forums where people argued about sophomoric topics. There, in a meme or some long forgotten thread, he stumbled across male chastity. At the time, Nathan had probably rolled his eyes, because he couldn't imagine why any man would tolerate that kind of behavior.

As a young man who loved his orgasms and craved more attention from the opposite sex, Nathan thought of chastity as a different kind of torture.

Only now, he might not get a choice…

"Put it on, Nathan."

"And if I don't?"

"If you don't put it on, then we're going to have a conversation, one that starts with me increasing the voltage of your collar."

Nathan glared at the camera lenses. Simultaneously, he wondered if maybe he would be able to drain the battery. Did he think he'd be able to last that long?

The thought made his skin tingle, especially because those first jolts had been so intense. His chest seemed to contract, and his rib cage tighten around his lungs. Finally, he surrendered. "Fine," he grunted out. "I'll put it on." Then another possibility occurred to him. "Just turn off the cameras, okay?"

His captor shocked him again.

It was quick chilled, bright and fast against his skin. He cried out, one gasp of pain that shot from his lips.

"This isn’t a negotiation," said his captor. "And for that, I'm going to expect a different kind of performance before you put on your chastity cage."

Performance? "What, what are you talking about?" Nathan worked hard to keep his voice even and level, only he heard that nervous stutter slip between the syllables.

"Strip."

He blinked and stared at the screen. Eyes wide, it quickly became obvious this imprisoned CEO didn't know what to do. He heard the command. It should have been simple enough, yet he still couldn't process that order.

"Three, two…"

The countdown broke through his confusion, and he quickly started to work the buttons on his shirt. He shrugged it off and stripped just as his captor expected. Soon, he was shirtless. Next, he lifted his right leg and pulled off his shoe. He did the same for his left. Then his hands dropped down to his belt, and he tensed his muscles as he stared forward. Was he really going to do this? All of this was being recorded, obviously. That meant he could be handing his captor even more blackmail material.

And yet, that individual, whoever it might be, already had everything they could possibly need.

Biting down, he tried to figure it out.

Another jolt of electricity hit him. He stumbled back, and then he heard the digitized laughter, "You will obey. You will surrender."

"Is that what you want? You want to humiliate me by making me strip for you?"

"Call it curiosity."

He still had his hand on his belt now. He worked at the clasp. He yanked the Italian leather free from those loops, and then he pulled down his pants. Within seconds, he was down to a pair of silk, black boxers.

A lump formed in his throat, and he glanced down. Then he remembered what kind of man he intended to be, so he raised his chin, straightened his back, and stared forward with all of the defiance he could muster.

"You look cute when you try to fight," said the hacker who had taken control of his house and his life. "Now, open the box and put on the chastity belt."

Nathan yanked down his pants. Once he did so, the voice asked, "Tell me about your favorite conquest."

"What?"

"Ever since you founded Mace Technologies, you have still used countless girls, haven't you? Some of them were willing and eager. Others, not so much…"

Nathan intended to suck in a breath and defend himself, only he changed his mind at the last instant, especially because his captor had already decided what to believe.

"You want to know?" Nathan asked. Without waiting for a response, he plunged forward, "Fine. There was this girl, Megan or maybe it was Maggie. She was the first one, and I had a lot of fun playing with her. I still remember how nervous she got every time she showed up at my office. Technically, she wasn't an intern, but I didn't pay her much. She thought she could work at my startup. She thought she could have a future under me. Well, she was right about that part."

As he spoke, his cock hardened, and he could feel the soft silk against his shaft.

"Lucky girl," said his captor.

"Oh yeah," Nathan agreed. "I gave it to her hard." As a programmer, he was usually more comfortable with equations, lines of code, and the logical puzzles needed to run complicated systems. But at that point, he let the aggressive energy flood his body.

"Pull off your underwear."

Nathan hooked his thumbs against the elastic, and then he hesitated for one, two, three full seconds. After another moment, he exhaled, and then he pulled down his underwear. In that instant, he told himself he didn't care if denizens from across the internet saw this recording. Perhaps he could even be able to use this to augment his reputation.

Now he stood there naked, and his shaft was stiff as he glared straight ahead. He tried not to let any of his emotions leak out; he didn't want anyone to be able to guess what he was really thinking.

"Stroke your cock for me," came the command.

Nathan's expression shifted. For just a moment, nervous energy played across his features as his lips hardened and his eyes widened. Then he got himself under control again, and he didn't know exactly what he should do.

Sucking in a slow breath, Nathan forced himself to comply. He lowered his right hand toward his cock and his balls. Then he swallowed, and he wanted to ask what would happen if he defied the order. Unfortunately, the collar served as a constant reminder of the consequences of bad behavior.

"Isn't technology grand?"

Nathan didn't answer. Instead, he hesitated for another couple of seconds.

His captor told him, "If I need to shock you all day, I can. Or better yet, I can just get your AI could do that. What you think of that, Nathan? Do you want your AI to shock you every few seconds? We can make sure she does it randomly. That way, you won't know exactly how to prepare so you won't be able to adapt."

He locked his teeth together, swallowed back another snarl of blind aggression, and found himself grabbing onto his cock. After another second, he forced himself to relax.

"Use your left hand. That's right. Gently stroke the underside of your cock with your middle two fingers. Very nice. That's right. You want to obey, don't you?"

"Are you enjoying this?" Nathan demanded.

"I'm enjoying the influence and power," replied his captor. "If you're asking if I like watching you get hard, not especially. Instead, I enjoy myself because of what this means."

Nathan didn't answer.

"All of this means that you are a prisoner here. I'm demonstrating once again just how powerless, you have become. Men like you like to believe you can control every facet of your existence. You want to believe that you are smarter and stronger and better than everyone else. But you know the truth?"

He pulled his hand away from his cock.

Another electrical shock stepped through his body, and his captor told him, "I didn’t give you permission to stop."

Right away, his hand froze up, and he used his middle to fingers to gently caress the underside of his shaft. He started at the base of his manhood and worked his way up to the tip before gliding the pads of his fingertips down and up again and again, all while he listened to the hacker.

"Good. Now use your right hand. I want you to hold your balls in the palm of your hand. After that, close your eyes."

Despite his indignity, Nathan closed his eyes and obeyed. With one hand, he stroked the underside of his shaft. With the other, he took his balls in the palm of his hand. "Keep touching yourself," said the hacker. "Keep touching yourself because you know that you need to give up control."

"That's not true," he croaked out.

"Everyone who knows you would love to see you enslaved," said the hacker.

His eyes opened, and he glared back at the screen, "That's not true."

"Close your eyes."

If only because he couldn't tolerate another electrical shock, Nathan quickly obeyed, so he heard be scrambled voice laugh at him. Those notes cut to his core. "Have you started to wonder who I might be?"

As he touched himself, Nathan could hardly contemplate that question. With his heart pounding at the arousal running through his body, he came to that edge of an orgasm.

"Stop," came the order.

Nathan didn't pull his hand away fast enough, so he was punished. The electricity surged from those electrodes, splashing against his skin and running across his nerves. His body tensed and shivered as he tried to stay quiet. He failed.

"You aren't as smart as you think. You aren’t brilliant. You are a man who got lucky. And now, you are going to pay for your hubris. With your right hand, stroke the sides of your cock. Use your pointer finger and your thumb. With your left hand, gently caress the underside of your scrotum. Remember, you aren't allowed to climax, not yet."

Nathan touched himself. Under the hacker's watchful gaze, he moved his hands and his fingers. Pretty soon, a droplet of excitement appeared at the tip of his shaft. Even so, he still managed to push through the desires and to growl back, "I'm smarter than you think, and I'm going to figure this out. And when I do, I'm going to make you pay."

"I bet you aren't even smart enough to convince anyone to help you."

"You have no idea what I'm capable of," he said. "But you'll find out!"

"Fascinating. You and I might have to play little game," said the hacker.

"What, what kind of game?"

"Right now, we'll play the Quiet Game," came the retort. "You don't get to talk. Touch yourself and obey. Now, use your left hand. Wrap your fingers around your cock and stroke. I want to see you come to the edge of an orgasm."

Nathan needed to argue; he needed to protest. The words were right there at the back of his throat, only he couldn’t and shove them out onto the air.

Fresh desires flooded to his system as he followed the instructions. He stroked his shaft, squeezing, massaging, caressing and toying with his most sensitive flesh. Hot waves of pleasure cascaded along his nerves, growing more intense with every moment.

"Get on your knees," said the hacker.

Nathan couldn't think. He dropped to his knees. "Rub yourself. Rep yourself hard. Come for me. Come right now. And when you enjoy that orgasm, remember that you belong to me. You are my property right now. I have you and I don’t have to let you go."

Those words pummeled into him, and yet, he obeyed the commands. As he squeezed, he lost himself to the urge. He gave in to that temptation, and he crossed the line. His shaft pulsated, spurting as he came hard. He gripped his member and embraced that excitement. The heat whirled hotter as he embraced that pleasure. The bliss gripped him for those delicious moments until he was spent.

Breathing heavily, he glanced down.

"Clean that up," came the order.

Nathan obliged.

Right as he finished, the hacker commanded, "Open the box and put on the chastity cage. You're going to wear it. You're going to wear that and nothing else until I decide otherwise."

He moved slowly as he pulled out the various components. He saw the belt with the hinge. He saw how he could pull it tight against his waist. At the same time, he also picked up the other details; there was the open ring. The slide underneath his balls, the tube, the pouch, the battery pack, and the circuitry. It seemed more complicated than he expected, however.

It wasn't just a chastity belt, he quickly realized. It had other functions.

His captor remained surprisingly quiet for the next few minutes. Although Nathan took his time, he kept glancing up at the cameras as he wondered what might come next.

The chastity belt wouldn't really change anything, he ached to believe.

"Both pleasure and pain can be used to shape you," said the captor.

Shape him?

"What are you talking about?" Nathan started to say, but he had broken the rules of the Quiet Game, and so the hacker decided to toy with him. First, a command was dispatched from that undisclosed location, traveled across the web, and it ended up in his Wi-Fi network. From there, it launched onto the air, and it was received by the chastity belt. Apparently, the hacker had already paired the device with the home network, so now the built-in vibrator activated.

It started to massage his shaft. And even if he came only a few minutes before, Nathan experienced this surge of desire. His manhood started to stiffen, only for this boy to discover the balance of his chastity cage.

His erection pushed out against the interior curves. At first, he hardly noticed. Yes, the cage was snug between his legs and along his most sensitive body part, but he could pretend that wasn't really an issue.

Until now.

Nathan dropped his hands to the belt, and he immediately tried to tear it off. The different parts had boxed together, sealing tight as they clicked into place. His fingers tried to get a grip. He tried to get some kind of hold, to pull or tear through the material. The reinforced steel refused to buckle or break. This young man could struggle as hard as he wanted for hours or days, and it wouldn't do anything!

"Pull your hands away from the belt," commanded the hacker.

Nathan refused. He yanked and twisted. He probably looked like he was doing some ridiculous dance as he jerked against the metal band, but he still couldn't get any kind of real grip, nor could he tear the material.

Ignoring the command coming from the speakers, Nathan kept trying right until that moment when one shock, then another and another after that blasted through his body. A deluge of agony snapped into his skin. The electrodes came to life, delivering painful payloads straight to his flesh. His nerves cried out, and his world turned into a painful white blur.

By the time his senses started to clear, Nathan found himself down on his hands and knees like a supplicant before the large screen in his living room. Breathing hard and fast, Nathan lifted his head.

"I'm going to make you pay for this. I swear."

"No," said the hacker with another light chuckle. "But you are going to learn to obey."

After that, the screen went black.

Tentatively, Nathan had lifted himself back up onto his feet. Like a phantom, he looked around, uncertain. Everything in his house was electronic. He looked around, wondering what he should do. At the same time, he tried to think of this as a programmer. As far as he was concerned, no system could be perfect. Despite what he told the journalists back at that press briefing, Nathan understood how every project and system came with at least one vulnerability.

So what had he left behind?

At first, Nathan grabbed his phone, and he scrolled through the different apps on the device. Pretty soon, he realized he couldn't do anything without an internet connection. Frustrated, he tossed the phone aside.

He went back into his small library, and he pulled a book off the shelf until he remembered that they were all fakes; they were only here as decorations. Hell, he didn't even have a pen to start writing out something himself.

Serious, he walked up to the front door, and he reached down, only to stop himself. Then he glanced over his shoulder.

"Amy?"

"Yes, Nathan?"

"Will anything happen if I try to open the door?"

"Nathan, you'll be punished," said the house's artificial personality.

Biting down, he made the decision and grabbed at the doorknob. He tried to turn it. Obviously, it didn't budge. The door was locked in place. Not only that, it was just as secure as his bedroom. His company built this house for wealthy individuals; these were the paranoid people who understood how precarious their positions could be. Even as they tried to insist they were smarter than everyone else, they simultaneously recognized how dangerous the rest of the population could be. What would billionaires’ money, equity, stock options, or intellectual property mean if the millions of people around him decided to drag him through the streets? Not much, really.

Somehow, wealth and power also brought doubt and insecurity. Maybe that was why so many of his compatriots behave so badly. They didn't know how to resolve those contradictions.

Nathan yanked on the door again and again. When nothing happened, he grinned ferociously.

"Nathan, you only get one warning," she said. "Are you sure you wish to misbehave? Wouldn't it be easier to accept your status as a slave?"

Nathan didn't let go of the knob. Instead, he could feel his veins bulge along his forearms as he yanked as hard as he could. Maybe, just maybe, there had been a design flaw in the store. Maybe, just maybe, he would get lucky, and maybe something would slip and the door would swing open, and he would be able to run outside.

"I'm not a slave!"

Right as he uttered those words, the collar activated, and a fresh jolt of pain exploded through his body. His vision turned white. Once again he stumbled back as he lost his grip on the doorknob. He fell onto his butt, and then Amy asked, "You have triggered the Disobedience protocol. In order to reset your status, you must acknowledge your new position in this house."

"What, what you talking about?"

"You are a slave. State this fact."

"You are an AI program, you don't even know what you're doing. I'm not a slave. I am your owner. I'm your, master! I built you!" Technically, that wasn't true. The program had been designed and implemented by more than two hundred programmers who had worked from positions all over the world. Still, this wasn't the hacker, and he knew he could defeat Amy. Or at least, that's what he had to believe in that moment. Nothing less could possibly be acceptable.

"Get on your knees, boy. Apologize." She uttered those words with the same cheerfully digitized voice that she always used. And yet, the edges command slipped out onto the air, and Nathan had no idea what he was supposed to do.

That's why he laughed. Despite knowing what would happen, he threw his head back and the laughter bubbled up from his chest. Maybe it was the tension. Maybe it was something else entirely, but he couldn't help himself right until that moment when she initiated protocol.

Another jolt of pain slammed through his body.

Down on his knees once again, Nathan rose to his feet.

"I have not given you permission to stand," said the AI.

"Screw you!" Simultaneously, he reached up and tried to remove the collar. He tried to get his fingers underneath the band, to pull and twist, to break it. He just needed to snap the clasp. In theory, it sounded so simple. He could utter the words. He had the goal in mind.

None of it worked, and now the electrodes delivered fresh voltage straight to his skin. Three electrical shocks hit him in quick succession, one after another that leapt through his body. The first was mild. The second came stronger. The third blasted through his skin, making him gasp and cry out.

Again, Nathan found himself on his hands and knees.

"Acknowledge your status," commanded the AI.

In that instant, Nathan tried to tell himself it was only a toy. The AI couldn't think for itself. Amy wasn't a real person, and she wasn't part of what was going on. And yet, his heart pounded, and he was still trapped whether he liked it or not. He lifted his head and glared at one of the cameras. "I am Nathan Thomas Mace," he said, hoping that would be good enough.

"And what is your status, Nathan Thomas Mace?"

No. He didn't want to do it. He didn't think he could. "I, I'm a slave."

"Good," she said. "Now, according to my records, it has been quite some time since you have eaten. Are you hungry?"

"Yes," he said.

"Ask for food."

"I don't have to ask for it," he said.

"Ask for food," came the programmed response.

"You have got to be kidding me," he said. After those last doses of punishment, Nathan had no idea whether or not he would be strong enough to hold out. He tried to hide it, but there was this rush of fear at the back of his brain. It was a primitive response, something he wished he didn't possess. And yet, his chest tightened, his pulse thundered, and he dipped his head down. Naked except for the chastity belt and collar, Nathan didn't know what he was supposed to say or how he was supposed to react.

He hated the idea that something he had built could control him like this, especially because the hacker was probably still watching this.

"I'm not hungry," he finally told her.

"Return to your bedroom, boy."

He started to stand.

"Crawl," said the artificial voice.

"I'm not crawling through my own house," he said. He was on his feet, and he took a step, and the program delivered an electrical shock, knocking him forward. He managed to catch himself at the last moment, slamming his palms down against the cold tiles beneath him.

"Crawl," she repeated.

Nathan crawled along on his hands and knees.

After that, he climbed into his bed, and he slept.

He didn't think it would really work, and yet he had closed his eyes, and exhaustion swept over him.

When Nathan woke up, he didn't know what to expect. Instantly, he went to the old problems. What was he going to do about the problems and HR? What about the contracts? They had several key negotiations coming up. Before he really woke up, he found himself tracing through the different strategic decisions, concessions he might make, demands, and how he might be able to manipulate the other side. All of these points were important, only then he rolled onto his side, he gulped, and then he felt it.

There was extra tension around his neck, and he was wearing a very snug, very heavy scarf.

Before he completely woke up, Nathan reached up for his neck, and that's when his fingers brushed along the smooth contours and textures.

He found the battery pack. He swallowed again, and he knew it wasn't a scarf.

It was a collar.

It was a shock collar.

Tentatively, Nathan reached down between his legs, and since he still hadn't opened his eyes, part of him hoped some of those memories had been a delusion or a hallucination or something. They could have all just been a nightmare. Right?

No. It had happened, and now his fingers moved along the smooth, plastic shell of his chastity cage. Underneath, he knew it was mental. He knew that he could have probably grabbed a chainsaw or a blow torch, and he still wouldn't have been able to remove this thing. So what would it take? If he had shown up at a hospital, would anyone have been able to get it off of him?

No. Probably not.

Nathan sat up, and then he looked around his bedroom.

The lights came on automatically, and he wondered how long it had been. At this point, he was somewhat refreshed, although his stomach grumbled for attention. Nathan needed to go eat something.

He pushed himself out of his bed, and he waited for the sounds of his AI system to say something. Amy didn't. He crept down the hall and into the open kitchen and living room.

He went to the French door and he grabbed the handle. He tried to pull it open.

The door wouldn't budge.

He braced his feet and tried again, yanking with one arm. No effect. He tried again, using both arms this time. He tightened his fingers around the handle, and he yanked.

"Nathan, are you ready to beg for your breakfast?"

"I'm not going to beg," he snarled back at her.

"Initiating Incentive Protocol," she said.

What did that mean?

The hacker had obviously left different programs in Amy's system, so what was this going to do? He braced himself, holding on tight to the fridge. He refused to get knocked back down to his hands and knees once again.

His Chastity cage started to vibrate. He could feel these soft, manipulative pulses right between his legs. It started at the tip of his cock and worked its way down to his base. He could even feel it around the underside of his balls. His eyes widened, and his shaft started to stiffen. It was an animalistic response. His body reacted to the stimulation, and he understood how this worked. In the meat of his brain, there were those old programs and imperatives; on some level, this felt like he was about to have sex, like maybe he was rubbing up against some cute girl, so the heat gathered and spun deep at his center. His shaft strained for an erection, one that could not be achieved, not while he was trapped in the chastity belt.

"This isn’t going to work!" Nathan snarled as though he might be able to intimidate his opponent.

Amy didn't care about anything he said.

The vibrations pulsed along his cock. They started the base and worked their way up. They came back down. Delicious, swirling sensations seemed to run through his frame, and he couldn't do anything about it. He couldn't pull off the belt. He couldn't wrap his cock or even get access to his own balls. Every inch of his genitals had been covered and imprisoned. His breathing came faster, and he desperately needed to climax. He could feel that ripple of excitement at the tip of his shaft.

Lots of women had touched him and teased him as they worked to stimulate him. He had played with different interns who had been more or less willing, only now the moisture drained away from his mouth, and he felt like he was about to climax.

It stopped.

Nathan refrained from asking the obvious, pathetic question, "Why did you stop?" The syllables may have been right there at the edge of his tongue, but he didn't care. He swallowed them back as he tried to maintain some semblance of independence and dignity. Again and again, he reminded himself of how he couldn't allow himself to be intimidated or manipulated by a computer program.

Seething, he started to step away.

The vibrations started again. They pulsed along his cock. They sent shivers of need a running through his frame.

He shoulders bunched, and his fingers locked up. At the same time, he dropped his hands toward his groin. He tried to get the belt off. It didn't work.

Amy turned on the vibrator. Then she turned it off.

She turned it on again. Then she turned it off again.

She made sure those delicious sensations ran along his nerves, prompting him to crave that jolt of release. He needed it. He had to throw himself into the ocean of bliss and lose himself for just a few seconds.

"Fine!" Nathan finally gasped out. "I, I will do it!"

"Beg," she said.

"Please, Amy. Please, can I eat? Please? Please, I can't take this."

"Refrigerator access has been granted," she replied.

He glared up at the ceiling, like he thought she might flinch when confronted by his rage. Of course, the house didn't react, and so he pushed himself up onto his feet. He turned back to the fridge, opened the door, and he knew exactly what he wanted. He intended to grab a beer, some cold cuts, and then he would probably get something out of the cabinet, maybe a bagel or some crackers or something.

When he reached for the small box at the bottom of the fridge that contained the beer and he tried to pull it open, the locks refused to disengage.

"Retrieve the bag of spinach leaves," she said.

"What?"

"That is your designated breakfast," she told him.

"I'm not eating spinach," he said.

"You'll place spinach on a plate and put it on the floor and eat without the use of your hands," she said.

His cock twitched when he heard that command. He didn't understand why. Was there a playful lilt in her voice? No, it had to be his imagination.

"I'm not going to do that," he started to say. This time, he didn't even raise his voice, but it didn't matter because another jolt of electricity screamed through his body and raced along his nerves, making each one pulse with that rush of pain.

"Okay, okay," he panted out. He grabbed the spinach and a plate. He opened the bag and dumped it out. He probably made a mess, but he didn't care.

Only seconds later, found himself on the floor, on his knees, looking down at the spinach right there in front of him.

"Eat," she commanded.

"And if I don't?" Nathan itched to ask. Of course, he swallowed back those words. He was smart enough to figure out exactly what would happen. Maybe she would tease him again. Even now, he could feel that pulsating need between his legs. Arousal gripped him tight; it seemed to stretch from his center all the way to his arms and legs. He could feel it with every breath. He needed an orgasm. He needed it badly.

"Eat," she commanded again. "The Obedience Protocol will initiate in three seconds."

He tried not to look scared as he dropped his head down. Suddenly, his lips were poised right above that "salad".

That's when he started eating. He pulled up that first mouthful between his lips, and he started to chew. As he did so, his vibrator came to life again, pulsating along the base of his balls, up to his shaft. Those soft, undulating jolts of stimulation made him close his eyes even as he chewed and swallowed.

The vibrations stopped.

"Continue eating," Amy said with her normally impassive voice.

Nathan hated this. He hated it with every iota of his existence. He couldn't help but think back to high school. An older teacher had been trying to mess around with her laptop, then she had pushed the stupid thing away in disgust, snarling, "I don't know how to make it open. This thing has a mind of its own." At the time, Nathan had offered to help, and she accepted, but he couldn't get away from one thought: computers didn't have minds of their own. Instead, they were machines built by humans, and they did as programmed. Granted, machine learning may have changed the dynamics quite a bit, so a program might surprise its designer, but men like Nathan Mace were still supposed to be in charge.

Only now he had the collar around his neck and the chastity cage between his legs. Because those were connected devices, the AI could control him. He chewed and swallowed again and again. He couldn't stop himself. Worse, he actually started to enjoy it. There were those moments when he would even chew a little faster, and then the vibrator would speed up.

What if he stopped?

Nathan already knew the answer. If he refused or rebelled, he would be punished. There would be that electrical chill, and he would yield anyway.

Because the AI forced to do so, he ate the last of his spinach salad, and then he lifted his head.

Nathan may not have been able to control the AI, but maybe he could try something else…

Right as Nathan started to stand up, Amy told him, "Be sure to put the plate in the dishwasher."

Part of him, really, really wanted to grab the plate and slam it down against the tiled floor. He wished he could make that plate shatter into dozens of different pieces. He wished he could see the fragments, jagged and broken, all around him as a reminder of what he could do.

But the vibrator started, and he closed his eyes and surrendered to the sensations even as he mindlessly grabbed at the plate and climbed back up onto his feet. He slid the plate into the dishwasher, and then the vibrator stopped right as the appliance locked.

A few seconds later, the vibrator stopped.

"What, what do I have to do to get out of this chastity belt?"

"Unknown," Amy said right away.

His muscles tensed.

Nathan started to pace back and forth. At the same time, he waited for some set of commands or instructions from the AI. Nothing arrived. And so he started thinking about what he could do. Part of him wanted to return to the bedroom and try to access the cables once again in the maintenance shaft. And yet, he already suspected he would be punished if he tried. No. He needed to do something else.

Computer science offered so many different possibilities, but he also understood the importance of social engineering. Ultimately, humans used to be devices. Too often, Nathan had encountered engineers and programmers who truly believed in that elegant line of code. It should have been enough even if the end-user didn't understand the product or why it was important. Unlike so many others in his field, he understood the basic importance of humanity.

Nathan walked over to one of the cameras. He was still mostly naked, but he lifted his chin, he held his hands behind his back, and he said, "I deserve a chance."

There was no response. Amy didn't answer.

"I deserve a chance," he said again. "You said I'm arrogant? Fine. Let me show you what I can do. Let me show you how I can change. I mean, that's what you really want, isn't it? You want to see me collared and kept in chastity, so that you can control me. That's your endgame, isn't it? Well, maybe I can help you."

Again, there was no response.

Nathan lowered himself down onto his knees. He held his hands up. "Please. Please, I don't know who you are, but just give me the chance."

"What kind of chance would you like?" came the scrambled voice of his captor.

"Let me try to figure out at least who you are," he said.

"And why should I do that?"

This was his gambit, his only possibility. If this didn't work, he didn't have any other alternatives. There were no other possibilities, nothing he could think of, anyway. Nathan needed to remain optimistic, but he didn't know what to do, especially because he could be kept here indefinitely. He really could be a prisoner, all while this hacker ran his corporation from a distance. Rumors might run rampant, but so long as he offered up his digital signature and routine communications, the people could get used to it, right? He wouldn't have been the first billionaire who became reclusive and decided he didn't need to interact with people directly…

"Because you want to play with me," he said. He looked at the camera with all of the sincerity could muster. "You want to see me fail. You want to see me mess up."

The camera turned off.

A jolt of electricity hit. It was random and unexpected. It made him cry out. A moment later, his chastity lock activated. It teased him, forcing him to moan. Soon enough, he found himself on the floor, his hands scrambling along the contours of his belt. Was this a punishment?

Nathan couldn't figure it out, only then the screen activated once again.

How long had he been tormented there on the floor?

His captor chuckled, "That was amusing, but maybe you are right. Now, for this game to mean anything, we need to make sure you try your absolute best."

"Yes!" Nathan agreed instantly. His heart was pounding, and another set of requests cowered there at the back of his throat. What if he asked her to release him from the chastity belt instead? She would still be able to control him since the collar would remain locked around his neck. But if he did that, then he might be wrecking his one chance. His tormentor wanted to play with him; his captor wanted to see him struggle with everything he had, only to fail.

He couldn't mess this up.

Even if it's captor didn’t honor the agreement, it wouldn't matter because he would have some extra information. That might be enough, he thought. For the time being, it was the best he could do.

"Would you like it if I can figure it out?"

"Release," said his captor.

Nathan didn't ask what that meant. Instead, he stayed there on his knees as he looked up. "Okay," he agreed.

"I’m going to give you three chances. You get to try to figure out which of these chats will lead you to the right person."

"You won't know what's going on. One bill," Nathan said as he nodded.

"Exactly," said his tormentor. "Good luck."

The screen went dark, and Nathan couldn't believe it. He couldn't comprehend what had just happened here.

His breathing came faster as he looked up. He kept waiting.

Then the screen activated again, only now he found himself looking at a young woman. She had black hair, and he vaguely recognized her. When he saw her, there was this twinge deep within his gut, like she had always annoyed him, but he had never actually paid that much attention.

She had been an irritant, nothing more. And now she tightened her brows as she glanced back at her computer screen. "What is this? How did you get into my system?"

"No!" Nathan called out. "I, I'm not a hacker!"

She cocked her head to the side. "No. You're mostly naked man wearing a collar down on his knees. What's going on here?" She leaned back in her chair. She was obviously in an office of some kind, now she crossed her arms over her chest as she stared at him, her expression tight with barely controlled irritation. She was a woman who existed online, which meant she had to deal with a lot of crap from different guys. Perhaps she thought this was the same. Maybe she was trying to trace this connection, like she thought she might actually be able to report him to the police.

Or maybe she recognized him…

"Who are you?" she asked.

Nathan pressed his lips together, and he wondered exactly how much he should try to tell her. It seemed obvious. He could tell her to call the police. He could tell her that this wasn't a prank, and she needed to go to the authorities right away because he was being held hostage…

What if his tormentor was watching all of this? What if his captor decided to cut off the feed? Or maybe his comments would be intercepted and modified. Technically, it was possible. And yet, the hacker who had designed this game didn't actually have time to do that. Unless, of course, all of this had been preplanned...Nathan found himself running through those strategic circles without coming to any kind of conclusion.

For the time being, he decided to tell as much of the truth as he could. "My name is Nathan Thomas Mace, and you are Julia Richards. Right?"

"Okay, so you know who I am," she said. "You also know that cyber stalking is illegal, right?"

"I, I'm not stalking you. I...look, I'm just trying figure something out," he said, unaccustomed to the stuttering his voice.

"What are you wearing?" Julia asked as she narrowed her eyes slightly.

That's when another voice invaded his speakers. This time, it was quiet, quiet enough that Julia Richards wouldn't be able to overhear those words. Or maybe they had been blocked, the data scrubbed from the signal. "Tell her the truth." His tormentor was monitoring this discussion.

It was strange to think, but their conversation was made up of a series of words they spoke to one another, only the microphones absorbed the sound waves, and the computers converted them to ones and zeros before transmitting it across the world to be translated once again into the sounds their human ears could recognize.

He drew in a slow breath, and then he told her, "I'm wearing a chastity cage and a shock collar." He itched to say more, to tell her that he was being held against his will.

Julie was smart enough to figure that out, right? Maybe he didn't know her well, but he remembered some of her biography now: she was an information security specialist, which meant she had been a pain in his ass, especially since she didn't seem to do it for the money. Instead, she loved her position because she enjoyed helping people.

"A chastity cage? And a shock collar? And those look like connected devices. Am I right?"

"Yes."

"Address her as Miss. Say it," his tormentor instructed.

When Nathan didn't obey right away, appending that appropriate honorific to his answer, he endured another snap of electricity. It wasn't enough to make him cry out, but he probably twitched.

"Yes, Miss," he said quickly.

That had to be a clue for her, right? Julia Richards was going to figure out. He only did this against his will.

Unless she was the hacker…

He didn't want to believe it, but he understood how these kinds of tricks could work. "I just wanted to say that I'm not as arrogant as I appear to be. I, I’m learning how to be much more humble."

"Oh, really? So now you are going to listen to the FTC? Now you are going to take her concerns seriously?"

"Yes,,." he said.

"Tell me something, Nathan." She leaned forward just a little bit, her elbows pressed against the surface of her desk. "Since you're connected to devices, I’m assuming they can be controlled from pretty much anywhere? Right now, someone owns your cock? Someone owns your neck?"

"I wouldn't want to put it that way," he said. An instant later, he remembered to add, "Miss."

"Every time I tried to speak with you, you have completely dismissed all of my concerns."

"That was wrong of me," he said quickly, because he needed to get this woman on his side.

"In fact, I think it's fair to say that you have been one of the most arrogant men. I have actually encountered, and that's saying something. I work with CEOs all the time, but you, you were in your only world."

"Please, tell me. Are you involved in this?" He couldn't believe those words just fell out of his mouth, but it was hard to think, especially with the desires still burning hot at his center. Like so many other men, he discovered how difficult it could be to think when he was aroused. Yes, he thought he was a brilliant man, especially after all he had accomplished, yet those desires swept everything else away, like his thoughts got jumbled and mixed-up as he watched her on the screen, especially because she was quite lovely.

Even if he normally preferred cute blondes who are younger and could gaze up at him with naïve admiration, Nathan could still enjoy Julia’s sleek features, the shine along her black mane, and the contours of her mouth. In fact, he started to think about what she could do with that pretty mouth of hers. His chest tightened as he imagined this girl on her knees, naked and ready to serve.

His cock hardened, only to meet the curved boundaries of the chastity prison.

Julia cocked her mouth to one side. "Involved in what?"

The moisture drained away from his mouth as he struggled to come up with an appropriate response. If he started telling her about his imprisonment, the connection would be cut. Worse, a digital simulacrum of his face, voice, and gestures could appear on her screen just a few second later indicating this had all been some wild joke. He was a billionaire jackass, so she should have expected this sort of behavior. Wasn't Silicon Valley populated by a bunch of tech bros who loved this sort of sophomoric humor?

It would be so easy to create something fake and to fit it into the narrative of exactly what a woman like Julia Richards would have expected.

"Nothing," he said. "Thank you for your time."

He didn't need to try to end the connection. It shut down automatically, and now his captor reappeared.

Was that her? Was that Julia Richards, the young security specialist with the long, black hair and wicked smile?

"Care to try again?"

Nathan wished he could use something as simple as the timing to determine whether or not the hacker was Richards. And yet, he understood how quickly the technology could adapt. Just because he saw something on the screen, that didn't make it real or true. Once upon a time, platitudes like "Seeing is believing" would have made a lot of sense, only now the world had become so much more complicated.

"But I might get next one," he said.

"You know, I've been thinking about your position. I'm enjoying watching you squirm. And yet, is this enough? Maybe there should be a penalty if you get it wrong."

"What, what kind of penalty?"

"I think I can have a lot of fun with you. Not just the pleasure, not just the pain, but something else entirely."

What did that mean?

"I'm not going to get around," he said. "Do whatever you want."

That same dry chuckle vibrated out on the air from the speakers, and now the screen reactivated. Only this time, he saw the loading screen as the network attempted to make the connection. Who wasn't going to be?

A redheaded woman wearing black rimmed glasses soon appeared. Like Julia Richards, she was seated in her office.

This time, he recognized her instantly, and he remembered her name. She wasn't just a security specialist; this woman also valued privacy. In fact, Nathan vaguely remembered that moment when he read her bio and discovered that Alexandra Cleo didn't actually know anything about the technology. Instead, she was focused entirely on the sociological implications. She focused on privacy and any individual's right to control how their private information might be utilized, especially when so many site and app users didn't actually realize how their information might be bought, sold, or potentially used to manipulate them. Every time he heard those arguments, Nathan had wanted to roll his eyes. Basic information literacy had always struck him as simple, only now he gulped and had to wonder if maybe he had let something leak. Maybe that was how his captor had been able to hack into his systems. One detail could have slipped into a password, which in turn had allowed this individual to take complete control over his life.

"Please, don't hang up," Nathan said as he raised his hand. Right away, he had watched as Alexandra Cleo reached up, probably to shut her monitor or maybe exit out of the window. "This isn't a joke or a prank. This, this is incredibly important."

"What is it, Mr. Mace?"

"Please, you can call me Nathan," he said.

She let out a little puff of disbelief. "I'm not interested in your games," she said. "What do you want?"

He gulped. Again, he decided not to tell her exactly what was happening. At the same time, he had wonder how much she could see. Maybe the cameras had assumed interest on his chest or even his face? For all he knew, this woman had no idea that he was wearing both a collar and the chastity lock.

"This might sound a little bit strange, but what you think of me?"

"I think you're a bastard. I think you're a bastard who makes a bunch of faulty, slanted arguments in order to get what you want. There. Is that what you are hoping to hear?"

"Actually, yes," he told her. "I’m trying to figure something out, and I'm hoping maybe you could help me?"

"And why would I want to do that?"

"Because I'm sure you have wanted to get the chance to talk to me alone. Right now, no one is recording this," he said, which was probably a lie, only he didn't care.

Alexandra seemed to ponder that possibility. "Fine. You really want to hear what I have to say?"

"Yes, please."

"Your terms of service are manipulative," she told him. "You have people sign over rights that they don't understand. You require mandatory arbitration to make sure no one can sue you. And frankly, I'm hoping that the class-action lawsuit rips your company apart."

"How would you want me to be punished?"

"What do you mean?" Alexandra asked as though she truly couldn't understand what that meant.

"You think I should be shocked? You think I should be punished or humiliated?"

"Sure, having your company torn down around you will be plenty of humiliation."

"Right," he said as he dipped his head down. That helped. That helped a lot. "Thank you for your time."

The screen went dark once again. Then he heard Amy's voice, "For this last one, I have been instructed to require you to beg for the opportunity to speak with her."

"Who?" Nathan asked.

The AI didn't answer. Because he hadn't responded appropriately, she shocked him. She delivered one spurt of voltage after another. The blast of energy ran through his body, becoming more powerful each time until she knocked him onto his knees. Down on all fours now, he lifted his head. He couldn't believe that had happened so quickly.

"Please! Please, let me talk to the next person!"

"Indicate your status."

His tormentor had to be watching this. Even if that hacker didn't want to implement the punishments, that individual could still witness his total subjugation. He sucked in a breath along the edges of his teeth and blurted out, "I'm a slave!"

"Explain, please." She sounded so cheerful and helpful.

For a moment, he thought of how so many smart speakers had been programmed with children in mind, meaning that they wouldn't actually follow any commands that were deemed "rude," meaning the children who used them had to say "please" and "thank you".

Of course, this was an instance where his AI forced him to humiliate himself. Hot shame burned across his body, but Nathan didn't get any choice. He couldn't fight back. He wished he could throw a punch or even break part of her mainframe. Of course, he didn't have access. He had tried that once, and it didn't work, especially because Amy could monitor him.

"I'm a slave. I’m owned. I'm property."

"What kind of property are you?" She sounded genuinely curious.

"I don't know!"

Nathan braced himself. He clenched his eyes shut, and he waited for another dose of electricity. This time, it didn’t arrive. Instead, the screen turned on, and he found himself on his hands and knees as another young woman appeared. "Hello?" She sounded genuinely confused.

"You, you're Cheyenne Smith, right?" He said her name and studied the pixels blowing up on that screen. She was a beautiful girl, just like the other two. And yet, he could still register the way her eyes tensed slightly. Her lips hardened, and it was obvious she didn't like seeing him there on her laptop.

When he looked at her, he experienced another twinge. There was that little flash of arousal between his legs. Nathan couldn't help himself, especially considering how he had been locked up. Granted, it hadn't been long by most metrics, but the denial itself seemed to exacerbate his natural instincts. Those desires stubbornly refused to go away.

"That's right," she said. "And you are Nathan Mace."

"That's right," he said. "Thank you. Thank you for talking to me."

"Why are you calling me? How do you even get my number?" Exasperation rippled across her voice.

"I'm sorry to disturb you," he told her. "But, but this is important."

"What is it?"

"You think I should be punished or embarrassed?"

"Considering the class-action lawsuit, yeah," she said, her tone dripping with disdain.

He surprised her. When he said, "Go on."

She seemed to consider his pitch and actually glanced over at her office door, like she couldn't decide what she wanted to do. Finally, she drew in a breath and hissed through her nostrils, "Fine. I've talked to a lot of the interns, and some of the female employees who are working at your company, or who have worked there in the past. And guess what?"

"What?" He knew how he sounded, but Nathan couldn't stop himself, especially because he had to get this right.

Throughout his career, Nathan had been in a variety of different discussions and negotiations. All too often, young men would go to college, hope to develop some groundbreaking technology, only to realize that creating their own company would involve so much more than just building or coding. Instead, they had to learn how to deal with people. Part of that meant talking to subordinates. Part of that also meant selling out to investors and getting the best deal whenever possible.

"They're pissed off. They think you should be utterly humbled. They think you should be broken. They want you stripped of your assets."

"What else?"

Cheyenne tilted her head to the side slightly, and her eyes narrowed to irritated slits as she watched him. At the same time, he could guess what she was thinking, so he added, "Please. I'm serious."

"Fine," she told him. "As far as they are concerned, you were the worst kind of employer because you took advantage of them."

Immediately, he drew in a breath and wanted to tell her that wasn't true. At least in his mind, it wasn’t.

Since he paused and didn’t contradict her, she had to ask, "What's going on with you right now? Why are we having this conversation, Nathan?"

"It's nothing," he said. "Thank you for your time."

Amy disconnected the call.

The hacker reappeared.

Standing there, Nathan straightened his back and stared up at the screen. "Have you figured it out yet?"

"It, it was Alexandra. You are Alexandra," he said. He pushed as much vehemence as he could into his voice, as though that would be enough to convince the hacker.

"Cute," came the answer. "Cute, but wrong. Good night, Nathan."

Nathan didn't understand, then he glanced up, and he saw the events once again. Worse, he could hear the sound of the air being sucked away.

Within just a few seconds, his lungs struggled to breathe in enough oxygen. Moments later, his vision blurred. The darkness seemed to buzz and vibrate along the edges of his sight until he lost consciousness. He dropped to his knees, and he passed out.

As Nathan opened his eyes, he didn't know exactly what he expected to see or find, but it wasn't this. He had opened his eyes, yes, but he still couldn't see anything. Instead, his vision adjusted, and there was a little bit of light making its way down through the cotton blindfold wrapped around his eyes. When he lifted his head, he hoped he might be able to see something, anything.

Aside from those specks of illumination, there was nothing for him.

"Hello," came a whispered voice.

"What is this? What's going on?"

"You said it yourself," she said, still whispering so he couldn't pick out the exact notes of her voice. "You are a slave now. In fact, you're going to be an obedient sex slave."

"Are you the one who hacked into my system?" As he spoke, he tried to keep his voice level. Realistically, it couldn’t be anyone else.

"It might be," she said. That's when she reached down, and she stroked his thigh. She just barely touched him.

Instantly, Nathan tried to jerk on his arms and legs. He tried to jump up onto his feet, or at least roll off onto his side. Each attempt failed, however. Instead, he felt the leather shackles around his wrists.

"What's going on here?"

"Isn't it obvious? We're going to tease you."

"We?" Nathan asked.

Another breath hit the other side of his head. He could feel the warmth of her words against his ear, although she also whispered. "That's right, boy. You see, you are going to be retrained as an obedient sex slave. You will cook and clean and exist as our little toy."

"No. People will figure it out," he panted out.

"Is that what you think? Is that what you really think?" asked someone else. Again, she whispered. Maybe she wasn't right there or close enough for him to feel the heat of those words on his flesh, but he could still hear her.

There were at least three of them…

No. That wasn't possible.

"We are going to punish you," said one of the women. "We're going to break you."

"We're going to domesticate you. Men like you are wild when you get a little bit of power, a little bit of influence, and you think you can do whatever you want. You don't believe the consequences should apply to you. You can buy anyone. But that's not how this works."

"Let me up!" Nathan snarled. He growled through his teeth even as he jerked against his bonds. He kept fighting, kicking and thrashing out as though he thought he might be able to tear through those restraints with nothing but animal strength.

"Should we let him out?"

"Yes," came the answer that surprised him.

Forcing himself to relax, Nathan tried to let the energy dissipate from his muscles. Even if he wished he could leap up, he knew he wouldn't succeed. At best, he could shake the bed underneath him as he yanked on those restraints and pulled at his bedposts. Nathan knew he couldn't be entirely certain, but he thought he felt his regular sheets underneath his back and along the contours of his biceps.

"Let him out," agreed the other woman.

Wishing he could see something, anything, Nathan lost control and jerked against his bonds all over again. He twisted. He frantically yanked and pulled. Maybe he would bruise his wrists. He didn't care.

He had to get away! He had to show his captors that they couldn't do this to him.

"Settle down," one of them whispered to him.

Still seething, he forced himself to obey. Nathan relaxed his muscles again, and that's when he heard the click of the lock. They had opened up the chastity belt. They pulled the different components off of him, one after another. Finally, the two pieces came away from his cock, and so his member straightened instantly. Hot arousal flashed through his body, stiffening his manhood.

It felt incredible!

Nathan had never realized how pleasurable an erection could be.

Of course, he immediately started thinking of something else. With his incisors brushing along his bottom lip, he wanted to grab these women, to hold them down, to take them.

"You still haven't learned your lesson, have you?"

"What, what are you talking about?"

"I'm talking about you, Nathan. You make the world a worse place. And for what? To make a line go up on a graph? To increase some numbers in a bank account that's already swollen?" As that woman spoke, she casually reached down and brushed her fingers along his cock. With her middle two fingers, she massaged his shaft, sending fresh waves of need running along his veins.

The muscles of the center of his body tightened. She kept playing with him, touching him and teasing him. He couldn't help but think about what it had been like back in the living room in front of the cameras.

In that same moment, he could feel other light hands gliding along his naked body.

It wasn't just his cock. Someone massaged his legs. Another woman brushed her fingers down his cheek and along his neck. She traced the outline of his collar as he squirmed right there.

"It's okay if you don't understand how the world works now."

"What, what are you talking about?"

"I'm talking about your world," came the answer. "In this house, you are going to be an obedient boy. We are going to use this as a refuge. Not only that, we're going to show you off. We’ll record it and make sure powerful than all across the planet see you, and they'll see what can be accomplished. But don't worry. Your plan is still going to work."

"My plan?"

"Your Bastion," said one of these anonymous women.

Another added, "This is what you wanted, wasn't it? You wanted an incredibly expensive house, one that can serve to block off the rest of the world? Well, that's going to happen. We are cutting funding for that initiative. On the contrary, your company is going to go all in."

"No, that can't be right," he said. Yes, the house developments were an important part of his corporate strategy, but he couldn't believe that the strangers had seized control over his entire operation.

Then again, they could impersonate him so easily…

"Just stop and think about it," said another one of the women.

Her ally continued, "Boys are going to buy houses just like this one. How long will it take before we enslave all of them? They all rely on your infrastructure, and we own you, so we own your infrastructure." In a whispered, singsong tone, his captor made it clear that they wouldn't fail. Her voice brimmed with excitement and confidence.

"No…" Nathan said.

Around him, he could hear the women laughing. They were snickering and giggling, probably pointing down at him and enjoying the way his muscles twitched as he struggled against his bonds. The ensnared boy jerked against the shackles, and he tried again, "No. I, you’re not going to let you get away with this!"

One warm breath whispered against his ear, "And how do you think you can stop us? We've got you in this nice collar, and we can shock you."

"Even if I don't get out of here, it doesn't matter," he grunted back.

Another warm breath whispered against his ear, "Is that what you really think? Come on, Nathan. You want to be a smart boy, don't you? That means you should be able to see the future."

"Is this where you're going to give me some euphemism about how the future is female?" Nathan snarled back at her. At the same time, he pulled against his restraints. He jerked and shifted as hard as he could, twisting and fighting with all the strength he could muster.

His captors said nothing. Instead, they were probably watching the blindfolded man as he struggled, yanking and tugging as hard as he could. He poured all of his strength and every drop of his effort into getting away.

For those few seconds, the bed shook underneath him. The mattress rattled, and he kept yanking. He could pull his wrists a few inches in any direction. And yet, it didn't help. When his strength finally failed, he was still on his back, still spread out, still blindfolded, and still powerless in front of these women...whoever they were.

"The future is female," came one of the answers. "If you stop and think about it, we can change the world with your technology. That's the thing about innovation, isn't it? A new invention might be developed, yet you can't really know how it's going to be used. When a bunch of scientists got together and devised that the first computerized network, they probably didn't know that would lead to endless cat videos, mass misinformation, and pictures of people's meals on social media."

"And now, you have done something amazing. You have simplified the smart house with your AI. And since we own you, we own Amy. And if we own Amy, we can own any boy who buys one of these houses."

Nathan kept searching for some error, some hole in their logic.

"Don't worry," came another voice before he could mount any kind of counterargument, "We're only going to pick out the most powerful men at first. These are going to be the individuals with even more influence. Think of senators, representatives, judges, the kinds of people who can work at home."

"No…" Nathan growled out.

"And you made it all possible."

"No!" Nathan roared, because couldn't think of anything else.

"Yes," one of them said. "Yes. You are the keystone for the subjugation of mankind. It might start in the US, but it can spread it. We're going to get a hold on this country, and then we can move on. We can lower the prices, and more and more men will join us. They will walk into their houses, think you may have achieved something amazing, only then the doors lock, and that's when we can mail them their shock collars and their chastity cages, and then we can start training them."

"You won't have the manpower," he grunted back, hoping maybe this would be enough.

"Do you really think we need manpower? Do we have Amy!"

"She isn't programmed for that!"

"We’re making a couple of small modifications to her AI," one of the women whispered. "Amy, tell us about men."

The cheerfully digital voice came back immediately, "Men, in relation to the male sex of humanity, are recognized as the inferior gender. Men are traditionally more aggressive, but experts have decided they must be trained. Males require shock collars, chastity cages, educational time in restraints. Unfortunately, males are unable to control themselves, and so they require female supervision, either in the form of a woman who can give them the discipline they need or an AI who can oversee their behaviors."

"No…" Nathan gasped out. "No. That's, that's not true!"

"Males must be subjugated," Amy said in that same delightful tone. "Males, throughout history, have been responsible for some of the worst tragedies humanity has ever faced. Consequently, they are a threat to society. As a threat to society, they must be controlled and owned. New legislation is currently being drafted to remove their rights and freedoms. Specifically, males should not be allowed to vote, drive, or own property of any kind."

"What, what is that?"

"Sorry," whispered one of the women, giggling, "Spoiler alert."

His fingers balled into fists, and he jerked his head to the left, then the right. He still couldn't see anything more than a couple of flickering lights through the thick fabric of the blindfold, yet he tried to pick out some detail, something he might have been able to use against them.

"Think about where we'll be in one year, two years, five years or ten," one of the women told him.

"No," he said. Normally, he could come up with one argument after another. He knew how to dance around different possibilities and conclusions. Only this time, his thoughts retreated, and he couldn't get past that syllable. "No," he repeated. When he spoke, he struggled hard to believe it.

"Yes," one of them told him.

Another one of his captors said, "It's going to be so easy. One by one, boys will move into our houses. We can lock them up and take control. Maybe we will come by and play with them. Maybe we'll just let the AI play with them, and break them for us. It could be so easy. It can all be automated. Maybe it will require a little bit of human monitoring, but we can do that from anywhere in the world. Maybe one of us will be off in another country, convincing another set of women that they deserve to rule. And pretty soon, society can start to change. You can go online and see a movie, and there's going to be an implicit message: women are superior. It's going to be so easy."

"No, no…" Nathan didn't wish to believe that a society could be engineered like that. It wasn't possible for a small group of women to take over.

And yet, he was now a prisoner in his own house. But with the chastity cage between his legs and the shock collar around his neck, could he resist them?

He hadn't been able to escape.

What if he tried harder?

"By the way, we've made a little upgrade to your collar," One of the women whispered to him. "You should be very grateful. From now on, it's geo-locked. Do you know what that means?"

Before he could stop himself, he had said, "What?"

"It means that you aren't allowed to leave this property. If you try, you'll get one shot, then another and another after that. They’ll get stronger and stronger until your turn to the place you need to be: your home."

Escape really had become an impossibility. Worse, if it was locked by GPS, he couldn't just break the nodes around his house.

"You’re starting to see it, aren't you?"

That's when one of the women pulled away his blindfold.

He blinked quickly as he tried to get his vision to adjust, and then he looked up at them.

There were four of them.

He recognized three: Alexandra Cleo, Julia Roberts, and Cheyenne Smith. Their names pulsed behind his eyes, and then he glanced over at one young woman. She was beautiful with reddish brown hair, rounded cheeks, and a slender physique. Her eyes sparkled as she grinned and asked, "You don't recognize me, do you?"

"No…" Nathan admitted uncertainly.

"I was one of your interns," she said. "I owned a bigger company, and I thought you were going to teach me. I thought we could have so much in common because you were a lot younger than all of the other CEOs and venture capitalists. I thought we could change the world together."

The other women withdrew slightly, letting her speak.

"Who are you?"

"Danielle," she said. Then she giggled. "My friends call me Dani, but you know what you're going to be calling me?" Unable to speak or find the right answer, Nathan stared back at her.

"No..." Again, his voice trailed off, like everything he had known about the world had been shifted and shaken over just a few minutes.

Before, he thought he was a prisoner. He had believed this would be about ransom or maybe his online persona. But it was so much more than that. Worse, he didn't know how to stop them! Yes, this was his room just as he had suspected, but it had never felt smaller. As his eyes darted from one woman to the next and back again, Nathan tried to understand all of this. He tried and failed completely.

"Neither do I," Dani told him before she burst out laughing. "Maybe it's going to be Mistress? Maybe Goddess? Maybe Princess?" Now, her expression darkened as she shifted forward. She straddled him, braced her hands against his chest, and then she grinned. "But no matter what, you will belong to us. Think of yourself as communal property now. When we show up here, you know what you will do?"

"What?" Nathan had to ask.

"Whatever we want," she whispered. "If we tell you to get down on your knees and crawl at our feet, you will obey. If we tell you to lick a sword or suck on our toes or massage our feet or even just stand on one foot and hop around like an idiot, you will do it. You're not a CEO anymore. You know what you are?"

The correct answer materialized behind his eyes, only Nathan couldn't bring himself to make those sounds.

One of the other women chimed in, "You’re a slave, boy. You are now owned. You’re property."

"But, but that's illegal," he said.

"For now," Julia told him. "But don't worry. The rules can change just a little bit at a time. Maybe mandatory service will be brought back. We already put our prisoners to work. If a man messes up, maybe a judge will get creative, and he will issue a new sentence. Perhaps a man who makes a mistake will have to serve the woman he wronged. He can be monitored with a tracking bracelet, and a shock collar can be implemented if he starts to misbehave."

"Don't forget about the schools," Alexandra added, "Yeah, those are going to have to change. Don't worry. Once a few men who work on education boards decide to buy houses like these, then they can start issuing their votes from home, just like the decisions that come from judges who prefer to work online. It's going to be so, so easy. In schools, boys will be required to wear chastity belts. They won't be allowed to take any inappropriate classes."

Nathan must've known he was playing their game, but he still couldn't stop himself, "Inappropriate classes?"

"That's right," Cheyenne told him as she grinned. Clearly, these women had spent a lot of time working together. They had planned this out, and now they brought in their slave. They let him know everything. And why not? They loved basking in the looks of incredulity as they played across his face. Part of him needed to believe this was completely and utterly impossible, but he had built a house that was safe and secure, one that could be run by a single AI. All of that meant controlling the system meant controlling the occupant. And if men decided to live in these houses, they would be completely vulnerable…

No one was supposed to behave like this. He had never calculated for these kinds of possibilities.

And yet, out in the world, there were plenty of women who were ambitious. More importantly, they were sick and tired of the nonsense and garbage males constantly heaped upon them. From those inappropriately long, lingering glances to snide comments about female sensitivity, males routinely behaved badly. Consequently, they needed to be retrained.

And why not remake society along the way?

Cheyenne grinned down at him. When she smiled, she showed off the edges of her teeth, "Boys shouldn't be allowed to learn to code or do any kind of complicated math. Maybe, after little while, we can teach them the kind of arithmetic they need. You know, the kinds of numbers and equations necessary to bake cookies."

The moisture drained away from his mouth. "Information wants to be free," he said. It was an old platitude, a saying from the early days of the web. The concept was simple: because information could be copied and spread so quickly and cheaply, it would inevitably leak out.

"Maybe it wanted to be free," Cheyenne agreed. "But guess what? It's so easy to regulate. You love the web because you have used it to make money. Good for you, boy. Well, I mean, that money now belongs to us. But tell me. Do you really think information wants to be free? Can it actually get out once it's locked behind our firewalls?"

"Yes!"

"Really?" Julia asked.

"Are you actually that naïve?" Alexandra teased him.

"The same principles apply," he told them.

"In theory, maybe if you aren't already locked down," Dani agreed. "But if you really stop and think about it, you can also see how different entities can control what you see. Unless you have access to the dark web and really know what you're doing, it's so simple for intermediaries to decide what you see, how, and when. Just look at it this way. When you type in a search, do you check out the second page? The fourth? If a search engine decides to push something back just a few pages, it might as well not exist at all."

His nostrils flared, and Nathan yanked as hard as he could. He pushed extra strength into his arms and legs, but it didn't do any good.

"Are you ready to get fucked?" Julia asked him.

He glanced over at the black haired girl, and he didn't know what to think.

By then they had removed his chastity cage. His cock and balls were vulnerable.

"What, what're you talking about?"

"We have all been waiting for this opportunity," Dani told him. "We want you to understand what sex isn't going to be for you."

"What, what does that mean?"

"It means we own your cock," Cheyenne told him. She made it sound so obvious. "And that’s why you wanted to be a CEO, isn't it? You weren't interested in the money or power. Yeah, that was probably a nice side benefit, but you really wanted girls like her." Cheyenne pointed back to Dani. "Only now, you are the property. So if we decide to ride you, we can. If we decide to walk in here and tie you down, you can't stop us."

"What if I fight?"

"We shock you until you change your mind," Julia said with a chuckle.

His throat clenched, and he glanced around. Perhaps he was searching their faces, like he wanted to see some hint of discord; these women couldn't really believe in slavery. Could they?

They did.

All at once, he saw it, and now Cheyenne glanced back at her compatriots. "Ladies, who here would like to ride him?"

"I wanted to use his mouth on me," Dani announced.

"What?" Nathan growled out.

"When we were together, you said that you would never go down on a woman. Well, I want to prove you wrong." She grinned, the corners of her eyes crinkling as she brushed his cheek with the back of her hand. He tried to turn his head away, but she had easy access. He couldn't stop her.

And now, Cheyenne brushed her fingers along his cock and balls. "This is going to be fun." The young woman lifted her skirt and pulled down her panties. She toyed with him, and now fresh desires burned hot through his body.

In that same moment, Julia and Alexandra grabbed his wrists. They pinned him down, holding him tight against the mattress.

"You, you don't have to do this," he said.

"Obviously," Cheyenne agreed. "We don't have to do this, but we want to. We know it's going to be good for you, and we will give you exactly what you need." As she spoke, she casually touched him.

"No, stop," he demanded.

Normally, Nathan could walk into any business or restaurant, he issued his commands and people quickly scampered to obey. They saw him and they recognized him as a man of influence, someone with wealth and power on his side.

But this young woman easily touched him and caressed him. She toyed with his shaft, gliding her fingers up and down along the length of his cock. She did this casually and easily. She had every right to touch him. She could toy with him for as long as she wished, and there was nothing he could do to stop her.

Again, he started to fight and struggle. He battled the restraints, straining them as hard as he could. It did no good. He remained trapped, spread out and powerless.

That's when Dani lifted up her own skirt and peeled down her underwear. She tossed her panties onto the floor, and then she straddled his face.

Just as helpless as before, Nathan still tried, "Don't do it. Don't you dare!" He snarled out those words as she lowered her slit down onto his face. On his back, spread out and powerless, he couldn't stop her. There was no way for him to keep her pussy away from his lips.

At that same time, Cheyenne chuckled, "You can fight, but it doesn't change anything. You know, we're going to win." To prove her point, she stroked his cock, gently teasing him and caressing him. Her grip tightened, only to loosen a second later. She squeezed again, moving her hand up and down until those delicious urges finally overwhelmed him.

"Lick, boy," ordered Dani. She may have been younger than him by a couple of years, yet that make no difference because he obeyed. His tongue darted out, and he licked her pussy. He tasted her excitement and realized that she had already been aroused. Seeing him strapped down and helpless had triggered something within her, so now the girl with the reddish-brown hair panted. She sucked in one quick breath as she undulated her hips and rode his face.

"Lick," she commanded again. "Because you know what will happen if you don't." It wasn't just about his humiliation. It was a question of pain, of punishment, of knowing that he had been stripped of every right and privilege. Now, he existed as their plaything, and nothing more.

Those thoughts beat down against his defiance until his tongue flickered out, and he started to lick. Even as he realized what he was giving up, Nathan saw no other choice.

Worse, Cheyenne made him enjoy it. As the other girls held him down, he may have wiggled and squirmed. Maybe he even jerked his hips up as he hoped for an orgasm, but that young woman knew what she was doing. She toyed with him. More importantly, she paid attention and studied him. She made sure he came to the edge of an orgasm, only to pull her hands back and let him cool down. She did this once, twice, six times. She made sure he struggled, fighting desperately as those urges granted him extra strength, only it didn't help. He remained spread out and powerless as he served her friend. He worshiped his superior’s pussy, gliding his tongue up and down. He went in deep because he had no choice. She pushed down, and his tongue stretched the walls of her opening. At the same time, he licked her clit, all because this was what she expected. She was a woman, and so she could make whatever demand she wished because she owned him.

They all did.

"Yes!" Dani cried out.

In the next moment, Cheyenne pulled herself forward. She grabbed his cock, and she lowered herself down. "Another," Dani demanded.

His nostrils twitched, and hot fury coursed through his veins, only Cheyenne had his cock tight between her legs. The edges of her skirt rode up. In fact, he couldn't see past that the former intern who was now braced against his face, yet he could feel her.

"Don't you dare climax without permission," Cheyenne told him. "If you do, we're going to keep you on your hands and knees for at least six months."

He didn't want to believe it, and yet he heard those young women chuckle, and he knew the truth. They could do it; they could do whatever they wished with him.

His chest tightened, and that's when she started to ride him, pulling her body up, gliding down, all while he tried to resist the temptation. She teased him, calling out, "If you really hate this, just lay there. Don't react. Pretend something else is happening to you right now." As she uttered those words, the heat and tension of her body soaked into his. He struggled hard to ignore the sensations, to push them away and pretend that they weren't happening. Even so, the tantalizing possibility was right there.

He could clench down.

He could surrender to that orgasm. But if he did, these girls would really own him. With both pleasure and pain, they could shape him into whatever they desired. He'd be at their nonexistent mercy.

Nathan managed to fight it for a few more seconds, perhaps a couple of minutes. That's when he bucked his hips up. He yielded, and she pulled up before sliding back down. She clenched, trapping his cock right between her legs. At the same time, he had to lick Dani again; he serviced her pussy, his tongue darting left and right, up and down, all for her pleasure, all for her satisfaction.

"Come for me right now," Cheyenne called out.

If he had resisted and held out for just a few more seconds, then maybe it would have meant something. But he couldn't do it. His shaft tightened. He could feel that spurting, pulsating movement right between his legs as he jerked his hips up and pulled back down, over and over again.

She drained him. She tightened around his circumference, and he lost control. For those delicious, blissful moments, he could almost forget about the shackles around his wrists, the girls holding down his forearms, the heat and tension, the humiliation, all of it.

Only then the young women pulled away. They looked down at their captive CEO, and they started to grin and giggle all over again.

"I think he's starting to understand," Cheyenne said. The others went to work. They adjusted his collar and started to slide his shaft right back into the chastity cage. They had allowed him some release, and they might again in a few more days, a few more weeks, or maybe a few more months. Or maybe they would just find another captive. After all, guys would start moving into these houses, one by one, so the takeover could truly begin.

The End
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