

Star Guide of Dax

Anna Ritter


ALL RIGHTS RESERVED:  No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser. Your non-refundable purchase allows you to one legal copy of this work for your own personal use.  You do not have resell or distribution rights without the prior written permission of both the publisher and copyright owner of this book.  This book cannot be copied in any format, sold, or otherwise transferred from your computer to another through upload, or for a fee. Warning:  The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this work is illegal.  Criminal copyright infringement is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.  Publisher’s Note:  This is a work of fiction. All characters, places, businesses, and incidents are from the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual places, people, or events is purely coincidental. Any trademarks mentioned herein are not authorized by the trademark owners and do not in any way mean the work is sponsored by or associated with the trademark owners. Any trademarks used are specifically in a descriptive capacity. All characters should be assumed to be consenting adults over the age of 18. The cover model is also over the age of 18. Cover via Shutterstock.

Please be aware that this book includes a lot of fantasy. The acts, images, and characters portrayed in this title are not real. This is a book—a work of fiction—and thus does not include real people. If you are not comfortable with simulated (literary) descriptions of sexual behavior, then you should not purchase or review this book.

First Edition

©2025


Contents

Welcome!

Star Guide of Dax

Connect with Me

Other Works by Anna Ritter


Welcome!

My name is Anna Ritter, and I've been writing femdom and gynarchy erotica for the last four years. I love domination and power exchange. You can find my short stories, novellas, and novels on Amazon. Now I'm doing commissions!

Do you have a personal fantasy you'd like to see? With no limits and a vivid, biting imagination, I'll write out your favorite scenario. Keep it short or get as detailed as you like. I charge one cent per word. You get a written fantasy designed to your specifications, and I keep the publishing rights.

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

Let me know what you’d like me to write with an email to ARitter664@gmail.com.

I look forward to hearing from you!


Star Guide of Dax

No one expected me to do anything special. I didn’t either. If anyone had told me I just swing a shock baton in battle, ride a pegasus, breathe in the power of red dust, or own a man, I would have laughed because that was insane.

Before my life pivoted in a direction I never would have guessed, I held onto the normal beliefs you would expect from an American woman. I honestly believed that men and women were supposed to be equal, especially in a modern context.

Guys may have been physically, taller and stronger or whatever, but that doesn’t entitle them to lead. I had never been really convinced by those evolutionary or anthropological arguments that insisted that men had some instinctive drive for aggression.

Then again, I wasn’t a boy, so I couldn’t really figure that out.

And yet, I was about to learn something else. I would see a very different kind of world, one with a different set of cultural norms.

And then I would see those men with the collars around their neck, down on their knees, subservient, and something else…

They would be scared of me.

I would be able to stand right in front of them, and it wouldn’t matter if they were several inches taller. They would sense my superiority.

In our world, men are just a little bit stronger. A well trained woman, especially if she’s quick or lucky, can take down a guy. This is something lots of women don’t understand.

In a fair fight, the average man is easily going to be able to overpower the average woman.

But that’s a very specific scenario.

More often than not, there are other variables that determine who is going to be stronger. Trust me. I know, especially now.

If a woman can strike first, she’s probably going to win. If she knows what she’s doing, she can pick a vulnerable spot and take the boy out with one strike. Most women don’t think about this; they don’t want to envision actual fights, especially because things can go wrong.

Not only that, men are constantly bombarded with stories about how they are going to be strong and powerful. The entire genre of action movies is basically a huge monument to the male ego, especially in terms of promising guys that they can take these hits, get thrown through walls, or even smash into cars without taking any kind of serious injury.

That’s ridiculous.

It might be ridiculous, but it still permeates our culture.

But I was about to learn something new.

I was going to discover the joy of seeing a man down on his knees, naked with a leather band around his neck. I would get to hear him whimper, beg, and plead. As a young woman, I never wondered what it would be like to have that kind of power. Looking back, I can probably take out moments when that idea might have appealed to me, but I was raised by a man, and he loved me, and I wanted to be a good daughter. Just as importantly, I was the kind of good girl who actually listened to my teachers. When they talked about the need for fairness, justice, and equality, I believed them.

Given time, I would see more than just the defiance flee from those defiant males when they realized that they were outmatched by a woman like me.

Instead, I would get to see other effects. I would get to watch as the chemicals interacted with their bloodstreams, their brains and the rest of their bodies. Maybe they would want to hold out or fight back, but they wouldn’t. Instead, something else would shift deep within their bodies.

They would feel that instinctive drive to do as I said, all because I was a woman.

For the first three decades of my life, everything looked so normal. I was supposed to be a regular girl who found a mediocre nation society. I wasn’t going to be anyone special. I wasn’t going to change the world.

About that, I was right.

I wasn’t going to change this world. I was going to change another one.

Over the course of my life, I was plain and boring in so many different ways. Even in high school, I looked around at some of my classmates, so many of whom seemed to ooze ambition. So many of the boys insisted that they were going to become influencer-entrepreneurs with literally billions of followers. A few of them had already started their channels and worked to build their brands and platforms. Then there were some of the girls who were years ahead of them, but they already worked on their college classes. One girl’s dad insisted she read LSAT prep books during her lunch break.

That wasn’t me.

In class like English and history, I did fine, turning in assignments that earned mediocre grades.

The only place and time I really excelled was in math. Some of the formulae and equations came naturally, like I could instinctively understand how those different ideas fit together. The protocols made sense, at least in those early courses.

I told myself that it had nothing to do with my mom. By that point, she had walked out on me and my dad. She had been a math professor at a local university. At the time, I didn’t really understand what I meant, but she had already earned tenure.

It was weird, losing my mom like that, mostly because I didn’t get any sympathy. There weren’t any rituals. If she had died, there would have been a funeral. People would have brought dinners for me and my dad. I guess it was supposed to be frozen lasagna?

But that didn’t happen.

She was just gone.

The police stopped by on some random day to talk to him, but that was it. He wasn’t arrested, there was no scandal, and no one seemed to care about it. One day, I went to school, and then I came back, and my dad came home. We waited for my mom so we could have dinner. He’d made us chicken sandwiches.

At some point, he had reheated the patties and pretended not to be nervous, even as he kept glancing at his phone. Of course, he had tried to call her; he had tried to text her. Later that night, he started to send out messages to her friends and colleagues.

No one knew what was going on.

No one knew what had happened to her.

There was probably an investigation, and our insurance company called to insist that they weren’t liable for her disappearance. They didn’t have to pay out since her policy didn’t cover an individual simply vanishing.

As a dutiful daughter, I did my best to cheer up my dad. At the same time, he wanted to take care of me. He worked nights and made sure that he was home when I finished school. He always checked on my homework; as I got older and he didn’t really understand the assignments, he still pretended to check.

Along the way, I kept going to school. I took my classes without attracting any kind of special attention.

My dad had to work extra hard to get me into that private magnet school, but he thought it would be worth it; he thought it would give me the advantages that he never had, and that I would need to succeed going forward.

He insisted that the world could be a cruel place, so I needed to learn to plan. “Krystal, it isn’t a question of brutality or selfishness. If you want to succeed, no matter what your hopes are going to be, you need to plan and strategize.” When I was little, I didn’t really understand what that meant. As I got older, it made more sense.

Then again, some things simply can’t be anticipated.

After high school, I didn’t go to some prestigious university. Instead, I picked a community college in our city. This was going to be a lot cheaper. I wasn’t going to get the grand adventure of university life; I wouldn’t be fighting with a roommate or learning about the different superstitions that swirled around a campus. I wasn’t going to worry about mean girls from the sororities, nor would I be hitting parties filled with red plastic cups or beer pong.

I was just going to be a student.

In my classes, I did fairly well again. It wasn’t fantastic, and it took a lot of work, but I finished my first two years and completed the transfer paperwork to a local university. It wasn’t a massively prestigious institution. As far as I was concerned, the best part was that it didn’t cost very much.

I took out a couple of student loans just to cover any unforeseen expenses, but my dad was still working so hard. I got a part-time job, and I helped out around the house where I could, but my life was still so basic and plain. I had a couple of friends, and we would go to the movies or stream marathons together. Still, we weren’t super close.

I was just moving forward.

After I finished my undergraduate degree, I applied to a PhD program at a slightly more prestigious institution nearby. The drive was going to be longer, but I didn’t know what else to do. My math degree held some value; there were probably a couple of companies nearby that would want to hire me as an analyst or whatever.

The idea of working in a cubicle for eight or nine hours each day made my teeth hurt.

That wasn’t going to happen.

Instead, I took my stipend, I lived at home, and I tried to keep my expenses as low as possible. At the same time, I concentrated on my work.

During grad school, I came to the obvious conclusion: I wasn’t a genius in the math department but I kept struggling. At the same time, I was thinking about my mother and how she probably would’ve been very disappointed in me. Or maybe not. Maybe she wouldn’t have cared. By that point, I didn’t really remember her well enough to know one way or the other.

Either way, I jumped to another program. Economics looked interesting. Besides, my background in mathematics was going to be incredibly useful here, so I told myself.

And then I drifted toward behavioral economics. For anyone who doesn’t know, economics is supposed to be the “dismal science” in academia. In my department, it was even worse.

The other economists loved to talk about rationality, game theory, and the mathematics of human behavior. Behavioral economists, on the other hand, insisted that people were irrational and routinely made illogical decisions. I was convinced when one of my professors stepped up in front of our seminar room and asked, “Why would anyone want to become a kindergarten teacher? If we assume that people want to maximize their economic return, this position doesn’t make sense. K-12 teachers face incredible scrutiny, lots of pressure, outright disdain from some members of their community, and could make far more with the same level of education in other parts of the economy. So why do they do it?” That was the start of the course, and I was convinced.

My focus became even more narrow.

Technically, I told myself that this was also going to be a more practical solution. After all, behavioral economics was closely associated with psychology, which was becoming more important as various tech companies hired our graduates. No one said it out loud, but the goal was simple.

How could they design games and social apps that would be addictive? How could they keep people engaged for the longest period of time?

These weren’t new questions, but those companies needed to suck every possible second from every potential user.

I could have gone that route; I could have done an internship, made friends and worked before finally asking for a job. And again, I would have ended up in a cubicle.

Instead, I graduated with my PhD after finishing my doctoral project.

By this point, my father had passed away.

It was a stroke, unexpected, sharp, and incredibly painful. His agony probably lasted for just a few minutes. Mine persisted because I missed him.

I still had my friends, but I looked around the world and felt like an orphan. It was a strange thought. Technically, I was a full grown woman. I was capable of facing the world.

It was still hard.

It still hurt.

After I finished my PhD program, I searched for a variety of different projects and options. For a little while there, I seriously considered getting another PhD. At this point, the different colleges were going to be a lot less generous with me, meaning I would have to take on lots of loans. I didn’t need a PhD in economics to know that would be a bad idea.

There weren’t very many teaching positions in the United States, and I wasn’t a big fan of the politics, so I looked around.

Remarkably, I found a position in the UK, specifically near Bristol.

When I applied for a job, I seriously didn’t think I was going to get it. I filled out the application, wrote up a halfhearted cover letter, and submitted it. Realistically, I didn’t expect to hear back from them. Or if I did, it would be a polite message, indicating that they were overwhelmed with the number of qualified applicants and would keep my information on file, but they didn’t have a position for me at this time.

Bland and polite, they would tell me to get lost.

Instead, they asked for an interview.

I sat there in my apartment without really getting nervous, probably because I didn’t think there was any chance I was going to move to the UK. Bristol? After they requested an interview, I had to find Bristol on a map. Foolishly, I assumed it was in Scotland. It turned out I was wrong. Bristol was actually in the southwest of England.

The woman who interviewed to me asked various questions, took notes, and paused at one point to ask me a few questions about American culture. I answered as best I could. Just as importantly, I made sure to smile, to ask her about herself and her day, her interests and passions. This was an interview, but I had learned that the best way to approach it was as a congenial conversation, like we were going to be friends.

She had already reviewed my CV and transcripts. At this point, it all came down to personality.

Then I received the email; they were offering me a position.

The pay looked incredibly pathetic until I converted it to British pounds. Then I realized it was still pretty pathetic, but I checked out some of the online listings and did some of research and came to the conclusion that I would be able to survive on this.

Pretty much no one beyond the locals would have heard of the university where I would be teaching. But that was fine. I wasn’t interested in a research institution, especially because the idea of chasing down grants while fighting hard for publications sounded exhausting.

This was going to work.

For a little while, I started to wonder why they would want to hire me at all. Seriously, I didn’t have any incredible credentials. The PhD sounded impressive enough until you think about how there are a ton of people with the same kind of education, many of whom are more ambitious and energetic than I was.

Then I figured it out.

Even if I was technically capable, I was probably hired for my cultural background. They wanted someone from United States, maybe even a large California city in particular. They wanted someone foreign and exotic.

When that idea, first occurred to me, I was having breakfast and cutting a bagel. Then I started laughing, and I wondered if that could really be the correct answer.

It didn’t matter.

The job offer was real.

I sold off most of the stuff out of my apartment, notified the property manager, and left the United States. Some of my friends took me out for drinks on the night before my flight. We hugged, and I said goodbye to them. We promised to keep in touch online; that would be easy enough, but I was still moving across the freaking planet.

As far as I was concerned, nothing would be the same.

As far as foreign adventures go, moving to Bristol proved to be fairly easy. The flight felt quick because it was a redeye, I got lucky, and I quickly fell asleep. At Heathrow, I found my bags, and I took the train over to Bristol.

I found my apartment and my new landlord was waiting for me. She handed me the keys, double checked to make sure she got the deposit, and asked me a few questions about my new position. I couldn’t tell if she was trying to be friendly or if she wished to doublecheck to make sure I actually had a job.

Either way, she left, apparently satisfied.

And this was it.

This was my new life.

I was a professor of economics at a university pretty much no one had ever heard of.

Realistically, I didn’t know how long that position was going to last. This probably wasn’t going to be a lifetime appointment, so I would have to decide exactly where I wanted to go and what I wanted to do. At best, this would last for a few years.

Still, that felt like a decent start.

I made friends around campus. I made a point of attending some of the faculty mixers. Most of the instructors were a lot older than me. As a freshly hired instructor, I was thirty-two. To the first year students I taught back in my graduate program, being over thirty had made me into an ancient sage. Amongst my new colleagues, I was the baby.

It was a weird realization, but they were friendly enough.

I gravitated toward the women who were my age. They showed me around Bristol, especially some of the public paintings, some of the better bars, and a couple of the museums.

Before getting this job, I hadn’t known anything about Bristol, but I quickly decided I liked it.

It was strange. I felt safe pretty much wherever I went. The British like to worry about knife crime, which felt somehow quaint as an American. As early as kindergarten, I had gone through active shooter situations; one of our teachers yelled at us when a couple of the kids were messing around, but they were crying by the end. She had gone into exquisite detail about what it would feel like if someone burst through that door with a gun and started shooting at us. She made a point of describing us, crying, screaming, cuddling up behind our desks, desperate for the chance to see our parents again. (Bizarrely, she wasn’t actually disciplined for that lecture; maybe some of the administrators actually agreed with her approach.)

When I was working on my PhD, I had a good excuse for why I didn’t want to expand my life. At that point, I only had free streaming services, and I rarely went out with my friends. Most of the time, I was studying or working on my doctoral project.

But now, things were different.

I had to teach my classes, but the materials were fairly easy. That first semester was a little bit harder, mostly because I didn’t know the textbook, but I had taught while working on my PhD, so it wasn’t like this was new. Unlike some of my colleagues, I actually had taken a few extra classes dedicated to pedagogy, so I felt pretty comfortable in the classroom.

I talked to my students about decision-making, goals, and the concept of valuation.

Pretty soon, however, I started to feel bored.

Up until now, I had dated a few different guys here or there. As an undergraduate, I downloaded a couple of the apps to look around to see what was going on.

Then I quickly discovered the truth. A boy in one of my classes had made a point, “When it comes to online dating, guys die of thirst in a desert, while women die of thirst in the middle of the ocean.” At the time, I had smiled, thinking that was a pretty clever metaphor.

But I had no idea how true it was!

I took a couple of pictures, grimaced at my digital reflection, and wondered if maybe I was supposed to hit a salon first or apply some makeup. As a book girl, I had never been good at that stuff.

My friends told me I was conventionally attractive, but I wasn’t sure I was ever going to believe them. They were my friends, after all. Just as importantly, they were other women. It wasn’t like they knew what guys wanted. Half the time, we would go out, and they spent literally hours complaining about their dates and boyfriends.

Within a few minutes, the notifications started to arrive. By the end of the first day, more than a hundred guys matched with me on one app alone.

Tentatively, I started to answer.

Since I was in a foreign country, I almost expected to meet some sweet British guy with a posh accent.

Occasionally, I met up with my friends for some digital board game nights. Well, it would be seven on a Friday night for my friends in California and three in the morning on Saturday for me back in Bristol. Still, I liked seeing those friendly faces, so I logged in, and I would play those casual games with them.

One of my friends giggled and demanded, “What’re they like?”

Naïvely, I assumed she was talking about my students, colleagues, or maybe the administrators. Perhaps she was referring the English in general.

“Who?” I asked.

“The guys! What are the guys like? Please, tell me they’re a lot more respectful than the men back here,” she said. As far as she was concerned, dating in San Diego was awful.

Another friend added, “They have those really nice accents, right?”

They didn’t.

Of course, they spoke with British accents, but here’s the thing most Americans would normally forget about: there are lots of British accents. When most Americans envision what an English guy sounds like, she’s probably thinking of someone rich from one of the best neighborhoods.

That was when I had to tell my friends that the British guys were just like the American guys in so many ways.

When I started to tentatively answer some of the messages, I got through my apps, I was in inundated with dick pics, demands to come over late at night without actually dating, and questions about how much I would charge.

Then I started to tell my friends about my first and only attempted date off of one of the apps. “Okay, so I met this guy, and he seemed sweet enough. We went to this little café down the street, and he looked pretty good. He knew how to dress. I could give him points for that. He didn’t look like a slob. He understood hygiene. Cool.” Just then, I paused, even as a fresh wave of irritation rushed up my neck and along my cheeks. It had been several weeks since this botched date, but I could still feel those spikes of exasperation deep within my chest. My friends were listening; they were waiting for me to continue.

Finally, I told them, “This guy didn’t know how to talk.” Already, my friends were nodding. They knew what it was like to date back in the states. For them, this was probably a disappointment, especially if they had hoped that the UK would offer some magical solution, like they just had to move across the planet and all of the guys would be everything they had dreamed about since they were little kids.

“Look, I’m sorry, but it’s super lame. The guys here aren’t any better. I mean, I go out on a date or whatever, and it’s not like they know how to ask questions. They basically just talk at you. Maybe I tried to tell a story or whatever, but they don’t ask any questions. I tried to ask them something, and they just stare back at me unless they’re going on and on without waiting for me to respond.”

My friends agreed.

It seemed so weird, but having a conversation was supposed to be a basic skill.

Apparently, it wasn’t.

People either didn’t say anything at all, or they just kept going on and on.

“Is that the worst part?”

“No…” I said. They were staring at their cameras, watching and waiting for me to continue. A slow acceleration passed my lips, but then I glanced down at my keyboard. “I met up with one guy, and I told him that I was an economics teacher. Guess what? According to him, he knew everything about economics. He had no problem telling me all about how humans are rational animals, and how we always do what’s in our best interest.” A slow sigh left my mouth. “But what about everyone else? Please tell me someone has some good news?”

Another one of my friends had met a guy at her gym, he seemed really sweet, so we were trying to figure out whether or not he actually liked her.

Honestly, that was a lot easier for all of us.

Pretty soon, I learned to dread pulling out my phone or opening that app.

When I told my American friends about this, they listened, and they lamented the fall of humanity. Somehow, I felt like I had to agree.

But then, I was hanging out with some of my new work colleagues. It was a Friday night, and we were drinking. At least, I had made a point of ordering tea. I sipped it tentatively, even as my new friends threw back their mugs, chugging hard without any noticeable effects (good for them!).

I had arrived at the pub early since I still hadn’t adjusted to the way the city moved at a slower rhythm than the American cities I knew. Bristol had a softer kind of energy. Even the morning breeze felt calmer. I chose a table by the window and waited for the others to arrive. I took a sip of my tea and tried to settle my nerves.

My work friend who taught anthropology arrived first. She brushed her scarf off her shoulder and sat with a sigh that suggested she had sprinted the last block. She looked at me with bright curiosity. It was a look any of my American friends might’ve worn too.

“Still surviving the first semester?” she asked.

“Barely,” I said. “My students are brilliant, but I think they can sense my uncertainty.”

She laughed and waved her hand. “They smell confidence even when it is fake. Don’t worry. You’ll be fine.”

Our friend who taught psychology arrived next. She gave us both quick hugs before sliding into her seat. She ordered a pint before she even took off her coat.

Finally, the friend who taught political theory joined us with the confident stride of someone who’d never been late for anything in her life.

We settled into easy conversation, the kind that came effortlessly with women who had spent years in academia and knew how to juggle research, teaching, and life’s chaos. It was easy and relaxing.

But then something shifted because their attention shifted toward me, which always happened once I had run out of updates about work.

“So…” the psychologist said. “Tell us about this new match.”

I considered pretending I didn’t know what she meant, but her smile told me there would be no escape. I took a sip from my mug and sighed.

“His name is Jason Wright,” I said. “He is American. He works in tech. He is exactly the type of person I should avoid.”

“Really? You found another Yank?”

“Yup,” I said.

“Show us,” the anthropologist said.

I unlocked my phone and pulled up the dating app. I placed the screen in the center of the table. All three of them leaned forward.

The political theorist raised her eyebrows first. “He is very handsome.”

The psychologist nodded. “Quite handsome. I like the jawline.”

The anthropologist scrolled through his photos. “He hikes. He looks reasonably fit. He doesn’t seem obnoxious. Oh, and there’s no picture of him fishing.”

“Why do guys always do that?”

“They think it makes them look like a provider.”

“But it’s not the 1500s.”

“Someone needs to tell them.”

I listened and let the banter swirl around me, mostly because I was hoping they’d get distracted and move onto a different topic.

But then someone turned back to me. “How tall is he?”

“He’s five ten,” I said, and I regretted it immediately because all three smiled at the same time.

“He is tall,” the political theorist said. “Tall, handsome, and American. Why are you hesitating?”

“Because he is a tech bro,” I said. “Because I know exactly how these dates go. He will lecture me about blockchain. He will describe himself as a disruptor. He will think behavioral economics is a hobby.”

The psychologist waved her hand. “We can work with that. What does his profile actually say?”

I pulled it up and handed the phone to her. She studied it silently for a moment and gave a thoughtful nod. “He’s not terrible,” she said. “He wrote in full sentences. He spelled everything correctly. He seems ambitious but not in a nightmare way.”

The anthropologist held out her hand. “Let me stalk him.”

Before she finished talking, my work friend had her phone out and entered his name into a search bar with the ease of someone who had done this many times. Within seconds she found his professional page.

“He works for a startup,” she said. “He has published a few articles. He seems competent.”

The political theorist leaned over her shoulder. “He also looks very good in that headshot.”

“That’s not helping,” I said.

The psychologist spoke gently. “What is the real hesitation?”

I thought for a moment. Then I answered. “I just started a new job. I am in a new country. I don’t know if I want to add dating to the chaos. If this goes poorly, it’ll seriously drain whatever energy I have left.”

The anthropologist reached across the table and touched my hand. “Or it might go well. He might surprise you.”

The political theorist nodded. “You’re overthinking it. One date is not a contract. If he turns out to be intolerable, you can leave after an hour.”

The psychologist smiled. “He is handsome and intelligent. At worst you get a free drink with an attractive man. At best you meet someone interesting.”

I knew they were right, but my reluctance held on stubbornly. It sat in my chest like a stone. I took another long sip of tea as if I could dissolve it with warmth. More than anything else, I itched to find a reason why I could safely ignore their advice.

The anthropologist pushed my phone back toward me. “Send him a message.”

I hesitated.

The political theorist folded her hands. “Krystal, you moved across an ocean for a career opportunity. You can manage a single drink with a man who looks like he could model outerwear.”

The psychologist laughed softly. “We’re not wrong. You know we are not wrong.”

I stared at the screen for a few seconds. Jason’s last message waited patiently at the bottom. He had asked if I wanted to meet sometime this week. His tone had been friendly but not too eager. I exhaled slowly.

“Fine,” I said. “I’ll go out with him.”

The three of them celebrated as if I had accepted a marriage proposal. I could not help smiling. Their confidence created its own momentum.

I typed out a reply. I read it once. I hit send.

The psychologist lifted her cup in a small toast. “To new possibilities.”

We all raised our drinks.

Jason and I negotiated where we would go and what we were going to do.

At first, I was thinking about just sticking with my usual routine; we could meet up at a café. This way, if it didn’t go well, I could bail pretty quickly.

Only then, he surprised me. Jason actually called me, and he said that there was an area outside of Bristol. He wanted to check out Leigh Woods; it was basically a big national park near Bristol. It had walking trails and beautiful views of River Avon. Normally, the idea of going out into the wilderness or hiking with a strange guy would have made me stop. In fact, that might’ve been enough to make me block him.

Since he had that digital footprint, I decided to be generous. Or maybe it was just the fact that I really wanted to check out Leigh Woods too.

I made sure to text my work friends, telling them that I was going to go out with him. They messaged me, encouraging me, telling me that this was going to be great.

Honestly, I didn’t believe them.

I couldn’t remember or pinpoint any specific details, but there was something about the way Jason texted me. When we messaged back-and-forth, there was a certain style to the way he wrote.

Maybe this wasn’t a good way for me to judge a person, but it was the best I had.

Getting outside of the city took an effort, but we decided to meet at the Holy Trinity Church. It was the closest and easiest landmark.

As I waited there near the parking lot, I still held onto my phone. I kept glancing down as I waited for some notification that he had decided to cancel at the last second.

That didn’t happen.

Instead, his rideshare pulled up, and he got out. He was holding onto his backpack. Pretty soon, it along one shoulder, and I saw him again.

He looked pretty good in his pictures; he looked better in person.

I found myself opening my mouth slightly as the tip of my tongue slid along the edges of my molars. He had on dark shades, but he was freshly shaved, and there was something about the contours of his shoulders and that shirt. He had carefully picked it out. Of that, I was sure. It was tight enough to show off his shoulders and chest while still looking like it was the right size for his build.

When he strolled up to me, I told myself that I looked fine. I had my dark hair tied back into a simple ponytail. I was also wearing a baseball cap, T-shirt, windbreaker, and jeans. He was the one who suggested we go for a hike, so it wasn’t like I was going to put on my only pair of high heels and a little black dress for something like this.

“Krystal!” he called out. “It’s so good to meet you in person.”

He came up to me, pulled me into a light hug and let go.

Right away, I tried to figure out how I was supposed to feel about him. Back in the United States, one of my guy friends once told me that men were simple with their attraction. “Whenever a guy sees a girl, he checks her out and he decides if he’s interested in her in the span of about three seconds.” I’d balked. Three seconds? That couldn’t be right. “It’s true,” he said. “As a guy, I look around, I see a girl, and I pretty much instantly decide if I would be interested.”

I couldn’t do the same thing.

In fact, I met this guy, and Jason was standing right there in front of me, but I couldn’t decide how I was supposed to react.

“Shall we?” he asked.

I motioned for him to head toward the trail and walked beside him. The air was crisp and fresh. Off in the distance, I could see the thick wall of trees and the wide walkway. It was beautiful out here. Even if this “date” fell apart, I knew I was going to enjoy Leigh Woods.

“Behavioral economics?”

“Right,” I said.

“And a teacher, right?”

“Exactly,” I said. Remembering my point about how people needed to put effort into the conversations they were a part of, I drew in a slow breath and glanced back at him. “What about you, Jason? I saw that you worked at a tech startup? Is that right?”

“Yup,” he told me. “I can’t say a lot about it. Basically, we are in stealth mode right now, so our NDA’s are pretty heavily enforced.”

“Seriously?”

“I can say that I’m a programmer, and I have an interest in game design,” he told me.

“Really? What kind of games?”

“Lots,” he told me. “I guess it just depends on my mood. I think puzzles are pretty intriguing because they push you to think about different problems from a variety of angles. But I also really like playing RPGs.”

“For the storylines?” Right away, I started to think about this visual novel I had played. It was this reverse harem story where a Japanese girl enrolled at a high school, and she had to solve a bunch of different mysteries while figuring out which boys she wanted to date. When my friend first recommended it, I thought it was going to be a waste of time. But then I had shrugged, reminding myself that I needed something to distract me from my studies, so I had started to play. For the first hour or so, I had felt vaguely bored. Then, without realizing it, I started to think about those different boys and I started to care about what would happen to them.

Jason started laughing; it was a quick note that cut across the air. “No. I don’t really care about storylines. For me, it’s all about the meta. It’s all about the mechanics. A good game is one that gives you something to think about. You have to be able to see how the pieces work. I don’t really care if two characters are going to fall in love or hate each other or betray one another. None of that matters. I mean, that’s not what games are about.”

Seriously? He thought he was going to just tell me what “games were about”?

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. More importantly, I told myself that I had to keep an open mind.

This guy was probably nervous, and this wouldn’t be him at his best.

That part of dating always struck me so unfair. On the one hand, lots of people would go on a first date and get dressed up, doing everything they could to be the best versions of themselves. At the same time, maybe they’d get annoying as they pumped every ounce of energy they had into making that perfect first impression.

“And what do you think games are about?” I asked him, doing my best not to get annoyed.

“Strategy and problem-solving,” he said. “If you’re talking about the best game loops, that’s how they are played.”

“What about the people who just enjoy the ride? Aren’t there a bunch of people out there who really enjoy the art of video games?”

“Video games aren’t art,” he said emphatically.

I paused. He walked ahead. For several steps, he didn’t even seem to notice. Even worse, he lectured me. There was something so condescending in his voice as he insisted, “As a medium, video games exist for interaction. You make choices, but it’s not just to see what’s going to happen. If you want that, you should watch a movie or stream a show. But frankly, those are inferior forms of entertainment anyway.”

Was he serious?

I kept waiting for him to pause and notice that I was no longer walking beside him. Then it got even worse because he kept going, but I was tempted to just turn around and stroll back. I probably could have made it back to the parking lot, called a rideshare, and casually disappeared from his life.

Part of me wondered whether or not he would have even noticed. I smirked at the idea, glanced around at the gorgeous trees and the beautiful path up ahead.

Because I wanted to be here and explore this preserve, I jogged for a few steps to catch up to him.

If he had realized that I fell behind, he gave no sign of it. Instead, his certainty continued to ring out as he lectured me, “Streaming shows and movies are fundamentally linear activities. Basically, that means you have to start at one point and end at another.”

Seriously? He knew I had a PhD in behavioral economics, yet he assumed I didn’t know what “linear” meant?

I thought about pointing this out, but he kept talking. There was something almost mechanical about the way the words poured out of him. They didn’t go out or come in. Instead, every syllable hit the air, one after another, unyielding, without any pause or effort to get to know the person on the other half of the conversation.

He continued, “That’s why shows and movies are pretty much a waste of time. First, they are less intellectually rigorous. Second, you already know how they’re going to end.”

“You don’t know how they’re going to end if you haven’t actually watched them,” I said.

He kept going as though I hadn’t spoken at all. “It’s easy to tell how the movie is going to end. Pretty much every film follows a specific formula. Even when they attempt to defy the conventions of a genre, the response is still predictable.”

“So you’re saying you know how every single movie is going to end?”

“Basically,” he replied.

Jason obviously wanted to say more, but I raised my voice. At that instant, I hated how I probably sounded shrill and overly emotional. At least, if this had been a corporate or business meeting, that was what most people would have insisted. It was one of those unfair double standards women had to deal with all the time. If a man raised his voice, it was because he was passionate or determined to get his argument out there. If a woman did the same, then it was some kind of childish overreaction. “I’m not convinced,” I told him. “You say you basically know how every movie is going to end. Fine. Be specific.”

“The protagonist either succeeds or fails,” he replied.

“Really?” I asked as I stared back at him, but he was walking faster, so he probably didn’t notice the glare tightening along my mouth or up to my eyes. Again, I glanced over my shoulder and wondered whether or not I could just turn around and walk away.

He wasn’t my boyfriend; this might’ve been a date, but it wasn’t like I owed him anything.

“Don’t you think that’s a pretty reductive argument?”

That was when he surprised me by asking, “What do you mean?”

“You’re assuming that every movie or TV show is the same. OK. They all have protagonists. They all have antagonists. Characters are trying to do things. Cool. But that doesn’t mean they are the same. That’s like saying all food is the same because all food contains calories.”

“You could argue that all food is the same,” he told me.

“You could make that argument,” I agreed. “But it would be asinine. Most people aren’t going to agree that a hamburger and a cake are the same thing. They serve different functions. They have different kinds of nutritional content.”

“So what?” Jason asked me.

“So what? So they’re different,” I insisted.

“Do you always get this emotional?”

I stopped. I stared at him. My arms were tight at my sides, and my fingers shoved into my palms. My knuckles probably turned white as I stared at him.

Part of me wanted to ask, “How dare you?” Rather than defend his argument when challenged, he’d rely on some sexist trope instead.

Pathetic.

Because I couldn’t help myself, I asked him, “You’re a programmer, right? Does that make you a tech bro?”

“I don’t like that term,” he said. “It’s derogatory and insulting. I’m an entrepreneur. I’m ambitious, and I intend to leave my mark on the world.”

“A good mark? Are you going to make things better?”

He looked like he had a snide answer. But then, we both heard it.

At first, I thought it was the sound of an electric vehicle. It sounded like this electric buzzing hum.

Jason heard it as well; he glanced over his shoulder, then around.

There weren’t any electric cars out here. There weren’t any vehicles at all. Then again, maybe they had something equivalent to a park ranger service, and maybe they used electric golf carts along the roads or something.

Only then, it dropped down from the canopy overhead. Up until now, we had been walking along this beautiful trail surrounded by trees to our left and right. Overhead, a few clouds were almost visible between the leaves, but even the sunlight seemed to be held at bay by those thick branches.

It dropped down, and it hovered

I tried to figure out what I was seeing.

“That’s amazing,” Jason said right away.

It looked like some kind of drone…

Immediately, I expected to see the rotors and propellers. I expected it to meet my expectations of what a “drone” was supposed to be. Only then, I started to notice those little discrepancies. The sound was wrong. It didn’t have propellers. It emanated soft green light from underneath.

Little by little, I came to a very strange conclusion…

…That it was way too advanced.

Jason started to walk toward it.

“I don’t think you should do that,” I said.

Casually, he came closer and closer, reaching out with his hand, like he wanted to touch it.

If it was too advanced, where did it come from…?

“This is amazing,” he said, ignoring my warning.

At the center of that flying wing, a soft blue light came to life, and it glowed along his cheeks and his neck.

I took one step forward, and then I braced my weight on the balls of my feet and heels. I narrowed my eyes. Double checking, I glanced around, thinking maybe someone would appear and explain what was going on. Again, and again, I came to that same conclusion: there was something different or wrong about this drone. It didn’t match anything I had ever seen.

Then I realized that there was something wrong about the texture of that exterior. It didn’t seem to have any rivets, bolts, screws, or seams. Squinting, I tried to focus on the drone. I scoured the surface for some sign that it wasn’t just one smooth piece of metal. After all, that seemed pretty much impossible.

“You are just a beauty,” Jason said, obviously more entranced by that machine than he ever would have been by a woman like me. Then again, maybe he was hopeful because this drone wasn’t going to talk back or argue with him.

“You really should step away from that,” I said.

Jason turned back to me and he just smiled right as we heard those sounds.

“De kentaka moranesh.” The sounds weren’t especially loud, but they were definitely mechanical and either generated by this thing or it had some kind of bizarre filter. At the same time I heard those sounds, I squinted, almost like that would help as I attempted to figure out what kind of language that was.

Nothing came to mind.

It didn’t sound like any kind of language I had ever heard before. Granted, I wasn’t a linguist, but my PhD program required a course in linguistics for some reason, plus we were required to study at least two foreign languages for three semesters each.

But now, I licked my bottom lip and I told him, “Jason, I really think you should step away from that thing.”

He faced me and smiled, and that was when I watched the drone twitch up into the air. It adjusted its angle.

Without thinking, I threw myself forward. I was going to try to tackle Jason, but it didn’t work. He was taller and heavier than me. Not only that, he seemed to be braced at the right angle.

Even so, I grabbed onto his waist and shoved, and that was enough.

A bolt of blue energy shot from the drone, and it hit something behind us, and that was when we both turned.

“What the fuck?” Jason demanded.

At first, I didn’t understand, not until I noticed it…There was now a hole in the walking trail.

It hadn’t been there before.

It definitely hadn’t been there before.

The edges appeared to be entirely smooth, almost as though it had literally just disintegrated a chunk of matter.

“That’s not possible,” Jason said, almost turning those words into an accusation.

Stupidly, I raised my hand, I laced my fingers through his, and I yanked hard. “It doesn’t matter if it’s possible!” I found myself shouting. Or maybe that was just a thought inside of my head. Either way, it didn’t matter because I kicked my sneakers down against the dirt path.

“Wrong way! We have to stick to the trail!” Jason shouted even as I dragged him into the line of trees.

Almost immediately, one branch scraped against my arm. Despite the cover from my sleeve, I could feel that scratch along my skin. I didn’t care; frankly, I didn’t even notice it.

“If we stay on the path, we give it a clear shot,” I told him. I was still holding onto his hand, but I didn’t even know why. I ran hard, pushing down.

Remarkably, Jason didn’t fight me. We ran, I let go of him, and we were stumbling and pushing, darting and jumping around trees as we did our best.

In those first couple of seconds, I wanted to feel silly because I was obviously overreacting. Then I spared a fraction of a second to glance over my shoulder, and I saw it.

The drone was weaving and dodging between the different trees. Again, that blue light started to form. Part of me wanted to believe that it wasn’t as bright as before, like maybe it had to charge up or something.

It trailed us, zooming forward.

Even though it could fly, it didn’t seem to be quite as maneuverable as we were. I didn’t know how that worked. Maybe it built up momentum too quickly or whatever. At one point, I thought I heard a thud, like maybe it bumped into a branch or something.

I couldn’t check.

I had to run!

We both had to get back.

That thing actually disintegrated a chunk of the ground. No one was supposed to have that kind of technology. And even if some military did, it wasn’t supposed to be out here in the middle of a nature preserve next to some English city!

We ran hard, ducking, and weaving, dodging and twisting as best we could. My heart kept pounding.

My eyes started to get wet, but I didn’t even notice. Instead, we burst out onto a clearing, and I glanced to the left, then the right. A bunch of trees had been cut down out here. Maybe there had been some kind of sickness, infecting the plants. I didn’t know, and I didn’t care, but then the drone dropped down in front of us. At some point, it had zipped back into the air, and now it fell forward.

I glanced over at Jason. The drone pivoted slightly, adjusting the angle. It was so easy to imagine the central processing unit calculating for the ideal trajectory.

It fired, and I kicked down. I was going to shove him out of the way again. It looked like he was starting to jump, but I could already tell he wouldn’t be fast enough!

I didn’t know how everything had slowed down like this. I didn’t understand, but I had never been in a fight before. Outside of a few close calls when driving, I never felt this kind of genuine adrenaline. It wasn’t the same thing as riding a roller coaster or going to see a scary movie!

I wished it were.

The blue light hit him.

It smacked right into his body, and there was this flash, and then he was gone.

He was a tech bro and a jerk, and probably a sexist too, but he didn’t deserve to just get annihilated by some kind of alien technology.

Apparently, I had unconsciously decided that was what this had to be. But now it turned, and it was aimed in my direction!

He was gone…

I couldn’t bring myself to use any other word, even as I stared at the spot where Jason had been. Childishly, I actually wanted to spin around and search for him, almost like this was a game of hide and seek.

Since that obviously wasn’t going to work, I looked back at the drone. The blue light was growing stronger again. It was recharging; it was getting ready.

If I ran it would hunt me down all over again.

Dropping forward, I grabbed a rock off of the ground, I threw it. It bounced harmlessly off of that metal exterior.

Cursing under my breath, I reached around and I got profoundly lucky. I picked up a fallen branch. It was perfect; it felt more like a baseball bat. Then I ran at the drone. It hovered there, apparently unaware of the danger it was in. Maybe someone had screwed up the programming, or maybe it had a pilot who had decided to pick that moment to go take a coffee break. Either way, I didn’t care. I jumped up on a rock, and I swung down with all of the force and momentum I could possibly generate!

I brought the branch down and it smashed into the drone, knocking it to the ground. Then I used the pointed bottom of the branch, stabbing it through the metal. It was softer than I expected, something more akin to clay. Again, I didn’t know how that was possible, but I didn’t care.

I stabbed it several more times, and then the blue light went out.

After that, I was breathing hard and looking around and wondering what the hell I was supposed to do.

I stumbled back, and I fell against one of the trees. I let my back slide to the ground, and suddenly I pulled my knees up to my chest. I kept staring at the drone. Part of me wondered if it was going to heal or regenerate or self-repair.

Even though it didn’t, I kept staring at that machine like it was about to cheat.

Then the universe decided to screw with me in a totally different way. Before I could figure out what I was going to do or how I was going to respond to that first machine, I heard it again.

This time, the sound was a little bit different. Maybe it was a higher pitch. I spun back and saw it. Between the trees, a second drone hovered. This one looked like a set of stacked pyramids. It hovered, and now there were multiple blue lights, glowing from the tips.

“Shit,” I whispered as I jumped to my feet and started running again.

I darted between the trees, sprinting as hard as I could. Normally, I went to the gym two or three times per week. Maybe I was a bookish academic, but I still wanted to stay healthy.

None of those sessions on those treadmills helped me with this!

At one point, I tripped on a rock, stumbling forward. Somehow, I got lucky and kicked down, catching myself and regaining my balance. Then I saw it. In my peripheral vision, there was a blast of blue light. Another one shot out.

I had no idea how or why this thing could miss me. It was obviously artificial. Clearly, it needed to have some kind of computer.

Or maybe my guess from before was right, and it was a drone with some kind with a pilot somewhere else. Maybe there was a lag between their joystick and those flashes of blue light.

I couldn’t let them hit me. I couldn’t let this happen!

But then I thought about what happened with that first one, and I really, really wished that I had kept the branch.

As I ran, I glanced around. At this point, I couldn’t pick out any equally convenient branches. No one happened to leave an AK-47 lying around either.

My heart was pounding, my lungs burned, and I knew I wasn’t going to be able to run like this forever. Up until now, I had gotten lucky. I had gotten stupidly lucky!

That wasn’t going to hold out.

Sprinting like this wasn’t a strategy, especially when I could feel my stamina dissipating. Droplets of sweat appeared on my brow, not that I paid any attention. My sneakers snapped down, crunching through dried leaves and along small branches. But at some point, I was going to trip or hit something. Worse, maybe I would just glance over my shoulder at the wrong moment, dash straight into a tree, and knock myself out.

I never should have gone on this date.

I never should have listened to my friends.

Remarkably, those frustrations still echoed inside of my head as I kept running. But then I stopped behind a tree, and I was gasping, panting hard from one breath to the next. I glanced around, desperately hoping that maybe I would get lucky.

Biting down on my bottom lip almost hard enough to draw blood while simultaneously fighting to keep my breath silent, I concentrated. I listened.

I could hear that buzzing hum from before. It was the same higher pitch, and I knew that the pyramidal monstrosity was coming for me.

Then again, maybe it lost me?

That seemed impossible. For all I knew, it had a variety of different types of scanners and sensors. Maybe it could hear my breath; maybe it could see the outline of my body heat even through the thick trunk separating us.

Tentatively, I decided to take a stupid risk. I peeked out from behind the tree and I watched the drone as it hovered and rotated, almost like it was looking for me.

It had lost me?

That gave me an option. If I was right and it no longer tracked me, that meant I could try to curl up into a tiny ball and hide. Maybe it would drift away. Second by second and minute by minute, it could start to expand its search, and I could just crawl away.

If I tried, I would be taking a huge risk.

I bit down on the inside of my mouth, and then I glanced up. I wasn’t sure what compelled me to literally lift my head and stare up along the trunk. But then a stupid idea occurred to me and I wondered if it could possibly work…

Refusing to hide and wait and risk getting ambushed, I turned, and I grabbed onto one of the smaller branches that poked out from the trunk. I pulled myself up, and I scrambled along with the huge tree trunk. It was two or three times thicker than my torso, so I was outside of the drone’s line of sight. I peeked out again, higher up this time. Without realizing it, I had probably climbed a good ten feet into the air. Then it came around the tree, and I saw that my plan to hide wouldn’t have worked anyway.

That felt almost reassuring, but now I had to worry about this thing looking around in three dimensions. I was higher up, and I had a few seconds, but that would be it. At some point, it had to scan through the higher levels of the tree.

Right?

I clenched my eyes shut, I launched myself forward, and I jumped onto the drone, smashing it down with my feet. Whatever propulsion kept it hovering in the air couldn’t take the full force of my weight kicking down into it. The drone smashed beneath me, and I felt that shock of pressure up my feet, into my legs, and along my knees as I lost my balance and rolled to the side. But then I jumped up again, instantly worried that I had broken a bone or maybe sprained one of my ankles.

And then I saw a big rock. I grabbed it between both of my hands, and I slammed it down against the drone. Grunting and growling and shouting, I smashed it again and again until there were just sparks and chunks of curved debris.

Then I kicked it!

I stumbled back, stared down, just like before. Then I remembered that this was the second drone. It didn’t look like a flying wing from before, but I didn’t care about that. As far as I was concerned, they had to come from the same source.

I listened intently.

I didn’t pick up on any humming or buzzing.

Several minutes went by. My skin got cold, and my arm started to shake. I rubbed my limbs against my torso as I tried to generate some heat. It was still just the middle of the day.

Tentatively, I reached down, and I pulled out my phone. “Shit, my phone,” I whispered to no one in particular.

I really needed to call 999 (the English version of 911). At the same time, I wondered what I was going to tell them.

At least the debris was still here. For that, I was somewhat grateful.

Then there was that stab of guilt because I was thinking about Jason and how he had disappeared. In old science fiction movies, I remember seeing poorly generated special effects. Oddly slow bursts of light would shoot across the screen, hitting someone who would freeze and then disappear.

He was gone.

Did I actually just watch someone die? Did it count if they actually disintegrated him?

The moisture drained away from my mouth, especially because I started to wonder if I was going to need a lawyer. Technically, I probably could’ve just wandered back out to the parking lot, used my phone to call a rideshare, and headed back to my flat.

If anyone asked, we went for a hike, and he just disappeared after that. I could tell the police that I hadn’t been interested in him, but nothing happened. I was the girl in this situation, after all. It wasn’t like anyone was going to assume I had secretly murdered him and buried him out in the woods. (I appreciated that if the situation I’ve been reversed, the cops probably would have had some very serious questions for him, but I wasn’t going to worry about those double standards when bizarre drones came after us.)

What were they?

My mouth was dry, and I kept licking my bottom lip anyway.

They didn’t look like they had been built by people. The materials were strange. The metal had been too soft, almost as malleable as gold or aluminum. I had crushed that thing just by landing on it.

Maybe that was a part of the hovering technology. Frankly, I didn’t know, I didn’t care. If I had gotten shot first, Jason probably would’ve been taking pictures and figuring out what he could steal to bring back to his employer. For him, it probably would have been a grand market opportunity.

But for me, I just sat there with my knees pulled to my chest and my arms tight around my legs.

Eventually, I had to get up.

I exhaled, forced myself to calm down, and thought about calling the police. I could just tell them the truth. If they accused me of somehow making that guy disappear, it would be fine because they wouldn’t have a body. If anything, they would probably just look at me like I was crazy. In a worst case scenario, I would probably get kicked out of the country.

“Fine,” I said, suddenly feeling very tired.

After that, I wanted to just leave, but I stood, and that was when the drone started to shift.

At first, I worried the different components would be able to mend themselves, shifting and rebuilding like some crumpled piece of tinfoil set in reverse.

Instead, I flinched when I saw a pattern start to form along the exterior of the debris. Right there on the narrow fuselage, I saw something.

It looked like a hand.

I squinted.

It looks like my hand.

At first I blinked, dismissing the idea because it sounded absurd.

Even worse, I leaned down, and I looked at the broken chunk of technology, only two see that the curves and lines matched my hand perfectly. Then, I wondered what would happen if I reached down and touched it.

My fingers came closer and closer. I was three inches from touching it, two, one…

Then I stopped with just a fraction of an inch between my skin and the surface of that broken drone.

That was when I heard the voice. “Delish na ke rom.”

Again, that didn’t make any sense. It didn’t mean anything to me. And yet, the meaning was clear. It was inviting me to touch. And if I did, I had no idea what was going to happen.

If I’d been thinking clearly, then I would have turned around and walked away before calling the authorities because this was supposed to be a problem for someone who sat behind a big desk to deal with. At the very least, someone in a lab coat should have been considering this from eight hundred different angles.

I touched it.

I placed my hand against the metal, and then I heard it, “Initiating transfer in three, two, one…”

I yanked my hand back from the metal. Not only that, I felt like a complete idiot, all because I had been stupid enough to touch something that might’ve been an alien piece of technology. Then again, I wasn’t really sure I believed it.

Still, there had been something so compelling about it. Even at that moment as I stumbled back, I glanced down at my hand, and I didn’t understand how I could comprehend that countdown, especially because I thought there was some overlaid noise, almost like the original language still vibrating across the air, only now I somehow understood it…

Pulsed light shot from the derelict drone, and it hit me right in the chest. Then I blinked and I was on my back.

It happened that fast.

I was on my back, but I didn’t feel random sticks, roots, clods of dirt, or rocks underneath me.

Instead, I found myself on my back in a large bedroom…

It was bigger than my apartment back in Bristol. As I rolled onto my side, I stared around the room and I saw the abstract tapestries hanging from the walls, their colors seeming to shift from red to orange, red to blue and back again.

Did I have a concussion? Had I hit my head?

I remembered everything clearly, including that bizarre announcement from a seemingly alien drone that I had tackled and knocked to the ground, crushing it before I touched my hand to the metal and heard the words, “Initiating transfer in three, two, one…”

Shutting my eyes, I almost expected the flash of blue to rush across my skin again.

But then I started to move. I needed to look around. If nothing else, I wanted to discover for myself just how detailed this delusion was going to be.

I was never someone who dreamed hard. Sometimes, philosophers or maybe even my friends would ask about having these vibrant experiences while asleep, but that never happened to me. I was never going to be the person who tried to figure out if I was a woman dreaming about being a butterfly or a butterfly dreaming about being a woman.

After all, this felt real…

I brushed my fingers along the fabric of the sheets, and I could feel the blanket. I pushed them aside, and my feet touched the solid wooden floor. Then I looked down, and my brows tightened as I took in the sight of what I was wearing.

For our date, I’d been practical and chose sneakers, jeans, a T-shirt and sweater. But now, I was wearing some kind of dress or tunic.

“What the hell?” I whispered.

I glanced around the bedroom again. Off to the side, I saw a door. Part of me was tempted to wander out right away, but I instead decided to drift over to the window. I could see the light peeking out from behind one of the curtains. I pulled it aside, only to stumble back because I wasn’t looking out at a field, a street, or a parking lot. I wasn’t looking out at the ground at all.

Instead, there was a shimmering pane of glass between me and a fall of several thousand feet.

Off in the distance, I saw shimmering spires and cylinders that cut up into the sky, some of which were adorned with massive balconies or platforms that seemed to stretch away from them, creating something that almost looked like a combination of artificial trees and artificial mushrooms. But these things were so freakishly tall.

Technically, I really didn’t like heights.

Earlier in my life, I had gone flying for the first time, and I looked out the windows. I was pretty fine with the notion of riding around in a big metal tube thousands of feet above the ground. Like the little kids on their first flights, I wanted to look out the window and enjoy myself. Then I started to wonder what it would feel like to fall. I imagined that terror of seeing the world blur around me. I imagined losing control and spinning through the air, right before that inevitable crash into the ground. Technically, it was probably going to be instant, but I worried about seeing it coming, and how that impact would probably liquefy every muscle and bone in my body.

Now that same dread kicked into my stomach as I stood there.

Then again, this was a building.

Presumably, it was just like the spires that stretched up into the sky outside of the window.

Tentatively, I stepped back over to the glass and I reached out. It was warm to my touch. It was also clearer than I would have expected. I peered out, and I could feel the solid surface. I also made a point of bracing my hand against the wall.

At first, the cityscape struck me as simply unusual. As far as I knew, I couldn’t think of any buildings that looked like these. I was wondering whether or not there was some city I had never heard of that had this kind of amazing architecture.

That didn’t seem like a viable explanation.

If the structures really existed, then I wasn’t in my world…

I smiled at the thought, mostly because it seemed so bizarre. Again, I dismissed the idea that I was simply on drugs, or that I had hit my head, or maybe some glitch in my brain provoked this reaction. It was too vivid, too accurate, too perfect. I could feel my feet pressing down against the wooden floorboards. The glass was warm to my touch. The wall was solid, and I could look around to see every perfect detail.

Frankly, my imagination wasn’t vivid.

I glanced down at my hands, wondering if maybe I had been in a coma for several years. No, I decided. Everything looked normal. Everything looked the same, at least when it came to my body. A mirror would have helped.

At the same time, I suddenly wished that I had my phone.

Puffing out my cheeks, I looked toward the cityscape once again. Those silver tubes and cylinders, spires and balconies all looked amazing. Not only that, I spotted one garden off in the distance jutting out from one of these structures, and I realized something. I had never seen that shade of vivid orange before. Granted, I wasn’t a botanist, so it wasn’t like I understood the full color spectrum plants could employ, but this just made me think that I was somewhere else.

Different words and phrases and images slipped through my head. I was waiting for some giant to strode through the door behind me to tell me that I was secretly a wizard. Maybe some ancient warrior monk would show up and insist that I secretly possessed a talent to tap into a magical energy field. Or maybe I had hit my head and secretly wandered into the wrong closet…

I turned and looked back at the bedroom. Just as I did, the bedroom door opened, and then I saw a young man walk in.

He was probably younger than me just by two or three years. He was handsome with sandy blonde hair, sharp cheeks, and he wore a dark gray tunic with sandals. He held a tray.

“My lady, are you hungry?”

Right away, I tried it to identify his accent. It wasn’t English. It wasn’t American, Canadian, or Australian. It was just a little bit different. There was something more lyrical. It made me think of some combination of Irish and Scottish, but that wasn’t right either.

“Where am I?”

“My lady, you are in the tower of the Mistress of Zel.” He still held onto the tray, but I realized that he wasn’t making eye contact with me. Instead, his shoulders had slumped gently, and he had his eyes downcast. He held his legs together, and he continued to grip the sides of the tray.

“Where?” I asked and kept staring at him because “the tower of the Mistress of Zel” didn’t mean anything to me.

“My lady, we are in the Dominion of Zel.”

Again, that didn’t actually tell me anything useful.

But then a different detail caught my eye. “What are you wearing?”

“Slave garb, my lady,” he replied.

I blinked. Slave garb?

I had been referring to the collar around his neck. Black and glistening, it looked as though it had been recently polished.

I told myself that I wasn’t attracted to this guy. And yet, there was something about the way he spoke. And now, I knew I was supposed to be scared, but I motioned toward the bed. “You can put down the tray.” He moved efficiently to obey.

With the tray down, he stepped back, crossed his arms, and asked, “My Lady, Mistress Shayla asks that you eat and prepare yourself. She will visit you shortly. In the meantime, I am available to serve your needs.”

“Serve my needs?” I asked dumbly. “What does that mean?”

“My lady, I can fetch you additional food or drink if you prefer. I can massage you. I can dance for you. I can service you sexually.”

“What?” I asked when I heard that last point, only to burst out laughing. The young man in front of me didn’t shift. His expression didn’t change. “Are you joking? You’re joking.” He had to be joking.

“My lady, I am a servant and a pleasure slave. Use me as you will.”

Again, I noticed the collar around his neck.

“If you wish, you can inspect me,” he said. That was the moment when he stood and he reached for his back. He must have released some clasp or clip because his tunic fell away, dropping down.

At that moment, I saw this naked man standing in front of me. Immediately, I closed my eyes, turned away, and raised my hand because that was wrong. I wasn’t supposed to see him like that! (Even so, there had been that moment when my eyes slid along his body, and maybe there was a little spark of attraction somewhere deep inside of me, especially because I wondered what it would be like to be with a guy who would be completely and utterly dedicated to my pleasure.)

“Put your clothes back on,” I insisted.

Without sounding hurt or frustrated, he quickly answered, “Yes, my lady.”

“Go,” I said. I motioned for him to leave the room, mostly because I had woken up in this strange territory, and now there was a “pleasure slave“ who just offered himself to me.

He quickly grabbed his tunic, but he didn’t put it on. He held it behind his back. He was still on display. I saw all of this from my peripheral vision; I told myself that I wasn’t supposed to notice. I wasn’t supposed to care.

“Yes, my lady,” he replied dutifully before turning and heading toward the doorway again.

“Wait,” I called out.

I was still facing the huge window spread out in front of me. I saw something fly by; it wasn’t a plane or a helicopter. But because I didn’t want to think about that bizarre detail, I glanced over at the young man again.

He was probably somewhere in his twenties; when I looked back into his eyes, I wasn’t sure what I expected to see.

As a woman, I knew exactly how it felt to be evaluated by a guy. As a teacher, I remembered walking into so many different classrooms, standing in front of those students, and noticing the way the guys suddenly sat up a little straighter when they realized that I was younger. Suddenly, they would be thinking about me and maybe even fantasizing about me (eww). Only this time, the pleasure slave standing there turned, and he made eye contact with me for just a moment before settling his gaze back down on some random part of the floor.

This was a different world.

I glanced around and wondered whether or not there were any hidden cameras, like maybe this was some show or something. I didn’t think so. Somehow, it was impossible to imagine even the best-connected influencer creating something like this.

If this was really a different world, then I needed to explore it. The vista beyond that glass window was gorgeous, but something compelled me to move forward. Maybe I could feel it, like every time I inhaled, there was this little buzz of excitement. I had been terrified, looking down at that huge drop to the ground far below this bedroom, yet I could be in control with this boy.

He remained silent.

“What’s your name?” I asked as I approached.

“They call me Terrence, my lady,” he said.

Terrence? As I looked back at him, I almost thought he was joking, probably because that name sounded so mundane and average. Perhaps it wasn’t the most common name either in England or the United States, but it was one I had heard of.

Then I was standing in front of him, and I stepped to my left, then my right. At the same time, I tentatively considered the man in front of me.

My hand started to rise; I forced it down. Even if there was something intriguing about his physique, I wasn’t going to touch him!

And yet, I glanced up at his collar and I understood what it meant. He called himself a servant and a pleasure slave.

If I gave him a command, he was going to obey it.

Part of me wondered what it would have felt like to have his hands glide along the back of my neck or down my shoulders. The temptation lingered.

Of course, I saw the collar around his throat and I waited for some jolt of moral outrage. It didn’t arrive. Maybe this was wrong. Maybe it wasn’t. Then again, there was a high probability he called himself a pleasure slave but meant something completely different. He appeared to be speaking English, but I didn’t know where I was or what was going on. More importantly, I didn’t have the energy to get upset, not when I still didn’t understand what was going on.

Those details were all very rational.

“I don’t need to eat,” I told him. “You can take me to that person…” For a second, I struggled to remember her name. “The Mistress of Zel.”

When we left the chamber, I wondered if I was going to get hungry at some last second. I didn’t. Instead, I was looking around at the smooth contours over the hallway. Then I saw other men walking between the different rooms. Some of them had trays. Some of them were naked. Some of them wore strange belts around their waists. At one point, I saw a tall woman walking along and she seemed normal enough, only she held something in her hand. It was a leash, and it extended to the neck of a man who probably could’ve been a bodybuilder.

When she saw me, she smiled, but I didn’t know how I was supposed to react.

“The Mistress of Zel will receive you in her private study,” said the slave.

We stopped at a pair of double doors. He opened them, only to step aside.

Peering into this new room, I saw the books along the walls, along with strange geodes and crystals. Some of them were glowing.

Once I stepped across the threshold, the doors closed behind me. Feeling paranoid, I listened for the sound of a lock engaging, but I didn’t hear one.

And then a woman rose from the large desk set on the other side of the room. The chamber was larger than I had expected. It was about the same size as the bedroom where I had awoken.

“Hello, Krystal,” she said. “I am Shayla, Mistress of the Domain of Zel.”

Although she just threw a bunch of syllables at me, I fixated on the point that made me squirm there on my feet. “You know who I am,” I said. Instantly, I wanted to flinch, mostly because that sounded like such a dumb question. She had used my name. Of course, she knew who I was. Then again, I wasn’t sure exactly how much she knew about me. “Where am I?”

“You are on the world of Dax,” she said, rising to her feet. She walked around her desk, and then she lifted her arm. It looked like she wanted to shake my hand. “This is how you do it in your culture, correct?”

Like Terrence, the pleasure slave, this woman spoke with that odd accent.

“The world of Dax…” I repeated that phrase, almost as though I expected it to make sense if I repeated it for myself. Back as a math major, I had done that as well, going through the equations, whispering them, almost like the sounds would help those numbers fit together.

“This might be a lot to take in. How do you feel right now?”

“Confused,” I told her.

“This is understandable,” she said.

Like most of the other people I had seen out in the hallways, she wore another tunic. Hers, however, came with something that looked like a black, studded harness that crisscrossed over her shoulders and came together just below her breasts. Not only that, I saw she was wearing some kind of weapon…

At first, I assumed that it was going to be a sword or something. The pommel certainly looked elaborate with the ivory handle and wrist guard. Only then, I realized that her weapon didn’t actually have a blade. There was no edge. It wasn’t a sword or even a long knife. Instead, it looked more like a baton.

“Can we just start from the beginning?” I asked. “Where am I? What’s going on?”

“I said, you are on the world of Dax. To be completely honest, I’m not sure exactly where it is in relation to your planet. What was it called again? Earth?”

“Yes,” I told her. At the same time, I still didn’t know how to process the idea that we were even having this conversation. “I’m from Earth.” That was definitely a sentence I never expected to say.

“Dax is a different kind of planet, one that is connected to thousands of different spatial tunnels.”

“Like wormholes?”

“Perhaps,” she said. “Ours is a planet populated by acquisitions. The mistresses of each domain are allocated certain automata, which we are allowed to use to send out to the other worlds. One of our responsibilities as the leader of each domain is to find the best representatives of other worlds.”

“That isn’t me,” I told her emphatically. Even as I spoke, there wasn’t any self-pity in my declaration. To put it bluntly, I knew that I wasn’t special. I was a mediocre academic, and I didn’t have any grand goal or ambition that tied my life together. Now that I had finished my PhD, I had wandered into Bristol because I didn’t have anywhere better to be.

“We saw what you did,” the woman told me. “You attempted to defend that male. You managed to destroy two separate drones. You didn’t panic, and you didn’t get scared.”

“I was definitely scared,” I told her with the same emphasis from before.

“Perhaps,” she said.

“And now, I should probably just ask about how I get home.”

“That isn’t a possibility,” she told me. “Not now.”

“What are you talking about?”

“According to the clerics, we are required to acquire the best specimens from other worlds. The tunnels open by the will of the Highest Spirits, and they gift us with the drones. The drones act as beacons, allowing us to bring back those we choose.”

“These tunnels,” I began. “They only work one way?”

“That is correct,” she said. “If you need to faint, I understand.” Apparently, Shayla was only half joking as she watched me.

I still took a step back. I found myself reaching out and grabbing onto one of the bookshelves. I glanced over at the title; I didn’t recognize any of the alphabets embossed along the spines of those tomes.

“I’m not going to faint,” I told her. As I spoke, I really hoped that was going to be true. After all, I didn’t have any kind of experience that could prepare me for something like this…

I was on another world.

I was on another world in some other part of the galaxy.

For all I knew, I was on another world in some other part of the galaxy and in some other dimension.

My heart started to beat faster, and maybe that panicked adrenaline shot into my veins, only then I closed my eyes, and I told myself to do exactly what I had always done whenever I had to confront some big, complicated problem.

In grad school, I had watched as some of my classmates had literal panic attacks as they fought to figure out exactly what they were going to write their dissertations about. Technically, those were only academic and theoretical questions, yet they still wanted to succeed. They needed to power through our program, to show off, and to excel just as they had done. The idea of failure terrified them more than anything else.

For me, it had always been easier, probably because I had no problem taking a scenario, breaking it down into its various components, and analyzing each one.

“I can do the same thing right here,” I whispered to myself.

If Shayla was curious about my reaction, I couldn’t tell. She had smiled gently before, probably because she really did expect me to faint. That probably happened before, with lots of other people, especially when they were confronted by the notion of getting scooped up and transported across unfathomable distances.

Before, I had been in Bristol. Now I was here in Zel. I didn’t have my phone, so I obviously couldn’t contact anyone. At the same time, I smiled as something occurred to me.

“You find this entertaining?” Shayla asked.

“A little bit,” I told her, offering a weak smile of my own. “Before your drone grabbed me, I was already in a foreign country.” I rolled my shoulders and turned back to her. I said, “I suppose this could be the same thing.”

“It won’t be quite the same,” she said. “But I applaud your bravery, Krystal.”

At that point, I was probably supposed to ask hundreds or thousands of different questions. If I had been a better scientist or explorer, I would have been able to dive deep into the inner workings of her culture and community. I would have been learning everything I could about this tunnel system, and how it connected different parts of the galaxy.

Instead, I asked, “How do you know my name?”

“Our drones have the magic necessary to connect with your information networks.”

“Magic?”

“Come with me,” she said, motioning toward the door. “I’m sure there is much you would like to see and learn. Allow me to give you a tour of my house, and we can discuss your future once we are done.”

“Where should we go first?” Shayla asked herself. “The kennels? The tracks? Maybe the training fields? Or perhaps you would rather see the penalty chamber?” She reached up and casually tapped her cheek as she considered the different possibilities.

“I want to see all of it,” I said, if only because I needed to assert some tiny hint of control over the situation.

The woman smiled at me. “I knew I was making the right choice when I selected you.”

“Why did you select me?”

“You fought,” she said. “That’s a remarkable trait. I was only able to do a very little bit of research on your world, but it’s a strange culture, isn’t it? What do you call it again? A patriarchy?”

I cringed slightly.

To be honest, I had never really thought about contact with aliens (and now that I was thinking about it, I had to wonder if this woman actually was a human. I was sure there were tons of writers and scientists who had contemplated these sorts of questions, but I have always been more interested in incentive structures and more abstract mathematics. I didn’t actually think about what would happen if aliens showed up, what they would do, what they would say, or how they would view our species. Honestly, I never really contemplated those questions at all. If anything, I had assumed that aliens would be so far away that they would be completely irrelevant.)

“Yes,” I admitted. “We are basically a patriarchy.”

“That isn’t how it works here,” she said with a serene smile.

“How does it work here? I met that one guy, Terrence. He said he was a pleasure slave?” Even as I spoke those words, they sounded foreign and strange, like they weren’t supposed to go together.

“I don’t know him in particular,” she said. “Was he handsome? If you want, I can send him back to your room. I’m sure he would be eager to please you.”

“But he’s a slave?” I asked. Then, almost as an afterthought, I said, “Slavery is wrong.”

“Is it?”

By now, we were in something that approximated an elevator. We stepped inside, and I saw a grid of glowing stones mounted against the wall. She waved her hand over it, and then we started to move. I could feel the shifting gravity. Instantly, I was reminded of the fact that we were in an elevator on an alien world, so I hoped this was safe.

Telling myself not to worry about that, I focused on her instead. “Yes,” I insisted. “It’s wrong. You can’t just own someone.”

“I have lots of men in my stables,” she said.

Right away, I knew I probably sounded like some boorish American, but I didn’t care. “You could let them go.”

“You’re not the first woman to sound like that.”

“Are there other people here from Earth?”

“Some,” she said.

“Where?” I demanded right away. Then I felt a little bit like an ass when I asked, “What about Jason? Where is he?”

“Who?”

“I was with a man when the drones attacked us. His name was Jason. Where is he?”

“I have no idea,” Shayla said. “I presume he was abducted by a different drone, meaning it came from a different domain. If he’s lucky, he’s probably getting auctioned off in Wrest or Oktor. If not, he might be in Myr.”

I was sure those were actual places, but it was still infuriating to hear her toss off the name of random cities or countries. At that point, it started to occur to me just how much background information I had accumulated over the course of my life. Even if I had never been to a place like Shanghai or Paris, I at least knew what they were. Just as importantly, I had seen pictures and videos. Even if someone had named some random city from South America or Europe, I probably would have been able to guess in some general sense where they were.

The same thing didn’t apply here.

For all I knew, we could step outside and the air would be toxic, killing me instantly. I couldn’t make any assumptions because I didn’t know anything about this world…Dax.

“What would be so bad about that?”

“The Mistress of Myr is a problem.” That was all Shayla said.

Choosing not to push the question at that moment, I instead waited as the doors opened.

We walked down a hallway and I glanced around, thinking there would be windows. But then, the elevator trip down here had taken a little while.

“We are underground,” she said, guessing my thoughts. “This is one of my favorite levels. Would you like to see the kennels first? Or are you more interested in the stables and training tracks?”

“Kennels?” I said without having any real reason to pick one over the other.

Shayla smiled again, and she walked over to one of the doors. That was when she drew her baton, and she waved it in front of another stone dug into the wall.

There was the audible click of a lock releasing, and she pushed the doors open. I quickly scurried after her.

On the other side of the door, I saw training mats, women, and men. Those different details seemed normal enough until I realized that all of the men were down on their hands and knees. At first, they all seemed to be naked. Then I realized that they were wearing collars. A few of them also had additional gear between their legs.

Reflexively, I told myself that I didn’t want to look.

“What is this?” I asked.

“This is the training hall for our human canines,” she said.

“Canines…” I repeated the word, thinking maybe there had to be some intergalactic translation error here. And yet, I watched as there were men scurrying around on their hands and knees. Uniformly, they were well muscled and seemingly eager to please. The women stood around, and they threw balls, or they tugged on leashes, or they issued commands.

Different words cut across the air.

“Sit,” said one of the trainers.

“Stay,” ordered another.

“Down. Down, boy.”

“Speak,” demanded a different woman.

Eyes wide, I watched as those men obeyed. But then I saw something in the corner. A woman was in front of a young man. He was on his knees, but he wore a set of gloves. After another second, I realized that they didn’t actually have any openings for his fingers. Instead, they looked like black, leather mittens that were probably designed to make sure he couldn’t open doors or actually use his hands like a person.

Shayla followed my stare, “That’s Anthony; he has one of our newest acquisitions.”

“From Earth?” I wanted to know.

“Unfortunately, no. We got him a few weeks ago. He’s from a world far from here. When I first interrogated him, he insisted that he was of a royal line, but I don’t believe him. Lots of the slaves say that. Personally, I think he was just hoping for the chance to become a servant. But since he lied to me, I decided that he would be best suited to the role of a canine. Besides, he has pretty eyes. I think he’s going to look good when he learns to appropriately beg and crawl.”

“It looks like he’s fighting,” I said.

“He is,” Shayla agreed. “And let’s see what happens to a boy who fights.”

Shayla walked over to that training mat, leaving me standing there. For a few seconds, I just waited, wondering if I should really be there. If I watched, it seemed like I was condoning what was happening here.

She had called them human canines…

They were people, but they were being trained like dogs. Intellectually, I understood the revulsion that shot through my head, only there was something else. I squinted for just a moment, and I looked around again. So many of these guys actually seemed happy, like they were wagging and barking eagerly. I didn’t know a lot about training dogs, but these young men seemed enthusiastic.

Then I chided myself because that sounded like a justification. These guys would probably get punished if they resisted their trainers. They were slaves. Although I told myself, I had every right to judge them, I also needed to be quiet. Then again, I didn’t know how to explain that little hint of something that felt suspiciously like excitement at the pit of my stomach.

I was in a new place, I told myself. I was in a new place, and I was experiencing something different. That was one of the main reasons why I had gone to Bristol in the first place.

This could just be the exact same dynamic spinning out in a way I had never expected.

I focused on the trainer and that defiant slave in the gloves. The trainer now held a baton, and she swung it through the air. It didn’t strike him. Still, she was looking down at him, and now I could hear her voice with that strangely Celtic accent, “I expect you to behave, boy. I expect you to be a good little dog for me. That’s what your owner is going to want. Can you do that? Can you be a good dog?”

He remained on his knees. He glared at her.

“If he doesn’t want to be a dog, couldn’t you find something else for him to do?” I asked.

Shayla smiled back at me. “No,” she said. “That isn’t how it works.” I expected some kind of elaboration, but now she was smiling as she watched.

The trainer studied him for several more seconds. In the meantime, he glowered back at her, like he thought he was going to be able to win this, simply by refusing to back down.

Then she jabbed him right there against his stomach. The tip of the baton hit against his skin, and that was when he cried out. Not only that, I saw something: blue sparks.

The boy fell back, but only for a second. The trainer glanced over her shoulder, and she must’ve realized that the owner of this tower was now standing just a few feet away.

“You’re going to be a good dog. You’re going to be a good and obedient dog, and by the time I’m done with you, you’re going to be at the shows. You’re going to win a lot of money for your owner. But first, I think you need another dose.”

The dog still refused to acknowledge what was about to happen. She jabbed him again, delivering another blast of electricity.

I watched, entranced.

Again, and again, I told myself that I couldn’t do anything to stop this.

Still, some part of me wondered if I was supposed to tell Shayla that I simply wouldn’t watch. I could have pointed out that I didn’t find this funny, entertaining, or amusing.

But that would have been a lie.

Another blast of electricity hit that boy, and he cried out. From another training mat a couple of other dogs glanced at him for just a moment. Those human canines didn’t whimper. If anything, I read their expressions, and I could see the disdain on their faces, like they didn’t understand how or why a man would try to resist a woman.

“Before, I asked you if you came from a patriarchy,” Shayla said. “Here, we have a different system. It is known as a matriarchy. You’re aware of the difference, I trust?”

“A patriarchy is a system of culture where men are the priority. In a matriarchy, women are the ones who are in control.”

“That is how our world operates. Frankly, it’s a much better system, especially when we are stronger and smarter.”

“Stronger?” I turned back to Shayla, if only because I didn’t want to focus on that trainer or that boy. Even if there was still something intriguing about this, I didn’t want to admit it.

Vaguely, I started to wonder whether or not I could actually sympathize with some of the boys in one of my classes. I could still remember that infuriating conversation from the fifth grade. Basically, we were learning about government, and the teacher pointed out that we had never had a female president in the United States. A couple of the girls were outraged. Then she also noted that women didn’t always have the right to vote. After that, a couple of the boys started laughing, insisting that women didn’t deserve the right to vote at all. They didn’t need it. They weren’t smart enough. Then there were the quiet boys. I could still remember, glancing over at Tyler and seeing him smile slightly. He wasn’t one of the especially loud or obnoxious guys, but he was still enjoying the fact that he was born a boy, and that gave him an advantage. Maybe he was even thinking about what it would have felt like if he had this special privilege that his ancestors had also enjoyed. (For me, it was probably the fact that he had been one of the quiet boys that bothered me the most. The loud kids were obnoxious, but Tyler had been thinking about it. He had been contemplative, which made it so much worse.)

“We are the superior sex,” Shayla said without any hesitation. “I’ll show you the training chamber later. For now, let’s see what happens with this boy.”

That was when the trainer snapped her fingers, raised her arm, and she held out her hand.

Moments later, a younger girl brought her a leash. She handed it to the trainer, and the trainer affixed it to the dog’s collar.

“What is that going to do?” I asked. Again, I was intrigued in a way I didn’t want to admit.

He was on a leash. That boy was on a leash.

Again, I waited for some moral outrage to pulse through my body because this was supposed to be wrong.

“You can feel it, can’t you?” Shayla asked me.

“What?”

“Dax,” she told me. “I knew you were going to be a good one. I knew you would be perfect for this world.”

I still didn’t understand what she meant, but then our attention was drawn back to the trainer and that boy. She watched. She waited. Then she told him, her voice is low and clear, “I want you to think about what you’re doing right now. You have the opportunity to be a good boy. You can be a good and obedient dog right now for us. The Mistress is here with a guest. You want to impress her, don’t you?”

“I’m never going to be a pet,” he spat back at her.

She answered by yanking on the leash, and then I thought I saw the outline of blue light there at the base of his throat.

Shayla explained, “it’s a special kind of shock leash. Basically, she pulls on it, and it delivers an electrical blast similar to what he gets from the baton.” As she spoke, I could hear the pride in her voice.

“Do you need another one?” asked the trainer. Before the boy could recover or respond, she nodded to herself. “Yes, I think it’s very obvious you need another one. Here we go.” She tugged on his leash again, and it was easy for me to see how the band at his throat tightened, pressing down.

“It’s a rather ingenious mechanism. There are two pieces of shockwood sewn into the leather of his collar. Each time she pulls, they are drawn together, and it gives him that quick shock. The harder she pulls, the more painful it’s going to be for him.”

“But he has every right to resist,” I said. Despite my best efforts, I didn’t sound terribly convinced. I didn’t sound especially worried about him either.

“I’m sure that’s how it might seem to a foreigner,” Shayla told me. “Watch. This is my favorite part.”

I didn’t understand what she meant. By this point, the gloved boy was braced on his knuckles and knees. His face was down, and he was breathing hard.

“Are you going to be a good dog? I think you will,” said the trainer. “All you need is a quick dose of blue. Your brain is nice and soft. You’re a boy. You can’t be trusted to think for yourself. You can’t be trusted to make your own decisions. It’s better when you’re a dog. It’s better when you’re a pet. You want to belong to a woman. You can’t help yourself, can you? No, you can’t. Just relax. Relax, boy.”

That was when the trainer reached down into her pocket, and she pulled something out. It was small; it fit in the palm of her hand.

“What is she doing?” I had to ask. At the same time, I told myself that I was just curious about this world. I wasn’t genuinely excited about what I was watching.

“Blue Dax,” Shayla told me as though that explained anything.

The boy dog raised his head and he was looking at her. He tried to crawl backwards, but he didn’t dare yank or twist away, not when that would have meant another shock.

Now the trainer held something right under his nose. He turned his head. She grabbed onto his hair. She forced her palm up against his nostrils, and then he must’ve breathed in.

He was struggling for a few more seconds.

Technically, he was wearing those gloves and that collar, but he was still a young man. If he had stood, he would have been taller than her by several inches at least. Not only that, I had a strong suspicion that male anatomy enabled him to have much better upper body strength.

All of that meant he should have been able to overpower her, especially if he really didn’t want this to happen.

But the boy breathed in, and something shifted. His demeanor changed.

She leaned down, and she told him in a stage whisper, “We all know you want to be a good boy. We all know you want to be a good dog. You’re not a prince. You’re not royalty. You’re a good dog. You want to be a good dog. It’s best when you are a good dog.”

Despite everything I was witnessing, I still didn’t think this was going to work. After all, he had been so defiant before.

And yet, his expression changed. The barely contained frustration and rage from before started to dissipate. More and more, it looked like he was beginning to relax. That didn’t seem possible to me.

After all, if he was fighting slavery, then he should have fought harder.

“What did you do? Did you drug him?”

“It’s not a drug,” Shayla told me.

Blue Dax. That answer popped into my head, but it still didn’t tell me anything useful! Although I wanted to ask, I watched instead and did my best to pick up on some useful detail.

“How do you feel?” asked the trainer. She already had a triumphant grin on her face as she looked down at him.

“I, I don’t know,” said the dog. All at once, he looked bewildered, as though he had just awoken from some bizarre dream. He turned his head to the left and right; he was searching for something, some explanation or answer. Despite his best efforts, he couldn’t find anything.

“Tell me how you feel.”

“I feel, I feel different,” he confessed.

“Crawl over here and nuzzle my boots,” ordered the trainer.

He blinked again and I watched as he stared back at her. At first, we both had the same thought, it seemed. We were waiting for him to laugh at her, snarl, or promise her that he was never going to cooperate.

To make it even more difficult for the boy, the trainer stepped back. She held onto his leash, but she didn’t yank it. Some slack remained between her grip and his throat, so he didn’t endure another jolt of electricity.

Despite his apparent freedom, the boy crawled forward.

I watched this, amazed, especially because a different expression seemed to glow from his face as he bowed his head down, and he brushed his forehead, his nose, and his mouth along her boot.

“Who is a good boy? That’s right. You’re a good boy. You want to be a good boy. You want to be a good dog, don’t you? Yeah, you do. You can’t help yourself.” Before, the trainer had sounded so severe. At this point, her cadence and tone shifted. When she talked down to him, she was playing with him. She sounded cheerful and enthusiastic, like she adored him and intended to give him everything he could need as a loyal pet.

He didn’t say anything. He didn’t look angry or upset either. All of the defiance from before had simply faded away…

“How is that possible?”

“Blue Dax,” Shayla said again. Her grin made it abundantly clear that she was enjoying this. She liked knowing that I was confused; she wanted me to wonder exactly how they accomplished this.

As I watched, I thought about how this young man had asserted himself. Before, he insisted that he was entitled to respect. But now, he held his elbows down against his rib cage, he lifted his hands, and he looked exactly like a dog. There was something about his mannerisms, like he was so eager and excited for the chance to please this woman.

“Roll over,” said the trainer.

As I watched, part of me wanted to see him defy her again, if only because that would have made more sense.

He didn’t.

He didn’t even hesitate. Instead, he threw himself down onto his back, and he rolled around on the training mat in front of her. His legs were spread, and she finally threw herself down to her knees, so she could pet him.

Then I realized what he was doing as he rotated his hips from side to side. He was wagging!

“He’s really acting like a dog,” I said, marveling at the words even as they left my mouth. In my world, men were different. They were obstinate, stubborn, annoying, arrogant, conceited, and egocentric. As I blinked, I thought of Jason Wright once again; I thought of how he had spoken to me.

Lots of guys liked to insist that they were different; they insisted that they were better. I was sure that was true, if only based on the laws of large numbers. Given a sufficiently big population size, some of the guys out there had to be decent human beings.

And yet, so many of them were jerks. So many of them were sexist. So many of them didn’t even acknowledge how the world shaped them. They just wandered through life, lively, accepting all of the benefits that came from being a man. No one ever told them to smile. If they argued for a higher wage, no one would call them a bitch.

But now, this boy was a pet.

There wasn’t any other way for me to think of him.

“You like that,” Shayla said to me.

“No, I don’t,” I said.

Again, her smile concealed something.

“How do you feel about ponies?”

I truly didn’t understand what we were going to see next, but I should have been able to figure it out. Instead, I kept thinking about that young man. Simultaneously, a different image flashed through my mind as I followed Shayla, the Mistress of the Domain of Zel.

…I had been on a school trip at the end of the sixth grade. This was a reward for a year of hard work. Our teachers pushed us onto a bus, and we drove off to some tiny waterpark I had never heard of before. While my friends and I mostly spent our time at the arcade, some of the other kids decided to play around on the slides. Then, toward the end of the day, I saw a girl in a dark gray one-piece. She had sharp features and her short brown hair was tied back into a ponytail. Her eyes had narrowed, and there was this bright smile on her face. “You made the bet,” she said to a pair of boys. “I made it down here first, so you know what you have to do.” They may have understood, but I didn’t.

They were blushing. Their bodies were tense. Everything about them had turned taut, like they desperately needed to flee, but something about that girl held them.

Finally, the boys got down on their knees, raised their arms, and started worshiping her, literally chanting, “We’re not worthy. We are not worthy!” They only had to stop when a teacher came up, laughing and told them that it was time to hit the locker rooms to get dried off for the bus ride back.

I had watched that.

It affected me.

For the most part, I told myself that it was just a childish escapade. There was a story for that girl and those boys. Maybe they would laugh about it sheepishly and wistfully remember what it was like on that late spring day as we all got ready to finish the school year and head off on our summer vacations.

Still, maybe there had been some spark? Maybe I had watched that, and something had been planted deep within me?

I didn’t think so.

And yet, I didn’t have a good explanation for how I felt when I saw that boy. Again, and again, I came back to the same idea. This was morally reprehensible. It was unethical from so many different perspectives. And yet, I thought back to that human canine.

As we walked, Shayla glanced back at me. “You’re thinking about buying one, aren’t you?” Without waiting for an answer, she continued, “I see the rumors are true. Those from your planet really do abhor the notion of slavery don’t you?”

“You shouldn’t be able to own someone,” I said, pushing special emphasis down against each word. At the same time, I thought about how I was a stranger on this literally alien world. Even so, I was willing to confront her, probably because she still looked like a woman. Her attire may have been different, and she carried herself like some warrior queen, or maybe a pirate princess, but I didn’t care about any of that.

If she wanted to know what I was thinking, then I could tell her the truth.

“Why not?”

We continued to walk, but I was following her. “Everyone is entitled to autonomy?” I said, making it sound obvious. In fact, I could feel that little ridge between my eyebrows as I made that point, if only because it seemed so self-evident. “Everyone should be able to decide what they want to do with their lives.”

“Everyone is constrained. Everyone is always constrained. Besides, you have to remember the biological differences here on this world are stringent.”

“Which ones?” I asked.

“You saw what happened before with that boy. My trainer lifted up some of the blue dust, and she held it under his nose, and what happened?”

Shayla watched me and waited. We both knew I had drawn the correct conclusion, but part of me still didn’t want to admit it, if only because I was supposed to be a feminist. Even if I had studied mathematics, then behavior, economics, and been mostly surrounded by guys, so many of whom really didn’t understand what sexism meant, that didn’t mean I had been unwilling to learn. I took a couple of classes in women’s studies, gender, and sociology. Behavioral economics, in particular, had pushed me to studying elements of sociology. While traditional economists like to think of people as rational, sociologists embraced the notion that communal pressures could have a tremendous impact on the decisions any given individual might make.

But this was different.

She was talking about a biological distinction. On Earth, the patriarchy persisted because men had been given this incredible headstart over the course of millennia. It was so ingrained with the fabric of so many different cultures that some people couldn’t even envision an alternative. For so long, physical strength had been the deciding factor of success. If a man could swing a sword, wield an ax, or push a plow long and hard, then he was successful. He would do well. More importantly, he would have influence in his family, in his community, and across the totality of his society.

That usually left the women out. They became dependent.

But that wasn’t supposed to matter any longer, I told myself. The modern economies of the world were dependent on intellect. Being able to swing a sword or an axe didn’t mean anything. No one needed to pull a plow, not when automated machines were now available for sale.

But this woman now raised a different question.

“Go on,” she told me. “What do you think happened?”

“That trainer exposed him to something, and it affected him. What? Was it a hallucinogenic? Some kind of psychotropic drug?”

“‘Drug’ is a very interesting word,” Shayla told me.

“How so?” My eyes narrowed as I watched her, and I was acutely aware that she was the ruler of this territory. Although I was sure she had to confront some political scenario that I couldn’t understand, she seemed to be in charge. If she had commanded me to be thrown from the top of this spire, I had to assume that her followers would obey her command and that would be the end of my time on Dax.

Even so, I got the impression that she wanted me to challenge her.

Fine. Then I was going to challenge her.

I wasn’t just going to agree because I was in some bizarre world that I didn’t understand.

“Our languages are similar in many ways,” she told me. “But I suspect the translators might not be working properly right now. When I hear about a drug, I think of something necessarily influenced by the touch of a woman, something that is created by a witch or an apothecary.”

That casual comment made me wonder whether or not witches could actually be real on this world. As a woman who had spent so much of my life enmeshed in the assumptions of academia and the importance of verification and the scientific method, I didn’t think so. Then again, I had never imagined that touching a broken drone would give them the material they needed to teleport me across the cosmos.

“That sounds correct,” I conceded.

“Blue Dax isn’t a drug. It might not be as common as the red dust, but it is simply a part of the landscape. It’s a part of this world.”

“What are you saying?” I asked.

“You told me that your world is a patriarchy, yes? Well, all of our cities are built on the notion of female supremacy because that is the natural way on Dax. Women rule because that is the way of this world. Whether you are one of the clerics who believe this to be a gift from the High Spirits or an apothecary who searches for some philosophical explanation, the reality is the same. The men breathe in and there are always traces of the blue dust on the air. At the same time, I’m sure you can already feel the effects of the red.”

“What effects?” I asked. Even as I spoke, I seriously had to wonder what this would mean.

In most sci-fi movies, characters would beam down from their starships, look around alien planets, and never have to worry about alien pathogens, parasites, or other biological hazards. If humans ever decided to go onto other planets with actual biomes, then the dangers would be infinitely more complicated than those early plotlines would imply. Someone might do something, seemingly as simple as picking up a flower, only to inhale some deadly bacterium. Maybe someone would trip, scrape their hand, and unknowingly bring a virus back to their comrades. All of that seemed easy enough, but now I was thinking about the idea that an entire world could include some narcotic or psychotropic drug. At the same time, it made me wonder exactly what it would do to the women of this world. Even if they weren’t affected by the Blue Dax, it would completely alter their perspectives.

Maybe the men on this planet were still stronger, but if a woman could simply find a handful of that dirt and throw it in his face, turning him into a pliant and obedient specimen, then the males of this planet would never stand a chance.

I waited for sympathy.

I waited for the mercy or pity to hit me.

The Mistress of Zel stood there in the center of the corridor as she waited for me to figure it out. “So there’s something in the soil, it makes the men obedient?” Technically, those words could have been a statement, but I accidentally turned them into a question, largely because I didn’t know how to accept or really believe that.

“Exactly.”

“And that’s how you end up with slaves?”

“Occasionally, some of our women enjoy the idea of training a boy without using the dust. But for the majority of them? If they step out of line, we can use the batons, we can use their collar, and we can use the dust.”

“But someone has tried to fight back at some point, right?”

“Perhaps,” she said.

This next part was more for myself than her, yet I continued, almost like I needed to follow this train of thought. “But even if they fight back, it doesn’t matter because you will always be able to control them. At least, that’s how I’ve been for a very long time. Am I right?”

“Now you begin to understand,” Shayla said. “And when members of the vulnerable sex can be controlled, they can be owned. They can be traded. Slavery was an inevitability.”

It didn’t seem as simple as that to me, but I wasn’t going to argue. Instead, I had too much to consider.

We headed back down the hall. I expected us to take the elevator again. Instead, she guided me to another set of double doors. She shoved them open and I marveled at what I saw.

The other chamber had been large with several thousand feet carved out to allow for the training of those human canines.

But this space was bigger. It was massive. It made me think of stadiums and football fields. In fact, it didn’t take me long to spot the seats arrayed around a huge track.

“This is all underground,” I said, more for confirmation than as a question.

“This is all underground,” she said. “Our crafters, engineers, and servant-slaves spent many moons working on this excavation.”

At first I had focused on the size. But now, I glanced down at the track and I saw different women working with different men.

Back in the previous room, the dogs had been rolling around, calling out, and performing tricks on their training maps.

This was different.

I saw the men and they were all dressed the same way. They were mostly naked except for leather harnesses around their shoulders and some kind of elaborate gear over their faces.

“What are they wearing?” I asked. By that point, I had a guess, but I wasn’t willing to voice the possibility. Even now, despite everything I was learning, it still seemed so insane.

“Bridles” I said. “The other men were being trained as human canines. And these are human ponies or horses. Am I right?”

“You are correct,” she said. “It’s just one more service my household offers to the people of Zel. “Would you like to see?”

Without waiting for my answer, Shayla headed to the track and I followed. At the same time, I kept thinking about what this meant.

We approached one set of trainers and their human horses. These men looked pliant, like they didn’t have any trouble with their new status. If they even remembered what it was like to be considered human, they gave no sign of it. Instead, they were mostly naked and the women were brushing their hair, patting them down, massaging their muscles, or checking their reins.

As Shayla approached, the trainers stepped away from the boys. They bowed their heads down respectfully.

Shayla considered the young men. At this point, a couple of them were kicking down against the dusty tracks. Others whinnied. For a moment I wondered why they weren’t trying to say anything. It had to be training. If not, it could have been the dust. And if it wasn’t the dust, then there was something else…

They had already embraced this. The possibility hit me, and I glanced around, almost like I expected someone to tell me I was wrong.

But that didn’t happen, and now Shayla looked back at one of the trainers. “Do you have a cart ready?”

“I can have one of the slaves bring it out right away,” said the woman.

“Please do,” Shayla replied. “Clear the track. Find me an opponent. My new friend and I are going to race.”

I didn’t say anything.

The look on my face must have made my feelings abundantly clear even as I watched another doorway open, and a couple of young men pulled out a pair of carts. They were smaller than I had expected, and they looked more like chariots. Somehow, that made it worse.

I had never imagined myself riding around in something like that. More importantly, I didn’t think it would be pulled by a human horse.

“You don’t need to look so nervous,” Shayla said to me. “I’ve done this many times. Besides, this is hardly dangerous at all. Very few of our riders are ever harmed during the races. It’s nothing like riding a Pegasus.” Immediately, my mind had jumped to waking up in that bedroom, looking out the window and seeing something off in the distance, something that had flown through the air. At the time, I had wanted to rub my eyes, thinking that it had been some kind of mistake on my part.

A Pegasus? Really?

By now, the carts were ready. A pair of boys were being hooked up to each of those rigs. Another rider climbed into the second of the two contraptions. I saw those wheels, and I knew that the boys would be pulling.

“I shouldn’t go with you,” I said. “If this is going to be a race, then you would be at a disadvantage. Right? You would have too much weight?”

Immediately, Shayla saw what I was doing. “You’re my handicap,” she said. “I haven’t lost a race yet, but I’m hoping that my friends here will finally humble me. What do you think, ladies?”

They were laughing.

All at once, I realized my heart was pounding faster.

It was one thing to wake up on a foreign world and to tell myself that it was just another experience, similar to visiting the UK. But now, I was going to climb up onto this thing. I was supposed to hold on?

Within a few more seconds, Shayla was in position, and she was holding onto the reins. I was behind her, and I reflexively grabbed onto the side of the chariot. To our left, the other woman was ready.

A third woman stepped back, raised her arm, and then she called out, “Prepare, brace, and run!”

That final word was the signal. Immediately, both of the women slapped the reins down and their boys kicked, slamming their bare feet against the dusty truck.

The cart was springing forward, the chariot rolling fast.

Instantly, I was glad that I had grabbed on and held on tight. The momentum yanked on me as we started to roll forward. I wasn’t sure what I was expecting, but it wasn’t this! The chariot tumbled and rumbled underneath me and my grip turned white as I locked my fingers in place and fought hard to push my legs in the position. I didn’t want to slip free; I didn’t want to go tumbling.

The two chariots rushed down that first straightaway, and then the women were turning. They were holding onto the reins, snapping them, and then I saw something else in Shayla‘s hand: a whip. It was shorter than I expected, but then I really had no idea what was happening here. Nothing in my academic career had prepared me for this!

Maybe I screamed.

We came to the first curve, and she used the reins. She tugged them to the left and that forced the runner to the right.

Beside us, the other trainer was pulling ahead.

“Oh no, you don’t!” Shayla called out, apparently giddy.

Part of me wanted to yell back at her, “I don’t care about your reputation, and I don’t care if you lose! Slow down!”

As a teenager, I had been fine with rollercoasters and carnival rides. But that had been a long time ago, and I was supposed to be locked away in some small university office, happily dissecting, and analyzing different experiments designed to probe human decision-making processes. I still didn’t understand how I could be right there, holding on tight as the chariot continued to rush forward.

Then I made the mistake of glancing down at the dusty track. I saw the dirt blur by but I didn’t think we were going that fast; I promised myself we couldn’t be going that fast!

This young man was running, so we were probably only going something like eight or nine or ten miles at most. Maybe his equipment made him faster. Or maybe there was something about the gravitational pull of this world. I had no idea how it was working, but I imagined myself falling off.

I imagined tumbling, breaking a leg and being stuck on this world without health insurance. Part of me wanted to laugh at the absurdity of that concept, yet I still didn’t know how this worked. I didn’t know what was going to happen if I was injured…

Suddenly, theoretical concerns were becoming a lot more practical.

I managed to hold on across that first turn. We went into the next and the two human horses were running side-by-side.

Clearly, those men were doing their best.

At this next straightaway, I watched as Shayla lifted the whip. She brought it down hard and fast, striking at the man’s shoulders. With every blow, he sped up, darting forward.

The air blew past us and I was trying my best to maintain my grip and stay balanced.

“Switch!” Shayla shouted.

That was when she definitely stepped back. There was hardly any room on this chariot, yet she moved with the practiced ease of a woman who had done this countless times before. Just as importantly, she casually pushed me forward. She shoved the reins into my right hand and the weapon into my left.

“I don’t know what I’m doing!”

“You’ll figure it out,” she said.

“What makes you think I can do this?” I demanded. Seriously, I expected her to answer my question. Maybe that was naïve on my part, but she had to understand that this was insane. She had to recognize that there was no way I could play her game. I wasn’t from this world; I had never ridden a horse before. I had never actually seen a real cart or chariot in person.

The boy was starting to slow down and I wondered if he was just confused about what was happening.

The other cart rushed ahead, and Shayla was laughing. “You don’t want to lose this race. The consequences can be dire!”

Again, I didn’t understand. Then again, my incomprehension didn’t matter because this was how they wanted to play.

I locked my teeth together and a cloud of dust rushed across our faces. We still had a little bit of momentum, but it wasn’t too much. Not only that, I could sense the human horse’s doubt, like he understood that I had no idea what I was doing. Apparently, the same dynamic could happen with actual horses.

I saw the droplets of sweat along the back of his neck. I saw his bridle, his harness, and his straps. At the same time, I was thinking about how this man was here. He was livestock.

“If he loses, he’s going to be punished,” Shayla told me. “We all get punished.” I had only known this woman for a short time, but that was definitely the most solemn she had ever sounded.

“Fuck it,” I said, instantly regretting that bitter taste of vanity in my mouth, but it didn’t matter because I slammed down with the whip. It struck his skin, but the other car was already ahead of us, but then the boy instantly rushed forward, almost like he hated the idea of losing.

That was when I had to remind myself that he was an actual person. Maybe he didn’t have any rights on this world, but he could still understand what this meant.

I struck again, harder this time.

As I punished him, there was this flash of excitement, and we came to the next curb. I had no idea what I was going to do. I started to move my arm in one direction as I tried to guide him with the reins. We were going the wrong way!

Behind me, Shayla laughed. Her solemnity from before had disappeared as she enjoyed this.

I kept thinking about those severe consequences, so I snapped the reins down and I whipped this boy. I knew it was wrong because he wasn’t supposed to be treated this way. Even if the blue dust compelled his obedience, I didn’t care.

All at once, I realized something. This felt incredible! My heart was pounding, my breathing came in one quick gasp after another. We were getting closer to our opponent! We leaned forward. Suddenly, the world shifted. I wasn’t thinking about falling. I snapped the reins and I applied the whip, giving him exactly what he needed. Then we came to the next turn but the other trainer had the inside track.

There was still a little bit of room.

I pulled sharply on the reins, and we cut to the side as the boys sped up.

We had slowed down before and though I didn’t know what kind of endurance he actually possessed, I thought he could do this.

I hoped he could do this.

We took the inside track!

The other chariot bumped up against us. There was that jostling movement and Shayla‘s laughter cut across the sounds of the wheels grinding against the ground.

“Last one!” Shayla shouted to me.

I didn’t understand. Then I realized we were back to the starting point. Or at least, we would be soon.

“Faster!” I called out the boy.

He ran harder. I didn’t know what it took for him to pull us like this, but it didn’t matter. He was going to do it! I wasn’t going to tolerate his defiance; I wouldn’t let him fail!

The whip bit down again and again, striking against his skin. I imagined those flashes of pain giving him the jolt of adrenaline he needed to take us where we needed to go.

I didn’t look back at the other cart; I didn’t think about that other trainer. There was just us. There was that speed, though maybe we weren’t actually going that fast. Maybe I would’ve gone five or six times faster on a regular road, but that didn’t matter because I was the one in charge here. I was the one who savored that rush of power as I forced him forward!

Someone called out, “Victory!”

I relaxed my grip on the reins, and the cart slowed.

Shayla jumped off of the chariot as I looked around.

Several other trainers had run up. A few of them had their boys following behind with leads going from their hands to those harnesses.

Shayla grabbed my arm, and she pulled my hand up into the air. “Ladies, I want to introduce you to Krystal!” They were starting to cheer, but then Shayla stopped for a second. “Where are you from again?”

Automatically, I told her the nearest big city, not that it was going to mean much to her. Whenever anyone asked me where I was from, I gave the same answer because mentioning a small suburb nearby was just going to elicit those obviously blank looks.

“San Diego,” I told her.

“We have victory for Krystal of Sandy Eggo!”

For the next few minutes, different women patted me on the back, punched me in the shoulder, or told me that they were impressed. One young woman actually came up to me and asked me how long I had been riding.

Shayla answered for me. “Krystal is a natural warrior! I can’t wait to see what happens when she gets up to the roof.”

“What’s up on the roof?” I asked.

“The gardens and the stables,” she told me. At that moment, it seemed like Shayla and these other women were smiling back-and-forth at one another. They had a secret; one they weren’t about to share with me.

I told myself I didn’t care, especially as I looked into her eyes. “When he was running, you told me there were going to be dire consequences if we lost. What were they?”

“Isn’t it obvious, Krystal? Defeat would have been embarrassing!”

My brows tightened as I stared at her, slightly incredulous and definitely annoyed.

That just made her laugh louder.

“Come along,” Shayla said. “Let’s inspect the livestock, shall we?”

Livestock.

She used that word. At first, I glanced around, and it was painfully naïve of me, yet I still expected to see cows, sheep, or goats. Instead, she had her hand on my shoulder, and she brought me over to a group of human horses.

Those men stared straight ahead. They were mostly naked. Some of them wore boots. They all had on the harnesses. Then I saw one young man, but he didn’t have a bit in his mouth or a bridle around his face.

“Are they all drugged?”

“You’re talking about the blue dust?” Sheila asked me. Then she answered the question anyway. “No. That’s only needed for disobedient boys. And these ponies are all grateful for the opportunity to serve. Isn’t that right, boy?” She picked one of the human ponies at random. She brushed her fingers along his side, up his neck, and through the exposed portion of his hair.

He dipped his head down, making it easier for her. At the same time, he made a sound that might have been approval.

I shook my head.

Part of me wanted to look back at them and ask, “How can you put up with this?” But again, this wasn’t my culture. I wasn’t from this world, and I didn’t know exactly what this woman wanted from me.

“If you like what you see, I can have one of them sent it to your room. We can remind him what it’s like to be a man, or you can just mount him again and take what you want.”

“No, thank you,” I said.

“Are you sure?”

Without trying, I flashed back to conversations about how it was always polite to accept whatever a host offered you. But this was different. We weren’t talking about a snack or a drink of water. She was offering me one of these men.

I glanced back at them, and my eyes roamed along their necks, down their shoulders, and along the contours of their muscled legs.

As an undergraduate, I went on a girls’ trip to Las Vegas. For the most part, it had been pretty disappointing. Despite all the warnings, I didn’t realize how crass and expensive everything was going to be. I didn’t drink a lot and I definitely didn’t gamble (as a college student, it wasn’t like I had the money to risk anyway). Even so, I was grateful for the experience. But one part that I never really understood was all of the strip clubs for women. Not only that, there were shows right there on the strip that had these handsome guys dancing around in black leather pants and cowboy hats. At the time, I had told myself that I wasn’t really attracted to them. The idea of seeing male strippers didn’t appeal to me.

But as I stood there with Shayla, part of me wondered what it would have been like if I just said, “Yes. Send him to me later.”

And if I did that, I could imagine him opening the door, looking intimidated, and being completely at my disposal.

As a woman, I had never really imagined that kind of possibility. I knew how to pleasure myself. Usually, I would be in the bath, and I would relax as I let go of my stresses. The heat would soak into my body, and I would let my hand slide down between my legs.

Most of my fantasies included some random actor. Then again, it wasn’t even the actor I was usually fantasizing about. It would be the actual character. My hand would glide along my opening, and maybe I would reach out for my breasts. I could gently pinch, fondle, massage, and press down. I could enjoy myself as I relaxed, letting go of the difficulties I faced on any given day.

But now, I had an offer in front of me.

“No,” I repeated. “Thank you, but no. Their services won’t be necessary.”

“Come, Krystal of Sandy Eggo. There’s much more I wish to show you.”

As we left the track, Shayla stepped ahead, which allowed me to glance over my shoulder again. I saw one young man. He had dark red hair and I wondered what it would have been like to sit on a couch with my legs spread and look down to see the firey color of his mane as he licked me.

But that wasn’t going to happen because I had no intention of succumbing to that particular temptation. Maybe it was normal here, but it wasn’t normal for me. I didn’t think it ever would be.

Although I was curious about the gardens and stables on top of the spire, I didn’t ask to see them. Instead, I waited for Shayla to take me to my next lesson. Because really, that was what was happening.

For our next stop, we visited one of the balconies.

As I had witnessed when I first woke up, these balconies were enormous. This one may not have been as large as the underground training facility with the track, but it was maybe half the same size. It stretched out. At first, I could see the sky overhead with the clouds, and they looked normal enough. For that, I was grateful.

Even as I walked around on an alien world, I tried to remind myself that the rules of physics would be constant across the universe. That was the most reassuring thought I could come up with as I tried to learn all I could.

Then I saw them: the warriors.

To be honest, I expected to see them wearing powered armor, wielding plasma, rifles, and maybe leaping up with jump packs.

Instead, these women mostly wore the same tunic, sandals, belts, and they wielded spears.

Different circles adorned the floor, and the women were busy, fighting one another within them. For the most part, they held onto those pikes and spears, but there were others who simply used batons. Several women were wrestling within different rings as well.

“These are your warriors?” I asked.

“They are,” Shayla said. “Up here, you will find many of my household guard. There are also warriors from the city’s guard.”

They may have been amazing, but I took another few seconds to approach the edge of the balcony. There was a short wall right there, but it was only two or 3 feet tall. If someone ran carelessly, they could easily fall off, tumble down to the ground many stories below, and go splat.

If Shayla noticed the shiver running through my body, she didn’t comment on it.

“It is a beautiful view,” Shayla said. “But I brought you here for something else.”

“How is this possible? You have these skyscrapers, and they are probably more impressive than the vast majority of buildings back on my world, but you’re wielding spears? Why don’t you have guns? Why don’t you have grenades? Where are your drones?”

“Experiments and our tech technologies are determined by the High Spirits.” I had heard about them before, but now I turned back to Shayla, and I was seriously wondering if she meant it.

“What are they?” Even as I asked, I expected her to say something about how they were metaphorical, maybe abstract concepts.

“They are strange creatures that occupy the mountains and they watch us. They learn of us when we break their tenants, they often destroy their enemies.”

“Seriously? How? Bolts of lightning?” I was mostly being sarcastic.

“Disintegration,” she said.

“You’re joking.”

Up until now, Shayla had been so comfortable laughing with me at different points. She seemed like she genuinely enjoyed this day, if only because I distracted her from her regular duties. But now, she stared right back at me, and I could tell she meant it.

“Right…” I said. Foolishly, I glanced up toward the sky and I saw the clouds once again. The sun was shining overhead.

“Come. I want to see how well you perform within the ring,” she said, guiding me back toward the other fighters.

“What? No,” I said. “I’m not a warrior. I’m a scholar.”

“You were a scholar on your world. Let’s see what you shall be on mine,” she said.

“I’m serious. I don’t know how to fight.”

“Fighting is a combination of skill, muscle, memory, tactics, bravery, and brutality. Are you sure you don’t possess any of those traits?”

“Pretty much,” I replied.

She walked me over to a weapon stand. She grabbed a baton, and then she tossed it to me.

“Annalise,” Shayla called out to one of the other women.

One of them turned and she jogged over. She was already sweaty.

“How may I serve?”

“We have a newcomer,” Shayla explained. “I want to see what she can do. Don’t go easy on her.”

“Go easy on me,” I said. “I’m a scholar. I write articles, and I teach classes. That’s what I do. That’s what I’m good at.” Technically, I wasn’t even sure that was true, but they didn’t need to know that.

Annalise considered me. She had black hair that was tied back into a single pleat. She looked like she was wearing some kind of leather breast plate in addition to her tunic. But then she motioned for me to follow her into one of the empty rings.

I followed her.

As I moved my feet, I wasn’t even sure how or why I was doing this. Part of me wanted to laugh at them and remind them that I really was just a scholar. This wasn’t modesty on my part.

But now, that woman braced herself in front of me, she leaned forward, and she raised her baton.

I glanced down at my hand. At some point, someone had given me one, and now I gripped it. I felt the weight of it, and I swung it down, but I felt like some little kid pretending a stick was really a sword.

“When you grip it, the tip will be electrified. Your baton is made from shockwood. Don’t worry. These have mostly been discharged. You might feel a slight sting, but that’s going to be it.”

“Do I have to feel any sting at all?” I asked.

Annalise smiled at me right before she lunged forward.

Reflexively, I stumbled back. At the time, I didn’t know it, but she was going easy on me. Every swing was slow and easy to predict.

That wasn’t how it felt!

I raised my arm. I jumped to one side. I tried to flee. Then I spun around, and I wasn’t sure what possessed me. Dust was getting kicked up from the ring and I glanced down to see the red hue for just a moment. She swung again.

I jumped back. I still didn’t know what I was doing!

“End this,” Shayla ordered. Clearly that command wasn’t directed at me.

Annalise rushed forward again, faster this time. I still didn’t know what I was doing. Suddenly, she jabbed with the baton, and it hit my right side. Despite the fabric covering my torso, that bite of electricity still sizzled across my skin. I called out. Part of me wanted to throw the baton in my hand away, to drop down to the ground, and to tell them that I really didn’t know what I was doing!

Instead, I lunged forward, kicking my knee up into her stomach. Then I swung down and my own baton hit her shoulder.

In that next instant, we both dropped.

I heard laughter.

This time, it wasn’t coming from Shayla. Instead, Annalise hopped back up onto her feet. My skin was tingling, and I felt strange.

“How much have you given her?” Annaliese asked.

“As far as I know, she hasn’t had any beyond what’s already in the air.”

“Then she’s just brave?”

“I suppose we shall see,” Shayla said.

Annalise and Shayla were both standing above me, and they extended their hands. I gave them mine, and they yanked me back up onto my feet.

“Perhaps I went a little too easily on you,” Annelise said. “I was sloppy and I really didn’t think you were going to fight. I thought you were going to run away.”

“That’s what I should have done,” I said, gently reaching down and touching my side. I could still feel the echoing burn of the electricity where it had sparked against my skin.

“What are these things made of?” Remarkably, I was still holding onto my baton.

“Shockwood,” Annelise said with a smile. I looked back at her. Now that we were closer, I realized that she was at least half a foot taller than me. She had broad shoulders and huge muscles.

She had definitely gone easy on me. She had probably held back hard, making sure she didn’t actually hurt her employer’s guest.

Shayla appraised me. “That was what you could do on your own. When I saw you with that first drone, I knew you had the spirit of a fighter. Let’s see what you can do when you open yourself up to Dax.”

“What does that mean?”

Annalise stepped forward, and she extended her hand. At first, her fingers covered her palm. But then she pulled them away, and I saw that small pile of crimson dust. It was the same vivid color of adobe.

“This is Red Dax in its natural form. On our world, we are stronger because the planet blesses us. This doesn’t work on the men, but it does work on the women.”

“It’s a drug?”

“There’s that word again,” Shayla said, “No. This is a natural part of our environment. It is a part of who we are. The girls born on this world are stronger because of this blessing.”

I still didn’t understand, but Shayla told me to hold out my hand.

I did as she asked.

Annalise poured some of the red dust on my palm. “Breathe it in.”

At once, I found myself searching for some polite way to decline. And yet, I glanced back at another pair of duelists.

Off to the side, two women were both wielding spears. Neither of those weapons actually had blunted tips. Instead, these women darted, dashed, swung, sparing, and practically danced.

More than that, they were moving so fast!

I listened to the banging clash of wood as they continued to spin and speed from one side of the ring to the other. They were moving as a blur, and I was having a hard time keeping track of what was happening. At one instant, I would be watching one woman, only to see her pivot or parry, jumping to the side and spinning back up before kicking out. Her opponent would block or guard, and I almost wanted to burst out laughing.

Obviously, those women had been practicing for years.

Clearly, they had known each other for a very long time.

They knew exactly what they were doing because they knew how to read one another.

“Let’s see what you can do,” Shayla said.

I finally turned back to them, and I didn’t really believe this would work. At the same time, I thought back to my own culture. I thought of sugar and caffeine. I thought of those substances that might be able to enhance performance for just a little while.

“Others from your world have been here. Others from your world have taken the red dust, and they know exactly how powerful it can be. I just want to see what you can do,” Shayla told me.

I kept thinking about my high school health teacher, and how she had insisted we never had to do drugs. But she never brought up what we were supposed to do if an alien culture abducted us and decided we were supposed to test our skills against some foreign warrior.

“Screw it,” I muttered. I brought my hand up to my nose, and I sniffed just once. “Let’s do this.”

Only seconds later, I was back in the ring, and I was looking down at the baton in my hand.

I could feel something.

I could feel the difference.

Up until now, I had been thinking about how the gravity felt lighter on this world. I wasn’t an astronomer, and I had only taken a couple of physics courses, but it made me wonder if the mass of this planet was actually lower. I wasn’t sure how that would affect the locals or whatever. Then again, if the gravity was lower, maybe that explained how these buildings could be so tall? That probably didn’t make sense, but I wasn’t going to get a chance to explore.

Besides, I had this warrior woman right in front of me.

“I was soft on you before,” Annalise pointed out. “That won’t happen again.”

Crap. I believed her.

“Begin,” Shayla called out. This time, she didn’t raise her voice. There was something almost solemn about the way she issued that command.

We started to circle one another. I was moving to my left, then my right. I was matching her movements. At the same time, I really didn’t know what the hell was going on. I didn’t glance down at the baton in my hand. Instead, I just tightened my grip, and then I saw the blue sparks glow from the tip.

All at once, I decided to embrace a maniacal impulse. I threw myself forward, kicking down against the ground. I raised my baton, and I swung down.

Then I saw it.

It only lasted for an instant, just some tiny sliver of a second. I didn’t think I would have normally registered that look of fear on her face, but Annalise raised her baton. Our weapons crashed down against one another. The force jolted through my arm, but I could hardly believe it.

She darted back.

Then she rushed forward.

She was moving slower than I expected.

Before this, she had been going easy on me, but now I dodged to the left, hopping away. I swung down again, blocking her next attack.

It went on like this. I was breathing hard. I could feel the sweat. And yet, there was still this exhilaration that ran all along my body. This was a different kind of excitement, a different kind of power. Before long, I was laughing.

It just felt like playing…

In elementary school, I was already a pretty bookish kid, but I still loved hearing the recess bell. I loved that instant when our teacher would tell us we could finally go outside! I would jump up and run with some of my friends, and we would rush over to the play structure, climbing around on those big, blocky chunks of smooth plastic. We would jump down onto the recycled tires, maybe rush over to the swings, and laugh as we told some kind of incoherent story that had a bunch of different rules that could change from one minute to the next.

As an adult, I was supposed to focus on my obligations.

But right then and there, I was swinging, and then she jabbed forward, and she nearly stabbed the baton into my shoulder. I saw the sparks. I could feel the heat against my cheek.

I let go, ducked down, and then I swung around, sweeping my leg against the back of her knee.

How did I do that? How did I know how to do that?

It felt like something out of a movie!

She fell down, only to kick out with her feet and leap right back up. I didn’t think that was possible, but I stumbled away.

“This is the power of the dust. This is why we are the superior sex,” Shayla promised. “We are smarter. We are stronger. This is our world!”

Those words sounded like a mantra; they sounded like a lesson.

Droplets of sweat appeared along my forehead. I swung down again. She attacked. I blocked. I knocked her baton aside. She tried to grab me by my tunic. I hopped back again.

“You fight well,” she told me.

I laughed. “I have no idea what I’m doing!”

That was still true, but I enjoyed this way more than I expected. There was that rush of exhilaration. It was something I could scarcely comprehend, but it felt so good! My heart pounded, and my feet and arms and body seemed to know exactly where I needed to be at any given moment. Everything had slowed down, but now she rushed out at me, and I grabbed her wrist. I didn’t know how this was possible.

She pushed the tip of her baton up, and I tried to knock the weapon from her hand.

The bite of electricity slammed into my chest, and I stumbled back.

It hurt!

And yet, I somehow recovered almost immediately…

I was on my back, and Annelise and several leather fighters were standing above me. Shayla was there as well, her arms crossed over her chest.

“Excellent,” she said. “Now, would you like to see how it feels to fight a man?”

When she made that proposal, I thought she was joking.

Obviously, I had gotten lucky. Now that the match was over, I reflexively went back to the most logical explanations. Annalise may have promised her that she was going to fight hard, but that obviously wasn’t true. She had just been teasing me. Maybe this was some kind of initiation ritual, like they were just taunting me with my own incompetence. If so, I didn’t care. As I had said, I was a freaking scholar!

“I think she can take him,” Annalise said.

My side was still stinging. I glanced down at my fingertips and I thought I could still feel the electric echo of that bite. Maybe this had been fun, but it wasn’t something I intended to do again.

“No weapons,” Shayla said. “Pure wrestling.”

“You’re joking,” I said.

“Can someone bring out the Bull?” Shayla said the words, but it was obvious she was issuing a command. One of the younger women quickly scurried off.

This had been fun, but it was a game. We were just messing around. I leaned over, and I said, “I really don’t want to fight anyone else.” I meant something else. I needed her to understand that I didn’t want to fight a guy.

Without trying, I flashed back to high school, and there was this moment when I was in PE, and I was flirting with this guy. We were in the gym, and our teacher was gone for some reason. For the most part, that meant my classmates and I were just supposed to pull out our phones and distract ourselves with some more gaming or social media or whatever. And yet, I was talking to a boy and he grabbed me. He pushed me down onto one of the mats. He was holding me down and I had never really understood just how much stronger men could be, not until that moment. After all, I had honestly believed that we were basically equals. I had better grades, but he was taller. It seemed like a fair compromise.

But at that moment, his hands had been on my wrists, and then the teacher screamed out that he had to get off of me. She had come back.

He was laughing, and I looked shaken, but that was the end of it.

Nothing happened. That moment had taken place in front of dozens of people. And yet, there was still that flash of helplessness.

I didn’t want to experience that again, especially since I still didn’t understand exactly what Shayla was trying to show me or teach me or whatever.

If anything, I was probably just a novelty. I was some woman from a foreign culture, so she wanted to show me off in front of her guards. Yeah, that had to be it.

I was going to try to politely excuse myself or maybe joke about how Annalise should be the one to show me how it was going to happen when I glanced over and saw him.

The Bull.

That was obviously a nickname, but it fit perfectly. There was this big man coming toward me. He had that young woman in front of him. He kept his head down, but he was obviously going to be at least a foot taller than me. Maybe he weighed twice as much as me? Three times as much as me? Worse, it was all muscle. He was bare and only wore a set of black shorts. I saw his muscles ripple as he moved.

To be completely honest, I didn’t know a human could be built like that!

Seriously, I saw men like him in superhero movies and maybe on comic book covers.

“I present myself to you, Mistress,” said the man, his voice, a deep and rumbling growl.

They called him The Bull, but he looked more like a bear. He didn’t look like a cute and cuddly teddy bear either. Instead, this was the kind of monstrosity humans had learned to fear over the course of centuries and millennia.

I turned back to Shayla, “There’s no way I’m going to wrestle with this guy.”

I waited for her to smile or laugh. I waited for her to explain the joke.

Toxic fear flooded through my body, but I moved into the circle again. I wasn’t even sure what compelled me to do it. Maybe it was Annalise, Shayla, and the other women who had gathered to watch.

At that moment, I desperately wished that I could just hold onto a spear or baton. If nothing else, I wanted to throw it at him.

The Bull stepped into the ring with me.

This close, he looked even bigger!

My heart was pounding faster. But it felt different. There was something about the cadence and rhythm. When I had the duel with Annalise, it seemed more like a game. Granted, she was bigger, but there was some unspoken boundary that we hadn’t crossed.

With this man, I kept thinking about how easily he was going to grab me, push me down, and hold me in place. That seemed like the only possibility.

“Ladies, I think this is going to be good.” I glared back at Shayla for just a moment, but she didn’t seem to notice. “Begin!”

He pounced!

Like some frightened squirrel, I hopped back. Worse, a squeal jumped out of my throat.

I could still feel the effects of the dust; as my heart pounded, time seemed to slow down.

But he kept coming at me! Almost immediately, I ran out of space. For one fraction of a second, I told myself that I could just leave the circle, forfeit the match, and lose.

After all, it wasn’t like I cared. I wasn’t some dumb boy who was going to get himself beaten up for the sake of honor or whatever.

But something stopped me.

I came to the edge of the circle, and if I just took one more step back, I was going to lose.

My fingers tightened into a fist. He barreled toward me, roaring. It was so easy to hear that sound as animalistic and primal, something that resonated all along my body, telling me I had to surrender.

No, I didn’t.

My fingers tightened into fists, and I ducked down, bending my knees. I brought my arm up, and I launched an upper cut right into his gut.

Back on Earth, he never would have noticed. Back on my home world, a punch like this from a woman like me would have been laughable. Maybe if I got extremely lucky and hit him between the legs, then that would have knocked him back, stunning him as the pain exploded through his frame. But he wasn’t that much taller than me so I aimed for his stomach and I hit his torso.

Immediately, I felt his muscles tighten and lock, like that would be enough to protect him.

It wasn’t.

Instantly, there was this sharp wheeze, and he stumbled back.

His eyes blazed, his nostrils flared, and he glared at me.

Up until now, he probably thought I was just going to be an amusing distraction. Even if he was owned by Shayla, he still intended to prove himself. Not only that, there must’ve been that reflexive reaction. He was so much bigger and taller and stronger than me. His arms were as thick as my thighs! Adding to all of this, he probably assumed taking me down would be simple. If anything, he was supposed to be able to pick me up by the back of my tunic and toss me over his shoulder.

Based on size alone, I was supposed to be his prey.

But now he stared at me and I could tell that he was reassessing my abilities.

“Crap, crap, crap, crap,” I muttered under my breath, even as we started to circle back-and-forth.

I didn’t stand a chance!

Seriously, what was I even doing?

The edge of the circle beckoned; I could have just hopped out.

For some reason, I still didn’t retreat. I didn’t rush out, maybe throwing my arms around Shayla as I told her I was sorry, but I obviously couldn’t do this because I was a behavioral economics instructor!

Something stopped me.

It definitely wasn’t bravery; that toxic fear continued to pound into me from every angle, especially because I knew this was stupid.

Beneath the pounding pulse, the ragged breathing, and the heat shooting across my skin, I might’ve sensed something else. The excitement from before shot through me, and then I looked back at him, and I knew I was going to fail.

But part of me still needed to try.

He rushed ahead, kicking down. At that instant, it was so easy to imagine an actual bull sprinting straight at me! I thought of him grabbing me, crushing me between his arms, throwing me to the ground, and holding me helpless.

This was the dumbest part; I didn’t dodge away. Smaller and faster, I probably could have continued to retreat. The ring was big enough. More importantly, I was discovering just how quick I could be.

But instead of trying to escape, I threw myself forward. I didn’t run at him. Instead, I shoved my feet down against the ground, I dug my toes into the packed ground, and I leaned forward.

Instantly, I knew that any physics instructor seeing this would have laughed because this guy had way too much force and momentum on his side. He ran at me, his boots stomping down against the ground with every step right until that moment when I threw myself forward and we smashed into one another!

I didn’t break! He didn’t just toss me right out of the ring!

Somehow, I braced myself.

“Female muscle mass is far denser on our world,” someone called out. Later on, I would decide it was probably Shayla who shouted out that little nugget of information.

At that instant, I didn’t get to think about this; I didn’t get to process what any of it meant. All I could know for certain was that I wasn’t going to give up.

He pushed forward, and I could feel his breath against my neck. I looked up. His eyes were on mine.

Between those heartbeats, I knew that I had to win this! I knew I had to defeat that man!

I told myself I could do this. Even if it was nonsense, I told myself I could win!

Then I raised my right foot, and I pushed down. Suddenly, his eyes widened.

“I’m going to win,” he promised to me. “For once, I’m going to win!”

Really? I grinned back at him. It took all of my self-control to keep myself from laughing.

This was a traditional wrestling boat, I realized. Maybe it was similar to sumo. We were pushing against one another and I didn’t have any kind of technique, but that didn’t matter because the dust was working its way through my body, hardening my muscles and giving me the kind of power a woman like me never could have possessed on my home world.

I was fighting; I was winning!

He was shoved back one step, then another.

I didn’t know any clever tricks and I wasn’t about to figure them out right then or there. Instead, I used brute strength as I shoved him forward.

But even as I fought, I could feel the exhaustion pushing into my body. Maybe I was stronger with the Red Dax, but that didn’t mean I had infinite energy. With every second, I burned fresh calories, and I kept shoving forward. I tried to think of myself as some mystical monster, capable and furious and unstoppable. I tried to ignore the yawning exhaustion that pushed into me. I was going to fight. I was going to win. At that moment, I promised myself that there wouldn’t be any other option!

I pushed him back one step after another. I could feel the momentum building. We maintained that pathetically slow pace.

Nostrils flaring, The Bull redoubled his efforts. He shoved down, kicking against the ground.

I timed it just right. He lifted his right foot. I leaned forward. I pumped every ounce of force my muscles could generate into his body as I shoved, and then he lost his balance, and he was forced back, stumbling away.

“Beautifully done!” Shayla called out.

I’d won.

Somehow, impossibly, I had defeated that bear of a man. I still looked at him. I was staring. He was on his back and part of me wanted to leap forward and pounce on him. It was something primal and primitive, like I had the instinct of a huntress.

For the first time in my life, I realized something: I could be the predator. That idea hit me.

It injected something hot and unyielding straight into the center of my being.

But then I exhaled and I reminded myself that I really was just an economic scholar. I wasn’t a warrior. Maybe this was going to be an interesting vignette or a tale I might be able to tell people someday, but that was it.

The Bull roared; the sound was obvious. Then he was on his feet, and he charged after me.

In that instant, I expected one of the other women to intervene. I truly thought one of them was going to grab him and shove him down. After all, they were the Warriors. They were the ones from this world!

Unhelpfully, someone asked, “What’s he doing?”

This time, I threw myself to the right and I landed hard on the ground. He spun back. We weren’t obeying the rules of the match. He had lost his temper. His nostrils flared again.

At that point, I understood how and why they would call him The Bull.

He chased me down, stomping at me.

At that last instant, I made it back up on my feet. I threw myself forward. Kicking against the ground, I could only hope I would have enough momentum to stop him!

It was better than that.

I knocked into him, slammed him to the ground, and suddenly I was on top of him.

I smacked him across the face.

This time, it wasn’t a fist. It wasn’t a punch.

I was straddling him and I should’ve been lighter than him, but that finally seemed to make him stop.

“It looks like you caught yourself an animal,” Shayla said. “Congratulations. I guess we have to deal with the next part of the tour. Ladies, please make sure that this slave is brought to the Penalty Chamber.”

Like a gracious hostess, Shayla escorted me out of the dueling area, and she brought me into a small room. I didn’t know what the space was for, but I saw the bed, a small table, and several chairs. I glanced at myself in a mirror for just a second.

I narrowed my eyes.

The last time I checked out my reflection it’d probably been that morning. (Then again, I didn’t know exactly how long I had been unconscious after getting abducted.) Back then, I had worried about Jason. I had thought about that boy and what he would think of me. Even if I tried to view myself as a modern feminist, it was impossible to escape those expectations, especially because there had been that tiny hope that maybe I would go out on a date and he would surprise me, and I would finally discover that same feeling every romance movie and novel tried to provoke.

I was dirty. I was dusty.

But there was something else. It was the way I was standing.

More likely, it was just my imagination.

“Here,” Shayla said. “You’re going to want to drink this.” She had opened up one of the cabinets, and now she removed a cork from a bottle.

I took the glass bottle without thinking, and then I looked down into the contents dubiously. It looked like thin honey.

“What is this? Mead?” As I asked, I silently felt that exhaustion and the hunger that now started to spread out from my center and into the rest of my body. I could feel it along my shoulders, down my arms, and into my legs. Even my toes seemed to tingle with a new kind of hunger.

It almost felt like fighting with that guy again because I brought the drink up to my lips and I could feel the warmth against my tongue. I drank it down.

The hunger started to dissipate.

“It’s good, isn’t it? It’s sap from one of the local trees.”

“What’s happening to me?” I asked. Maybe that was a naïve question, especially because I had decided to breathe in the red dust. For all I knew, I had just taken some combination of PCP or methamphetamines.

And yet, I didn’t really think so. As I ran through those physical and psychological inventories, I decided that I felt amazing. As I held onto the drink, I nodded to myself. I straightened my back.

“You’re learning,” she said. “And now, I think it’s time for you to learn a lot more.”

That was when she took me to the Penalty Chamber.

I’d heard that phrase before, but I didn’t really understand what it meant.

When we approached, I saw one woman standing outside the doors. She wore armor, and she had one of those batons hanging from her hip. She saluted when Shayla approached and quickly opened the door for both of us.

Inside, I paused. I wasn’t sure what to make of this.

There were cages, restraints dangling from the walls, ropes hanging from the rafters, and shelves covered with different tools. I saw whips, paddles, shackles, and more.

Then there were the men.

A few of them stood straight, their heads bowed down, their arms behind their backs. When I glanced over, I saw that several of them were not actually restrained.

“They feel contrite on their own,” Shayla told me, explaining it before I could even ask.

“What? They volunteered?” I asked, laughing just a little bit.

“Exactly,” she said.

“Why? How? Why would they do that?” I asked.

“A good slave is an obedient slave. A great slave is a dedicated slave,” she said, repeating the words like they came from some mantra.

“Right…” I said as I followed her.

We made our way deeper into the space. Predictably, there were no windows in here, yet stones glowed overhead. And then I saw him.

There was The Bull.

He was naked, standing upright, his eyes directed forward. His arms and legs were spread. He had been restrained within some kind of contraption. They were stocks, maybe? Leather restraints looped around his wrists. Matching sets enclosed his ankles. He was naked now, his entire body on display.

“This man broke our covenant,” Shayla told me. “He needs to be punished. Would you like to have the honors?”

“He didn’t hurt me,” I said automatically.

“No,” Shayla said. “Even without training, you’re still stronger than him.”

I looked back at this man again. I studied him as a specimen of masculinity. He was so big, so broad, so tall and powerful. Again and again, I just came back to those realities. Maybe there were guys out there who were not even strong enough to think that they could have a chance in any given fight. As a woman, I didn’t have that expectation. On the contrary, I understood that I was pretty much always disadvantaged. Even if I had opted to take some of the campus self-defense classes, I doubted it would have made any real difference. At best, I could have bought myself some pepper spray or something, but weapons were always a danger because they could theoretically be taken away from me and used against me…

“Why did you bring me here?” I finally asked Shayla.

“This boy is a recent acquisition,” she said. “Some of our raiders grabbed him from another domain. He’s useful, and I think he’s going to fetch an amazing price when I eventually sell him. For now, however, I want to make sure that he is loyal. I want to make sure that he is obedient. I think it’s time that we punish him.”

“How? What are you going to do?”

“Let’s start with a whipping, shall we? If you want, we could always try spanking him.” That woman grinned back at me.

“I’m not going to help you,” I stated emphatically. “I come from a world where this is wrong.” I made that point clearly, yet I looked back at him again. He sneered one more time. Maybe, when I first walked in, he had appeared contrite, only now I saw something else.

He looked like he wanted to speak, and he even opened his mouth, but then he stopped himself. Maybe he understood that the penalty could be severe, especially if he genuinely irritated the woman standing beside me.

“Are you sure? This is considered to be a great honor,” Shayla told me.

“I’m not going to punish him,” I said. “He didn’t hurt me. Based on what you’ve told me, I don’t think he could have hurt me.” I made that point, and it felt amazing. I didn’t know how or why it was possible, but I had to wonder whether or not this was how lots of men felt.

Like so many other females at the different schools where I had studied and taught, I always had to be leery about taking those night classes. They were popular, especially in my graduate programs, but there was that sense of unease. During the day, a college campus could be busy and bustling with hundreds of different students crowding every walkway.

At night, that changed.

The lights continued to shine and the buildings remained the same, but it was always so easy to imagine someone stepping out of one of those darkened entrances. Even if I paid attention and made a point of keeping a key braced between my fingers, I understood that I could be a target.

Men were stronger. They always had the advantage.

And yet, this boy had challenged me, and I had defeated him…

That concept still seemed alien, but it definitely triggered something within me, something I didn’t know how to explain.

Shayla ignored me now. She walked over to one of the racks and she pulled off a whip. She considered the heft, the weight, and then she stepped into position. She jerked her arm into the air, and she sent her wrist flying forward. The whip snapped ahead, and the leather tip bit down against his skin, leaving a red welt.

I flinched; I turned away.

I had never watched anything like this before.

“You will not break me,” said the man. His voice was gruff but low.

Shayla didn’t seem offended. Rather, she laughed!

“Men are so much fun when they’re wrong!” Another burst of laughter jumped from her lips as she struck hard and fast, unleashing the whip. I watched, intrigued.

I was supposed to be horrified. Then again, I realized something else was happening. There were little bursts of light. That wasn’t just a whip, I quickly understood.

It was electrified.

Again, that was supposed to horrify me. Maybe I wasn’t participating, but I was watching, and then he started to struggle.

Seeing his muscles twitch as he bucked and thrashed against his restraints made my mouth water. I could feel a fresh wave of energy rush through me. If anything, the entire chamber seemed to light up with a different kind of excitement.

“You want to try,” she said to me. This time, it was neither a question nor an offer. It was just the truth.

I didn’t know how or why, but I extended my arm, and suddenly I could feel the whip in my hand.

“I don’t know how to use this,” is what I said.

“Then you should just spank him,” she said. “Remember, you’re stronger, and he’s durable.”

A different thought occurred to me. “But you could just use the blue dust. You could break him right now.”

Break him…

He could be treated like livestock. He could become a domesticated animal.

“True,” Shayla said, the corners of her eyes crinkling with amusement. “But would that be as much fun?”

“I’m going to spank him,” I said.

I’d never done anything like this before. This felt like the worst kind of inexperience, the worst kind of uncertainty. In fact, I blanked and looked around, then down at myself, like I needed to double check to be sure I was still the same person.

I was.

And yet, I still found myself moving toward that bound man.

Despite his first taste of punishment, he stared straight ahead, like he thought he was better than this.

In our bout, I had taken him down. Even though he had been beaten, he still came at me.

“You made a mistake,” I told him. But even as I spoke, I could feel myself addressing so many other men. I thought of their entitled attitudes, their egocentric impulses, their selfishness and their casual disregard. I thought of the different meetings I had attended, and how easily some of the guys had interrupted me. I thought of that one administrator who told me I would probably get better evaluations from my students if I made a point of smiling more.

Standing behind him now, I straightened my back, I reached down, and I squeezed his ass. It was firmer than I expected.

I drew my hand back, and I slapped his butt!

Shayla shook her head. “You’re going to have to do a lot better than that,” she told me. Immediately, I could tell she was right.

Without answering, I tried again, flattening my palm, touching the curves of his backside, and then raising my arm. I closed my eyes, and I prepared myself. I thought about what I was going to do.

More importantly, I considered that little storm of anger that never actually went away.

I swung down.

The sound echoed across the Penalty Chamber. I loved that burst of noise. It was like a thunderclap! Better yet, I heard him grunt.

“I can do better than that,” I promised him. I stepped forward for just a moment, in time to see him grimace. Maybe he wanted to hide his feelings, but I just saw the truth. He was worried. He was scared. Like he was scared of me.

Good.

On some level, I still expected some attack of conscience, like I was supposed to look at him, peer into his eyes, and say something about how we could break these negative cycles.

But that wasn’t what I wanted to do. This wasn’t therapy, and I had no interest in making him feel better, especially because I saw what he had tried to do.

That was the part that made me reach down, grab his ass, and squeeze. I treated part of his body like it was a stress ball!

“You thought you could fight back. What? Is it biological? Is it something every man experiences for himself? Our boys are so insufferable that they truly believe they should have the right to rule? Is it something else?”

If he started to answer, I didn’t hear him. Instead, I yanked my hand back into the air, and I unleashed a barrage. I spanked him hard and fast, my hand flying down and connecting over and over again. A different kind of excitement rushed through my body. It roared in my ears.

Distantly, I could hear the Mistress of Zel cry out her encouragement.

Only a few minutes later, I was done with him.

By that point, he was exhausted. He slumped there against his restraints. At first, I looked back to Shayla, thinking that she was going to laugh at me and insist that he was just faking it.

Instead, she smiled and nodded. Then she motioned for me to leave with her, and I followed. At the same time, I could feel this new energy humming through my body. Perhaps it was the strange gravity around me or the red dust.

I didn’t think so.

“You did well,” she told me. “Let’s finish the rest of the tour, shall we?”

For a second, I wanted to argue with her.

Instead, I pursed my lips, stayed quiet, and followed along. At this point, however, I wasn’t paying attention to any of the galleries, the libraries, or the coordinating hallways. She walked me out onto another one of the balconies and I still didn’t worry about anything I saw.

I learned more about Dax. I was grateful for the fact that the rest of the tour felt relatively normal.

She showed me the dormitories, the upper level apartments, the dining rooms, the kitchens, several of her galleries, and one of her libraries.

Along the way, I learned more about this world. Of course, I asked questions, and I tried to glean every detail I could. On some level, I was especially grateful for the fact that most of the chambers didn’t actually have windows. I could forget that we were in this enormous building.

But then, she turned and surprised me, “I think you need time to rest.”

“I’m fine,” I said.

“You’re not,” she told me. “There’s something in your eyes.”

I didn’t know what that meant. Perhaps it was a metaphor. More likely, it was some linguistic quirk. I still didn’t understand how the translation worked from her language to mine. After all, I didn’t believe for a second that she spoke modern American English.

“I’m fine,” I said again.

“I want to show you our stables. From there, I’m going to escort you back to your chamber. I’m sure you would like to rest.”

I waited for just a second, and something occurred to me. I had already done so much. This was just a tour, yet my heart hammered faster, and I found myself nodding.

We rode the elevator back up to the top floor, and we bypassed the gardens. Instead, I saw something. At first, it was just a flicker of dark red in the corner of my eye, but then I turned, and I watched as this massive horse galloped through the air. At least, that was how it looked. His nose seemed to slam down against something solid, even as he ran across the air. Then there were his wings, mighty, and flapping. My eyes got so big as my lips separated. I could feel the cold air up here rushing along the roof of my mouth, but it was that creature that drew my attention.

I watched as he came back and landed.

There was a woman riding him.

At first, I had mistakenly assumed that he was a lot closer than he actually was. Instead, I now had that woman to see, and I realized that the horse was enormous, maybe two or three times larger than what I should have expected back on my homeworld.

“They are beasts of war,” she said. “For our sky knights, they are some of the fierce creatures on the planet. They are beautiful, quick, powerful, and unstoppable, whether in the sky or on the ground.”

“Yes…” I agreed with her automatically.

By now, we had stopped, and she pointed to the different beasts. Some of them were being groomed. Others were trotting around in circles. Then there were those who were simply seeming to stretch. I saw several of the massive, winged horses sunning themselves.

“Are you impressed?”

“Absolutely,” I told her.

But then I turned, and I saw another Pegasus. The winged beast was off to the side of one of the paddocks. He stood there, and I could sense something.

“Interesting,” she said as I watched that one beautiful beast.

I didn’t speak.

Instead, I found myself walking toward him.

He was gorgeous, black with raven feathers along his wings. He was so much taller than I was. For a weekend out with friends, we had once decided to go horseback riding. At the time, it had sounded so easy. Then again, just climbing up had proven to be difficult with the help of a stepstool. I had to launch myself up, raise my leg, and slide into position.

I tried to imagine doing something like this with him.

More importantly, I thought about how easily he would have been able to shake me off if I had tried to ride him.

“You’re beautiful,” I found myself saying. I was incredibly close. Technically, there was a short fence between us, but I wasn’t sure whether or not it was designed to keep him in or me out.

He watched me. He huffed.

“Very interesting,” Shayla said to me. “But you don’t need to worry about that right now. Let’s get you back to your room, shall we?”

Only a few minutes later, I was back in that chamber where I had awoken. I closed the door behind me, and I stopped. I just looked around. I was breathing. I was thinking about this. I was thinking about all of it.

I stumbled over to the bed, and I lowered myself down onto my back. I stretched my arms, extended my legs, and curled my toes for a few seconds. Then I thought about him again: The Bull.

He had charged at me like a wild animal, but I had been able to defeat him. More than that, I had helped to tame him…

My brows creased as I considered that. I could feel myself staring up at the ceiling, almost as though I would find an answer there. Of course, I wouldn’t. And yet, I kept thinking about that man.

Something fluttered deep within me.

It was something I didn’t want to think about, something I didn’t want to acknowledge.

And yet, I told myself I was supposed to be exhausted. The tour had only taken a couple of hours at most. Even so, I had learned so much.

Were these the aftereffects of the red dust?

I didn’t think so.

Instead, that woman had simply shown me a different world…literally. I was now in a strange room on an alien world. I ran the tip of my tongue along my teeth, and I kept waiting for something to crash down on me, like I was supposed to start crying or screaming or something.

We hadn’t talked about how I would get back to my own land.

Then again, did I want to get back?

I had my friends, but we weren’t that close. At the same time, a quiet laugh jumped from my mouth as I shook my head, all because there were probably so many other people who would have been better suited for this. It seemed so unfair, like this should have happened to an astronomer or an astronaut or something.

Not only that, I thought about how my own skillset was so profoundly unhelpful here. Technically, I probably could have found a merchant or something and helped him deal with questions of irrational customers, but I didn’t think that was going to happen.

Then again, I was a different person here.

My eyes narrowed as I considered that possibility.

Before I could come up with an answer, someone knocked on the door.

“My lady, may I enter?”

Hoping for a momentary distraction, I called out, “Sure. Why not?” My ankles were crossed, and I had my hands laced behind my head as I continued to stare up.

The same slave from before entered the room.

He carried a glass between two hands. “I was asked to check on you,” he said.

“Terrence, right?” I asked.

“Yes, my lady,” he said.

When I lifted my head and looked back at him, I saw the collar around his neck, his short tunic, and his bare legs. He had nice arms, I thought. At the same time, my glance slid along the contours of his frame, and a thought occurred to me: I was probably strong enough now to grab him, push him down, hold him against the floor, and…

I stopped myself before I could finish that image.

“Terrence, what would you do if you got sucked into a black hole and just ended up in a different world?”

“I would survive,” he said.

He approached, held out the glass and I took it. It wasn’t the same drink that Shayla had given me after the match. Instead, there was a blue tinge to the drink. Right away, I shrugged, took a sip, and savored the cool texture along my tongue. It didn’t give me some burst of energy, but I was still satisfied with it.

“My lady seems thoughtful,” he said. “Would you like a distraction?”

“Sure,” I told him. “Why not?”

“Verbal or physical, my lady?”

I raised my head. I looked at him.

Physical?

There it was again, a different flutter of excitement, and I didn’t want to name it or think about it, but I wasn’t going to say anything. Maybe I was on a different world, but I didn’t think I could give up the trappings of my old life so quickly. After all, those habits would take a lot to dislodge.

Did I want to discard them at all? Was I supposed to hold onto the person I had been before?

Before I could try to answer those questions, he told me, “I’m not from a different world, but I understand what it’s like to be kidnapped.”

“You were kidnapped?” I asked.

“I was out with my sisters. I wasn’t supposed to be there. They told me to go home, but I didn’t listen. I was a lot younger, and I thought I could adventure with them. They were too kind to send me back on my own.”

“How old are you?” I asked.

He didn’t look like a child, but it was harder to tell, especially since he kept his head, bowed down. “I’ve seen at least twenty-five summers.”

“The patrol was supposed to be simple. For them, it was just another chore to be accomplished. You see, our settlement is a lot smaller. It doesn’t qualify as a full domain. We might swear allegiance to a mistress, but raids still happen, and we are required to defend ourselves.”

“What happened to your sisters?”

“The last time I saw them, they were still fighting. As far as I know, they’re safe. They probably went home. Those kinds of skirmishes rarely result in death. Everyone was wielding shockwood. None of the raiders were bold enough to wield crossbows.”

“Right,” I said like that told me something useful.

“When I was first taken, I didn’t know what to expect. Of course, we had slaves in our community, but this was going to be different. I’m sure enough, I was trained. I was owned. I was bought and sold several times before I ended up here.”

“Do you want to go back to your homeland?” I asked.

Terrence didn’t answer me. Instead, he stared down at the floor.

After several more seconds, he raised his head, and he looked into my eyes. “My lady, is there anything else I can do to distract you?”

He had offered me physical service.

I didn’t know exactly what that meant, but he smiled tentatively. “If it would please you, I’m sure I can make you feel good.”

I was supposed to say no; I was supposed to dismiss him. After all, there were certain beliefs I was probably supposed to uphold. As an instructor, I believed in justice, fairness, and equality. Then again, those abstractions sounded so strange when I considered the young man in front of me. Not only that, there was something on his face, something almost hopeful…

For a second, I wondered if he was a threat, like maybe he was secretly an assassin or something.

It wouldn’t matter, I thought. I was smaller but stronger. I was faster.

If I had thrown myself forward, I could have pounded on him, grabbing him, and shoving him to the floor. Then he could have struggled, fighting hard to get up, but he would have failed.

“Mistress Shayla has offered you my key,” he said next. He sounded tentative, like there was something else going on, something I couldn’t really understand. Again, the rules here were different. There was just so much that I didn’t understand.

Still, I looked back at him, and I was curious. I was wondering what I wanted to do…

At that moment, it became a different question. I wasn’t thinking about what I should do. I was thinking about those desires, and I asked him, “can you give me a massage?”

“Yes, my lady. May I start with your feet?”

That surprised me, but I had slipped my feet from the sandals, and now they were right there, bare and exposed. I spread my legs just a little bit. “Yes,” I told him.

People with more money had probably enjoyed lots of different massages over the course of human history. It was a common occurrence. I walked or drove by a different massage parlor all the time without ever going into one. Throughout my adult life, I had been a poor graduate student, so it wasn’t like I had a lot of money to spend on a massage.

But now he came forward, he kneeled on the bed, and then he reached down. His hands moved along my right foot. He pressed gently, and something seemed to unlock deep within me. I closed my eyes, arched my back, and let out a quick moan before I even understood what I was doing.

Like most people, I knew that my feet were sensitive, but I didn’t know he could make me feel that good.

“Before, you said something about a key? What? Is it the key to your collar?” Even if it felt incredible to have him touching me like this, I was still curious. More importantly, I understood that I needed to learn as much as possible.

“No, my lady,” he said. “It’s the key to my lock.”

For a second, I was tempted to just nod along as though I understood exactly what he meant. By this point, I had closed my eyes, secure in the knowledge that he could have tried something, but it wouldn’t have mattered because I was stronger. Again, and again, I came back to that incredibly addictive point. I was alone with this young man, but I didn’t have to be nervous. I didn’t need to worry about his expectations. He could offer whatever he liked, but I was the one who would decide what would happen. Whether by words or the strength in my limbs, my will was the only one that truly mattered within that chamber. Of course, I wasn’t going to be a monster. Just because I had this automatic advantage, that didn’t mean I was going to use it. Simply knowing that I could was a different kind of intoxicating. I found myself enjoying it…

“What kind of lock?”

Rather than answer, Terrence lifted up his tunic, and then I saw it. There was a leather belt around his waist, only it connected to some kind of metal contraption. I sat up.

“What is that?”

“It’s the key to my chastity belt,” he said.

“And you have the key? Why don’t you take it off?”

“If I take it off without permission, I will be punished severely,” he said. “I don’t want to end up in the Penalty Chamber.”

Tentatively, almost reverently, he reached under his tunic again, only this time he pulled the necklace away from the base of his throat. He held it out.

Without thinking, I took it. I saw the silver chain and the matching key. It looked simple enough.

“What does this mean?”

“It means you have permission from my owner to enjoy me as you will,” he said.

“I’m not going to do that,” I said automatically.

His lips hardened into a disappointed frown. I stared at him, uncomprehending. “You don’t want me to let you out,” I said.

“I’ve been locked up for more than three weeks,” he said. “I would be very grateful for any kind of release, but I understand that I am a slave, so it is not my place to make that kind of request.”

Seriously?

I stared at him, incredulous, probably because none of this made sense to me. Then again, I was hitting that problem so many travelers experienced. At home, I was comfortable with the norms and standards of behavior that guided most Americans. I knew how to interact with other people under regular circumstances. But now, this was more than just a different country. This was a different world altogether! Just because everyone here looked human and just because I heard their languages as English, that didn’t change the finer points of diplomacy.

I nibbled on the inside of my mouth and thought about all of this.

I still held the key, but then he asked, “May I continue to touch you, my lady?”

“You don’t have to call me that,” I said. “But yes. If you want to continue to massage me, that would be okay.” Actually, it felt incredible. Clearly, this young man knew exactly how to use his hands.

I relaxed, I closed my eyes, and yet I still held onto that key. When I grabbed it in the palm of my hand, it felt like something special.

At first, I didn’t understand why.

“Why do they make you wear that belt?” Even as I spoke to him, I was thinking about that device and what it meant. In one of my history classes, a teacher had mentioned the unfair double standard for women and men, particularly how it related to the idea of controlling female sexuality. She had mentioned chastity belts during the medieval era. I had listened to all of those points, and they sounded entirely academic to me. But then I understood what it was like when a guy got angry and snarled something about how I was a slut or a whore just because he could.

“Men are disobedient and rambunctious when they aren’t properly secured,” he said, repeating the words as though he had heard them countless times over the course of his life. He didn’t sound angry or annoyed. On the contrary, that was just a statement of fact for him.

All at once, I found myself smiling to myself as I considered an alternative. I thought of modern American culture, the political climate, and what would have happened if someone actively pushed for the idea of enforced, male chastity. I thought about riots and worse.

Then again, I had to wonder what would have happened if the red dust made its way back to my home world. How would the United States have changed if there was that naturally occurring chemical in the soil that somehow made women stronger than men?

Again, I found myself pressing the tip of my tongue up against my teeth right until that moment when his hands slid up along my legs, gliding over my inner thighs.

My eyes widened.

“If you like, you can remove more clothing, my lady. Or if you prefer, I would be happy to strip for you.”

“Is that what you want to do?” I asked.

“I want to serve you,” he said.

A different idea occurred to me. I glanced down at the palm of my hand to see the key sitting there. “You want me to use this, don’t you?”

He didn’t answer.

I wasn’t sure why he held his tongue at that point, but it didn’t matter to me. I found myself sitting up, and then I removed my own tunic. I pulled it away to reveal my panties and sports bra underneath. These had been left on me after my transport. That was good, I told myself myself. But then I decided to take off everything. I wasn’t sure exactly where that impulse came from, but I stripped off one layer after another, probably because this was a foreign land, and the rules didn’t apply. Besides, he wanted me to use that key.

Was I going to do it?

In truth, I didn’t know. For me, it was such a strange question to consider. Whenever it came to members of the opposite sex, I had been on my guard. I had watched them, waiting for them to disappoint me in some way.

But Terrence was different.

He was a slave. He was property. Not only that, his hands continued to glide along my body, and I loved the way he was touching me.

All at once, I had the desire to spread my legs.

“Would you like me to pleasure you, my lady?”

“No,” I said. Then, inexplicitly, I added, “Not yet.”

At first, I kept thinking about how this was wrong. I kept waiting for that attack of conscience. Somehow, it didn’t come.

“If it would please you, my lady, I would like to service you,” said the pleasure slave. I studied him for several seconds, my eyes locked on his handsome face before gliding down to his shoulders.

“Strip for me.” Again, I didn’t know where that came from, but I was curious. No, I quickly corrected myself. It was more than just curiosity. This wasn’t academic.

He pulled off his tunic and kicked away his sandals. He wasn’t wearing any underwear.

He was better muscled than I expected. “Terrence, you are very handsome.” I wasn’t sure where those words came from, but he smiled timidly at me.

Then he leaned down, and he kissed my right thigh.

Next, he moved his mouth up along the length of my legs. He alternated for my left side to my right and back again, his lips gently gliding along my skin.

Part of me wanted to believe that I was just exhausted, like I had no idea what was going on. I was overwhelmed by all of this new information. I had woken up that morning, visited a nature preserve and met some guy for a date that would probably turn out to be terrible. Instead, I had fought robotic drones that hovered above in the air; I had wrestled with this warrior on another world, and now there was this young man poised above me, and my body reacted. I could feel that tingling excitement all across my skin.

The idea of sex had never felt like this before, all because I had never been the one who could take control at any instant…

Lots of men thought about sex and they considered it to be something they did, something they enjoyed, something that they controlled and owned. If a woman was there, she was just going to be a prize or a trophy. She may have been part of the process, but it wasn’t about her or her pleasure.

But this could be about me and my pleasure…

Sure, there were generous guys out there, but they probably wanted to think of themselves as noble. They were the knights in shining armor who could feel superior because of what they freely offered.

At the same time, they still enjoyed all of those other advantages…

Terrence didn’t.

He may have stripped, but he still wore the belt and the collar.

Both of those garments reminded me again and again of my superiority. I didn’t think they were going to impact me, but they did. There was something about seeing those symbols and understanding exactly what they meant.

Part of me wanted to believe that I was still an American. I was a California girl, and I would eventually make it home (that was just something I needed to assume.) Consequently, I had my own beliefs. I had my own ideology, one that was supposed to be related to justice, fair play, feminism and charity. Those words weren’t just random concepts for me. They were supposed to be the guiding principles of my life.

Despite this, I saw him, and I didn’t know what to do.

As he touched me, I could feel a growl at the back of my throat. There was this moan vibrating, deep within my lungs. Suddenly, I arched my back, pushed my buttocks down, kicked my heels into the soft sheets, and then I reached for him.

My fingers brushed through his hair, but I wasn’t supposed to be this kind of girl. I wasn’t supposed to be brave or bold like this. I wasn’t supposed to be so aggressive!

Suddenly, I had my hand on the back of his head, and I pushed his face down against my sex.

If he had protested or insisted that he didn’t want to do this, then I would have let go immediately. I probably would have jerked my hand back as though I had touched something scalding hot.

Instead, he nuzzled me right there between my legs, he opened his mouth, and he started to gently lick.

This time, I definitely gasped; there was that sharp moan of breath that cut across my lips as my muscles tightened.

My eyes shot open and wide, and I stared up at the ceiling without seeing anything. The moisture drained away from my mouth, and I realized something else. In some tiny crevice of my brain, I understood that this was different.

One other guy had gone down on me before, but it had felt almost performative, like I was supposed to make all of these different sounds to satisfy him. I was supposed to make him feel good because he was supposed to be uncomfortable. Ultimately, he had wanted to service me, but he was still at the center of that interaction.

I hadn’t been able to relax. I hadn’t been able to enjoy myself.

This time, it was different.

I didn’t have to believe Terrence when he told me that he was owned. I could see it in his eyes. Even if I didn’t want to use that kind of poetry, he wore the collar, and his manhood was locked up.

A ferocious smile stretched along the corners of my mouth, as I enjoyed myself, all because he gave himself to me.

He started out gently and tentatively at first. But then I pushed down on the back of his head. I could do that because I was in control. At that moment, I owned him.

I wanted to be repelled by that idea, but it felt good! I just giggled to myself, and he licked faster, servicing me. His tongue darted along with the inner walls of my opening, and then he pressed down, and then I could feel him as his tongue slid right there into that perfect spot!

I arched my back again, this time without thinking. Heat and passion and pleasure shot all along my body. It flared there from between my legs and out into the rest of my frame. The arches of my feet tightened, my toes curled, and I still have my hand braced against the back of his head. With my other hand, I grabbed onto the sheets, bunching them beneath my fingernails.

Pretty soon, I couldn’t help myself.

The orgasm swept across my body!

Immediately, I thought I was done.

But then he glanced up at me. He pulled away for just a moment. I was on my back, except I could still see something eager written across his face.

“Would you like more, my lady?”

Did I? Did I want more?

Without answering Terrence, I reached forward again, and I grabbed onto his hair. I pulled his face right back down between my legs because that was my prerogative. I could be greedy. I could take whatever I wanted. I didn’t have to feel like this was about him or his pleasure or his satisfaction.

“Good. Good. That’s so good. That feels so good,” I said. The words stuttered out of my mouth. Normally, I could stand in front of a bunch of students and articulate the finer points of game theory, negotiation, and incentive structures. But here, I just told him, “You’re a good boy!”

I addressed him like he was nothing but a dog. Then I thought about those human canines and I suddenly understood how or why a woman might want to buy one.

Within the privacy of my own imagination, I started to think about this boy, leashed and kneeling before me, looking up at me, his eyes wide with desire. But he wouldn’t simply crave satisfaction. Instead, he would be thinking about what he could do to please me.

I never owned any pets, but one of my friends did. She had this sweet corgi named Kyle (for some reason), and I remember going over to her apartment and having that enthusiastic little dog sprint over to me. He would rush over on his little legs, his tongue lolling out from between his teeth. He always seemed so enthusiastic, like he couldn’t wait to see me.

And there was something else.

If I had this boy on a leash, I would understand that I was in charge. I would have control. I would be able to do whatever I liked. I could issue every command, and he would always obey. If he didn’t, I could punish him. If he didn’t, I could discipline him. I could tame him…

Those thoughts should have felt vile.

For some reason, they didn’t, especially when I had Terrence braced right there. He was positioned between my legs, and he continued to lick eagerly.

Another orgasm flashed through my body. It came hot and fast.

Some of my friends weren’t sure if they had ever been able to orgasm. They had been with different guys, but those men were always selfish. My friends had admitted it; when it came to sex, those guys made a lot of promises, only to thrust for a couple of minutes before blowing their loads. Inevitably, my friends ended up faking it, moaning, or whimpering, or promising that they had enjoyed themselves, all because it wasn’t worth the trouble to ask for more, especially since they weren’t really sure of what they wanted in the first place.

Luckily, for me, that had never really been a problem. Although I didn’t have an inordinate amount of experience with men, I had still touched myself. I knew exactly how to enjoy a few different fantasies.

But this wasn’t a fantasy.

This was new. This was different.

This young man wore a collar.

Legally, he was a slave on this world.

Not only that, I was stronger.

I swirled through those different realities again and again. At the same time, I still had one hand braced against the back of his head. Without realizing it, I had been guiding him, directing his movements, even as his tongue flicked, danced and licked for my pleasure.

“More,” I told him, breathing out that single word. “More. Give me more. Give me more, slave!”

Slave. I used that word, and it tasted like some incredible spice. It was sugar and salt and pleasure mixed together on the tip of my tongue. It was perfect as the ecstasy swept through me.

The heat cascaded; it flared and flashed, sprinting along my body with little bursts of satisfaction.

At that point, I should have been done.

As a scholar, I was someone who could think through complicated problems. I could meditate on different issues. I could print or download a dozen different articles, go through them, identify the flaws and the reasoning, proposed counter arguments, and apply that content to any real world situation. These were supposed to be my skills because they required concentration and patience.

Instead, there was something else I wanted.

In my free hand, I still clutched his key.

“What does this key mean to you? What does it represent?” My heart was beating faster, and my breath came in one sharp gasp after another, but I didn’t care.

I had pulled that boy away from my pussy. His lips were wet with my excitement. Somehow, that didn’t bother me. After all, I could see that look on his face, and I understood the most important part about this: my control.

I was in command here, and I could tell him what to do. More importantly, he would obey! Later on, I could think about the ethics. Right then and there, I knew what I wanted to do, especially after one of the most bizarre days of my entire life.

“It is the key to my chastity cage, my lady,” he said. “With it, you may command me. I will obey.”

“What is it like being locked up for weeks on end?”

“It puts me in the proper frame of mind, my lady. It helps me remember my place. It ensures that I remember my status. I will not challenge the authority of the women around me. They are the superior sex.” He spoke quickly and clearly, articulating every point as though he had already rehearsed them.

Considering what I had already seen, Terrence probably had been required to make those same points repeatedly.

I didn’t care.

“Is that how you see me? Do you think I’m better than you?”

“My lady,” he said, almost sounding confused at this point. “You are better than me. I am a slave now. I am a slave, and I am a man.”

“What if you had never been caught? What if your sisters had gotten lucky and defended you better? Would I still be better than you?”

“My lady, you would still be a woman,” he replied.

To be honest, it was hard to think. Despite those orgasms, there was something else I craved. The ideas surprised me, especially because loss had never been one of my driving instincts. In one of my classes, a guy had gone on and on about how he loved passion. He wanted to be with as many women as possible. Even as a couple of the girls in our class stared at him with abject revulsion playing across their faces, he had been willing to tell the truth. It had been a bizarre moment.

But now, I could start to understand where he was coming from.

Again, there was something about the way Terrence watched me. I could tell that he was hoping I would use that key. Nothing was stopping me. And yet, my fingers pushed down into the palms of my hands, and I could feel the edges of that small piece of metal. The key’s teeth dug down into my skin.

This felt like a buffet. I had already eaten so much, but there was still a slice of that amazing cake right there in front of me. What was I going to do? I already knew I wouldn’t be satisfied with just a taste…

My body made the decision for me. There was no conscious thought.

For once, the scholar lost, and I let my animal instinct surge as I launched myself forward, grabbed Terrence, and shoved him down onto his back. He was taller than me by a couple of inches, yet I didn’t care. It didn’t matter. My enhanced musculature allowed me to hold him down! I pinned him!

Then I saw something special in his eyes and written across his face: he wanted this, yet something still touched his features.

It was fear.

Fuck, why did that turn me on?

Because I didn’t care, I held him down, and then I said, “Stay.” It was a command fit for one of the human canines.

But then I slipped back, and I picked up that key. I found the lock on his chastity belt. Then I slipped the key inside and I turned it. It popped open. The mechanism released and I pulled away the belt, sliding his shaft free.

“Thank you, my lady!” Until now, he had done a great job of maintaining that neutrally servile affect. He had maintained an almost distant countenance, as though he could tolerate anything that would happen.

But now, he was on his back, vulnerable, and I slid my fingers along his balls, up to his shaft, and I could feel his hardening erection. It only took him a few fractions of a second to get excited.

“Do you have to be hard to be excited?” I asked. It was strange, mostly because men had always been these mysterious creatures. Even when it came to my date with Jason Wright, I had felt like I was going out to meet with some strange beast, something I could never comprehend. My encounter with The Bull had struck me as a more literal version of what it was like to interact with men.

“No, my lady. I’m always excited,” he said.

Normally, I could keep my tone detached. This was a skill I had learned in the classroom; especially as a graduate student who facilitated some of the first-year seminars. I would hear very earnest yet painfully naïve explanations and answers from new students, but I wouldn’t be allowed to laugh at them. I didn’t want to discourage them or make them feel bad even as they took their first risks.

But this time my eyes narrowed as I looked down at him. “Really?” That was all I could ask.

“Yes, my lady,” he said. “That’s why the Mistress of Zel keeps her slaves locked. When we are locked in a chastity belt, we remember our place. It helps us focus. Every day, we wake up excited, and we understand that we must serve. Service is the only way we can get out for a little while.”

I wondered if I was supposed to be horrified by that.

Then I decided that it didn’t matter because I had him.

Normally, the idea of seeing a man’s naked genitals didn’t excite me in the way some guys seemed to assume it should. Still, there was something different about it this time. I wasn’t studying his cock, but I was still fascinated by the expressions on Terrence’s face as my hands slid up and down along his shaft.

That was the combination I enjoyed the most.

He was a handsome boy and I loved the way he twitched and squirmed. I loved how I could gently fondle the tip of his shaft before gliding my hand down to his base. I loved how that would make him squirm and writhe underneath me.

Not only that, there were these moments when he wanted to get up. Maybe he would extend one hand, like he thought he could help me. It was easy enough for me to knock him back or pin him down again.

All at once, I knew what I wanted.

I threw myself forward, straddled him, pressing my knees against the contours of his rib cage. With my free hand, I pinned his wrists, and then I looked down into his eyes. “Try to get up,” I commanded. “Try to get up right now. If you can’t, I’m not going to have sex with you.”

For once, he didn’t answer with, “Yes, my lady.”

Instead, I saw something delicious. Panic spread across his face. I watched as it shot down from his eyes and into his mouth. He jerked his chin up, and his lips pulled back as he snarled.

All at once, I saw something.

It was his ferocity, his anger, his desperation and need for control. As a guy, maybe he secretly believed that he was going to be able to fight and win. Maybe it was something lodged deep within the foundation of his psyche.

He could fight if he liked. He could battle me as hard as he wanted, but he wasn’t going to win! He squirmed, jerking, and struggling, bucking, and thrashing. At the same time, I marveled at just how easy it felt to hold him down!

I had the strength and muscle density on my side. The red dust continued to affect me, giving me the strength I needed to overpower him completely and utterly!

He kicked out. He tried to buck away. He wanted to punch or slip his hands free. He was trying so hard, especially because he believed me.

Just because I had released him from his chastity cage, that didn’t mean I had to give him the pleasure he wanted.

Then I leaned it down, curious about something, “Has any woman ever let you out of your cage, just to lock you up again a few minutes later?”

“You wouldn’t,” he said. His demure facade from before had started to fracture. Good, I thought. I wanted to see what he could do. I wanted to see what we could both do!

“You don’t know me,” I said, uttering that promise and meaning every word of it.

He answered with one sharp intake of breath before he thrashed again. Like some wild animal, he fought to get away, yet I still held him down.

Believing he could still fight harder, I continued to taunt him. “Come on, Terrence. I thought you were supposed to be special. I thought you were supposed to be different. Come on, boy. If you really don’t want me to lock you up, then you have to show me. Come on. You’re supposed to be a man. You should be able to put me in my place.” Maybe those words didn’t make sense within this cultural context, yet I didn’t care. After all, I could feel my lips pushed back against my teeth as I grinned down at him. At the same time, I remembered those echoes of different guys teasing different girls over the course of my life. Even back in kindergarten, I was hanging out with one girl, and her big brother was there, and he grabbed her at one time, pushing her down and holding her. He wasn’t going to hurt her, not really. They were just roughhousing. They were just wrestling. And yet, that moment had become seared in my brain. It was one of those instances when I was learning something without realizing it because I saw this boy hold down this girl, and he had done it so effortlessly. Maybe, looking back on it, I could rationalize it, telling myself that he had been able to hold her down so easily because he was more than a year older. When we were just five or six, that made an enormous difference. And yet, there was something else. He was still a boy, and she was still a girl, and he had overpowered her. He had been able to hold her down, trapping her with hardly any effort. Maybe there was that little fear at the back of my mind. If he could do that to her, then he could do that to me…

But now, I was the one on top. I was the one holding Terrence down, and I could feel his muscles twitch as he tried to fight back.

On my world, the gravity was more intense.

I had to wonder whether or not those urges were always there deep within me, locked up and just waiting for release.

It didn’t matter.

I have them now, and they felt so fucking good! I could break those rules; I could defy those expectations. Even if I was a woman who worked in academia, the ivory tower wasn’t completely hidden away from the rest of society. I still had to go grocery shopping. I still spent time with my friends and sometimes saw the fear or resentment in their faces.

“I could lock you up again,” I told Terrence. “I bet I could do worse than that. I could go to your owner and I could tell her that you disobeyed me.”

“But I’ve been a good servant,” he panted back at me.

“I told you to get up. You haven’t gotten up. That means you’re a disobedient boy. Maybe you’ll be taken down to that penalty chamber. Would you like that? Would you like to end up in one of those cages?”

“You bitch,” he shot back at me.

A couple of my students had used that term with me at one point or another. Usually, they muttered it under their breath after I informed them that they couldn’t do extra credit after the semester had already ended. No, I wasn’t going to assign grades to a new paper after my contract had come to an end and I received my last paycheck because it would make their lives more convenient.

With those boys, I hadn’t really been able to punish them. I hadn’t been able to do anything.

With Terrence, however, I didn’t have to tolerate that kind of bad behavior!

It was more than a revelation.

It felt almost like another kind of orgasm…

Later on, I would be able to contemplate what this meant. I would be able to think about the kind of woman I really wanted to be.

Then and there with this young man underneath me, I didn’t know what I had to do. I didn’t think about it. I didn’t consider the different variables. Instead, I grabbed him.

It was remarkable how easily I was able to slide away, grab his arms, pull them behind his back, lock them underneath one hand, and hold him down.

He kicked. He squirmed. He was thrashing like some angry fish, but I still didn’t let him go! Then I had him on his stomach, and I reached it down. I grabbed his ass. I thought about the muscled warrior I had defeated in the ring.

“You’re not allowed to use that kind of language, not ever,” I informed him. I had my hand on his ass and he froze for a second. Then he started struggling again, twisting, and fighting as hard as he could. I imagined that I could feel his heart hammering as he continued to fight. He pumped every ounce of strength he possessed into his limbs as he kicked out, his heels slashing through the air.

“You’re not my owner!”

There was something almost juvenile about that point. Only then, I had an amazing response, and it felt so incredibly good as I told him, “I’m not your owner, but I’m a woman, and that makes me your superior. Remember?” He was the one who had made that point, but he was still a man, so he needed this reminder.

I spanked him! My hand rose into the air, and then I slapped his backside, bringing my palm down hard. He had insulted me, yet I didn’t care about that. Maybe this was unfair, but I punished him for all of those other boys who had checked me out, leering at me, and who insulted me, making one comment after another. I spanked him for all of the guys who had undermined me or glanced in my direction and quickly decided that I couldn’t really understand math or economics because I was a woman. No matter how much progress the feminists had made, those stupid little ass assumptions remained. Even when I pointed them out, I could see that so many different men wanted to just roll their eyes, insisting that it was just a product of my imagination. They wanted to tell me that I didn’t really know what I was talking about, even though they hadn’t been in the room when any of those events transpired.

It was pathetic.

It was frustrating.

It was finally time for a boy to be punished!

As far as I was concerned, he was just like the rest! I bit down, sucked in another breath, and I spanked him hard and fast, my hand flying down again and again.

He howled!

It was only after I heard that surrender that I pushed him down on his back, and I climbed on top of him, spreading my legs and positioning his hardened shaft right beneath me. With one hand, I guided the tip of his cock up to my opening.

When I looked down into his eyes, his gaze met mine, and I waited for him to say something.

Although he didn’t speak, he could still communicate. At that instant, I could see it in his face: that surrender. He didn’t need to say something like, “My lady, I acknowledge you as my superior because you are stronger and smarter than me. I acknowledge you as a woman who can overpower me.” He didn’t need to utter those words since we both knew the truth.

I took him. I claimed him.

I owned him!

Technically, he wasn’t my property, but I had his length locked and trapped between the contours of my sex.

Still holding him down, I looked into his eyes once again. “I can do whatever I want with you.” When I spoke, I wasn’t sure whether those words were really meant for him or for me.

“Yes, my lady!”

Just like that, he surrendered. Just like that, he gave me what I wanted. Just like that, I enjoyed the easy victory of my physical superiority.

Again, and again, I hit that same idea. I kept coming back to the same conclusion. Each time, it felt like this wild jolt of pleasure, especially after my time on Earth.

Within a few more seconds, I let go. At this point, I let go of the ideological implications. I wasn’t analyzing this; I wasn’t trying to dissect or comprehend what it meant.

There was just the raw physicality and that sense of power. There was just the knowledge that I was stronger than him.

I still had my hands on his wrists. I held him down and rode him hard, taking exactly what I wanted. I used him, and maybe he was still struggling. If so, I hardly noticed. After all, I could do whatever I wanted.

I could ride him for as long as I wished.

But then he arched his back, and I realized that there was a potential problem here…

“Don’t you dare come,” I said to him. “Don’t you dare!”

“No, my lady,” he panted back at me. “I won’t! I swear, I won’t. I am here for your pleasure. I’m here to satisfy you!”

“Yes,” I hissed into his ear even as I continued to ride him, gliding up and down. At that point, I had stretched forward, and my chest pushed down against his torso. This time, the words came unbidden. I spoke without planning out what this could mean. “If you lose control, I’m going to punish you. If you lose control, I will drag you down to the Penalty Chamber myself. I’ll hand you off to the trainers, and I’ll do whatever they want with you!”

Somewhere at the back of my mind, I was surprised that those words came so quickly or easily. After all, this was a foreign land, one I had barely begun to understand.

It didn’t matter.

Pushing myself back up, I savored the feel of his body. I loved the way I could ride him, take him, stretching the walls of my pussy, and enjoying the friction between us.

Sparks of ecstasy shot along my skin, making my nerves sing with this incredible rhythm. I was going faster now and I could feel my hair slap against the back of my neck. Momentum shot all along me, and I was getting closer, so incredibly close…

Up until now, I had lost myself to the list of several quick orgasms.

But this was going to be different. I could feel that tide surge; a tsunami was building. That wave would crash down on me, and I would feel the full force of pleasure as it flooded all along my flesh.

“Now!” I had never fantasized about something like this. And yet, I knew that he was on the edge.

To be honest, it was pretty remarkable that he was able to control himself. Then again, this boy had enjoyed a lifetime of training. Even back before his abduction, he had learned all about how he had to obey the women around him.

That was me now.

My muscles tightened, and fresh pleasure burst along my skin, hardening my nipples, making my skin hot, and forcing me to curl my toes. I cried out, screaming.

Maybe I had enjoyed myself before, but this was completely different. This was something I hadn’t planned or expected. If anything, he had walked into my chamber, and I had been ready to dismiss him.

Part of me couldn’t even remember how I had ended up on top of this young man. Another sliver of my psyche couldn’t comprehend just how easily I had decided to use him just like this…

My heart pounded, and I rode him hard as little droplets of sweat appeared on my brow.

My muscles clenched, my toes curled, and then I stopped thinking altogether. The pleasure cascaded through my body. Even if I had expected the tsunami, that supernova of heat blasted across my body, and I locked up. Every muscle and joint tightened. I screamed again, letting out those primal sounds.

Finally, we were both spent.

I dismissed him. I got myself cleaned up.

And after that, I fell into my bed once again. I didn’t know exactly how many hours had gone by since I first awoke on this strange world, but it didn’t matter. I was too exhausted to think about all I had learned.

On that first day, we spoke, and Shayla told me so much, I did my best not to get overwhelmed. I tried to put myself back in that frame of mind from college, the one where I walk into a lecture hall, sit down, pull out a notepad put it on my left, take out my laptop, and place it to my right. Then the professor would come in, and he would have his slideshow, and he would start talking, and I would write down every relevant detail I could think of. I would try to master the material. At the same time, I always did my best to balance the need for completion with the drive to pay attention. After all, my goal wasn’t to transcribe everything the instructor said. Instead, I wanted to master the content. Learning always came down to the balance between memorization, analysis, and application.

This was what I managed to learn.

I was now on Dax and in the Domain of Zel.

Essentially, it sounded like the local region was populated primarily by these sorts of city states. According to Shayla, each one was ruled by a single woman. She would be the Mistress of the Domain. To be honest, I liked the idea of a simple government, if only because that would make it easier for me to understand.

It wasn’t simple.

Each city’s mistress inevitably had her soldiers, plus a household guard. The city would also employ a small army.

At first, I assumed that these would be warrior-slaves of some kind, like the men would be owned and serve their owners. Instead, men were largely prevented from owning weapons. There were probably exceptions here or there for one reason or another, but males simply were not encouraged to fight.

Instead, they were servants, trophies, and tools of pleasure. They didn’t exist to defend their communities.

When I heard about this, I thought about Terrence. I thought of how his family had tried to defend him because he was an asset; like  he was a resource.

In addition to each city’s mistress, there were other factions at play.

Before making the final decision to switch from mathematics to behavioral economics, I had also considered political science as a possibility. And then I just missed it, mostly because I didn’t want to think about the complexity involved in organizing a government. Frequently, people complained about how the government couldn’t do anything, mostly because they forgot about all of the different types of people with their various goals and competing agendas. Even something as simple as building a school could involve so many different parts of a community: land owners, builders, teachers, administrators, politicians, and more. If we decided to throw in the taxpayers, then literally everyone would be entitled to have an opinion about this particular topic. There was a reason why lots of leaders defaulted to that obnoxiously broad term: stakeholders. Apparently, that same level of difficulty applied even on an alien globe.

Although the mistress might hold a great deal of secular power in her city on the surrounding territory (her domain), she also had to deal with the clerics. At first, I assumed that their religion would be relatively similar to what we had back on Earth. I assumed it would be some kind of traditional kind of monotheistic belief system.

It wasn’t.

Not only that, it was surprisingly vague. Granted, I probably would have been able to learn more if I had been a member of their religion, but it wasn’t like back on earth, where the most successful religions were the ones that actively went out and sought recruits. Instead of proposing, the clerics claimed that they were representatives of the High Spirits.

When I first heard about them, I assumed they were a religious construction. Only then, a different question came up, and my hosts quickly explained the connections.

When I looked around Zel, I couldn’t help but notice that bizarre, technological disjunction between their buildings and the other technologies I saw all around me. Every spire looked incredible and I was pretty sure no one on Earth could construct buildings like these. They were enormous, beautiful, and numerous. Every spire seemed like a small city.

And yet, I went out to the marketplace, and I saw people wearing tunics, robes, sandals, and moving their supplies with horses. There were no cars, no electricity beyond what the locals could get from their shockwood.

Not only that, most of the weapons were batons, spears, and the occasional crossbow.

They didn’t have the internet, cell phones, sonar, cars, airplanes, or anything along those lines. In so many ways, it felt like a medieval city except for those strange weapons and these enormous buildings. Then there were the local materials…

It wasn’t just the shockwood, the strange homes, or the dust. Every day, it seemed like I saw something new and strange. Maybe something could be constructed from a particular kind of animal bone. Perhaps I would learn about some new metal. I tried to keep it straight, but I couldn’t.

For the most part, I focused on the dust and shockwood.

As I mentioned before, their weapons were incredibly limited. At first, I didn’t understand, but then I had a different thought. I turned back to Shayla and I asked her about the age of her cities and domains. I wanted to know how old these civilizations on Dax actually were. According to her, they were thousands of years old. At first, I had hoped to maybe get some sense of where we were when it came to the historical dynamic of these civilizations. Maybe on this world, I had been teleported into the 1500s.

But no…

The technologies were apparently limited by the High Spirits. At first, I assumed that they would be the kinds of ethereal beings that might only interact with believers through feelings and potential miracles.

Working through their clerics and oracles, the High Spirits issued commands and enforced them.

“How?” I asked Shayla.

“Disintegration,” she had told me.

I had stared at her, waiting for some explanation because this obviously had to be a joke, one that a foreigner such as myself couldn’t possibly understand her own. But no, I wasn’t wrong.

Apparently, the clerics would declare certain technological ideas and types of research to be off limits. If a blacksmith or apothecary wanted to experiment, she took a huge risk. If she defied the spirits, then she might step outside, only need to be instantly annihilated.

When I heard that, I didn’t believe it.

Then I asked around. I spoke with a few of the other warriors and trainers and they all said the same thing.

The spirits generally didn’t interfere with the local politics, but their mandates couldn’t be ignored.

The clerics were different; they believed in control. They were constantly pushing against the mistresses, fighting, and arguing over how the will of the spirits should be interpreted and who should be able to give the commands.

Technically, the clerics weren’t supposed to be involved in secular politics. When it came to questions of taxation, defensive organizations, and construction, they weren’t supposed to have an opinion. They existed, or so they promised, to interpret the will of the spirits. They offered those dictates, they took donations, and they supposedly helped the poor. When I explored the city streets, I saw a few of those clerics. Those women certainly looked very wealthy…

But again, this wasn’t my community, so I wasn’t going to question it. Instead, I just did my best to learn.

The clerics had their own squabbles, in particular with the oracles. Apparently, there was another set of individuals who claimed to represent the spirit. This was another matter of religion and politics that I didn’t understand, but that was fine. There was still so much for me to learn.

As I absorbed as much as I could about Zel and Dax, I often  wondered if maybe I really should have switched over to sociology. Ideally, an anthropologist should have been in my place instead.

Then there were those other technological fantasies. On more than one occasion, I casually reached down, thinking I would pull out my phone.

Within just a few days, I started to get the sense of where I was. The food had changed, the people were different, and there was still that strange sense of disconnection, but I was learning. Somehow, I saw that I could adjust fairly quickly.

It helped that my hostess just kept me busy.

At several points, I tried to pull her aside to ask her exactly why I was there. Apparently, she had chosen me. Why?

Each time, she refused to answer.

I did my best to remain patient, fully aware of the fact that I didn’t have any money, I didn’t understand the local community, and I was ultimately dependent on the Mistress of Zel. Maybe this was insanity on my part, but I tried to focus on the novelty of what I was experiencing. Whenever the frustration started to bite at me, I told myself that I was getting an experience few humans could have imagined.

I also learned about how I wasn’t the only off-worlder.

Graceful Pegasi could streak across the sky, flying in flocks, squadrons of trained soldiers, or as they carried individual messengers and warriors.

On the ground, enormous lizards served as pack animals. When I first saw one of those massive iguanas, I let out a quick squeak and stepped back. Shayla had been with me and she laughed, enjoying the tense fear that shot across my entire body.

Apparently, the local coins were based on the winged horses. Platinum, gold, silver, and copper coins were all based on the value of a Pegasus. At one point, I had the privilege of speaking with a merchant and she quickly explained that the system had once made a lot more sense. The peg coins as they were known among the common folk were supposed to represent different portions of value relative to a good Pegasus.

But then she laughed. “And then you have a problem, don’t you? What qualifies as a good Pegasus? Are you looking for a steed that has great endurance? Speed? Are you looking for a younger beast? What about an older one? There are too many different variables. And then there are those problems of cooperation. A rider might be skilled and trained, yet that won’t matter if the steed decides that he doesn’t like her. So what are you going to do?” The merchant shrugged and stared at me, apparently waiting for an answer. When I didn’t have one, she laughed even louder. “That’s when my skills come to play. You start negotiating. You start figuring out exactly how you can get the better deal.”

“Right,” I had told her.

Although I had studied behavior economics, I didn’t actually know a lot about negotiating. For me, it was all theoretical. To be completely honest, I was the kind of woman who would go into a restaurant and have to nervously raise my hand to try to get the server’s attention to ask for some more ketchup or whatever. I wasn’t assertive. I had always preferred theory, math, equations and procedures. Even when I got into the messy study of human and psychological value, I never really learned to argue hard.

That was actually one thing I really liked about academia. Scholars and professors might get annoyed with one another, but it was always under a polite and gentle veneer, like we all needed to be charitable with one another. At its best, the university existed as a hub of research where we could negotiate so many different questions as we searched for understanding.

Every day, it seemed like I learned about a new peculiarity inherent to this world.

The High Spirits limited technological development of weapons. Specifically, they seemed interested in keeping the body count down. Cities might go to war and a few people might die, but it was nothing like what we have devised on Earth. On Earth, a particularly brutal battle could result in the deaths of 100,000 people.

That simply didn’t happen on Dax. The shockwood batons could be electrified and incredibly painful, potentially knocking someone out for entire days. But then again, they would actually wake up.

There were some exceptions, especially when it came to the crossbows. There were no non-lethal versions of those weapons. At one point, I was talking to one of the trainers, and she showed me the weapons. She pulled out the crossbow, almost reverently, and she lifted the bolt. I saw that spiked, iron tip. “If you use this weapon, it will punch through armor. It will punch the right person.”

“But that’s permitted?” I asked.

“Technically, no. According to the clerics, no one is allowed to use the crossbows. Simply possessing one is illegal.”

“But no one has been disintegrated over them?”

“The High Spirits work in mysterious ways,” said the trainer.

There was another dynamic that I learned about: the home stones.

At first, I didn’t see their significance.

According to some of the women around me, the theory went like this: thousands of years ago, individuals would construct their homes from wood or stone or whatever materials were nearby. Then, as the final step of construction, these women would search out a stone and mark it with her family name. From that moment forward, the members of that family would be able to call this territory their domain.

The oldest home stones started to represent more than individual households. Over the course of generations, those stones became significant to the entire settlement, then cities, then entire domains.

And now, the home stones represented the power of any given mistress. If anything, they reminded me a little bit of the crown jewels. On the one hand, they signified wealth. And yet, it was more than just the monetary value. Taking a crown from a king or queen would have deep psychological and cultural significance. The same, it seemed, held it true for these home stones.

So when it came to war, the battles frequently came down to whether or not a fighter could battle her way through a city, take the home stone, and return it to her land.

Technically, it was just a rock. It didn’t have any special powers or abilities. The locals never claimed that it was magic.

But that piece of stone would be meaningful. It could change everything. If a mistress lost her hometown, then it demonstrated her inability to defend her territory. Her fighters would flee, switching allegiance to other warlords or leaders.

To be completely honest, I wasn’t sure what to think about that, especially since I had grown up in a community dedicated to the concept of total war. We had developed nuclear bombs, weapons capable of destroying entire domains. At one point, I mentioned nuclear warheads, and the fighter standing across from me, stared at me, her feature blank and incredulous, her eyes wide and staring at me.

“You’re joking,” she said “there’s no way a civilized species could come up with something so insane. There’s no way you would be able to develop a weapon like that without destroying yourselves.” In response, I could only murmur something noncommittal. Somehow, I didn’t think the doctrine of mutually assured destruction would make her feel any better.

Of course, I also asked about other women like me. I wanted to know who the other mistresses had chosen because the High Spirits control of the drones to the mistresses of the different domains. It was unknown how those spirits assigned these machines, but they would appear on Earth or in the atmosphere of other planets, and each mistress will be able to control their assigned machines. From there, they could decide who they would want to take.

This meant Shayla chose me. She had said as much, but part of me still believed that it had been some kind of cosmic accident.

When I spoke with other people, I learned that a few of them were from earth. One woman came from New York. Another came from a small city outside of Paris. Someone else was from Reykjavík. It was strange talking to them. They had been here for many years, so they thought of Earth as some strange, almost forgotten memory. I asked them about this, and they seemed fairly content with their new lives. After all, they were women, they were powerful here, and they could do whatever they wanted. They were given new options.

I didn’t really understand, especially because I kept thinking about my existence in Bristol. Granted, it was only supposed to be a temporary scenario, and it wasn’t like I had family waiting for me, but the drive to go back still seemed like it was supposed to be natural. It still seemed like it was supposed to be an automatic expectation, something I would need to do.

But why? One easy answer always came to mind: I didn’t know why I was here. Occasionally, I had those flashes of fear that maybe I was going to be sacrificed to some volcano spirit or something.

If they tried, I promised myself I would be ready.

If they tried, I’d fight.

And I would be ready because I filled my days with learning as much as I could. I spoke with the fighters, the trainers, and even some of the enslaved men (they weren’t especially useful, especially since they seemed reluctant to say anything that might potentially get them in trouble). Day by day, I learned to wield spears, the times, and even crossbows.

In those first days and weeks and months, I trained and practiced. Along the way, several conversations stuck out. These were moments when I learned something especially important.

“Why do you have slaves?” I asked Shayla. This was one of those nights when she invited me to dinner at her table. We were alone, and she had been asking me about my culture. I told her about watching TV, doom scrolling, and more. With everything she learned, she smiled and nodded along. She seemed intrigued, yet I got the distinct impression she was glad she lived on this alien world.

“This is the way of our world,” she said.

“We both know that that’s not an answer,” I told her.

“There are plenty of injustices all around us,” she said. “I wish I could fix everything, but that simply is not within my power.”

“Could you free them? Could you free them if you wanted to?” I asked.

“It’s a possibility,” she said. “But what would happen to those boys? What would happen to our economy? You are talking about an entire society built on their service. Besides, would you rather I deal with them or hunger? Would you rather I deal with them or the security of this domain, especially when there are tyrants out there.”

“Tyrants?”

“Perhaps only one,” she said.

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“You don’t need to worry about her,” she said.

For just a second there, I narrowed my eyes only to decide that she really wasn’t going to tell me. Still, I was left to wonder. I was left to wonder what kind of threats Shayla faced.

Only then she smiled at me. “I hear that you have not been having fun with Terrence. Tell me. Does this mean he displeased you?”

There it was, I quickly decided. It might have been costly and difficult, but she could have read those boys. She could have removed their collars and unlocked their cages. She didn’t want to do it. And maybe there would have been some high cost to be paid, but she was the mistress of this domain, so she had to make those kinds of decisions.

I wasn’t sure whether or not I was supposed to be sympathetic or irritated with her. Technically, I have the ear of the mistress of this domain, meaning I could talk to her. She would have dinner with me, and we would converse, and maybe I could convince her…

“No,” I told her. At the same time, I was thinking about my own reasoning. Part of me thought that maybe she was right. I could be generous with my interpretation. Perhaps she was busy fighting, so she genuinely lacked the resources necessary to free her enslaved men. Then again, it didn’t have to be an instant proposition. Maybe she could have promised them freedom over the course of years. Perhaps she could have freed a few at a time?

Then again, there was that other difficulty every ruler had to face. On the one hand, this was her domain, and her word shaped the law. Perhaps she had to deal with the merchants, the loyalty of her soldiers, and the clergy, but she was still in charge. Despite this, she was only one woman. If the entire community rose up and decided that they wanted to maintain slavery, then she wouldn’t be able to stop them. At some point, they could fight back. At some point, they would rebel.

That uncertainty and doubt had probably driven so many decisions across the continuum of human existence.

Or maybe I was just trying to justify it because I still remembered exactly how good it felt to have his head between my legs, his powerful frame underneath me, helpless as he squirmed and I held him down.

“There’s more to your story,” she said.” There’s more to the story of Krystal and Terrence. If he didn’t displease you, then why do you turn down his advances?”

“Because it’s wrong, and I’m not going to give into that particular temptation,” I said. When I saw that disbelieving look on her face and the slight smile, I insisted, “I understand that many things happen here that I don’t understand, but I have no intention of becoming dependent on a slave.”

“That is something I can certainly understand,” she told me. “No warrior should be dependent on a man.”

“I’m not a warrior,” I told her. “I’m a scholar.”

“And yet, you have been training. Just as importantly, you are brave.”

At that dinner, I had been tempted to ask her if this was why she had chosen me, if this was why she had used her drone to bring me to her world. At the last instant, I stopped myself because I knew she wasn’t going to tell me, not yet.

It was true.

Despite my protests to the contrary, I was learning to fight. On my second morning, Terrence appeared again. With his head back down, the collar around his neck, and dressed once more in his standard tunic, he told me that I was expected down on the training floor.

I oblidged, and I headed down.

Once there, I was greeted by several of the trainers. They wanted to see what I could do.

At first, I expected resistance, like they would view me as an outsider, so anticipated belligerence. Then again, I was also very comfortable with the idea of walking away. At least, that was what I told myself.

One of the women handed me a shock baton. She smiled. “Don’t worry. This isn’t fully charged.”

From there, we both stepped into the ring. This time, I wasn’t going to be fighting a man. Instead, there was a woman standing across from me. She wore a light blouse and tight leggings. She swung her baton through the air, twisting it, and twirling it. I gripped my own weapon, unsure of myself.

At this point, I honestly believed that the red dust would have faded. There was no way it could still be affecting me.

Only then, the woman in charge raised her weapon, and she said, “the first woman on her back loses. Remember, this is about more than skill. It’s a question of instinct. We want to see exactly what our newcomer can do. And what was your name again?”

“Krystal,” I said, while doing my best to hide the nervous energy bubbling up at the pit of my stomach.

I realized fairly quickly that it wasn’t just the trainer and my opponent. Several other women had decided to wander over. Maybe they had watched me the day before. Maybe not. Either way, my skin felt hot as I held onto the baton. I kept wondering what was going to happen. I kept worrying about how I was going to mess up. Just as importantly, I knew this was going to sting.

“And where are you from?”

“San Diego,” I told her.

Of course, she mispronounced it. “Tenika of Cro will duel Krystal of Sandy Eggo.” For a second, I wanted to laugh at that, but then the woman raised her hand, she swiped it down through the air, and she called out that single command, “Begin!”

Tenika rushed at me. She came in fast, swinging down.

For me, time got distorted all over again.

These weren’t my normal perceptions. This wasn’t how I was supposed to experience reality. After all, she came in fast as a blur, but then she slowed down, and I raised my arm. It almost felt like I could think about this, but that couldn’t be right.

Then I felt it: the booming clap of shockwood batons smashing against one another.

The force jolted up into my wrist, my fingers, and down my arm. At the same time, I kept thinking that I was going to lose the weapon.

She drew back and swung in from the side. Again, I blocked. Again, everything went way too fast, then it slowed down, and I thought I saw the sparks at the tip of her weapon.

If that hit me, it was going to burn!

I stumbled back. She came in fast again, lunging forward. She knew how to fight. More importantly, this woman was determined to win!

My heart pounded, and I told myself that it didn’t really matter. Seriously, I wasn’t trying to be a fighter. I had never envisioned myself as a soldier. Even as a little girl, that idea had simply not occurred to me as a possibility.

I blocked again and again.

I became acutely aware of the edge of the ring. Just like before, I could feel myself get pushed back, only it wasn’t raw strength that was being used against me. This moment was tactical. I realized that she was busy manipulating me with every strike.

If I failed here, I didn’t think anything bad was going to happen. And yet, I glanced around for just a second. Maybe that was some stupid mistake, especially since it meant I took my eyes off of my opponent for some sliver of an instant. And yet, I saw them watching me. They were studying me, wondering what I was capable of. A few of them were shaking their heads, probably thinking that I was some silly outsider.

That bothered me.

I didn’t know why; I couldn’t explain it. And yet, I made a decision. Or rather, something inside of me awoke again. Defeat didn’t mean anything, but I itched to prove myself. It vaguely reminded me of showing up on the first day of class, promising myself, I would be quiet, only to have a professor ask a question and get met with silence. Inevitably, I would want to raise my hand and talk. I would want to share my idea, even if I wasn’t sure if it was a good one.

Something inside of me shifted, so I lunged forward. She swung down, I reached out, miraculously blocking her grip with my forearm. I shoved her arm aside, and then I could feel it again: the red dust.

Purified strength tightened my arms as I yanked back, swung down, and she had to retreat. I watched as she hopped away, almost stumbling. Instinctively, I understood how she had just lost her balance.

I pressed my advantage.

Again, I didn’t know what I was doing. This wasn’t something I could have explained between those booming heartbeats.

But I rushed at her, and I caught her with my shoulder, shoving her back. It was a wild, stupid move, but I forced my momentum on her, and she stumbled away.

“Match!”

I didn’t understand what that meant, not until I glanced up again. And then I saw her: Tenika embraced herself, and she was ready to launch herself forward again, only she was outside of the ring.

Somehow, I defeated her.

That first match felt amazing, but I started to fight with the other soldiers loyal to Shayla of Zel. Most of the time, I lost. But day by day, I learned more. Not only that, I started to see myself differently. I was thinking about the kind of woman I wanted to be, especially since there were these newly grown reflexes and urges. The feel of the baton started to seem normal, almost natural…

Learning to wield the baton was fascinating. Granted, the trainer also insisted that I pick up the crossbow and aim it. I wasn’t great; seriously, I would be standing there along with the other women, and the trainer would call out for us to aim and fire. They taught me the different tricks. They talked about how I was supposed to keep my finger light on the trigger, exhale, and keep both of my eyes open. They told me to aim for a spot between me and my true target.

Most of the time, I managed to hit some part of the board. My bolts never landed at the center.

At the same time, I occasionally wondered if I would get disintegrated for using this weapon. A few of the other fighters also joked about this, but no one seemed serious.

There were a lot of belief systems back on Earth I had never really been able to understand. Apparently, the same thing would be true here with the High Spirits.

The first time I picked up a spear, I thought it was going to be possibly unwieldy. After all, my fingers wrapped around the grip, and it felt like it was at least two or 3 feet taller than me. Even so, I held it, and it was lighter than I had expected. No, I quickly corrected myself. I was just stronger.

I started to learn the different routines, swinging, blocking, pivoting, darting, and almost dancing with one of those weapons. In high school, I occasionally watched the girls on the spirit team. They liked to wield pom-poms or flags attached to staves like this one. Of course, this weapon was loaded with shockwood. Some of the spears had iron tips. Those would definitely be fatal.

The weapon training might have been interesting, but there was something else I wanted.

On the third day, I asked. I said, “I really appreciate your time and effort for here, but can I see the Pegasi again?”

“You want to learn to ride,” said the woman standing in front of me.

I didn’t deny it.

They escorted me back up to the top of the spire. Out there, it was cold as the chilled air rushed across my skin, but I didn’t worry about that. The red dust seemed to enhance more than just my physical strength. My tolerance for extreme temperatures also developed.

I didn’t understand it at the time, but that was going to be incredibly important, especially since I was about to meet him.

I saw these stables, the paddocks, the huge trees, and the gardens are right around me. I saw those walls once again. Up here, it felt like acre after acre stretched out. Technically, there was probably a building like this somewhere back on Earth yet the enormity of what I confronted still shocked me. Not only that, I could feel the height somewhere in my mammalian brain. We were high. We were so incredibly high up in the air…

I popped out my cheeks and strode toward the stables.

There, I met the mistress of the Pegasi. She asked me if I had ever ridden before. I said something about going horseback riding once, but she just looked at me like my response made no sense. Then someone else pointed out that I wasn’t actually from Dax and she nodded.

She motioned for me to follow her. She called out to one of her stable girls. A young woman ran off. From there, I was told to wait.

Minutes later, they called me over, and I saw another paddock with six of the winged animals.

“Which one do you think you could ride?”

Just like before, they seemed so imposing, so impossibly tall and powerful. They have those intelligent eyes, and I saw their teeth. I saw the way they stood there. Technically, they were in a line. At that moment, they were doing what their human handlers wanted from them, but it was so easy to imagine their defiance.

“Him,” I said, and I raised my hand, but I wasn’t pointing to any of the animals in front of me.

Instead, I pointed to a different Pegasus. Shining black, this stallion stood there, his head raised. At that moment, I could’ve sworn I saw his nostrils flare as he huffed in my direction.

“Sable? Are you insane?” someone asked.

I ignored her.

Maybe it was the red dust. Maybe it was something else, but I walked forward and I climbed up over the gate. I hopped right back down, and then I approached this huge beast.

If he had wished, he could’ve raised up his hooves, stomped them down, and probably crushed me. My newly enhanced strength wouldn’t have meant anything.

And yet, I saw him, and I reached out, holding up my hand. I wasn’t sure if that was a new instinct or something I had seen in a movie. Either way, I kept my arm raised. Part of me wondered if he was going to bite. Back in the United States, I didn’t think horses bit, but those were mostly pets for tourists and the rich or little girls who fell in love with these beautiful creatures.

“What is she doing?”

“Krystal, get back here!”

“She’s going to get crushed,” someone said.

I was only vaguely aware of those words as they vibrated across the air. Instead, I kept my hand up.

Then I found myself speaking. “Your name is Sable?” I was still aware of his power; I might have been stronger here, but he could have trampled me. If he pushed forward and slammed down, he would’ve been able to crush my skull or break my ribs.

As a little girl, I had been intrigued by horses. There had been something about the way they ran, the intelligence in their eyes, and a certain softness about them, especially since I never really interacted with them. I didn’t think of myself as a horse girl, but I did have a couple of young adult novels on my bookshelf about girls who were learning to ride, and who inevitably ended up saving their family farms from malicious property developers through the power of friendship with their favorite horse.

But this was different. I was an adult, and this was a strange, alien creature. Maybe he looked like a horse, but he was something else.

Sable made me think of the ancient myths of unicorns. Maybe they looked like horses, but they were deadly creatures that could trample, stomp, impale, and destroy. Sometimes they wielded magic that a human simply couldn’t comprehend. Or maybe they would be a part of a world that would be inherently toxic to humanity.

All of those different points were possible here with Sable, but I was learning to follow my instincts. Intellectually, I could tell myself that I was. Then again, I wasn’t supposed to be the kind of woman who took advantage of a boy like Terrence either. And yet, I had fought Tenika, I was training, and now I was here in front of this beast.

He sniffed one more time, and then he blinked, and I stepped around him.

There wasn’t a saddle, but I wasn’t about to grab his mane either. Instead, I braced myself against his flank, and then I got my arm up along his back. It was awkward, and I had to hop up, but then I grabbed on and I pulled myself forward. Normally, this would have been impossible. With my newly enhanced strength based on the red dust, I just barely managed to get up and over. The angle was awkward, but it didn’t matter. I was on top of him.

And now, I was even higher.

He huffed, exhaling, and then he started to flap his wings.

“No,” I started to say.

It was too late.

He ran forward, flapped his wings, and easily jumped over the gate. To be honest, I wasn’t even sure why they used paddocks up here, especially for creatures that could fly!

I grabbed onto his neck and squeezed tight. “No!” I shouted, louder this time, making it sound like I was talking to a dog.

Sable wasn’t a human pet. He wasn’t one of the boys getting trained in one of the lower levels of the spire. This was a real animal, and he possessed a different kind of strength. His vision of the world was entirely different. I had to figure this out, and fast!

He jumped that first gate, and now he was trotting. Then he broke into a run. Up ahead, I saw the edge…

It was the edge of the spire.

And after that, we could plummet. Maybe he could fly, but I couldn’t!

That thought occurred to me, even as I wondered if I should just jump off.

Something stopped me.

I probably would’ve broken an ankle or a leg, but that would have been far superior to the risk of dropping down to the ground thousands of feet below us.

I didn’t jump, so I lost my chance.

Sable threw himself forward, right off the edge of the platform, and then we were falling. Immediately, I locked my legs around his flanks, and I reached down, grabbing onto his neck. I pressed my body as closely as I could to his equine frame.

I shouted but the winds around us swallowed every noise I tried to make.

I thought I heard something that sounded like chuffing. Maybe Sable was laughing at me.

I didn’t understand, not until his wings beat down against the air, and suddenly my whole body was pressed against him. I thought I started to slip. It would’ve been so easy to slide away from his sleek coat. Holding on as tight as I could, I started to worry that maybe I would harm him.

I didn’t.

He flapped his wings again, and he grabbed on the air, shoving himself up. His feet kicked down, almost like he was about to start running hard against the invisible air.

We rose. Within seconds, we flew above the top of the spire.

I still didn’t know what I was doing.

It didn’t matter.

We leveled out. We started to fly between the different structures. In the distance, I could see other Pegasi with their riders. Then again, those women had the incredible advantage of wearing harnesses and being seated on saddles. They could hold onto reins.

For a long time, we simply explored the city, dipping and diving, flying and rising.

In those first seconds, I was completely cognizant of the fact that one small mistake would lead to my death. But then, I stopped thinking about that because I held on. At the same time, I started to understand something.

He didn’t mind having me on his back.

Maybe he had been impressed by my bravery. None of the other riders had wanted to approach him. Not only that, I had been brave or dumb enough to climb onto his back.

We soared into the air. I held on tight, clinging to Sable’s back. It was cold, and maybe I was shivering, but I didn’t notice.

We flew beyond the boundaries of the city. We passed the river below, woods, and the land eventually gave way to rocky hills and the desert beyond. Still, we kept going.

The sun and the skies turned dark as the stars appeared. We continued to fly, I had no idea where we were going, but I didn’t even care! There was a different kind of ecstasy, a new kind of freedom that came from riding this beast.

And yet, it couldn’t last.

“We have to go home,” I called out to him. I pulled on his neck, and I wasn’t sure exactly what was going to happen, especially because it was so easy to imagine this wild creature running toward the horizon forever. Maybe he would give up, but exhaustion would claim me at some point, and I would slip from his back.

“We have to go back,” I called out to him. I pulled. I followed my instinct. I wasn’t even sure if he could understand me, but it didn’t matter because I needed to try.

I had no choice.

He turned.

Maybe I sensed reluctance, or that could have just been my imagination.

Either way, I tightened my grip and I pulled again, doing my best to guide him. Then I leaned forward, shifting my position. It was a dangerous risk, but I called out, “You and I will be able to do great things together. But we have to go back.”

He huffed, dove, spun, and turned, showing me exactly what he could accomplish. By that point, the moon had risen, the stars were out, and I could just barely make out the Domain of Zel there on the horizon.

We made it back to the spire, landed, and I slipped free. Immediately, every muscle in my body seemed to cry out at once.

For me, our landing came down to a couple of uncomfortable aches. But then, there were trainers running toward us. People were laughing and pointing. Others were talking, whispering back-and-forth.

“You’re not dead,” someone said to me. She put her hands on my shoulders, she squeezed, and she kept staring into my eyes, like there was something she expected to see.

In the coming hours, I would learn that the Pegasi were supposed to be diurnal creatures, meaning they did not fly at night. Only a few of the rare creatures would stay out after the sun set.

For a little while, I still didn’t understand what this meant, but then Shayla approached. “I think it’s time for us to talk about your future here.”

“Did you know that was going to happen?” I asked her. We were in one of the smaller dining chambers. There was that narrow table between us, and she was leaning forward, her arms on her elbows as she considered me. Normally, this mistress was verbose; she liked to ask questions. Just as importantly, she liked to tell stories as she tried to guide me toward…something.

“Which part?”

“Sable. Our flight. Flying through the dark?”

“Quite remarkable,” she said.

“It’s quite remarkable that you haven’t answered my question,” I told her.

As she so often did, Shayla smiled back at me. She left my question from before hang on the air for a little while, if only to remind me that she was the mistress of this domain. As such, any answer she offered remained her prerogative. “No, I didn’t know that was going to happen. Obviously, you are a remarkable woman, and you have a tremendous amount of potential. I saw it when you battled the drones. I saw it when you defended that boy. I saw it again when you fought here.”

“I’m not a warrior,” I said.

Shayla casually waved away that point as though it didn’t matter. “Krystal of Sandy Eggo, you are an incredibly valuable young woman. You shouldn’t integrate your abilities. Do you know how rare your talent is?”

“What talent?”

“Sable likes you. You have an intuitive grasp of flight.”

“I held on as hard as I could,” I protested. “I don’t think that was a skill, and it didn’t take a lot of consideration.”

“Why do you do that? Why do you question your own talents and abilities? There are many warriors here who would already be down in one of the drinking halls, boasting of her accomplishments.”

This time, I opened my mouth and I flashed back to something that should have been completely irrelevant: job applications. I recalled talking to several other graduate students in my program. We were in one of the cafeterias on campus, eating after another late night of studying. As students, we contemplated the future and where our careers might take us.

We went around the table, discussing the different possibilities and where we intended to apply. I made my points. The woman next to me made hers. Then a boy said where he wanted to apply. Automatically, I reminded him that his program wasn’t going to qualify him for a job at that company. There was no way he was going to get hired. “So what? I might as well try. And even if I don’t know the material, I can figure it out as I go.” My mouth actually fell open when I heard all of that, probably because it sounded like he could have a reasonable chance of success.

There was no way for me or any of the other women at the table to try something like that. Technically, nothing was stopping us, and I wasn’t even going to say it was a matter of sexism. Instead, this seemed like a different flavor of privilege, one predicated on simple confidence. That boy had grown up in a world where people always encouraged him. They told him he could do whatever he wanted, and he believed them. Not only that, he could probably get turned down, and he would just shrug it off.

Still, he was willing to take those incredible chances.

Part of me wanted to say that the solution was simple. As a woman, I could have applied for those exact same jobs. Even if my skill sets, experience, and education didn’t align with what the employers claimed they needed in a worker, I could still fill out the applications, and maybe I could lie. It sounded like what this guy was going to do.

Could I have figured it out along the way?

Could I have blustered my way forward?

Then that old cliché popped into my head: fake it till you make it.

“I’m not a braggart,” I told Shayla finally. “I’m not going to say I can do something unless I really think I can.”

“And what about the things you don’t know you can do? You have so much potential, and you have barely started to realize your power.”

“I’m a scholar,” I started to say again.

As she so often did, Shayla waved off that objection. “Up until now, you have dedicated yourself to your studies. Is that what really makes you a scholar? How do you know you can’t be something else? How do you know you can’t be someone else? I’ve watched you. My soldiers have watched you. We all see what you can do, Krystal.” Then she leaned forward, and she said, simply, “I had hoped you could join my household guard. I had hoped you would be willing to fight for us. I had hoped you would help us hold out against Myr. That is why I chose you.”

All of that sounded important, but I still didn’t understand. Instead, I focused on the easiest. “What’s happening in Myr?”

Normally, Shayla always seemed so at ease with herself. Even when she was apparently serious, there was something amused about her expression, like the corners of her eyes always remained crinkled. At various points, I confronted her, but she was always ready to smile or laugh. She was the mistress of a domain, yet she wore that authority easily, like this was all some grand game, and she couldn’t wait to see how it played out.

Something shifted.

“In this region, there has always been a certain level of balance between the domains. From time to time, one mistress has decided that she should be queen of every domain. She gathers an army, and perhaps she has some success. For the most part, however, the people of Dax understand that a debate is a bad idea. Every mistress rules with varying levels of autonomy and control, but we are all held in check by one another. If one mistress becomes overly greedy or capricious, then it’s possible another will attack. Diplomacy here can often feel like a very delicate dance.”

“Okay. I suppose that makes sense.”

“But now, we have a new contender. We have a woman who wishes to declare herself queen: Cora of Myr.”

When Shayla uttered those last three words, I couldn’t help but notice the fatigue that seemed to soak into her body. If this conversation had drained away a lot of her mirth, that last reminder seemed to stamp it out completely.

“Who is she?” I asked. “Who is Cora of Myr?”

“She is an ambitious woman, someone who took control of her domain, and she has started to extend her influence. She has captured other domains already. If she stopped now, perhaps she would actually be able to create a true dynasty with a new nation state, one that would be utterly unstoppable.”

“So it’s a question of how long it takes to consolidate her holdings?”

“Yes and no,” Shayla told me. “In truth, I don’t think she’s going to accept anything less than total conquest, especially after the last few years.”

“What has happened over the last few years?”

“Success after success. Success begets success,” she told me. Despite my best efforts, I truly did not understand the politics of this land, but I was still trying. Then she smiled sadly and shook her head. “She went out with a small army, secured the loyalty of a sister city, and then she did it again and again. With each victory, her armies grow. More importantly, with each victory, her reputation has grown.”

“Is she that brilliant?” I asked. Even as I closed my eyes for a moment, I considered the brilliant tacticians throughout the ages.

Shayla shrugged. “Perhaps she is brilliant. Maybe she’s just lucky. Either way, her soldiers have now assumed a mantle of invincibility. They are confident. In those rare occasions where they are defeated, they only think of these losses as skirmishes. They are becoming fanatics. Her soldiers are willing to fight harder than anyone else.”

“But this is Dax,” I said. “It’s not like a war will be that destructive, right?” When I first heard about their religious beliefs, I had assumed that the spirits were a force used to control the locals. Perhaps that was true, but their prohibition on swords, blades, and lethal weapons seemed like a really good thing. Battles could still take place, and some people would be hurt, possibly even killed, but the body counts would always be substantially lower than everything we had back on Earth.

My question hid another point. Although Shayla had been kind to me, I wasn’t going to get especially invested in the local politics. I was a foreigner; I was an outsider. I needed to remember that.

“Cora has a temper,” Shayla said. “She can be a brutal and vicious woman. I have heard reports of how she treats her slaves, her servants, as well as her soldiers. She offers them a veil of invulnerability, but there is certainly a cost. Her people might try to hide her cruel impulses, but this woman will not stop. If necessary, she will resort to other weapons. I want to stop her. I want to stop her before her momentum becomes unbreakable.”

“I see…”

“Earlier, Krystal, you asked me what I thought of slavery. Perhaps I’m not a true supporter of treating men like livestock. Perhaps there is a better way. But I can tell you this. If you truly wish to change this world, then you will help us here.”

“Why me?”

“You’re a star guide.”

I stared at her without understanding what that meant.

One corner of her mouth quirked up. “You might be an intelligent woman, but you have the background knowledge of a young child.”

“That’s what happens when you suck someone up from another world,” I pointed out.

“This is true.” At this point, she leaned back in her chair and she nodded to herself. “The Pegasi are mighty creatures. You know this. You understand what a beast like Sable can accomplish. He is fast. He is maneuverable. He is a true steed of war. Our winged horses can bring destruction to our enemies. Under the most dire of circumstances, they can be used for escape, scouting, and those lightning strike attacks that can frighten armies before they even reach the field of battle.”

All of this seemed intuitive to me, but I still didn’t interrupt.

Shayla continued, “They are proud steeds. They are majestic and beautiful. But they are not perfect. They can fly long distances, but they will not go through the dark. Often, they wish to return home before the sunsets. They can be our partners, and we can work with them, but we do not truly own them. They consent to help us when it suits them. For the most part, they don’t worry about human affairs. They understand that they are always going to be treasured amongst us.”

“I see…”

“Sable has formed a bond with you. He has chosen you. Maybe he sensed something within you, or maybe he just appreciated your willingness to approach him. He has certainly thrown off more than one rider.”

Just then, I really wanted to ask whether or not they got hurt. Then I thought better of it.

“Now we have an opportunity. Before, I was simply going to ask you to fight with us and for us. Now I ask you to save us.”

I should have stared back at her, my expression solemn. Instead, I looked at my bottom lip. I couldn’t help myself as I asked, “How?” Some part of me thought I was supposed to laugh, like this was clearly one of the most elaborate jokes I’ve ever heard.

But this woman was serious; she meant all she said.

“You can ride through the dark. You’re one of the few women on this world who can. Ride to Myr and steal their home stone.”

Her plan was bold. Her plan was audacious. Her plan would potentially destroy the coalition Cora of Myr had worked so hard to build.

The concept was simple. Cora was able to rule because her people truly believed that she was invulnerable. They thought her forces were unstoppable in battle. Even if they actually lost, then it was just a skirmish, and it wasn’t a big deal. They were entranced by this woman.

But there was one point that could not be denied. If Cora could not defend the home stone, then she would be weak. So many of her soldiers and so-called allies would abandon her. Perhaps she would be able to hold onto Myr, but the other cities would rebel.

Not only that, I could see another strength in Shayla’s plan. Without the use of radio signals, cables, or other forms of long distance communication, it would be almost impossible for a woman like Cora to maintain possession of her territory. The winged horses were useful, but she would always be dependent on the mistresses of the other cities. They might bow down to her for weeks or months or even years, and it would take so little for them to order their troops to rebel.

And if she lost her home stone, then she wouldn’t be trustworthy. No one would believe in her authority. All of her credibility could vanish over the course of one night…

At first, I questioned Shayla, insisting that this plan couldn’t possibly work, especially because we had no idea where the home stone of Myr would be.

At that point, one of her old smiles returned. “We know exactly where the home stone is. She keeps it at the top of her tower as a sign of her strength. It is well guarded, at least during the day, but their celebrations will come soon. She has been in power for five years. She wants to celebrate.”

“You think I can sneak in,” I said, every syllable dripping with disbelief.

“I know you can. You can fly in during the day, offer a slave as a gift, and sneak to the highest tower during the darkest night. While her soldiers celebrate, you will have your chance.”

“It’s going to be completely unguarded?”

“Not a chance,” Shayla told me. “There will be guards, but they might be intoxicated. More importantly, there won’t be as many. Not only that, Sable is fast. You will be our best chance at stopping her.”

I remained quiet.

“You’re wondering why I’m telling you all of this. You’re wondering why you should help us.”

“Perhaps,” I said, doing my best to sound diplomatic. After all, this wasn’t my world. More importantly, I didn’t understand what would happen if Cora of Myr lost her grip on power.

When I first arrived in Bristol, I started chatting with a student at the university, and she looked a little bit chastised when she told me that I wasn’t what she had expected. I asked her what she meant, and she said, “I guess. I just thought you were going to be a lot more arrogant? I mean, you’re an American. Aren’t Americans supposed to go rushing into situations without thinking about them?” At the time, I had just forced myself to smile nervously, but that interaction still stuck with me.

This time, it wasn’t just a question of how I might’ve voted in an election.

Shayla was asking me to do something. She was asking me to take a real risk. And just because most of the combat on this world was non-lethal, that didn’t mean I couldn’t get knocked from my mount. I could plummet, falling to my death. Or maybe someone would decide that they would take the risk and pull out a crossbow. I had never been shot before. It was a streak I intended to maintain for a very long time.

“Cora is dangerous. I will put this in the simplest terms, one that I believe any person can understand. You have a heart, Krystal. I see it in your eyes. You want to be a good woman. This is your chance.”

“But why should I take sides?”

“Because she is brutal.”

“I have no guarantee the next person will be better,” I pointed out.

“No, you don’t. But if Cora succeeds, then every domain within her territory will be just as brutal as she is. Our culture is guided by those at the top. If she embraces corruption and cruelty, then you can be guaranteed that it will spread. And tell me something, who do you think will bear the brunt of that suffering? It won’t be the nobles. It won’t be the wealthy merchants. It won’t even be the soldiers who serve her.”

I said nothing.

“It will be these slaves. It will be the men. It will be the poor. Perhaps you are right. You can’t know if the next ruler will be better, but the chances of her being worse are almost nonexistent. So you have a choice here. We might not be your people, and I might not be able to offer you anything concrete, especially because you are valuable all on your own.”

“I am?” I wasn’t searching for a compliment. Instead, I was just very surprised, especially because I’ve always been so mediocre. Maybe I had been good in math for a little while, but that had eventually faded. Even when it came to studying behavior economics, I could be passionate about my field, but I had already known I wouldn’t be writing any best selling books or winning any Nobel prizes.

“You’re brave,” she said. “You also have the instincts of a warrior.”

I still didn’t think any of that was true.

“When I was a small girl, my mother hired a tutor for me. She was a wise woman who quickly saw that I would want to rule this land. She made a point to me on some random day when I was having trouble with my arithmetic lessons. She told me that there is a grand calculus for the universe. Maybe we can’t quantify it. Maybe we can’t verify it or even prove that it exists. But every day, people suffer or enjoy themselves in some proportion. As individuals, we can think about how we want to help everyone else. We can take what we want and hinder their progress. We can add to their suffering. Or we can try to make their lives better. As an individual, you get to decide what you will do and how you will contribute to that final calculus. Will your existence add more suffering to the world? Or will you mitigate it? Will you try to help those around you?”

“When are the celebrations?” I finally asked her.

Shayla smiled.

“We have a little bit of time, and so it becomes even more imperative that you train hard.”

I learned more.

In my graduate programs, I had stared at books and screens as I contemplated abstractions. Here on Dax, it was physical and brutal, new and alluring as I discovered what I could do.

All around me the city of Zel rose above the horizon like a cluster of needles that pierced the pale violet sky. Each spire towered higher than the next. Some were smooth. Others were adorned with massive balconies. When I first arrived, the sight made my legs tremble. I had never lived anywhere that required this much fearlessness. By the end of my first week, I had learned to stop staring downward every time I crossed a bridge or approached the edge. By the end of my second week, I could walk across one of those slender bridges.

My training began almost immediately. I had not expected the women of Zel to accept me, but they welcomed me with a calm confidence that told me everything would be structured and purposeful. I met my shock baton instructor first. She had short silver hair and a quiet voice that carried more power than her thin frame suggested. She took me to a narrow courtyard near the base of one of the tall spires. Sunlight fell through the open top and painted the stone floor in shifting patterns.

“Hold it firmly,” she said. “But not like you’re trying to crush it.”

I wrapped my hands around the baton and tried to follow her instructions. The weapon hummed with a faint current. I felt the vibration travel through my fingers and up my arms. The shockwood didn’t make sense to me, but I didn’t need to explain it to wield it.

She demonstrated the first strike. Her movement was smooth and quick. I tried to copy her, but my swing was clumsy and way too slow. The baton slipped in my hand and tapped my knee. The small burst of electricity shocked me hard enough that I dropped it. She helped me stand but didn’t smile, which I appreciated.

“You’ll make mistakes,” she said. “Try again.”

Over the next few weeks she taught me how to strike with both speed and precision. I learned how to use the weapon to take down my opponents with just one or two swings. Granted, that required a lot of practice, and my arms ached after every session. I lost my balance more times than I wanted to admit. But I improved. I learned how to feel the rhythm of the weapon. By the end of the month, I could move with enough skill to avoid embarrassing myself.

My riding lessons with Sable began around the same time. Sable was a Pegasus with a dark coat that shimmered like polished stone. His wings were wide and strong just as I’d discovered with that first flight. The rider who became my teacher was a tall woman with a calm manner and a low voice that soothed both me and the animal. The spires of Zel had platforms built into the sides where riders launched themselves into the open sky. My legs shook the first time I stepped onto the platform with Sable at my side.

The first time had felt like an accident. This would be different.

“You’re safe,” the rider said. “Sable knows what he’s doing.”

Sable sniffed at me with mild interest. I tried to stroke his neck and missed his rhythm entirely. He flicked his ears back and stepped away. I apologized out loud, which made another rider laugh.

“You have to match his energy,” she said. “Aim for gentle but steady.”

Our first lesson did not involve flight. It only required that I sit on Sable while the handler led him across the platform. I kept gripping the saddle with both hands until the handler reminded me that my legs were supposed to do most of the work. By the second lesson, Sable accepted my presence. His wings rustled every time he felt my uncertainty, which he seemed able to sense with unsettling accuracy.

Our next flight was both thrilling and terrifying. The trainer mounted her own Pegasus and circled us. She signaled Sable to leap, and I was surprised that he responded instantly. The ground dropped away. My stomach lurched. The wind hit my face so hard that my eyes watered. The city looked strange from above. The tall spires stretched toward me like giant fingers that tried to catch the sky.

I lost control almost immediately. I pulled too hard on the reins, and Sable twisted his head in irritation. Right away, he angled downward as the panic exploded through my body. I shouted something that made no sense. The rider flew beside us and guided me through the correction.

“Relax your shoulders,” she said. “He’ll follow your breathing. Trust him. He’s bigger and stronger, but he knows he can trust you. He can trust you, right?”

“Right,” I called back. I tried. It took several minutes before my heartbeat slowed. By the end of the lesson, I was shaking from fear and exhilaration. The handler told me that I had done well for a beginner. I didn't believe her at first, but Sable nudged my shoulder gently, which felt like a small vote of confidence.

My crossbow training took place on a high terrace halfway up one of the tallest spires. The instructor was a woman with strong arms and a focused expression. She handed me a small crossbow made of pale wood. The air was cool at that elevation. The sky always looked closer from the terrace.

“Is this permitted?”

“I won’t tell the clerics if you don’t,” she told me with a wink.

According to some of the other fighters, training was fine so long as we didn’t use the crossbows on the battlefield.

“You’ll think accuracy is the main challenge,” she said. “It isn’t. The challenge is consistency.”

She placed a target at the far end of the terrace. My first shot missed by a wide margin. My second shot clipped the railing and nearly bounced back into my face. She stopped me before I caused more trouble.

“Slow down. Breathe. Set your stance.”

She corrected my posture with gentle taps to my elbows and shoulders. When she had repositioned me, she stepped back and nodded. My next shot hit the outer ring of the target. It was barely an improvement, but I felt proud anyway.

Training with her became one of the hardest parts of my routine. She expected precision. She never raised her voice, but her disappointment felt as sharp as any reprimand. I learned to adjust for wind. I learned how to reload smoothly. I learned that my aim worsened whenever I let my mind wander.

The weeks passed in a blend of sore muscles, bruises, and early mornings. The women of Zel pushed me harder than I expected. They were patient but unyielding. They wanted me to grow stronger, but they would not let me rush through the lessons. Every correction was intentional.

Some days I felt completely lost. Riding lessons and crossbow practice demanded opposite forms of concentration. Shock baton drills exhausted my legs and arms before the other sessions even started. There were mornings when I woke up and wondered if I could continue. But each time I doubted myself, something small encouraged me. Sometimes it was a steady nod from my shock baton instructor. Sometimes it was Sable lowering his head so I could stroke his neck. Sometimes it was the crossbow instructor telling me that my grouping had improved.

I also spent time exploring the city itself. The tall spires created natural shadows across the bridges. The bridges swayed slightly when the wind rose, which made every crossing feel like a silent test of courage. The people of Zel walked across them with complete ease. I tried to imitate them. I learned where the markets were. I learned where the best food stalls were located. I learned how to navigate the layers of the city, which rose higher than I had first imagined.

At night the spires glowed with soft lights that shimmered like rows of stars. The higher balconies felt almost peaceful. I sometimes stood there after training to let the air cool my face. I often thought about Earth, but the memory felt more distant with every passing day. My life in California seemed small compared to the vastness of this place.

The women who trained me treated me with a quiet respect. None of them coddled me. None of them allowed my mistakes to linger longer than necessary. They corrected me, taught me, and moved forward. I admired their discipline. Their presence made me want to be better. I began to understand that they were preparing me for something more demanding than I fully understood.

Toward the end of my first month, I felt the first hint of transformation. I crossed one of the highest bridges without thinking about it. I completed a shock baton drill without dropping the weapon. I hit the center ring of the crossbow target twice in a single session. Sable allowed me to guide him through a turn in midair without intervention from the rider. These improvements were small, but they were mine.

One afternoon, after a particularly difficult day of training, my shock baton instructor stood beside me in the courtyard. I had just completed a long sequence of strikes. My arms trembled from fatigue.

“You’ve learned more than you know,” she said.

I did not answer right away. I looked up at the narrow strip of sky above us. The light drifted across the walls like a soft ribbon.

“Do you really think so?” I asked.

“I do,” she said. “You’ve become someone who understands effort. That matters more than talent.”

Her words stayed with me long after the session ended. I replayed them during my next riding lesson when Sable had difficulty following my signals. I repeated them silently during crossbow practice when the wind ruined my aim. I believed them a little more each day.

By the fourth week, the city no longer felt like an impossible maze of spires and heights. Perhaps it began to feel like a place I could belong to. I started to recognize faces in the markets. I greeted familiar voices across the bridges. I shared small conversations with the other trainees who lived in the nearby spires.

I still had a great deal to learn. I still made mistakes. I still felt fear when Sable lifted into the open sky. But the fear no longer held me in place. I could move through it.

Day by day, my life on Earth felt like it got farther away. The woman who had worried about dating, who had tried to settle into her new job, who had believed her world was grounded and predictable, felt like someone I had known long ago. Here, in Zel, on the platforms and terraces of a city that reached upward like a forest of stone, I became someone different.

Somehow, I started to feel like more than a scholar, more than an athlete. I became a warrior, a warrior with a mission.

It was time to go.

At one point, I had asked if I could take someone with me. Sable was probably strong enough to carry three or four people. I would have felt a lot better, especially if I had actual soldiers with me. There were warriors who worked for Shayla; they were loyal to her. Just as importantly, they understood this world.

When I made my way up to the top of the spire, I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to feel. The fear was there, of course. Reflexively, I considered everything that could go wrong. As a student, that had always been a useful talent; I could try to anticipate the worst kind of problems to plan ahead for. So many of my classmates were often struggling with the workload, fighting hard to get the reading done, to write their papers, and conduct their research. That had never been my problem, largely because I had a knack for discipline and time management.

Those skills weren’t going to help me here.

I could try this, and it could get me killed.

As I waited there in the elevator and rode it to the top of this tower, I kept contemplating what this could mean. At the same time, I waited for that fear to morph into something toxic. At some point, maybe it was going to shove me down, drag me away, and I would just panic. Instead of riding the elevator up, I could take it down to that first floor and disappear onto the streets.

Over the last few weeks, I had learned how to fight. Maybe I could get a job as a bouncer. That thought made me laugh; I could actually get work as an enforcer for one of the local criminal enterprises. If I didn’t want to do that, then maybe I could become a protector for some caravan.

On more than one occasion, the trainers who helped me learn to fight insisted that I would have been able to hire myself out as a guard or a soldier. There were mercenary troops who could wander from city to city in search of a fight and a little bit of coin.

Despite those thoughts, I rode the elevator all the way up. Then the door opened automatically, and I stepped onto the top of the tower. I looked around, saw the gardens, the paddocks, the stables, and more.

Off to one side, Sable waited for me.

He wasn’t alone.

According to Shayla’s plan, I would fly into the city, present myself to Cora, and offer the gift of a slave. According to Shayla, my declaration had to be clear. “Tell her that I wish for friendly ties with the city of Myr. She won’t believe you, but that’s fine. As long as you are protected under the terms of offering a gift, you won’t be harmed.”

It was probably a good plan.

I had something else in mind.

I smiled to myself. Maybe I was genuinely scared, yet I was still about to do something insanely foolish.

Next to the black Pegasus, I saw the offering. I didn’t recognize him at first. He still had on his usual tunic and collar. In addition, a slave hood covered his face.

Even so, I was curious. I wanted to know. “Who?”

“Terrence,” said one of the handlers.

I nodded. It made sense. He was a handsome slave. He looked good, and he knew how to serve. I was sure that, as far as the slavers were concerned, this young man would fetch a high price. He was exactly what I needed if I intended to slip into Myr under the guise of friendship and gift giving.

Feeling strange under the gaze of so many different warriors, I wondered how many of them knew exactly what my mission was going to be. Spies were always a possibility. I walked over to the hooded slave, I grabbed him, and I pulled him over toward my mount.

It felt strange, and I wasn’t familiar with this, but I quickly figured it out; I grabbed him by his waist, lifted him up and pushed him up onto the horse. From there, I carefully strapped him to the saddle, restraining him. His arms were bound in front of him, his feet locked in position.

Then I climbed up onto Sable. I nudged his sides with my heels, and he trotted forward. I wasn’t interested in making any kind of speech. I wasn’t interested in showing off. I knew my mission, just as I knew I was about to take a foolish risk.

Sable’s powerful wings beat against the air as he galloped forward, kicking down against that invisible leverage. We rushed away from Zel. At the same time, I remained aware of the slave behind me. He had leaned forward. He was probably cold. He only had his tunic while I wore a full suit of leather armor. It was light, supple, and exactly what I might need if I had to fight.

Then again, if I had to stop and turn and fight in Myr, that meant I had already been defeated.

Sable flew hard for about an hour. Then I pulled on his reins and we turned. He didn’t question my decision. Of course, I had told him where we were going, but it was impossible for me to know whether or not he would truly understand. Then again, it was easy to envision the scenario where the Pegasus simply didn’t care. After all, it was so much bigger. Maybe he looked around at the humans and assumed that we were nothing but mice, as though he had adopted me. That was what Shayla had said, after all. She pointed out that he had chosen me.

I still didn’t know why, but then I had to reflect on the kind of person I was becoming.

This wasn’t an academic exercise.

It wasn’t an intellectual pursuit. This was something different. This was something dangerous…

I could get hurt.

I tried to hold onto that idea, especially because I thought about the boys I used to know in high school and how they loved to go skateboarding. At one point, I eavesdropped on this conversation they were having about how they all wanted to get hurt. They thought it would be cool or bad ass. At the time, I had just shaken my head with one thought: stupid boys.

But now, I was about to take an insane risk.

And the idea excited me. Over and over again, I told myself this was a bad idea, and I was supposed to be smarter than this. I was supposed to know exactly what I was doing.

Only now, I continued to fly in the wrong direction.

Only a few days before, I had gone into one of the libraries, found an Atlas, and learned exactly where I needed to go. Of course, I worried about getting lost, but I had my compass with me. Not only that, it was a lot easier to navigate from this height, especially when I could just follow the river, take it past the forest, and toward the mountains in the distance.

I started to think that I was doing well, especially when I could see those tiny dots fluttering through the sky.

Wild Pegasi.

There was the possibility they would attack, but we got lucky. Or rather, I suspected that Sable was just as impressive amongst his own species as he was among mine, so we made our way forward, flying hard just as he preferred.

Then I picked a spot, and I lowered us back to the ground. We landed with a trot, and then we came to a stop. I slipped free. I stretched my back, my arms, and my legs. Riding was exhilarating, but it was almost impossible to ignore those small pains.

I untied his shackles, freed his feet, and then I pulled him down. Last, I removed the straps on his slave hood.

He blinked and looked around.

Terrence opened his mouth. Apparently, he wasn’t sure if he should speak or not. Finally, his confusion overwhelmed him. “Where are we?”

“You know where we are,” I said.

“Home…” Terrence repeated that word like he didn’t really believe it. For him, that concept must have become a perpetual source of pain.

“I’m freeing you,” I told him.

“What? What are you doing?” Terrence asked. At the same time, he looked around. His eyes were darting from one stone to another. This outcropping was relatively clear of debris, which was precisely why I chose it as our landing.

“I’m freeing you,” I told him again. “Terrence, you have served well. You have been loyal. I’m grateful for all of that. But I don’t know exactly what’s going to happen. I might fail on my mission. If I do, I want to make sure that I did at least one good thing while I was here.”

He looked at me.

“But we can’t be here. Not here,” he said. At first, I honestly believed that he was just overwhelmed. I smiled back at him, and I reached up. It was easy to casually touch him. My fingers brushed along his cheek, then down his neck. “I’m sure you’ll be able to get back to your family.”

He had grown up among these hills and mountains. He knew exactly how to navigate them. Still, he stared at me. Not only that, his eyes darted around, like there was something else he was trying to comprehend.

I was arrogant. I was foolish. I didn’t understand what he was doing or the different kinds of calculations he was trying to make.

“If it’s okay with you, I’m not exactly interested in having an awkward conversation with your family.”

“It’s too late for that,” someone called out.

That was when I realized I had flown us straight into a trap.

The people of those hills and mountains weren’t rich. They did well for themselves, but they never built any of the grand cities. Instead, they tracked and trapped the wild Pegasi to be traded with the city dwellers for different goods and services. They may not have been rich, but they were a proud people, and they knew how to fight. This was their territory, their domain. Perhaps it wasn’t recognized on any of the maps or atlases, but that didn’t matter. They were here, and this was their territory.

Perhaps they worried that some ambitious mistress would decide that she wanted these mountains for herself, especially considering how many Pegasi herds nested in these mountains.

It made sense that they would watch these skys; it made sense that they would know exactly where a random rider like myself would be most likely to land. They probably monitored all of these spots. Amongst those peaks and hills, there were probably guardians who studied the skies, making sure thieves and bandits would not be able to sneak up on them.

Immediately, my hand fell to the baton at my hip.

“Don’t,” spat a woman. She was holding onto a crossbow. At the next moment, several other women emerged.

“My name is Krystal, and I’m here to return this boy to you.”

“It’s a trick,” said one of the women.

If I let this happen, I was going to be their prisoner. I didn’t think Shayla would help me, especially since I was sure this qualified as betrayal. Perhaps she would even assume that I had never intended to go to Myr at all.

Before they could decide what they were going to do, before they could even get a good look at the boy I had brought them, I made a choice.

I ran!

I charged one of the women. She had lowered her crossbow, just a tiny bit. Then she jerked it up, and she aimed and fired. I timed it perfectly, kicking my foot down, jumping out of the way, landing in a roll, and springing right back up. Then I was upon her, grabbing her baton off of her belt. I slipped it free, grateful it didn’t get snagged.

So far, I had been lucky.

In the distance I could hear Terrence shout something. I couldn’t make out the words. Still, he surprised me, if only because I assumed the slave would drop to his stomach and wait for the women to finish our fight.

These women were wielding crossbows; those weapons were deadly. I couldn’t ignore that. I couldn’t forget about the iron tipped bolts or how they would punch through my armor. The leather I wore was probably pretty good at protecting me from batons and maybe even shockwood spears. It would do almost nothing against one of those weapons, especially if they got lucky. Not only that, I had heard whispers of the people of the mountains coating their bolts with exotic poisons.

I couldn’t take a risk.

Then again, I wasn’t really thinking. Holding onto both of those batons, I knew I wasn’t good at wielding weapons in both hands. I held onto the one in my right, and then I looked at one of those other women.

She raised her weapon, her finger was on the trigger, she was ready to fire.

An instant before she could set her aim and make sure she was ready, I pulled back the extra baton, and I threw it hard through the air, letting it spin right before it smacked into her shoulder. Unlike me, she wasn’t wearing armor. Perhaps they weren’t expecting me. Or maybe they assumed I would be easy prey.

There was a jolt of electricity that shot through her body.

Again, Terrence shouted something.

He was up, and I saw him running.

Someone fired.

I rushed forward, grabbing that silly boy and knocking him to the ground.

Without waiting to make sure he was fine, I jumped up, and I went for my next opponent. I was still holding onto one baton, and I slashed it through the air. Another bolt hissed past me.

If I had stopped to allow myself to think about this, I knew I was going to make a dumb mistake. Instead, I had to concentrate.

This woman dropped her weapon just in time to draw her own the baton. I swung down, hoping to take her out of the fight right away.

She blocked.

Knowing that I was outnumbered, I tried again, attacking hard and fast. I threw myself forward, relying on pure aggression.

If she had been alone, I could have taken my time. Instead, I needed to remove as many fighters from the field as possible. After all, I was alone.

Sable made a noise behind me; at the edge of my peripheral vision, I saw him stomping his hooves. Apparently, I wasn’t alone because he was attacking another one of the ambushers.

The woman in front of me refused to back down. She blocked, pivoting, twisting, attacking and turning. With every repost, she made me jump back, yet I continued to thrust forward, rushing at her again and again.

It was almost about to work. I saw an opening, only then I heard someone shout. “Stop right now, or we open fire.”

Instantly, I understood what had happened. I drew back. I was still holding onto my baton, only now I lifted both of my arms as I turned back.

Three of my opponents were right around me, their crossbows aimed and ready.

“Wait. All of you! Just wait! She’s here to return me! Sisters, she’s here to bring me back!”

Terrence rushed forward, and he was looking at each of those women, his eyes wide, his expression desperate and beseeching.

One woman stepped forward.

Immediately, she grabbed onto his shoulders. Then her hands were on his cheeks, and she looked into his face. “Terrence? Terrence, is that really you? By the Highest Spirit, is this true?”

“Abigail, it’s me. I’m really here. I swear, I’m really here. She brought me home.” Even as he uttered those words, he turned back to me.

Slowly, the other women lowered their crossbows.

They didn’t trust me, not at first. That was obvious. At one point, they demanded that I give up my baton, but I shook my head and said no. I did, however, look into the eyes of his sister, and I told her, “I came to return him. I have done so. If it’s all the same to you, I can leave right now.” The members of her party tensed, like they thought another fight was about to break out.

Abigail was a taller woman. She had dark red hair that was tied back into a long ponytail. I didn’t know if she would be good in a fight, but she seemed competent enough. Not only that, there were those unspoken codes of honor amongst the warriors of Dax who believed that certain strikes and maneuvers in combat were unacceptable.

“Wait,” Abigail finally called out to me. “We must bring you back to our camp. We want you to see his reception. More than that, we owe you.”

“You owe me nothing,” I said.

Her brows tightened, and she stared at me.”You’re bringing back a slave.”

“I’m bringing back your brother,” I corrected her.

“But he was captured. He was captured, and he has belonged to the women of the city for quite some time. He is a slave.”

“And now he’s your slave,” I said, suddenly weary. For the most part, I did my best to ignore these cultural confusions. When it came to dueling in the ring, practicing, or riding Sable, it was easy enough. There was a goal. But now, I just wanted to step away.

“Please,” Abigail said. “Allow us to take you back to our camp. We owe you. Additionally, it would be a great deal if you allowed us to demonstrate his punishment before you.”

“He’s going to be punished? For what?”

Abigail looked right into my eyes. “He did not have permission to come with us. He snuck away. And now, he’s going to pay for it.”

I thought about what he had already endured back in Zel. He had been scared; he had been treated and trained as a servant. It seemed like that was supposed to be enough, only then Abigail took her brother by one arm. Another woman stepped over and took his left. “Come along. Please.”

Because I wasn’t sure exactly what would happen if I ran for my mount, climbed on top, and rode away, I decided to play along, at least for the time being.

It was a party; it was a celebration.

Abigail ordered one of the younger women in her party to race ahead. By the time we arrived, less than an hour later, several bonfires were burning and the musicians were out. There were these women, and they were beating on their drums, singing, and playing stringed instruments that I didn’t recognize.

The sounds of laughter boomed across the air. They got twice as loud when we finally appeared.

The camp was hidden behind an outcropping; unless someone flew directly over overhead, they wouldn’t be able to see this.

Someone touched my shoulder, and my hand dropped back down to my baton. I tried to remind myself that I was among friends, but that was difficult, especially since I didn’t know most of the people of Dax. And even if I felt like myself, I had to wonder what the red dust actually did to the female psyche. If nothing else, I knew that I was stronger and faster and able to fight now. Perhaps that changed the way I saw the world. Did it make me more antagonistic? Did it make me more aggressive?

Probably, I quickly decided. Then again, I wasn’t willing to give it up. It felt good, knowing that I could stride it through any encampment like this. Maybe some of these women would try to attack me at some point for some mistake on my part. But if they did, I knew I would be able to punch, kick, run and fight hard.

Someone handed me a plate, and I sat down on the ground with several other women. I glanced down at the juicy meats. I also saw some exotic looking fruits. They were red, blue, green, and orange. I glanced around and watched as the party ate. Some of them peeled their fruit. Others threw them directly into their mouths. Observing as best I could, I mimicked them and followed along.

For a little while, it seemed as though everyone had actually forgotten me.

But then I saw something pretty amazing. Several women stepped off to the side, and they started to build something. Genuinely confused, I watched, intrigued.

It was a stage. They pulled out various planks, and they started to work. There were still the sounds of music and laughter, but now the noise of hammers also hit the night.

Before anything really happened and right as I started to think that maybe I would be able to slip away without anyone paying attention, Abigail came back. She was alone, and she sat next to me.

“Five gold peg,” she said. Across Dax, the people of the various domains used to the same types of currency. Perhaps a ruler here, or there would try to stamp her face into the coins, but it didn’t make any difference. Instead, the women who made these decisions focused on the value of the Pegasi herds and the gold, silver, or copper content.

“What?” I asked.

“You have done a noble deed here today. You have been generous. We must pay you back.”

I looked right back at Abigail. “There’s no need to pay me back. I come from a different land, one where slavery is considered wrong.” Even as I uttered those words, the idea sounded strange to me. After all, I had been here for quite some time now, and it was strange to think of how quickly I could adjust.

It probably helped that I had this newfound strength, this novel authority, and a chance to do something meaningful. Later on I would think about that.

For the time being, I focused on Abigail.

“Are you sure?”

“Absolutely,” I said.

“Will you help us punish him? Will you help us bring him back into our family? It could be one of us, but it would be so much better if you did it.”

“Did what?”

“Our boy ran off. He made a mistake. He disregarded the authority of our matriarch. For that, he must be punished.”

“I don’t think he knew what was going to happen.”

Abigail shook her head. “He took an unnecessary risk. For that, he must be punished.”

As she made that point, I watched a poking, powerful woman carry a man up onto the stage. By now, the carpenters were done. Not only that, they had constructed something else while I was focusing on my surroundings and talking with Abigail.

There was a wooden frame and a set of leather shackles now dangled from a set of ropes.

When I saw them, I didn’t understand what was going to happen, not until they pulled him up onto the stage. He wore the slave hood again, plus the collar. Not only that, leather bands now encircled his wrists and ankles. They were quickly attached to the different ropes. They pulled his arms up toward the corners of the framework.

He was on display. Maybe he couldn’t see us, and he couldn’t speak, but he could certainly hear what was happening.

Just as importantly, he would understand this. He would know what was going on.

“Punish him,” Abigail said. It was strange to hear those words, especially considering that she was smiling back at me. “It’s exactly what he needs. It’s exactly what he deserves.”

“What happens if no one punishes him?”

“Then he obviously isn’t worthy of being a member of our community,” she said, making it sound obvious. “Maybe one of the lesser families would adopt him, taking him as a slave, but that isn’t a fate you would want.”

“If I don’t, you will? You’ll punish him?”

“It would be better if you did it,” she said.

My eyes narrowed as I tried to run through those calculations. I was doing my best to figure out what would be best.

More than anything else, I wanted to find my Pegasus and fly for Myr. Otherwise, I still had time, I didn’t like the idea of getting distracted.

Then again, it was only one night.

Back in graduate school, I would have taken my time to assess the different possibilities before arriving at the optimal conclusion.

But there was something about this land. It made me jump to my feet I stride forward. Immediately, I could hear those hoots, cheers, shouts, and applause. The musicians sped up.

I wanted him to see who it was, so I grabbed onto his slave hood, and I pulled it free. And then I touched him on the underside of his chin.

After that, I was thinking about that first night and how he had touched me, how his lips and tongue had darted along my sex, providing me with the kind of pleasure I could barely imagine on my own.

“I’m here to punish you,” I said. “I’m here to discipline you for the mistakes you made.”

“Yes, my lady,” Terrence said.

That was when I stepped back behind him. I raised one arm into the air, and there was another burst out cheers. After that, I wasn’t sure exactly what I was going to do, only then someone stepped up onto the stage, and she quietly extended her hand. In it, she held a blade.

At first, I didn’t understand.

Then she nodded toward his tunic, so I grabbed it, and I sliced through it, cutting away the garment. It fell forward, and I soon saw him standing there, naked except for one item: it was his chastity belt.

“Break it! Break it! Break it!” The women of his community were chanting, shouting out those words. It was only then that I realized something when glanced about. There were a couple of male dancers who had been performing, hopping, and jumping around with their female patriots.

But amongst those different groups, I didn’t see any of the men. It made me wonder if they were back in their tents, locked away because they weren’t suited for this kind of celebration.

Part of me wanted to feel bad for them, but then it made me think of the businessmen throughout American history who had held women back, simply by refusing to they invite them to their social occasions. Those guys almost always used the same excuse; the boys were going to get rowdy. They didn’t want the women to be uncomfortable. It never occurred to them that they were supposed to behave professionally in the first place. As far as they were concerned, they were entitled to their nights of drinking, their strip clubs, and their other activities. So what if this meant that they weren’t allowing the women to engage in the same networking opportunities? Secretly, so many of those guys probably assumed that women didn’t belong in the business world anyway. This was just another easy way to keep them out.

This was probably naïve of me, but I hadn’t asked Shayla for the key. I hadn’t checked this young man. But now, I grabbed onto the back of the belt, right there above the curves of his buttocks. I grabbed on, careful to make sure that I wasn’t going to hurt him. Then I could feel it; my muscles strained, the leather tore, and I could feel the metal start to stretch and strain. It was bizarre. I had never tried breaking through iron before.

And then something else occurred to me.

This belt wasn’t designed to protect him from women. On the contrary, it was simply a symbol of control, designed to make him understand that he wasn’t entitled to make decisions about his body. He wasn’t allowed to pleasure himself; he wasn’t allowed to decide when or if he would be entitled to release.

Why did that idea turn me on? Why was there this blast of excitement that rocked through me?

The metal ripped! It shattered, breaking, and then I pulled off the other pieces of the belt. I was careful tearing through them. I ripped away the lock. I didn’t listen, even as the women around me were still cheering.

Then I freed him, and he was naked, bound, and helpless.

I stepped behind him, I grabbed his ass, and then I wrapped my other arm around him. I looked out at the members of his community. His sisters were out there; I wondered who else he knew would not witness his humiliation.

“Make sure he enjoys it!”

“We know he needs it!”

A new chant was quickly taken up, “He needs it! He needs it! He needs it!”

There was this wave of energy that hit me. I glanced back out at the crowd of women once again. They were cheering for me. Even if I understood that they were here because they wanted to see him punished, I still savored this wild sense of power and control. I was in charge here, and I was holding onto him. Not only that, I could touch him and tease him however I liked.

They wanted to see something.

I understood what it was.

At first, I hesitated. Even if there was that feral grin curving along my lips as my heart pounded, I decided to do it.

I reached down, and my fingers brushed along his balls before my hand made it up to his shaft. Gently, playfully, almost flirtatiously, I stroked his cock. With that soft touch, I excited him.

His body responded, and I loved how easy this was for me. I could do whatever I wanted, and he couldn’t stop me. I could do whatever I wanted, and they were encouraging me.

“Ladies, you want to see him punished?” I shouted back to the crowd.

A roar of approval washed over both of us. I glanced back at the slave. Terrence fought so hard to keep his expression devoid of any kind of emotion. His lips hardened into a straight line, but he couldn’t hide it, not from me. He was doing his best to resist. He didn’t want to acknowledge how hard this was for him.

If nothing else, he was scared…

I waited for some jolt of mercy or sympathy or empathy to rush through me. After all, he was alone here. Even the dancers had dispersed. He was the only man, and there were all of these women watching him, and he was completely at our mercy.

I stepped back.

With the cheers and applause still ringing in my ears, I pressed the flat of my palm against the curve of his backside.

At first, I wanted to promise him that I was going to be kind and gentle. This wasn’t really going to sting.

Then I changed my mind.

I wasn’t sure what prompted that change behind my eyes or between my ears. Then again, it probably had nothing to do with my intellectual faculties. This was an instinct. This was an urge!

I indulged myself, yanking my hand back before swinging down hard. I didn’t use the full force of my strength. More and more, it felt like I was truly unstoppable. Still, this was going to burn.

He grunted. There was that jolt of agony that shot through his body.

“It’s fine if you want to struggle,” I told him. Despite not being a member of their community, I could still feel that a rush of tribal authority. We were in control. We could discipline him. He had mistakenly assumed he could make a decision on his own without the oversight of his sisters. Now he was going to pay for it.

I struck again!

My hand fell down hard and fast against his backside. In the firelight, I could see the way the curves of his ass glowed a bright shade of red.

As I paddled him, the cheers continued to roar out across the air. At the same time, my heart was pounding faster. By now, I could feel just a tiny taste of that stinging along the palm of my hand, but I didn’t care.

That boy grunted. He growled. At the same time, he jerked against his restraints. He was fighting hard, if only because he knew he had to put on a good show.

At least, that was what I had first assumed. Then I glanced back at his face, and I saw the dread. He fell forward, and he was hanging there, his body limp.

A different idea occurred to me, so I touched the underside of his chin and forced his head up. “Tell them. Apologize.”

At that instant, I was actually feeling more empathetic, but it had nothing to do with the punished male in front of me. Instead, I was thinking about Abigail and her sisters. I was thinking about the guilt they must have felt, knowing that their brother would never return to them, all because they refused to heed their responsibilities. They hadn’t taken care of him; they hadn’t protected him. At the very least, it had been their duty to make sure that he was kept back at their camp, where it was safe.

After all, he was a handsome boy. Maybe he didn’t want to think of himself this way, but he was an asset. He was a resource, and there were women just as strong as me who would come for him, taking him and stealing him away.

His chest rose and fell as he sucked in one deep breath after another. Seething, he tried to hold out. Maybe it had been the spanking. Maybe it was something else. One way or the other, he was resistant. I gave him another reminder; I brought my hand down hard in another tight arc. I made sure he felt it!

That blast of pain destroyed his defiance.

“I’m sorry! I’m sorry for the mistakes I made! I was never supposed to go out there on my own. I’m not like them.”

“Who?” I demanded. At the same time, I understood how this would play out. Even so, part of me couldn’t believe it. Part of me couldn’t accept it.

In the United Kingdom back at Bristol, I had attended those mandatory meetings where we talked about fairness, justice, equality, and equity. We talked about how we should treat our students. We always came back to that question of fairness.

But I was here and I was a part of this community. At least, for the time being, I was playing with this boy.

More than that, I loved it!

Perhaps I didn’t want to admit it; perhaps I didn’t want to face the truth. And yet, there was still something so intoxicating about standing up on that stage. At this point, the other women went quiet. They were no longer cheering.

Even so, I could still sense their approval.

They believed in correcting this boy. Just as importantly, they believed in me. As always, I felt like I was waiting for some resistance on my part. At some point, I was supposed to stand up and tell them that this was wrong.

Despite that expectation, it was so much easier to stand there, to think about what I could do, and to bask in this new strength. After all, I had spanked him.

On Earth, he would’ve been too tall, too strong, too powerful for me to overwhelm. But here, I could probably have grabbed him and pulled him up, throwing him over my shoulder. (I made a mental note to try that at some point.)

I spanked him again, and I loved the sound I made as my hand crashed against the contours of his butt. He yanked, twisting and fighting.

He was still hard; the excitement still flashed across his body, yet I spanked him as I showed him that he had to answer my questions.

“I’m not like the women around me,” he said when I finally stopped.

Terrence raised his head, and he looked out at the members of his community. He saw his family, his friends, the girls with whom he had grown up…

He saw them, and he must’ve been able to read the concern written across their faces. After all, this was a punishment, but it was for his own good. It was needed; it was necessary.

A young man like Terrence couldn’t be trusted to make his own decisions. He wasn’t entitled to make those choices, not when there were dangers out in the world. Since he wasn’t strong enough to confront them, he had to rely on those who cared about him to protect him.

“I am sorry,” he called out, louder this time. “I am so sorry for the mistakes I have made. I will not make those mistakes again. I understand my place. I know that I must obey. I must be obedient. I must dedicate myself to those who are wiser than myself.”

“And who is that?”

Terrence must have hated this, yet he still had to give in. Maybe he grew up in this culture. Maybe he truly believed in his own inferiority, yet some small part of him still wanted to push back. It made me think of the young women who had grown up in Europe or the United States centuries ago and still managed to resist the patriarchy. They became scientists, doctors, and engineers. Many more, I was certain, had never done anything worthy of note, yet they still asserted themselves.

“Women,” he finally confessed.

“Why?”

“Women are stronger and more intelligent,” he said. Spread out, naked and on display, he had no choice. “Women are the guardians of all that is right and true in the world. I must obey them. I must do as they say. This is a woman’s world, and I am just a boy.”

I grabbed his ass. I hissed into his ear. “Again.”

“This is a woman’s world, and I am just a boy!”

That was when I stepped away. I didn’t understand their rituals, but I had an idea. “Ladies, may I make a suggestion?”

I waited. Within a few more seconds, I had their agreement. They were paying attention. Just as importantly, I wanted them to remember this. I wanted them to think about what it meant and how everything could change. “Terrence harmed your community when he broke your rules. By harming the community, he risked harming, every single person here. As such, I think he should apologize to each and every one of you individually. What do you think?”

There was another round of cheers.

I released him from the restraints, and I pulled him down after attaching a leash. His hands were bound behind his back. No one seriously thought he was going to try to run, nor did anyone believe that he was a threat.

The restraints helped him remember; they helped teach him an important lesson.

Theoretically, we could have gagged him as well, but it was going to be so much better when he had to approach each woman to tell her how he felt and what he had learned.

This may have been a new ritual, but I wondered whether or not it could become a tradition.

I certainly hoped so.

Over and over again, he approached them. I guided him from one campfire to the next, and he greeted those females, saying, “I’m sorry for the mistake I made. I’m sorry for my error in judgment. I never should have tried to think for myself. I’m a stupid boy, but I’m learning. I’m learning to be good and obedient.”

Sometimes the words varied from one promise to another.

I didn’t mind.

But then, he looked back at me and his eyes grew bigger. There was only one campfire left and he lowered his head. “Have I been good? Have I been obedient? Have I accepted my punishment with the necessary grace?”

“You have,” I told him.

“Then my lady, may I make a request?”

I didn’t really understand what was going on, but we had paused. By this point, there were lots of women who were tipsy or completely drunk. The dancers were back out again. The musicians were playing. Even if each of these groups enjoyed seeing Terrence surrender and succumb to the power of their matriarchy, they still had their own games and entertainment.

“Make the request,” I told him. Again, I marveled at ease with which I could tell him exactly what to do.

In college, I occasionally had to deal with the stress of group work. Those projects were always obnoxious, largely because there would be one or two people who wouldn’t cooperate or who didn’t want to actually do the assignment. Instead, they relied on everyone else to handle the work. At several points, I had been forced to confront them, and I always hated it. I hated the awkwardness of those conversations; I had despised knowing that there was nothing I could do to really incentivize their behavior. If they didn’t care about their grades, there was nothing I could do, yet they could still mess up my final scores.

With Terrence, it was different.

I had all of the leverage I needed.

“Please, don’t make me go over there,” he said. “Please don’t make me apologize to them.”

“Why not?” I asked, tilting my head to the side. “What’s wrong with them?”

In truth, I had assumed he would have the hardest time with his sisters. Then again, he had already visited their campfire. While leashed and bound and naked (except for his new chastity belt), he had done everything I had asked. He had been pliant, almost eager, as though he knew this was his opportunity to make things right.

“I know that girl,” he said.

At first, I didn’t understand who he meant, only I followed his gaze, and there were three older women at the next campfire, plus a young warrior, probably in her thirties. She had dark skin, blonde hair, and vivid blue eyes that sparkled in the light of the campfire.

Right away, my breath caught in my throat. As a woman, I could admire beautiful models, influencers, and pop stars. Sometimes, I would be playing around on social media and I would watch a makeover tutorial, seeing how some girl would look very plain in the first couple of scenes, only to immediately shift after she applied her makeup and did her hair.

This girl didn’t have to go through any of those steps. If anything, she looked wild, yet there was something about the shape of her face, the contours of her cheeks, her slender shoulders, and her amazing muscles.

“So?” I asked. Frankly, I assumed that Terrence knew all of the women at this gathering.

“So I…” Terence obviously wanted to finish that, yet something held him back. It wasn’t a fear of pain. It was a different kind of worry.

“You had a crush on her,” I said.

He glanced at me for a second, almost as though he didn’t understand what that meant. But then he nodded and stared down at the rocky ground.

“Perfect,” I said.

I brought him over to the campfire. At several points, he tugged against his leash, almost like he was some disobedient dog that desperately wanted to break free. And yet, he already knew what was going to happen.

Even if he had fantasized to understand that he was surrounded by women, and even if he had tried to flee, he never would have succeeded. We would have grabbed him, pinning him down, and punishing him far more severely.

“Hello, Annika,” he said. But he turned back toward the older women. “I’m here to apologize for my bad behavior. I made a mistake, and I worried everyone here. I was enslaved, but it was my own fault. I should have been able to think clearly. As a man, I need to understand that it’s always a good idea to do as I’m told.”

I reached up and patted him on the head. Then I looked back at that younger woman.

She was studying him, with a silent expression. For the first few moments, she seemed fixated on Terence. But then she glanced up at me, and she held my gaze.

“Where are you from?” Annika asked me.

“San Diego,” I told her, fairly confident they would get the pronunciation wrong here as well.

“I don’t know that domain,” she said. Then she pushed herself away from the campfire and hopped up onto her feet. I realized that she was basically my size. Maybe she was slightly smaller with narrow shoulders, but she looked amazing. She reminded me of a ballerina or maybe a gymnast. She came forward, and she fixated her attention on Terrence first. Then her eyes darted back to me.

“Would you like to take him back to your tent?” I asked, confident that a girl like Annika would be able to help Terrence and put him in his place.

But then she surprised me. She stepped in front of the boy, and her gaze swept up and down along his frame. She was evaluating him; that much was clear.

But then she turned her attention back to me. “I would very much like to take him back to my tent. Perhaps you would join us?”

I blinked way too fast. My eyes were fluttering, and I stared at her, largely because I didn’t understand what that was supposed to mean.

Right away, I assumed this had to be some kind of cultural misunderstanding. Only then, she extended her hand, she took mine, and her fingertips brushed along my palm. A quiver of electric desire ran through me. I didn’t know how to deal with that; I didn’t expect it.

Then I glanced around, and I was thinking about how I was about to travel to Myr.

Before I realized what I was doing, I nibbled on the inside of my mouth and said: “Lead the way.”

Casually, she reached over and took him by his leash. She escorted him, and she kept glancing over her shoulder. Sometimes, she looked back at Terrence. At other points, her eyes slid over to mine.

We came to a tent and she drew it open. Inside, I saw the cushions, a small work desk, and a rack adorned with weapons.

Then she turned back to this boy. “On your knees.”

He kneeled before her.

She turned to me, and Annika smiled. There was something, something sweet, almost something shy and innocent in her expression, even though I had a solid sense that she knew exactly what she was doing. More importantly, she understood what she wanted.

But I didn’t.

Part of me couldn’t believe it.

At several points, I had considered these kinds of ideas or fantasies. As a woman, I could respect an individual who knew how to pick out a good dress or who had a lovely body. But this was different, and I knew it right away.

Terrence probably should have kept his gaze aimed at the floor. Instead, he glanced up at us. He was watching as she invaded my personal space, and then she reached up, gliding her fingers along my cheek.

Obvious questions pulsed behind my eyes. “Was I really going to do this? Was this something I was going to try?

In the morning, I was going to take on a new risk. For the time being, I could indulge. Not only that, there had been something else, something triggered deep within me when I had played with Terrence in front of these other women.

Annika leaned forward. I could picture her pushing herself up onto her toes and the balls of her feet. Then her lips touched mine.

We were kissing.

I opened my eyes to peek back at Terrence. As expected, he was staring right at us. His lips parted and it was obvious he was enjoying this.

His childhood crush held onto his leash as she continued to kiss me. I took the leash from her, and I tugged.

He moved forward on his knees, but then I was still kissing her. We broke up for just a second. “Lick and nuzzle and kiss our feet,” I ordered.

This was new. This was different. This was something I had never envisioned or imagined.

Our lips pressed against one another. I could feel the soft solidity of her body. It was strange; Annika must have inhaled the red dust as well, yet my hands still started to roam across her body.

I had kissed guys before. It had always felt strange, like there was this firmness to their forms. With her, she was softer, and she seemed to fit there against my body. Not just that, she was an amazing kisser! (That idea sounded silly inside of my head, but I couldn’t help it.)

Then her hands were moving along my frame and part of me wanted to stop her. I didn’t. Instead, I opened my eyes for just a moment. She did the same, and we both looked down. We saw Terrence there once again, demonstrating his obedience and subordination.

Obedience. Subordination. Of course, I knew what those words meant, but I hardly ever used them over the course of my life. They felt strange, foreign, and exotic. Not only that, they were never supposed to apply to a young man like him.

But they did…

Kneeling down he licked her feet. He nuzzled her ankles. He kissed her shins. Then he moved over to my feet.

I expected to start giggling. Instead, there was this spark of arousal.

I had a man down on his hands and knees, and he was behaving exactly like one of those human canines. When I first watched those boy dogs, I hadn’t recognized the appeal.

Now, I did.

Maybe this was how guys felt when they thought of Playboy bunnies.

He kept licking and nuzzling, kissing and gently sucking on our toes. He positioned himself, careful to remain out of the way.

“Have you ever been with a girl like me before?” Annika asked.

At that moment, I saw no reason to lie, “I’ve never been with a woman.”

Part of me wondered whether or not I could do it now. After all, I wasn’t supposed to be the adventurous girl; I was supposed to be bookish and focused on reading studies, analyzing correlations, and hunting for causal relationships.

“We can stop if you like,” she told me. Her voice was soft and gentle, and then I found myself reaching out, touching her cheeks, leaning in, tilting my head to the side, and pressing my mouth to hers again.

Our tongues were teasing one another; they were flirting.

I could hear the wet snacking sounds as we kissed right there on our feet, and then she reached for my hand. She tugged, guiding me across the open space of her tent and down onto some furs.

At first, I thought she was going to push me down onto my back.

To be honest, I was tempted.

She wanted to be gentle; she wanted to guide me. But that wasn’t what interested me, not at that moment. Instead, I pushed her to her back. She nudged me, but we were weren’t wrestling, not really. Neither of us wanted to use our full strength. And yet, I pushed her down. It reminded me a little bit of a dance class. I had tried to take once; the teacher had insisted that the men had to lead with confidence, but they couldn’t just overpower their partners. Instead, they had to be careful. They had to strike that right balance.

Remarkably, I did the exact same thing with Annika.

As so often happened on this strange world, I waited for the expected reaction. I thought I was going to nudge her back, giggle, and say something about how she was very pretty, but I wasn’t supposed to be interested in this.

My body’s reaction told me that wasn’t true; my heart was fluttering, excitement pulsed across my skin, and I loved being close to her. There was something about her soft skin, the texture of her hair, the way she smiled, and the feel of her lips. I ran my hands along her body, and I was touching her.

“I’m wearing too much,” she told me.

I pulled off her tunic, sliding it away. I stripped her, and suddenly she was naked, and then I looked back over at Terrence. “Are you ready to apologize?”

Before he got the chance to answer, Annika said something. “No. He’s not ready yet.”

“He’s not?” I asked.

“No,” she said with flirtatious certainty.

She slipped out from underneath me, and I let her go. She climbed up to her feet, and she stalked over to him. He had withdrawn, sliding a few feet away from us. Still down on all fours, he glanced up. His eyes were big and I could sense the nervous energy radiating off of him.

She reached down and ran her fingers through his hair, then down his neck. Her fingers brushed along the contours of his collar until she found the metal ring dangling there. She hooked her fingers through the iron, and she tugged, forcing him forward.

“Tell us again that you’re sorry. Tell us again that you have learned your lesson. Tell us again that you understand your place as a man in our community.”

He was a man in their community…

I was an outsider, and as I watched this, I wondered if I could ever be a part of a society like this. It was a strange thought, especially because my nipples were stiff, my skin hot, my breathing sharp, my slit damp. I didn’t really understand what all of this meant. After all, I had never been aroused like this before. Whenever I decided to touch myself in the dark, I could take my time, I didn’t have to worry about anyone else. Even when I had been with a guy, it always felt like I was doing it for him. Those events seemed to be something I saw through his eyes, like I was more of an observer than a participant. Apparently, a lot of the women I have been friends with felt the same way when we got tipsy and confessed our favorite stories.

“Annika, I’m sorry. I’m sorry I ran off. I’m sorry. I was dumb. I was foolish. I really thought it would be fine. I thought I could go on an adventure with my sisters!”

“That isn’t how it works, is it?”

“No,” he told us. “That isn’t how it works.”

“Why not?”

I watched this interaction. Of course, it was different. When I extracted his apology up in front of everyone else, I hadn’t really been sure. When Annika spoke, she sounded exactly like a teacher. She knew the correct answers, and she expected him to give them to her. If he didn’t, there would be consequences.

“Because you’re strong. You’re strong, and I’m weak. You’re smarter, and I have to do whatever you say. I’m vulnerable. I’m a man. As a man, I can’t go out on my own. I can’t make those kinds of decisions. I have to rely on my sisters and the members of my community. I need the warriors to protect me.”

“I do want a reminder, don’t you?”

“Annika, please don’t.”

“Don’t? Don’t do what?” Her eyes crinkled with undisguised delight as she enjoyed herself.

His nostrils flared and then she tugged on his hair, forcing him to his knees.

“Beg. Beg for us to protect you. Tell us again that you are just a helpless boy who can’t fight off any of the women in your life.”

“I’m just a helpless boy who can’t fight off any of the women in my life,” he said.

“I have your key,” she said.

His eyes flashed wide as he stared at her. “Your sister let me borrow it. I figured you would come around. It took longer than I expected. That’s not acceptable. You need to talk to the people who care about you. And you know that I care about you, don’t you? I care about your training. I care about your behavior. I care about you.”

“Yes, my lady,” he said.

“Would you like the opportunity to pleasure your savior?” Annika turned back to me.

I had been with him before, but I assumed that we were done. And yet, I saw him, and then I glanced back at her.

“What are you suggesting?” I asked.

Then she walked over to me, and she whispered something. Then she turned back to the boy who had a crush on her. She whispered something to him as well.

His mouth hardened, but he swallowed and nodded. Clearly, he was trying hard to focus. He didn’t wish to disappoint her; that was obvious.

And yet, I still didn’t know exactly what she had in mind.

Then she grabbed him, and she had her right arm wrapped around his torso. With her left, she started spanking him, slapping his ass again and again. He twitched. He writhed. He called out, desperate and frightened as she disciplined him. Then she let go before turning back to me. She bounded over and she was kissing me. It felt incredible. She pushed me down onto my back. This time, I did not resist. Clearly, she had something planned.

Up until now, she had been naked and so it was my turn. She peeled away my own tunic. I shimmied out of my bra and panties. I kicked away my sandals. Then I looked back at him. He was hungrily watching me.

Hanukkah started, kissing me again. I was on my back, and that felt incredible, especially because her hands moved along the contours of my breasts. She stroked and caressed my nipples; her fingers darted along those pleasure points. Ecstasy started to swim through me. Of course, the intensity was growing. It was building to something unstoppable, something unyielding and utterly addictive.

Still, I didn’t have what I really wanted. Then I could feel his lips, first on my toes, then my feet, along my ankles and up my shins. Pretty soon, his cheeks brushed along my inner thighs, and he was coming closer and closer to my slit.

I wasn’t thinking about this as a performance. In truth, I wasn’t really comprehending what was happening at all. Instead, I lost myself to those sensations, yet I could still hear his voice. He was apologizing to me. He was telling me something important.

Terrence was a member of the weaker sex.

I had never wanted to think in those terms before, probably because I knew exactly how I would stack up against the men of my world.

But I didn’t face the men of my world.

This was a new planet, a better planet…

I didn’t question those ideas. I didn’t question those conclusions, especially because as he kissed, another shiver of excitement raced through me.

That felt incredible; that was compacted excitement squeezing through me.

I arched to my back, I kicked my heels down against the soft furs, and I curled my toes. At the same time, I understood that I was getting attention from both of them.

She continued to kiss me; Annika’s hands moved along my body, her tenderness was stimulating in all of the right ways. Her fingers brushed along my rib cage, up along the contours of my breasts, then to my nipples. Those points were so stiff!

With her lips on mine, I leaned upward. She was off to the side, kissing me, and I savored that easy rhythm. At the same time, his tongue played along my opening.

My thoughts scattered.

As a scholar, I was always searching for meaning. I was analyzing and dissecting every scenario as I tried to figure out how the world was supposed to work. Right then and there, with Annika and Terrence above me, I yielded to it. At the same time, I didn’t feel like I was helpless. I didn’t feel like I was in any kind of vulnerable position. After all, I was stronger.

Annika might have been able to defeat me in a duel but Terrence wouldn’t have stood a chance. Not only that, Annika and I were on the same side. We were both women. There was that fundamental understanding between the two of us. Perhaps the relationship between women and men would always be antagonistic. For us, we could do something else. We could be something else.

She kept kissing me, and then I looked up into her eyes. “He should go down on you,” I said. In fact, I reached down and grabbed Terrence by his hair. I tugged on his head, forcing him back. Then I reached out with my free hand, and I gripped her palm for just a moment. She lowered herself down, and I pushed him into position.

I didn’t let go.

All at once, I knew what I wanted to do.

I was going to use him like he was nothing but a toy.

As I held onto the back of his head, I guided him. I pushed him down. At one point, he tried to rear up. There wasn’t a lot of force behind that motion, but he found the back of my hand braced against his skull. All at once, he realized what I intended.

Perhaps I heard a growl from Terrence. Maybe it was my imagination. Either way, I was in control and I was using him.

I was going to use him to pleasure my new friend!

She glanced up and her eyes met mine. At that instant, I knew we were both thinking the same thing. “Start out nice and slow,” I told him. “Take your time. You don’t want to rush. Make sure she enjoys herself. Let the desire simmer.” I felt odd as I uttered those words, but I didn’t have to think of myself in the same way I had before. This was a new world. Perhaps that meant this would be a new version of me.

At the same time, I imagined his tongue dotting and gliding along her pussy. I knew how that felt; I understood the delicious energy that could go slowly, sweeping and spiraling out of the core of her being while he went down on her.

Then I tightened my grip on his soft hair, pulling his head back.

There it was again, that grimace and a frustrated groan that vibrated behind his rib cage. Giggling just a little bit, I told him, “I get to decide when you lick. I get to decide how fast you go. Remember, you’re the one going down on her, but I’m still in control.”

At once, he replied with the only acceptable answer. “Yes, my lady!”

I pushed him right back down in a position. “Fast,” I ordered.

At once, his tongue darted, sweeping and sliding up and down along her slit. He went in deep as I shoved his face forward. His tongue flicked, gliding, and playing along her most sensitive parts.

Then I glanced up. Again, our eyes met.

There was something between us now, a different kind of connection as we shared this boy. We had kissed, and that had been amazing, but this was different. Perhaps she had played this kind of game before. Maybe she hadn’t. Either way, this was new for me. I saw how her toes twitched, how she splayed her feet, her fingers reached down, and she tightened her grip around random chunks of the fur beneath her.

I pulled his head back again.

“Apologize,” I demanded.

“I’m sorry for wandering off,” he said.

“Why should a boy never wander off?”

Back on my world I came from the United States. In our country, there was supposed to be a sense of fairness. Even the most traditional and conservative individuals still believed that women should get to control their lives. Only a few extremists online would argue that women needed to be owned or controlled. Even so, there was still that sexism. I remembered the idea that it would be fine for a boy to wander around after dark. If he wanted to go and explore, that was perfectly acceptable. He was a boy. At the same time, I was thinking about my female students, especially those who came from more traditional and conservative cultures. I remembered the girls who frequently pointed out that they weren’t allowed to go out with their friends, not without their parents’ permission. Technically, those young women were adults. They were past eighteen and often well into their twenties. They were in college, studying some incredibly difficult concepts.

And yet, they were still infantilized. If they hoped to go out with their friends, they had to ask for permission from their parents. Of course, their younger brothers and male cousins didn’t have those same kinds of requirements…

“Men can’t defend themselves! Men aren’t strong enough!”

Again, I imagined what would happen if the red dust somehow made its way back to Earth. For just a heartbeat or two, I enjoyed that silent fantasy: men overpowered, men held down, men nervous about walking down the street in the dark because they had no idea whether or not an aggressive woman would decide that she wanted some attention from him. Perhaps he would finally understand how it felt to try to placate someone stronger, even if she happened to be smaller as well. But I already knew that didn’t matter.

“No, men aren’t strong enough,” I said. “You’re not strong enough. You’re a cute boy. You’re a handsome boy. This is where you belong. This is what you should be doing. You don’t go out and explore. You don’t run off.”

“I’m sorry!”

With one hand, I smacked his naked ass.

With the other, I pushed his face back down toward her pussy. Right before he could start speaking again, I ordered, “Tell her that you are happy for the chance to serve a powerful woman. Tell her that you are grateful for the opportunity to serve the superior sex.”

The superior sex…

I wasn’t sure exactly where I had picked up that phrase. While all of this was new and strange to me, the people of Dax viewed these dynamics as normal. Perhaps a few people from Earth would be acquired here or there at random points, but there weren’t enough of us to alter the culture in any significant or meaningful ways. Perhaps a couple alien words would slip into their language, but even that was hard to tell since the translation technology was so amazing. With just a touch, we could all speak one another’s languages.

“I, I’m happy for the chance to serve a powerful woman. I’m so grateful for the opportunity to serve the superior sex!”

This time, it was Annika who called out, “Lick!”

He had no choice; he had to obey.

All three of us in that tent understood that simple point. It was a delicious truth for Annika and me. For him, it was an inescapable reality. He had tried to run off; he had tried to go out to prove what a boy could do.

Consequently, he had been captured and enslaved. It was only the kindness of an outlander that brought him back to his community.

And now, they were going to watch him. Even if he had learned his lesson, he would serve as an example for all of the women and men here. The girls would be able to think about their brothers and cousins, fathers and husbands. They would see what would happen when men were permitted too much freedom. The boys themselves would consider exactly how he had tried so hard to get away, to wander off and prove himself, only to be captured.

That was the fate of disobedient boys.

It made me think of the old fairytales. In those stories, children would learn about the dangers of the forest and the importance of obedience. The same dynamic could play out here with someone like Terrence. His story could become a lot more common…

I pushed his face down between her legs, and he licked again.

“Faster,” I ordered.

He obeyed.

“Faster,” I insisted again.

Again, I could feel his head as he lapped at her pussy, his tongue gliding up and down again and again, going as fast as he could make it. He worshiped her, giving her the pleasure she craved. Within moments, her eyes widened, ecstasy burned across her body,  panting out until she finally screamed. That wild completion rushed through her. She just came!

For several seconds, she was on her back, panting.

“Your turn,” she said to me.

Then she grabbed me by my wrist, and I didn’t resist as she pulled me down. I was on my back, and she put her hand on his head. Within moments, his face was buried there between my inner thighs.

“You’re a beautiful woman, Krystal of Sandy Eggo. Enjoy the pleasure our slave boy can give you.”

Technically, he wasn’t a slave. He belonged to his family. It would be his mother or one of his sisters who would decide when or if he would be sold off. In the meantime, however, he was there for our pleasure.

Satisfaction roiled across my body. My pussy was already damp with desire, but now a fresh wave of need flooded all along my frame. I could feel that desire pulsating just beneath the surface of my skin as he pleasured me.

I arched my back, raised my chin toward the top of the tent, and then I opened my eyes in time to watch as she started to kiss me. She pushed her lips down against mine, and her hands found my breasts. She squeezed, fondling and massaging me. Her thumbs darted along my nipples, nudging them to the left, then the right and back again.

It felt so good!

Craving more, I moaned. Longing for her touch, I panted, sucking in one breath after another through my nostrils.

Then she broke away and turned back to the boy.

I didn’t know when he had achieved it, but now he had the key to his chastity belt. Maybe someone had already handed it to him. Perhaps that had been why he was so nervous to come into this tent in the first place.

Disappointment could always be one of these sharpest punishments.

Then she broke that kiss, turned back to the boy, and said, “You get one chance. Beg.”

Immediately, he pushed his elbows down against his sides, he kneeled there before us and I watched as Terrence pleaded, “Please, consider unlocking me. Please, I want to please you. I want to pleasure you. Please, allow me the privilege of serving you with every inch of my body. Please, I just want to be a good and beautiful male for you. I am a slave. I have been trained. I understand exactly what I can do for you. Please, let me worship you as a sex slave beneath you!”

“Enough,” she said, interrupting. Then she turned back to me.

At that moment, it became obvious I could have used his mouth. I could have enjoyed the feel of his tongue gliding and sliding my opening again and again until I finally climaxed.

If I preferred, I could have had him thrust into me, pumping hard.

“Would you climax without permission?” I asked him.

“Never, my lady,” Terrence said. At the same time, I could see that desperation shine in his eyes. He meant it.

As far as he was concerned, nothing could be worse than messing this up. After all, Annika was giving him an opportunity. It would be his chance of freedom.

“If you mess this up, I will leave you locked up for at least a year and a day,” she promised him. I didn’t understand the poetic significance of that particular length of time, but I had no problem understanding the fear that played across his face when he heard those words.

“Yes, my lady,” he said right away.

Annika freed him.

She used the key on his chastity belt and he tried to hide the hope that spread across his face as she slipped the key into the lock, turned it, and popped it open.

“Show me what you can do,” I commanded, still on my back.

He slid forward, braced his elbows above my shoulders, leaned down, and nuzzled the contour of my neck with the tip of his nose. He was kissing me, gently licking and sucking that soft skin.

At first, I didn’t understand.

But then Annika kissed me. She pressed her mouth down against mine, and suddenly there was this new rhythm, especially when I felt his cock slide up against my opening.

He was braced right there, his legs bent at that awkward angle, but I reached down, found his erection, and guided him forward.

He pushed into me.

Perhaps he was waiting for instructions. If so, he wasn’t going to get them. Instead, Terrence had to guess.

Perhaps this was cruel of me, but I didn’t care, not when I was busy kissing his childhood crush.

I loved the feel of her tongue against my bottom lip. I loved exploring her mouth. I loved the weight of her body, even as he pushed him into me. At that moment, he was a sideshow as he pumped his cock deep into my opening. I loved it, but I loved knowing that I was the one in control.

Then I pulled away from her for just a second. “Slow,” I said to him.

That was probably cruel; I didn’t care.

Still, he obeyed me. That was what I wanted more than anything else. Perhaps he understood this. He recognized the importance of simply doing as he was told. He drew back, only to push down. He took his time as he worked into me, the contours of his shaft sliding along the walls of my pussy. The muscles in my torso tightened. I could feel that incredible tension spread throughout my body. Then I reached up, and I grabbed Annika again, kissing her hard. She whimpered; she moaned. She had already enjoyed her orgasm, no doubt it was my turn. Her hands continued to play along my breasts. Every inch of my body lit with that oncoming ecstasy!

Finally, I commanded him, “Faster! Faster, slave. Faster, Terrence!”

Maybe he grunted something like, “Yes, my lady.” If so, the sound was muffled by having his mouth braced against the side of my neck.

Most importantly, he obeyed. He pumped down, thrusting into me, drawing back, only to work his shaft deep into my opening over and over. I took him. I claimed him. I had him even as I kissed another girl.

Annika pinched my nipples, she kissed me harder and faster. He plunged down again, yanking back with every passionate thrust. At that moment, I lost myself. I lost control, and I squeezed as every inch of my body seemed to shine and pulsate with wild pleasure.

That satisfaction rushed over me. It was bright, evanescent, and polychromatic. It was everything a woman could crave. It was the perfect satisfaction that I hadn’t known I could experience.

I came so hard, losing myself. Every thought scattered; every idea disappeared. At that moment, there was nothing but the blazing heat of pleasure and satisfaction.

Then he pulled back and I found myself surprised because Annika curled up around me. She put her head on my shoulder, and I wrapped my arm around her frame. At the same time, he cuddled up against my lap. He put his head on my thigh.

It was late, and we all fell asleep.

I was awoken by the sounds of roosters. Their screeches cut across the air. I opened my eyes; I wasn’t startled awake. Not only that, I still had that boy close and that girl resting her head on my shoulder. She was asleep. I could hear their rhythmic breathing as they relaxed against me.

I slipped free, extricating myself very carefully.

Although it seemed impossible, I somehow managed to get away without waking up either of them. I kissed her on the head. I brushed my fingers along his neck. At the same time, I glanced over and saw his discarded chastity belt. It made me wonder how long it would take before another woman decided that he didn’t deserve this kind of freedom.

Somehow, I didn’t think it would take much time at all.

For some reason, the idea made me smile.

I stepped out of the tent, and perhaps I was being rude, but I understood that I had a mission ahead of me.

Myr waited.

Striding ahead, I found Sable with the other Pegasi. Some of the other horses were blonde or white. A few were dappled with spots of gray or brown against their flanks. He was the only black beast, and I admired him. When he turned, I could feel his gaze on me.

He understood that we were going to do something dangerous.

More importantly, he couldn’t wait to begin. He huffed. He stamped his front right hoof. I motioned toward one of the younger girls, caught her attention, and pointed to Sable.

She ran off, retrieved his tack, and started to get him equipped. In the meantime, I grabbed a brush, and I worked his mane. At the same time, I stroked his face, telling him that he was a good boy, and that I was grateful for his help.

It was strange how easily those words left my mouth. Over the course of my time in Zel, I had learned so much about these strange beasts. But more importantly, I understood the dynamic that existed between us.

He was far more powerful than I could ever be, but I was going to be the rider; I would be the strategist. It would be up to me to decide where we would go. Granted, there was some debate amongst the different riders about how much intelligence these Pegasi truly possessed. They didn’t speak, after all. And yet, I still looked into his eyes, and I could see that sentience.

More importantly, I knew that I was going to be dependent on him.

He was powerful, and his mighty wings would carry us across the sky and underneath the stars.

Finally, that young woman finished working on his saddle and harness. His bridle was in place; before I slipped in a bit, I stepped over toward one of the small tables near a tent. I gave a copper piece to one of the girls, and she handed me an apple. Drawing my blade from my saddle bag, I chopped it up, and I fed him. Gratefully, Sable enjoyed one bite after another. He humped through the apple, chewing and swallowing as I stroked his face.

Eventually, however, I knew that it was time to go. Skipping breakfast for myself, I pulled myself up onto the saddle, I dropped myself in, and then I pulled on his reins. He trotted forward, breaking into a gallop. We headed toward the edge of the cliff.

I could see the distance down below. At the same time, I grabbed onto his neck, and I pushed myself down to reduce as much wind resistance as possible. I could feel the air rush across my cheeks, up through my hair, and down along the back of my neck.

We ran hard!

He jumped from the cliff, and his wings pulled back against his sides. We were plummeting forward, and I could see the ground hundreds of feet below us.

Pretty soon, I was laughing. I couldn’t help it!

Sable threw out those powerful wings. His feathers caught the air, and he flopped down, yanking both of us back up. I could feel my stomach drop as the momentum shoved me down into my saddle even harder. I tightened my feet against his flanks, and we were now flying.

As trained, I found the compass, and we followed it. It was time to visit the city of Myr.

We flew over the bad lands and across the forest. We passed multiple rivers, and then there was the darkened woods outside of Myr. At one point, someone had mentioned the spiders who inhabited that terrain below us.

A shiver sprinted down my spine.

Intellectually, I could recognize that spiders were an important part of the ecosystem. Still, there was something programmed deep into my bloodstream that told me I was supposed to squeal and crush them underneath my feet if I could.

Luckily, for me, I was up here, and they were down there, so I didn’t have to worry about them.

We flew hard and fast through the day. Then, just as I had calculated, the sun set, and I could see it in the distance: Myr.

It was even larger than Zel.

Somewhere off to the west, there was an enormous spire. That singular tower stretched up into the sky, and there was this instant when I clung to Sable’s back and wondered whether or not he would be able to fly to that incredible peak. Then I chided myself, fully confident in his abilities. He was powerful. He was going to be unstoppable here.

The sun hadn’t yet disappeared, but the shadows were already lengthening all across the city. It wouldn’t be long now.

In the distance, I could still see other riders. There were other Pegasi, but as the darkness descended, those mounts we decided it was time for them to return to their stables. They would want to eat and drink and rest.

They deserved it.

Sable was different; he enjoyed seeing the stars. He savored the cold bite of the night air as he flapped his wings and cut across the sky.

The moon was bright, but I could still see the lights as they came on all across the city: torches, stones, and more.

“Slow down, boy,” I called out to him as we approached. Then I muttered to myself. “Fly casual. Just don’t make it look like you’re trying to fly casually.” I probably butchered the quote, but I didn’t really care as I continued to fly.

My heart started pounding faster. Underneath that excitement, there was something else. Superficially, this felt like a game, especially because I could appreciate exactly how they fought here. It wasn’t a total war; it wasn’t a question of hurting civilians, or innocent people who weren’t involved in the political machinations of their leaders. Instead, the women inhaled their dust, they drew their batons, and they fought for honor. They fought for a very specific definition of victory.

If I could get this home stone, the mistress of Zel would lose her armies. The vows of loyalty and obedience would be broken because she wouldn’t be capable of holding onto her most important asset.

When Shayla first approached me about this mission, I asked her whether or not the stone would be protected in some vault deep underneath the city and guarded by hundreds of loyal soldiers. Of course, she laughed, largely because I still didn’t understand the people of this world. “No. That isn’t how it works. The stone is always on display at the height of her tower. It will be guarded, but she can’t just bury it away. That would make it seem like she is scared of her opponents. It’s a delicate balancing act, you see.” She had to be bold, but she couldn’t be foolhardy.

As we flew toward the city, I waited for someone to confront us.

No one did.

As a solo rider, I probably didn’t warrant much attention. If I had come in with a small army or even a group, maybe someone would have dared confront me. But since I was alone, the guards probably didn’t notice much. They probably assumed that I was coming in to land.

They were right about that.

“Down, boy,” I called to Sable over the sounds of the wind.

He obeyed, and we landed on one of the smaller towers. Once his hooves clattered against the stonework, I waited. I had my hand on my baton.

The sun hadn’t completely disappeared yet; orange and purple streaks still cut across the sky.

We waited.

My skin was hot despite the cold air up here. I kept thinking about how this could go wrong.

At any moment, I waited for some trap door to burst open with dozens of guards streaming out. If that happened, I would probably be able to get away.

They called me a star guide because I was able to ride Sable through the dark. His patriots never would have cooperated. And yet, I wasn’t the only one. This may have been an unusual talent for a rider to possess, but it wasn’t impossible. The mistress of this city certainly had dozens, maybe even hundreds of star guides at her disposal.

Hoping to appear nonchalant, just in case anyone actually confronted me, I walked over toward the edge of the tower. My stomach still tightened, and there was still that dread pulsating through my body as I looked down.

Hundreds of feet below, the celebrants partied and enjoyed themselves. They were laughing. I could hear the sounds of different songs reaching up into the sky.

They didn’t have digital clocks on this world; time was a little bit different. For the most part, people would have to make their approximations and do their best. The lack of digital communication made it even more challenging. As such, I just picked a random moment, and I glanced back toward the sky. I squinted, searching for the telltale shine of light along Pegasi wings.

When I didn’t see anything, I decided this would be a good moment. I pulled myself back up onto his back, I grabbed the reins, and he trotted forward. This time Sable recognized the danger.

“Good boy,” I whispered, knowing he wouldn’t be able to pick up on those words. Still, I did believe that he could sense my intentions as a rider. He understood that there was danger here; he knew something bad could happen.

He flattened his wings and we cut up toward the tallest tower.

I kept waiting for someone to sound the alarm. There had to be some kind of noise, something that would make it abundantly clear that we were here, we were thieves, and we intended to take the most precious prize from this city.

Our coalition would fall apart; the allies would disappear. All at once, everyone would know that she wasn’t as powerful as she proclaimed herself to be.

I held onto those thoughts as I gripped his reins and kept my legs locked around his saddle. Technically, the straps were still holding me in place, but I needed to do something with that excess energy burning all across my body.

We continued to fly higher and higher.

Then we rose above the tower, and I looked down to see the stables, the gardens, and this huge expanse of space. There were even training areas, plus a small arena.

Myr was far larger and more impressive than Zel.

Someone raised a torch, and she was waving it in my direction. She had spotted me.

“Crap,” I whispered to no one in particular.

No one had shouted for an alarm. That sounded good to me.

I squinted through the dark, and then I could see it, right there at the center of the tower: the stones. Four were arrayed  artistically, like some kind of rock garden. There were dozens of stones, plus other statues and sculptures.

I nudged Sable, and he landed. This wasn’t as close as I wanted to be, but it was going to work.

“Good evening,” I said, doing my best to keep my expression neutral. Ridiculously, I wanted to smile, giggle, or laugh. It was a childish reaction, except I couldn’t help myself.

“What brings you to the tower, star guide?” The soldier in front of me sounded like she was at ease. If anything, she kept glancing  wistfully toward the rest of the city, probably because she wished she could join the festivities.

“I have a message for the Mistress of Myr.”

At that point, I was down on my feet, and my boots clicked against the ground as I strode toward her. I didn’t bring my hand toward the baton. After all, I knew this had to be quick and silent.

If this turned into a fight, I knew that I was going to lose. Maybe I would be able to take down this one woman, but that wasn’t enough.

I extended my right arm toward her.

She was about to clasp my forearm when I dropped down with my left hand, grabbing the baton, and then I brought it up against her side. The electrical impulses shot through her armor. They raced through her body, hitting her. I didn’t understand the physics, but it didn’t matter. I didn’t understand the properties of shockwood, but the energy pulsed through her body, and she let out a quick cry.

I grabbed her, surprised once again by my own strength as I caught her before she fell. I had my hand over her mouth. She tried to scream out a warning to her companions, but it didn’t work.

She was unconscious now, so I brought her over to one of the sculptures. I lowered her down and pushed her out of the way.

Then I waited.

At first, all I could make out were the sounds of my pounding pulse, and the noise is coming from the street so far below.

I kept waiting, counting quietly as I expected to hear someone shouting for an alarm. If nothing else, going from one digit to the next, gave me something to do.

There was nothing unusual.

No one had realized what I had done, not yet anyway…

Tensing my lips, I exhaled and snuck forward. Sable was behind me as I navigated between the different statues, the potted plants, up and down stairs, and then toward the garden.

I froze.

I heard footsteps.

There were women talking.

Distantly, I thought I heard the sound of a guy laughing.

I froze, grateful for the darkness.

Then the footsteps drifted away and I made my way forward once again.

There were bright lights shining down on the garden with the different home stones. That made sense. This was a display. It was a demonstration of this ruler’s power and authority, Cora of Myr working to do the impossible. The domains of Dax had always been independent with the different territories fighting amongst themselves. There was no nation state; no single faction had ever been able to achieve supremacy.

But that was her goal, and it looked like she might succeed.

Shayla insisted that a single ruler would be a bad idea, especially because it would create the kind of authority that would lead to the worst kinds of corruption. I didn’t know whether or not she was right, but Shayla was my hostess, and I felt obliged to help her, especially if I ever wanted any chance of returning to my own world.

Still clutching my baton, I saw the four guards there. They were standing around the home stones. At first glance, I couldn’t tell exactly which one was the most important.

From my spot in the shadows, the guards looked bored. There were these four women, and they were shifting their weight on their feet. They were standing there, and they held long spears, each one tip tipped with a metal blade.

This was serious; this was real. If they used one of those weapons against me and if I got especially unlucky, it could be fatal.

For just a second, I wondered whether or not I should go back to Terrence and Annika and the rest of their community. I could have stayed away from Shayla and her domain. If anything, she probably would have assumed that I just got caught.

Perhaps I didn’t worry about a concept like “honor” as much as the locals did, but I didn’t want to betray my hostess either.

I tightened my grip and waited. I was about to choose my moment when the first fireworks went off. Blue, green, and red explosions lit the sky. Suddenly, there was light all across the top of the tower.

I could hear women and men cheering from somewhere else at the top of the spire. They were beyond my line of sight so I wasn’t going to worry about them.

I had to focus on the home stone.

But this was it; this was my perfect opportunity.

If I really believed that the High Spirits were truly divine and spiritual entities, then maybe I would have thanked them.

Instead, I jumped forward, running hard. I did my best to keep my boots silent as I made my way across the stones.

The guards were busy. Light may have bathed the different sculptures, plants, and walls between the different sections up here, but the noise hid the sounds of my running as I sprinted toward them.

I came up behind one woman and shocked her.

She crumpled, falling to the ground without having any idea of what just happened.

I raised my baton and went for a second target. I took her out just as easily.

The third guard recovered from that rush of surprise; she raised her weapon, and she blocked my first attack. Still, she was off balance, and I was faster.

I struck, jabbing her right along her flank, and the electricity blasted through her body, knocking her back. She went down hard.

The fourth guard now had plenty of time, and she attacked, coming out hard with that spear. I jumped to the side, grabbed the shaft of her weapon, and I tried to push it aside. I needed to get in close.

She let go of the spear, drew her own baton, and blocked my next attack. I was panting hard as I swung down. She blocked again. She dodged. I hopped to my left. She came in from my right. We were dueling, and I knew this was a terrible idea, especially because I could already hear the sounds of the alarm going off in the distance. Someone had watched us fight. Within seconds, there would be more of these warriors confronting me, and there was no way I could take them all on.

I got aggressive.

I took stupid risks.

I came at her hard, swinging down again and again. Then I actually punched, slamming my fist into her shoulder, and that was enough to knock her back. In the next moment, I roared as I charged at her. I couldn’t help but think of the Bull back in Zel.

If this woman had reacted correctly, she would have been able to take me down easily.

Instead, I tackled her, shoved her down, and I hit her hard with the baton. The electricity blasted through her body, then mine. My armor protected me from the secondary surge.

Still, it hurt!

That pain flashed across my nerves. My fingers twitched, but I still managed to climb back up onto my feet.

Huffing and puffing, I could already hear the sounds of the alarm. I looked around.

Then I glanced up, and I saw a man standing there.

He was shirtless, and he was wearing some kind of mask. There was leather over his eyes, but he could still see me. Not only that, there was a ball gag in his mouth.

I smiled. I waved.

Immediately, the young man stepped back.

He was probably a member of Cora’s harem. Good for her, I thought.

Wasting no more time, I glanced around, searching for the home stone of Myr. I hunted for that one symbol, but it was harder to spot, especially with the lights flashing overhead.

There!

I saw it. Right as I grabbed it, pulling it up and holding it under my arm, I glanced to my left, and then I saw them: several soldiers were running in my direction. They had batons. They had spears. One of them had a crossbow!

She lifted it, aimed, and got ready to fire.

Another woman knocked the crossbow away as she shouted, “The Mistress’s favorite slaves are up here! No crossbows!”

For that, I could be grateful. But then again, I didn’t really think about it as I was running, kicking down and swinging my arms as hard as I could as I shoved every ounce of momentum I possessed down into my limbs. My whole body burned, but then I saw him.

Sable!

“Stop! What the hell are you doing?”

“By the spirits, you can’t do this!”

I glanced over my shoulder, laughing hard. It felt ridiculous. It felt like some silly game. At first, I assumed they were talking to me, like they truly believed there was any chance I was just going to stop for them.

Only then, I glanced over my shoulder. I saw the group of soldiers racing toward me. Ahead of them, however, there was someone else.

It was a man.

He had broad shoulders, a toned body, and he wore a mask. There was a muzzle along the bottom half of his face, keeping him from speaking. Still, he ran hard, his fingertips splashing through the air.

He had longer strides, and I glanced forward to see my Pegasus. In that instant, I decided he wouldn’t be able to catch me.

I ran forward, threw myself up onto Sable’s back and grabbed onto the reins. He started trotting. In the span of just two or three seconds, while he headed for the edge, I dropped myself into that saddle.

But then I felt something. He let out an angry snort, but I glanced down, and I saw that boy holding onto the side of my saddle!

“What the fuck are you doing?” I shouted down at him.

Automatically, I slammed my elbow down against his shoulder, knocking him back. At that moment, I thought he fell; I thought he dropped down, landing hard in a roll along the top of the building. If this boy was crazy, that was fine with me. I just had to leave him behind! After that, I didn’t care what happened to him.

Another burst of light exploded overhead. The sounds washed over us. He probably couldn’t even hear me. Then again, I didn’t understand how any boy would be dumb enough or bold enough to do something like this.

Maybe Terrence had followed his sisters out on some routine patrol or hunting mission. But this was different. He had to understand that I was a threat.

More importantly, Sable was running. I thought we had a few more seconds.

We didn’t.

The Pegasus jumped, and we fell into the dark.

My stomach dropped, the world rushed around us, and I shut my eyes for that instant as I waited. Then I heard something else.

It was a scream.

I didn’t understand what was going on, not until Sable beat his wings, and we caught the air. He was galloping, running hard as he flew us between the different buildings. Then I glanced down.

At first, I couldn’t see anything. There were just the curves of his rump, his tail fluttering in the wind, and the powerful wings holding us aloft.

Another one of those fireworks exploded overhead, and there was a flash of green and orange.

Clinging to one of the straps, there was a boy. I saw his broad shoulders and I watched as his feet kicked out helplessly.

My first instinct was to grab onto the reins, to land, and to get him to safety. He wore a slave mask. There was even a muzzle along the bottom, half of his face. It was definitely one of the boys from before, but he had jumped on. He was holding on tight.

At first, I started to wonder if maybe he was a slave who was hoping for escape. No, I quickly decided. That didn’t make sense.

Then I felt the weight of the home stone underneath my arm.

He wanted it; he wanted to defend it.

For some fraction of a second, I thought about just dropping my boot against his face and knocking him to his death below. In the next, I decided that wasn’t the kind of woman I wanted to be. Maybe this was fun for me, but that was only because this could feel like a game. If I actually had to hurt him, I knew that would no longer be the case.

“Shit,” I growled, hiding the home stone in one of the saddlebags. Next, I reached down. I saw that the boy was close to slipping. He was holding onto a leather line, and there was no way he would be able to keep his grip.

I glanced over my shoulder and back between the different buildings.

Shit. Shit, shit, shit! There were other riders cutting between the buildings, searching, and hunting for us.

It was dark out here as the fireworks continued to burst overhead.

I held onto the reins with one hand. With the other, I reached down for the boy. I wasn’t sure exactly what we were going to do.

“Faster!” I shouted to Sable. At that moment, I couldn’t use the reins, not from this angle.

That boy was smart; the Pegasus understood how to run across the sky. He beat his wings, and the weight shifted, the momentum dragging at our unwanted passenger. He slipped a little further!

All at once, I knew I had to remove my own restraints. I slipped my feet from the stirrups and loosened the belt around my waist.

Recognizing that I was in a lot more danger, I strained, searching for the right angle. Finally, I extended my arm down and my fingers brushed along the top of his head. That wasn’t helpful. I tried again, shifting my weight. Then I glanced up.

I saw another rider heading to the left. A second went to the right. Their mounts beat their powerful wings as they threw themselves forward. They were flying through the night sky in between the different buildings.

For just a second I didn’t understand what was happening or why they would break off their pursuit.

They weren’t, I quickly understood.

Instead, those other riders couldn’t see us! When I had picked my black, leather uniform, I had hoped that maybe this would give us another advantage when it came to stealth. Not only that, Sable was sleek, as dark as the night sky. He continued to kick his hooves as he flew with as much speed as he could manage.

I would have enjoyed this, except I kept straining and reaching, stretching my arm as I struggled to get a hold on that young man.

Maybe he was shouting something. Maybe he was snarling at me.

If so, I couldn’t make out a single syllable he screamed at me.

This was insane. My trainers back in Zel would’ve been furious with me. If anything, they would have told me that I needed  to let that boy drop to his death. He had chased after us; he had grabbed onto the saddle. He was holding onto that leather line. Those were his choices.

Still, I reached down again, and I could feel myself slipping. If my center of gravity slid another inch, I knew there was a good chance we would both go plummeting to the ground below.

I grabbed him!

With my free hand, I let go of the reins, and I held on tight to the saddle. We kept flying, and Sable pushed himself hard.

We passed over the walls, and maybe someone actually raised a crossbow and aimed in our direction. I wasn’t sure. I thought something flew past my cheek, but it could’ve been my imagination.

We were over the fields. We were over the forest.

I was holding onto his arm, my nails, biting down into his skin. I was holding on as tight as I could. And yet, I knew we were going to have to land soon. That would be tricky in the dark, especially because we didn’t know this terrain.

I pulled him up, and I wanted to strap him to the saddle, but that was when this boy reached down into the folds of his pants, and he pulled something out.

For some fraction of a second, I couldn’t believe it, even as the moonlight blinked across his blade.

Part of me wanted to shout back at him, “What the hell is wrong with you?” As a man, he didn’t know how to ride a Pegasus. Just as importantly, I didn’t think Sable would cooperate. Pegasi were notoriously unwilling to train with men.

The angle was awkward, just like before, but his knife was coming down, and I reached up, grabbing him by his wrist.

With the red dust in my body, I had no problem holding him back. Even if he had a better angle with more leverage, it didn’t matter.

“Settle down!” I shouted back at him.

I still couldn’t see his face behind his mask or muzzle, but I didn’t worry about who this young man must’ve been. Perhaps he was related to Cora; maybe that was why he had decided to try to defend his home stone.

Just as likely, he was loyal to his city. Maybe he believed Myr was supposed to reign supreme over the other domains.

Frankly, I didn’t care, I just wanted to get him strapped in. I grabbed his wrists, and I pulled them behind me. I looped the leather straps over his hands, binding him. Then I finally leaned forward, and it occurred to me that I hadn’t actually secured my own restraints again.

He headbutted me!

He landed his forehead down against the back of my skull, and I heard something that sounded sickeningly like a crack. In that instant, I lost my hold. My legs flopped, and I fell away from the saddle. And that instant, I could see the moonlight gliding along the contours of Sable’s majestic neck.

Then the world was flying all around me, and I was falling faster and faster.

Within just a few more seconds, I knew I was going to hit the ground.

There was just one mercy: everything seemed to happen so fast. I had imagined this scene before, both as a writer, but also as an online denizen. A few days before I ended up on Dax, I was wandering around a forum, and there was this conversation about how people could be experts in a particular field, but still make the dumbest mistakes. In particular, there was a woman who was an expert skydiver. She jumped out of a plane…without remembering to put on her parachute. This thread was filled with people who felt bad for her as they wondered what it must’ve been like to drop to her death, understanding that she had done this countless times before.

Maybe it was going to be denial. Maybe there was going to be nothing but fury and shouting, all because she knew she was supposed to be better than this!

I didn’t get any of those thoughts.

My heart was pounding, I couldn’t breathe, and the world was coming up to reach me, but it was so dark I couldn’t see what was about to happen!

I crashed through some branches. They sliced against my cheeks, wrists, and along my left ankle.

Looking back, I knew that wasn’t going to be enough to stop my descent. This wasn’t some action hero movie where I could just fall through some trees and maybe land on my backpack or something.

Hot pain cut across my psyche. I couldn’t even register where it was coming from.

Then I landed, hitting something, but it wasn’t the bone crushing impact it should have been. Instead, I stopped, and I was on something soft and squishy and sticky.

At first, I kept my eyes closed because I couldn’t believe the descent had actually come to an end. My brain hadn’t caught up with the rest of my body, but then I was looking up at the sky, and the world wasn’t a blur all around me. Instead, I had fallen through the thick canopy of trees without breaking my neck by smashing my forehead against one of the thick branches.

I started laughing.

I couldn’t help myself.

“That was wild,” I said, staring up toward the sky. I could see the little sliver of blue, and then I had to wonder about Sable. There was no way he could land down here. At the same time, I couldn’t guess what a Pegasus would do when separated from his rider. Maybe he would wander off, intent on escaping his domesticated life. Or maybe he would just fly right back to Zel.

Either way, he wasn’t going to be able to land down here amongst these thick trees.

I tried to get up.

At first, I thought it was going to be easy.

I was only about five or six feet off of the ground. To be honest, landing felt a lot like crashing into a wet trampoline.

My boots wouldn’t move. I couldn’t raise my arms. I was stuck.

A thought occured to me, and I quickly dismissed it. Only then, I turned, and I saw the white, glistening strands.

This was a web.

I was right there in the center of an enormous web!

“Fuck,” I grunted, refusing to believe it. Next, I endured this quick pain of regret as I thought about the different spiders I had stepped on, sometimes accidentally and sometimes on purpose. Even when I tried to be generous and use a cup to scoot a spider out through the front door of my apartment, I sometimes hurt them.

At first, I tried to convince myself that this wasn’t really a spiderweb. And even if it was a spiderweb, I was obviously going to be able to break free.

First, I tried to raise my right arm, then my left leg. I did my best to squirm, twisting my body from side to side, only to remember something about how they could sense the vibrations in their webs.

Then again, crashing through the canopy above and dropping down onto this web meant there were going to be a lot of vibrations.

Right as that occurred to me, I heard it: chittering.

I froze for a second.

I didn’t want to turn; I didn’t want to stretch and strain my neck to see something over my right shoulder. And yet, there were those sounds, and then it was my turn to feel the vibrations along the web.

I raised my head, I glanced back and I froze.

Part of me wanted to scream.

Then I remembered the red dust as I told myself that I was stronger than I had been. Not only that, I had been trained. I knew how to fight. If nothing else, I had a dagger hidden away in my right boot.

I may have lost my baton, but I could still fight! If nothing else, I was sure I could kick this thing in the face. But first, I had to make sure that it didn’t bite me. I could already envision it, wrapping me up in webbing, paralyzing me, and keeping me trapped before it bit down to suck the juices from my body.

“Oh, hell no,” I whispered to myself.

Again, I yanked with my right arm, only this time I injected genuine panic into every muscle in my body.

I started to squirm, jerking, and pulling, but it felt like trying to fight against a hammock. Worse, the strands were just as sticky as anyone would’ve expected.

Of course, I kept fighting, but I wasn’t making any progress! I couldn’t rip my way free!

My heart was pounding faster, and my breathing came in one frantic gasp after another. At one point I tried to rotate my wrist, thinking that I could get my fingers around the strand of web to pull, stretch, and finally tear it.

The material stuck to my fingertips.

The spider was coming closer, edging along the webs with one stride after another. I saw the black fur, the numerous eyes, and those chittering pincers. I thought of the teeth. I thought of those things sinking down into my skin, ripping flesh and biting.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck!”

It came to a stop, and its head rotated slightly.

It might have been sizing me up; perhaps it was deciding just how delicious I might be.

It was really going to bite down; it was actually going to feed on me.

For the first time in my life, I realized that I could be prey.

It was going to eat me!

It skittered forward, sliding with perfect grace along the wedding. Then it leaned down, and I could see the fanged maw. Those alien eyes continued to watch me, and I wanted to fight back. I had to kick out, lurch, grab something, or get lucky at the last moment. I wanted to rip free, jab it in one of those black eyes, and kick free at the last second.

The web was a perfect trap. My muscles strained, and the arachnid came down, right in front of me, and then grabbed me!

It picked me up by the breast plate of my armor. Suddenly, I was torn free. I didn’t even understand how something like that could happen, but it lifted me up, and then it grabbed me between two of its legs. It was pinning me, and I thought it was going to crush me or start to roll me around. And yet, those fangs hadn’t bitten into me. It wasn’t as though this spider had just injected me with some kind of poison.

I was kicking and punching, but the spider seemed almost careful, as though it knew how to handle an animal like me.

And then it pushed me back, and suddenly I was on its back?

I couldn’t comprehend what was happening. Immediately, I reached for my dagger, sliding it free from the hidden holster on my boot. Holding onto the hilt with both hands, I got ready to swing down and punch the blade straight into that spider’s skull.

Only then, it rushed forward, and we were moving along the web. At the next instant, it jumped, and I only barely managed to grab onto a tuft of something that felt like fur.

We landed and when I looked around, we were on the ground. Then the legs came for me again, snapping out faster than I could register. I was lifted up gently and placed on my feet. I braced myself, even as I looked at the monstrosity in front of me.

It was still scary.

It was still a massive spider, almost as big as Sable.

Immediately, I started to wonder if maybe he was going to try to feed me to his offspring or something. At the same time, I looked around, searching to my left, then my right and back again as I hunted for some new threat. Maybe millions of baby spiders were going to come swarming out of the trees before they rushed up my legs and started biting me from thousands of different angles.

Instead, the spider made a sound, and that was when I noticed it was wearing something.

There was a metallic box underneath its head. I saw something else. There was the symbol of what looked a lot like a human hand.

“Seriously?”

The spider made a sound in my direction. It almost sounded like it was trying to answer me…

Part of me didn’t really believe this was possible. Maybe I had heard rumors. Then again, I had assumed that most of the women who were talking about the spiders in these dark woods had been laughing. It all sounded like some kind of summer camp story.

With more bravery than I actually felt, I crept forward, and I still kept my blade in one hand. But then I extended the other, and I touched that box.

“Can you understand me now? Are you a rational creature? Or are you food?”

“I guess I’m a rational creature,” I said. At the same time, it was my turn to get her back, even as I raised my elbow and got my blade back into a fighting position. Back in Zel, most of my training had focused on the use of batons, but there had been a little bit of work when it came to crossbows and blades.

If I had to, I knew I could try to defend myself.

Then again, it was easy to imagine this spider springing forward as it jumped with all eight of those legs, only to crash down on me. If nothing else, it could tackle me; it could crush me.

“Are you?”

“I am a rational creature,” the spider told me.

“But you can talk?”

“Rational creatures can generally talk,” it said. “Though there are exceptions.”

“Right…”

“You do not need your weapon,” it (he?) told me.

“Sorry,” I said, surprised that I was actually apologizing. This felt silly, and I wasn’t sure whether or not the spider was actually going to care, but I added, “My name is Krystal. I’m Krystal of San Diego.”

“Greetings, Krystal of San Diego. Would you like assistance leaving our forest?”

“Yes, please,” I said.

The spider lowered his head, spread his legs, and I quickly got the impression he wanted me to climb onto his back.

With my heart thumping in my chest, I glanced around one more time. I could see the patches of quicksand, muck, the trees, and I was sure that there would be many more beasts out here in the wild. Few of them would be as intelligent or as kind as the spider.

“Why are you helping me?” I asked, more out of curiosity than anything else.

“Rational creatures have an obligation to help one another.”

“I suppose you’re right,” I agreed with him.

“If I were hurt or injured or in need of assistance, would you help me?”

“If I knew you were a irrational creature, then yes, I guess I would,” I said, carefully trying to use the same language he did.

“Then I do not make a mistake here in trusting you,” the spider told me through his voice box.

As I rode his back, the spider was surprisingly interested in talking with me. He wanted to learn about me and my people. At first, I told him about Zel, but then he sent that there was something different about me. He said that I didn’t smell like the other humans.

I told him that it was true, that I came from a very far away city. He asked me if that was a euphemism. Again, I was surprised, but I admitted the truth. I said that I came from an entirely different world. He seemed fascinated by this. He asked one question after another. Pretty soon, I forgot about the dangers of the forest. Then again, my new friend seemed more than adept at navigating the different dangers. At several points, he even pointed them out.

“Do you see the ambush roses?”

I looked around, expecting to see red petals.

“No…”

“They are deadly. If you are scratched with just one of their thorns, you will be paralyzed in the span of a few seconds. As a rational creature, you should not go near them.”

“I think I can manage that,” I told him.

A little while later, I asked him about his name. He told me that it isn’t a verbal designation. Instead, his people recognized one another based on scent. He pointed out that he could have told me his name, but that would have involve spraying me, and there was a good chance the aroma would be toxic and might have killed me.

“I’m good,” I told him. “Thank you though. Thank you for being considerate.”

In truth, riding around on the back of the winged horse had been strange enough.

This was a different order of magnitude when it came to weirdness. At the same time, I marveled at just how fast and careful the spider could go. At different points, he would guide me underneath the foliage. At other points, he would skitter up one of the huge trees. I didn’t even know how his legs dug down into the bark, but I held on tight. At several points, I apologized for holding on tight to his fur, but he just told me that it was exactly what a rational animal was supposed to do.

He told me about how these forests belong to his clan. I asked a few questions, although the conversation felt surprisingly one-sided. He seemed especially interested in the idea of social media and YouTube. After a couple of hours, I wasn’t sure exactly how we ended up there. Not only that, I marveled at just how fast we made it through the forest.

After a while, I started to zone out. I made sure to hold on tight, but I couldn’t pay attention to the rest of the forest. Besides, I hadn’t actually gotten any sleep, and the burn of adrenaline was probably exhausting the last of my reserves.

Only then, he froze because we both heard it at the same time.

Something was running. Something let out a shout. There was a squeal of dismay, and then we both heard the grunting.

Finally, I recognized a voice. It almost sounded familiar. “Get away from me! Get away from me, you filthy bugs!”

“Shall we investigate?”

“Yes, please,” I said. “It sounds like someone’s in trouble.” I had my suspicions, but I wasn’t going to share them.

Just a minute later, we were running again, and the spider darted between the trees, along hidden webs, and between the various branches. Then I saw it up ahead.

There was a web, and there was a boy on top of it.

“Get away from me!”

Just as I had been trapped, he was stuck, his arms and legs spread along the sticky strands.

He was shirtless. He wore pants, and there was that mask over the top half of his face. Still, I could feel my suspicions harden even as I started to ask the obvious questions.

“We have to rescue him,” I said. “Please. Can you help?”

“Kindness is rational,” said the spider. “Scorpions are not.”

At first, I didn’t understand what that was supposed to mean, but then we were running forward, and I saw that young man was freaking out. He was trapped on that web, but there wasn’t some massive arachnid approaching him. Instead, it looked like there were a dozen different scorpions, and they were casually rushing up along the web.

“This prey is not yours!” shouted the spider through his voice box. The sound resonated across the air, and the boy looked up, only for his eyes to get even bigger as fresh terror pounded through his body.

My spider friend didn’t seem to care about that. Instead, he rushed up onto the web, and he started to swat and stomp the scorpions, one after another. At one point, I saw one was about to sting the spider, so I kicked down, crushing it underneath my boot. There was that wrenching crunch as I felt its exoskeleton break.

I didn’t dare get off of the spider.

But then we were close enough and I glanced over. I heard something.

It was the sound of clicking.

Something dropped down from the trees.

It was another scorpion.

The other ones were about the size of my hand. This one looked like it was the size of a pony! Right away, it fell down, and its tail snapped out.

The spider darted to one side, rearing up and kicking down with its legs.

I pulled out my dagger, aimed, and threw it.

I got profoundly lucky. The blade dug down between the plates of natural armor. Maybe I even saw a little bit of green blood.

Even if I got lucky, I didn’t do any kind of serious damage.

Instead, I turned to the boy.

I reached down, and he was straining to get to my arm. There was a scorpion on his shoulder, and it was about to sting him. I slapped the creature aside. I didn’t get to see what happened to it.

Then I grabbed the boy, and I was pulling. He was shouting something, but I couldn’t make out those sounds.

“Run!”

“Rational creatures do not run from filthy scorpions,” said the spider.

What? Seriously? In an instant, I understood, even if I didn’t like it. Apparently, there was some rivalry between the scorpions and spiders within the forest. Maybe the arachnids liked to believe they were superior, but that still left a lot of room for hatred.

Part of me wanted to argue with him, but I knew that was going to be a waste of time, so I tried to think of what I could do to help.

Frustratingly, nothing came to mind, only then I saw that young man in the mask had a baton.

It was my baton.

I grabbed it from him, snatching it away. Of course, he tried to hold onto it, but I casually twisted his wrist. Not only that, there was no way for him to match my strength.

At least I had a weapon now.

That boy looked at me. Even from behind his mask, there was something close to rage written across his face. He clutched his shoulders, but his biceps and his knuckles couldn’t move. Back on my world, I would have worried about that. An angry man could be incredibly dangerous. At that moment, however, I was stronger, so I turned my back on him just as a much larger scorpion rushed at me. This wasn’t the biggest one, but it was probably the size of a St. Bernard.

It jumped up, and I used the baton to knock it aside. I wasn’t able to completely push it out of the way, but I ducked down, and the creature skittered to a halt along the thick trunk of another tree. Then it jumped and landed just a few feet away from me.

The stinger came down, and I shocked it.

The creature reared back before pouncing again. This time, I jumped up, kicked down, and smashed my boot down into its skull. Miraculously, I crunched through the armored exterior, and then I pulled away, shocked that I had been able to do something like that.

In the meantime, our spider friend was busy wrestling with the massive scorpion. He spat webbing into the scorpion’s face. The scorpion brought its stinger down, punching a hole in the spider’s thorax. There was a alien scream of pain, but I rushed forward, desperately hoping that I wasn’t going to sink my feet into some slop, mud, or something worse.

Then I jumped up onto the scorpion. It snapped at me, but I saw a wound. I didn’t know how it got there. I didn’t know how the spider inflicted it.

Took my baton, and I jumped it down, stabbing my weapon in as deep as I could. Within seconds, it was down to my knuckles, my wrist, and my elbow. Finally, I yanked back, only to stab down again and again. I used my baton, delivering one jolt of electricity after another.

The spider screeched.

The scorpion screamed.

Then the creature finally dropped dead. It fell, and I stumbled away.

“A rational creature might question whether or not this was a good idea,” spat the spider.

I looked back at him, worried that maybe he had been mortally wounded.

But then he pushed himself up onto his legs, and he made another sound. It took me several more seconds to realize it was laughter.

“This is disgusting,” said the boy.

I hadn’t pulled his mask off of his face. But even as he spoke, I had a very good idea who it was going to be. Even if I knew we were going to have to talk, I didn’t want to do it in front of the spider, not yet.

With several more hours, we made it to the edge of the spider’s territory. He explained, “We have agreement with your people. We do not leave our forest. The woods are still thicker out here, but you may encounter hunters, loggers, or others. As long as they do not violate our territory, we have no problems. You are rational creatures. We are rational creatures.”

I wasn’t sure exactly why all of that was necessary, but then he bought his head down, and I did the same.

Then I reached over, I grabbed that young man by his shoulder, and I forced him to bow his head down as well.

“Say thank you,” I ordered. “He saved your life.”

That young man muttered something, but I didn’t worry about it. Instead, I tightened my grip. Finally, he said, “Thank you for saving me.”

The spider bowed his head one more time, turned around, and quickly disappeared into the darkness of the forest. I glanced back. Overhead, I could see the sky. Much thicker shafts of light cut down through the canopy. Not only that, there were squirrels, and maybe I even saw a rabbit hopping by in the corner of my vision.

Part of me wanted to enjoy that scene in front of me, but I turned back to the boy.

Right as I did, he yanked a blade from his pocket, and he came at me! He had one arm out, and he grabbed onto my shoulder, shoving me back, even as he tried to bring the edge up to my throat.

I caught his wrist, I twisted it again, forcing him to drop the weapon. It fell, and then I was looking right into his eyes.

They were definitely familiar.

“We just saved your life,” I said. “And even back there, on my Pegasus, I could have let you fall. What the hell is wrong with you, Jason?”

He didn’t look surprised, but then I shoved him around, pushing him right against that tree. I held one hand against his throat. He tried to shove me back. He wanted to push at me. Maybe his arms were longer, but they definitely weren’t stronger. I had him trapped, and I reached up, taking his mask and yanking it off of his face. Then I threw it down to the dirt.

“What’s wrong with me? What’s wrong with you? What? You are one of them now? Is that it? We spend a couple of years here, and suddenly you decide you want to embrace this planet?”

“Years? What the hell are you talking about? I’ve only been here for maybe a month?”

He stared at me. Then he spat back, “Liar.”

I smirked. “Jason, I’m not lying. Besides, why would I even bother?”

He roared back at me, threw himself forward, and he obviously wanted to break free from my hold. Better yet, he probably envisioned some scenario where he would be able to knock me down, pin me, and hold me in place. If nothing else, he was thinking about what it had been like on our world, one where men were generally stronger and heavier than the women around them. Perhaps, after a lifetime of training, he still wanted to believe he could overwhelm me.

He couldn’t…

I tightened my grip on his throat.

That was all it took to force him to comply. His eyes widened and he was struggling for breath. I leaned forward, looking right into his face. “I don’t know exactly what happened to you. All I know for certain is that I tried to save you, I touched one of those broken drones, and I ended up here. Now, I want you to cooperate. I want you to be a good boy and talk to me like an adult. Can you handle that?”

Perhaps I had assumed that I would automatically see some differential tone when I saw him. Maybe I figured the patriarchal training from my own life would kick in again. I had probably absorbed so many different lessons.

And yet, I was still stronger. Not only that, I had stolen the home stone (even if I lost it right after), somehow survived falling from the back of a Pegasus, and actually killed several scorpions while fighting with a very kind spider.

Not only that, my training had given me a brand new perspective, one that I wasn’t going to give up just because I found some tech bro on an alien world.

“Nod your head if you’re going to cooperate,” I said.

There was that quick, almost imperceptible dip of his chin, but that was good enough. I relaxed my grip slightly.

He sucked in a breath, and he still had his hands there on my wrist, but I knew he wouldn’t be able to break my hold. He wasn’t going to be able to force me to do anything he wanted.

“Tell me what happened.”

“Can you let go of me?”

“Say please,” I ordered.

“Please,” he said after several bitter seconds of consideration.

I let go.

He stumbled back.

I had my eyes on him, so it was obvious he couldn’t attack me again. Then again, he had already stolen my baton and pulled out several blades. Back when we had ridden Sable together he had been foolish enough to headbutt me.

Then again, it had worked.

He knocked me out of my saddle, and now I was here, down on the ground, and I was certain that there would be soldiers from Myr out here, searching for their home stone. For a second, I wanted to calculate exactly how far we had flown. How much of a head start did we get? Just as importantly, how long would it take before riders appeared overhead?

It was light out now. Even if I was exhausted, I knew that the scouts wouldn’t hold back.

“I let go of you,” I pointed out. “It’s your turn. Tell me what happened to you.”

He glanced down at himself. It was almost like he needed to assess exactly where he was, and what had happened to him. Part of me didn’t want to believe that years had actually gone by. Then again, I genuinely didn’t know how the acquisition technology worked. For me, only a few minutes had gone by between his drone sucking him up and mine taking me to Dax. I’d have heartedly considered some of the different possibilities. Shayla and the others insisted they didn’t understand how the technology worked. Those drones were gifts from the High Spirits.

“When?”

Frankly, I wasn’t used to having a man address me like this. He glared at me like he thought he was my boss or something.

But then I took a step forward, cutting the distance between us. That was enough to make him pause for just a second. I smiled, and fresh uncertainty hit his usually handsome face.

Maybe he didn’t want to believe it, but he had to recognize how things were different on this world.

“What happened to you when they first teleported you here?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “I saw the blue light, and then I ended up here, and everything is insane. But I met their leader. I started talking to her. I got to know her. She’s an interesting woman.”

“Cora,” I said.

“Her,” he agreed.

“Apparently, she wants to take over this world.”

“She’s ambitious.”

“She’s comfortable starting wars,” I said. “If she gets her way, there will probably be real wars.” Technically, that was just a rumor, but it was easy enough to believe. “Besides, I’m not sure anyone should have that kind of power.” I shook my head and looked back at him. “So what? Did you join her harem or something?”

In those next couple of seconds, I expected a shot of guilt to run through me. I waited for that stab of conscience, especially because I was a woman on this world, so I probably wasn’t supposed to tease him about the privileges I enjoyed here.

Only then he lifted his chin defiantly as he stared at me. “I’m not a member of her harem. But am I willing to manipulate her? Absolutely. Things aren’t any different here than they are back on Earth. It’s all about power. It’s all about making sure the right people listen to you.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked her.

“Have you considered the market potential? Have you considered the kind of profit that’s now on the table?”

Again, I asked him, “What are you talking about?” I stared at him as though he had just grown his second head.

“I remember that you didn’t have much imagination, but this is insane,” he said. “We are talking about another world. We are talking about another world that is built on crossbows and swords. If we can develop their technology or figure out how their wormholes work, do you know what kind of resources are just waiting to be exploited?”

“What? You want to start another kind of imperialism?” I demanded. “Do you think you’re going to colonize this world?”

“Just think about what tanks and drones could do if we could get them here,” he said. Then he smiled at me. It didn’t reach his eyes as he leaned forward. “I think if we work together, we could have a good chance of success. If you can help me find your horse, then we can get back.”

“Pegasus,” I said.

“What?”

“He’s a Pegasus,” I corrected him.

“Fine. Whatever,” Jason shot back. “Just think about what would happen to him if he ever went up against an F-16.”

“I’m not interested in trying to conquer anything,” I said. ”At best, maybe I want to go back to Earth.”

“Then it sounds like we want the same thing,” he said, turning away. He glanced up toward the canopy. “We just have to get the home stone back. Myr is going to be destabilized if we don’t.”

“Exactly,” I said. “That’s the point.”

“But if we take it back, then she’s going to owe you a favor. She would be honor bound to help both of us. We could get back, we could figure out how this technology works, and we could make so much money.”

“I don’t care about that,” I said.

“Then what do you care about?”

“I have my mission,” I told him. “Right now, I just want to do everything I promised I would do.” He was raising some uncomfortable questions, but I turned my back on him. I was looking up toward the trees as well. It was easy to lose myself here, especially because I wasn’t sure exactly what I wanted. I didn’t know exactly how I was supposed to handle all of this, especially seeing him. When Jason wasn’t around, this had felt more like a dream. I learned, and I could fly with Sable. I wasn’t thinking about university funding or the theories of behavioral economics.

“It sounds like your mission is to stop progress,” he said. “Everyone is going to be better off once Cora is the queen.”

“Are you really loyal to her?”

“Honestly? No. But I figured out how things work here.”

“I’m not going to help you.”

“And you really don’t have it on you?”

“No, I don’t. I put the home stone back in the saddle bag.”

“The funny thing about that is…” Jason started to say, “I don’t believe you!”

I didn’t realize that he had started to sneak up on me. I didn’t understand that he had another weapon hidden on him. I didn’t recognize that he was still a threat…

Then I heard his footsteps as he spun and raced at me, and there were only a few feet between us. He had his blade out, and I saw him in my peripheral vision, right as I started to turn.

His knife came up, and maybe I was stronger, but if I took that blade to my torso, it would be enough to drop me to the ground.

The blade flew up toward my stomach, but my hand flashed down and my fingers were around his wrist again. If I didn’t have the red dust running through my muscles, I wouldn’t have been able to halt his momentum. At the last second, I twisted away.

I tightened my grip on his arm, and he dropped the weapon. It clattered to the ground.

I didn’t pick it up.

Instead, I endured that blaze of heat as I grabbed both of his arms, and I shoved him back, knocking him up against one of the trees.

“What is wrong with you? We are out here in enemy territory, and I’m sure they want to find both of us. You’re a man on this world. What are you to Cora? Are you a slave?”

“I’m an ally,” he’s spat at me. “I’m an advisor.”

“You’re a man. That makes you a slave.” This time, he didn’t argue, probably because there was something about the way I stared right into his face. I didn’t even have to raise my voice. “You know it’s true. You’re a slave, Jason. You’re nothing but a slave on this world, and you can hold onto your delusions of grandeur if you want, but I’m going to make sure you understand your place.”

In the next moment, he steered.

All at once, I understood that he didn’t believe me.

As far as he was concerned, the rules of our world had to be right.

But then I saw that he was still wearing his pants, and I grabbed him by his belt. I loosened it. At that moment, he raised his arms like he thought he was going to try to stop me.

I tore the belt free from his pants. I threw it aside. Next, I yanked down his trousers.

“What are you doing?”

“I need to make sure you’re not armed,” I said.

That wasn’t it, not entirely.

At that moment, his pants were down, and I saw that he was wearing a chastity belt. I laughed. “You are owned. If I keep looking, am I going to find a brand? Am I going to find a slave brand on you?”

“I’m better than that,” he said.

“Hardly,” I replied.

Soon enough, however, he was naked.

I stripped him, and then I turned him around, and I pushed him up against the tree. I grabbed his ass before I started to smack him. I was careful not to unleash the full force of my strength. I didn’t want to break him, but I made sure that every slap delivered another jolt of pain. “You drove a blade against me,” I said. “You thought you could hurt me. That isn’t how it works, not on this world. You’re a man, and that means you don’t get to fight back. You’re a boy, and that means you get owned!”

Part of me couldn’t believe those words actually left my mouth. Then again, I had been here for more than a month. I had been watching and learning.

More than that, that old wound seemed inflamed, like I couldn’t let go of it.

I spanked him hard and fast, delivering one blow after another. I still held back, yet I loved the way he granted and growled. I loved how he tried to push back, how he was squirming, like he really believed he could fight me.

Then I finally stopped and I stepped back.

“Face me,” I commanded. “Obviously, I can’t trust you. Since I can’t trust you, I’m going to treat you as you so obviously want to be treated.”

He glared at me. “What are you talking about?”

“Obviously, you want to be treated like a slave here. Face it, Jason. Things are different. You’ve attacked me a couple of different times.” I threw my head back and laughed. “You tried to kill me.”

“I figured you would survive,” he said. Maybe he even meant it.

“Funny. I don’t believe you.” Then I looked down at his discarded clothing.

I grabbed his wrists, and I pulled them behind his back. Then I glanced down at his discarded clothing again. I contemplated exactly what I wanted to do. Surprisingly, the plan formed quickly. I tore through the fabric of his discarded clothing, and I made several strips. I used one, tying it around his wrists. Once I was sure he was bound, I pulled up another piece of fabric, and I looked into his eyes. “Open your mouth.”

“What are you going to do?” Jason started to ask me.

I didn’t give him a chance to finish that question. Instead, I took the rag, I shoved it into his mouth, I pulled it around his cheeks, around the back of his head, and then I tied a secure knot. Bound and gagged, he wouldn’t be able to give me any more trouble.

Still, I wasn’t satisfied.

I took his belt, and I looped it around his neck. Of course, it wasn’t going to work for what I wanted. I basically needed a leash. The openings for the clasp were in the right spot, but I grabbed his knife, and I slashed it down the center. Normally, I wasn’t supposed to be this strong, but it was easier with the red dust still thrumming through my muscles.

“Come along,” I said.

I didn’t have my compass. I didn’t really know how to survive out in the wild either. All of my supplies were back on Sable.

Sable.

I missed that beautiful Pegasus. I wanted to get back to Zel. I missed my quarters, and I missed the training regimen. Not only that, I still wasn’t sure what I wanted to do with Jason.

Simply abandoning him here felt cruel, so that wasn’t an option. Not only that, I worried about what would happen if the scouts from Myr found him. I didn’t know exactly what they would do to him. At the same time, he could give them a lot of information.

I wasn’t going to let that happen.

We walked for a long time, and then we found a road.

At first, I didn’t even recognize it. It looked more like a dirt path. Then again, that was good enough, so I picked a random direction, going to my right. We continued to walk, Jason growled through his gag, but I just glanced back at him.

That was enough to silence the boy.

I held onto his belt, and I smiled to myself as I thought about what it would be like to spank him again. Of course, I could do more than just spank him…

He was wearing a chastity belt, and neither of us had the key. Then again, I wondered whether or not I would be strong enough to rip through that metal. It was a possibility.

Chastity belts were designed for the men who wore them rather than the women who might want them. I had never studied chastity devices from earth, but I assumed they were mostly about protecting women or keeping men from pleasuring themselves. Both approaches sounded gross to me, but this was different. After all, I thought a boy like Jason needed to learn a lot more self-control.

For so long, he had grown up and existed in a world that told him he was capable of doing whatever he wanted. He could remake the world. He could move fast and break things. He could exist without real consequences, so long as he maintained the confidence necessary to convince people around him that he knew what he was doing.

It was gross. It was pathetic.

A lot of people derided the academic world, largely because it was so theoretical and abstract. Then again, it was incredibly self critical. A scholar could publish something, only to have their ideas ripped apart by dozens of other researchers. The peer review process for academic essays and research projects could be incredibly harsh.

But when it came to his world, he only really cared about what investors thought. And even then, so many of the business models had shifted, ultimately coming down to a question of building something only to sell it. The product didn’t have to work in the long-term because there weren’t any real questions about sustainability. At some point, someone would realize the product was broken, but that was fine, so long as they had already gotten paid for it.

It was that kind of corruption that I really despised. Ironically, enough, it was something I also saw a lot of in behavior economics. Traditionalists often argued that markets were self regulating systems. In a world where everyone could be rational with similar levels of information, this might have been true. Of course, we didn’t actually live in that world.

There were questions of government interference, greed, deception, and a human penchant for self-destruction. Even when there was no central authority messing things up, groups of people could succumb to irrational exuberance or illogical fear. Not only that, what a group might need could be wildly different from what was best for the individual. Balancing those inherent contradictions could often became impossible.

Jason wasn’t bothered by any of that.

On the contrary, I was pretty sure he would have loved to lecture me about how he wanted to exploit the weaknesses of others. If someone was going to be irrational or illogical, that was fine with him. He could still sell to them. He could lie and cheat and manipulate.

Those thoughts occupied me even as I continued to drag him along. He walked behind me, and I could tell that he was thinking about how he was going to try to break free. Unfortunately, for him, he wasn’t strong enough. He didn’t possess the same kind of power I did, not any longer.

Maybe he wanted to believe that he had his wits, but another thought made me smile. On earth, he probably assumed that he was successful based on the merits of his ideas. He didn’t think about what kind of advantages he had from being a boy. But now, he was at my mercy.

He was just as smart or as dumb as he had always been. His intellectual capacities hadn’t changed. But as we walked underneath those leaves and between those huge trees, he had to think of something good or clever. He couldn’t just lie or cheat. He couldn’t puff out his chest, straighten his back, and try to convince others with the full force of his undeserved confidence.

Each time I glanced at him now, I could see the fury burning bright behind his eyes as he tried to come up with something good or clever.

He didn’t succeed.

We kept walking, and I knew he was tired, but I couldn’t worry about that.

Then, off in the distance, I saw smoke drifting up into the sky. At first, I worried it might have been some product of my imagination.

After a few more minutes, I saw it again.

I wasn’t sure if this would mean anything, but I was hopeful.

I hadn’t spent a lot of time on Dax, but some of the trainers and handlers had talked about the various inns that dotted the roads between the major domains.

Maybe that was what we were seeing?

Then again, it was just as likely that it would be some traveler’s campfire.

Because I didn’t have a better idea and since we were headed in that direction anyway, we continued to march.

Then the trees gave way and I saw the grasslands. Then I spotted it: a building!

Made from dark brown wood, it looked a little bit older. I didn’t care. As long as they were serving food and maybe had a bed, I was going to call this a victory.

“See that? Maybe we will get lucky. Maybe it’s an inn? A tavern? Either way, they can help us get back to Zel.”

My captive growled back at me. I turned, glancing over my shoulder for a moment. Then I stepped toward him, and I grabbed on his impromptu leash, yanking him forward, so I could look right into his eyes. “I know you don’t like this, Jason. I know you probably think you’re better than this. But guess what? You tried to stop me, and you failed. I don’t have the home stone. I don’t have my ride either. So you’re going to make it up to me. If nothing else, you’re going to be a consolation prize.”

Even as I spoke, I wondered what was going to happen when I made it back to Zel.

Flying out to the domain of Myr hadn’t taken especially long. But traveling that same distance on foot? It was going to be a mess. Of that, I was sure.

I yanked on his leash, and I dragged the young man along the road. We continued to walk, making our way closer and closer to the smoke drifting up into the air. Every few minutes, I checked again. At the same time, I kept worrying about what I would do if it simply disappeared.

Just because I was so much stronger out here, that didn’t mean I actually had the skills to survive out in the wilderness. I could already feel the fatigue along my shoulders, down my arms, and in my legs. Things were probably a lot harder for Jason, but I wasn’t going to worry about him, not after what he had done.

“There’s something you should know about being a man on this world,” I said. “I’m sure you haven’t been able to figure it out for yourself, but males don’t have the same rights here. Maybe you think Myr with just an exception, or you encountered some very strange women. They’re all like that. They all believe that you should be treated as a slave. You are property here, Jason.”

I looked back at him again, but the obstinate tech bro just glowered at me.

I still had him gagged, so he obviously wasn’t going to respond.

The ragged road finally curved up a small hill, and then I got a glimpse of the small building once again.

At that moment, we both started walking faster. He was probably just as hungry and tired as I was.

Finally, we made it to those doors, and I saw several horses hitched outside. Behind the building, there was a stable.

Tentatively, I knocked, I pushed my way forward, and I looked into the first chamber.

There were tables. There was something that looked like a bar countertop.

“Hello?” I called out.

The building was mostly empty.

“Guests? Do we have guests?” asked a young woman.

She had dark red hair, sharp features, and big eyes. She rushed out from behind a desk, and she came over quickly, first to see me, then Jason standing a few feet back.

“Hi,” she said, stopping right in front of me before raising her hand and waving. “I’m Jamie of Alk. Who might you be?”

Alk. The name sounded vaguely familiar, but I wasn’t sure exactly where it sat in relation to Myr or Zel.

“I’m Krystal of San Diego,” I told her, too tired to come up with anything else. “I was hoping we could stay for the night? We were attacked by bandits, and I lost all of my worldly possessions.”

Jamie of Alk stared at me for a few seconds. “That means you don’t have any money, doesn’t it?”

“It does,” I said. “I have this though,” I said, reaching down and grabbing one of the daggers Jason had tried to use on me. “It isn’t much, but I’m also happy to trade some labor.” Even as I spoke, I wasn’t sure whether or not this was going to work. Simultaneously, I was trying and failing to come up with alternative strategies, if this young woman turned us down.

Jamie glanced back at Jason. “What about him? Is he for sale?”

At first, I didn’t know how to respond. Taking my time, I tugged on his leash again, pulling him forward. I turned my head, and I let my stare move across his face, then down toward his bare chest.

Jason grunted; he made these desperate little sounds, even as he pulled against the bonds, holding his wrists behind his back. “No,” I finally decided. “He isn’t for sale.” Then, just because I wanted to mess with him, I added, “Maybe later.”

“That’s a pity,” she said. “Will you let me put him to work?”

“Absolutely,” I said. “Consider it a loan. And yes, you have the right to punish him. Just make sure you don’t leave any permanent marks.”

“I think we have a deal,” she said.

Of course, Jason kept growling at me.

I sat while he worked. Apparently, he was in the back doing the dishes or something. Jamie had a lot menial labor she didn’t want to deal with. In the meantime, I sat in the main room, I leaned back, and I tried to remember exactly how I was going to get back to Zel.

Eventually, Jamie came out and she sat across from me. She placed a plate filled with food in front of me.

I saw the potatoes, the cooked meat, and the small mound of rice. The food looked delicious, and I thanked her quickly before I started eating. Distantly, I wondered whether or not this was some kind of trap, like she was going to try to poison me or something in order to take my slave.

But then I smiled. Obviously, I was going to have to eat at some point, which meant trusting those around me. Simultaneously, I had to wonder exactly when I started to think of him as my slave.

It was probably wrong, yet the term felt appropriate. From a social and legal standpoint, it was certainly accurate here on this world.

“Did you have to punish him?” I asked Jamie.

“Just a little bit,” Jamie said.

“I’m sure it was good for him,” I replied, mostly because I wanted to ingratiate myself with our hostess.

“If you like, you can take him down into the basement.”

“What’s in the basement?”

“It’s our training space for disobedient males,” she said.

“You have one?”

“During the busy season, we get lots of groups that come through here, especially the merchants. Sometimes, they want to play with their recently acquired toys. It’s helpful to have a space for them.”

“I see…” I said.

Even as I spoke, I was thinking about the ideals I had clung to back on earth. Granted, this wasn’t earth…

“Let’s see how he behaves after we feed him,” I said.

“Speaking of which, I should go check on him,” Jamie said.

A few minutes later, he came out with another plate, and he set it down on the table next to me.

Then I glanced over at Jamie, and something occurred to me. She was watching me. She was trying to figure something out. Maybe she was trying to decide what kind of relationship I had with this boy.

“On the floor,” I said to him.

“Excuse me?”

“On the floor,” I said, reaching over to his plate and snatching up the biscuit. I took a bite before tearing off a piece and setting it there on the palm of my hand.

“You’re joking,” he said.

I looked into his eyes. He was no longer gagged, but I could see something glowing there along his pupils and irises. Maybe he didn’t want to face it; perhaps he didn’t want to believe it. Still, he remembered what it felt like when I spanked him.

“I’m not joking, Jason. Down on your knees now, boy,” I ordered.

Reluctantly, he shifted away from the bench, and he lowered himself to his knees. Then I held my hand in front of him, and he started to reach out for it.

“No,” I said. “You don’t get to use your hands.”

Instantly, I knew he wanted to argue with me. He wanted to jump up, to growl, to shout, and to make it clear he wouldn’t be subject to my whims.

Then again, this was a different planet with a different set of rules, so something inside of him broke, and he had already dropped down in front of me. I held my palm in front of his face, and he leaned forward.

Right away, I smiled as I thought of the human canines I had encountered before. He leaned forward, and he wrapped his lips around that scrap of food. He pulled it into his mouth, and he chewed and swallowed.

“Say thank you,” I ordered.

“Thank you,” he said, his voice little more than a snarl.

Still, he gave me exactly what I wanted because he knew what would happen if he didn’t.

“Good boy,” I said to him. Then, because I couldn’t help myself, I had to ask, “Jason, are your cheeks getting red? Are you blushing?”

“I think he is,” Jamie said. “That’s adorable!”

“I’m not blushing!”

“He’s definitely blushing,” Jamie said. “Your slave is really cute.”

“I’m not a slave!” Jason called out with as much velocity, independence and authority he could muster. Considering the circumstances, it wasn’t much. It definitely wasn’t enough.

“Eat,” I said, cutting off a piece of meat for him. I lowered my fork down, just a couple of inches away from his mouth.

Again, he raised his hand.

“Don’t,” I said. “I’m feeding you like you are a civilized boy. Don’t make me reconsider that.”

Again, his lips pursed; he frowned at me. Hot frustration pulsated off his body, but there was nothing he could do. He wasn’t brave enough to try to confront either of us. Besides, Jamie looked like she was half his size, if that would matter on this world. Whenever he saw a woman, he had to comprehend that he was outclassed. We were all stronger. We were all physically superior.

“Eat,” I said again.

He broke. Opening his mouth, he leaned forward and pulled the juicy piece of steak into his mouth. He chewed and swallowed, yet that sour expression remained.

“You know, you could just give him some old biscuits if you want. There’s no reason to reward a slave with excellent food if he is being disobedient or defiant.”

“That’s true,” I agreed. “Then again, Jason here has had a difficult time. Isn’t that right, Jason? You still don’t want to accept your new status.”

“What was the status before?” Jamie asked, cutting him off and keeping him from speaking. Judging from that glare on his face, he wanted to talk. After all, he wasn’t accustomed to a world where women could simply speak over him.

“I was an executive,” he told her. “I wanted to be a thought leader.”

“Cute,” I said, holding the fork in front of his mouth. This time, it didn’t have a piece of steak. Instead, there was just some rice.

“I don’t think I’m hungry,” he said.

“Eat, boy,” I said. “We don’t know how far we have to go tomorrow. We don’t know how long we’re going to be walking.”

“I don’t care. I’m not hungry.”

“Then it’s a good thing your opinion doesn’t count,” I told him. “Eat.”

His nostrils flared, and it looked like he really wanted to jump up onto his feet and wag his finger in front of my face. He was trying so hard to keep his temper under control, but there was no way to tell whether or not he would succeed.

Finally, he opened his mouth, and I fed him again.

“Good boy,” I said, reaching over with my free hand to glide my fingers through his hair and down to the back of his neck. “But I don’t like your attitude. I think I’m going to take Jamie up on her offer.”

Jason did his best to hide his reaction, but Jamie had no problem clapping her hands together and telling both of us, “I can’t wait to get started. It’s been a while since we’ve had a slave down in the basement!”

“You can think about that, Jason. You can think about that while I eat.”

Jason did his best to hide his anxiety. He stared straight ahead and stayed there on his knees, just a few feet away from me. As I enjoyed the last of my meal, I was thinking about him. Occasionally, I stole a furtive glance in his direction, largely because I was curious. But more than that, I did enjoy checking him out.

It felt different here.

Back in the United States or even in the UK, I understood what it was like to be a woman walking through the public world. Guys would see me, and sometimes they would check me out. I wasn’t especially hot or anything. I knew that. I always had that geeky, girl next-door, or academic vibe. I never put a lot of effort into my appearance; I didn’t worry about makeup or following any of the latest fashions.

Still, I would be on the bus or the train or walking down the street, and some random guy would start ogling me. Since I didn’t really get any alternative, I would just ignore him to the best of my ability. Even so, that sense of expectation would remain. I would be left wondering exactly what was going to happen or what he was thinking about. I was sure, on more than one occasion, that I was starring in some lude fantasy.

Technically, the exact same thing could have happened right there with Jason. And yet, I was fully clothed while he was almost entirely naked. Maybe I didn’t have access to his cock, but the rest of his body was on display.

A thought occurred to me. It was something I had heard about from the women back in Zel. For me, it was a novel idea, one that I hadn’t really considered a lot. And yet, I saw Jason, and I considered his bad attitude, and…the pieces seemed to fit into place.

I finished my meal, and then I rose to my feet. Casually, I brushed my fingers through his hair before taking a firm grip on his scalp. Then I said, “Come.”

Jason didn’t acknowledge the order. Then again, I didn’t care if he did. I walked along, and I kept my fingers tangled in his hair. I held onto him as I followed Jamie. She escorted us to another doorway, she pushed it open, and then she headed down the steps. Jason and I followed.

When Jamie got to the basement, she waved her hand in front of one of them mounted stones, and suddenly the basement was lit up. I saw several different beds, several different stocks, shackles hanging from the ceiling, and various restraints along the walls.

“This is a dungeon,” Jason hissed, turning those words into a growl of accusation.

“Training room. Dungeon. Boy correction facility,” answered Jamie with a shrug. “The terminology doesn’t really matter as long as the men who come down here are taught how to obey.”

“I agree,” I told her.

“You can’t go along with this,” Jason said.

“Are you starting to sound scared? Are you starting to get nervous?” I asked, turning back to the former engineer or executive or whatever else he wanted to call himself.

“I’m not scared,” he said.

“I want you in the stocks right there,” I said, pointing to the center of the room. On a raised platform, there was a wooden contraption, one with a set of heavy restraints. It was open currently, but he could bend forward and place his neck and wrists into those openings. From there, I could bring down the top half of the contraption, trapping him…

When I raised my finger and pointed, he understood exactly what was about to happen. More importantly, he knew he wouldn’t be able to stop me.

Still, that young man couldn’t help himself. He took a step back.

“I’m not going over there,” he said.

“You don’t usually see men his age who still insist on arguing,” Jamie said, clicking her tongue. “What? No one punished him when he was younger? Is that the problem?”

“Yes,” I replied smoothly. “I think that might’ve been the problem.”

“I’m serious,” Jason insisted. “We aren’t going to play these games.” With every word, he tried hard to draw on his old confidence. Normally, he could address those around him, speak in just the right tone, and get what he wanted.

Even after spending more than a year on this world, he didn’t understand how things worked. Or maybe he did, but encountering me once again might’ve made him forget, like he thought he could revert to his old self just because we came from the same world.

“Who’s playing a game?” I asked him. At the same time, I stared into his eyes. I took a step forward. He took one back.

His nostrils flared; his lips parted. He stared back at me, uncomprehendingly for a few seconds. He was still moving, but he didn’t want to acknowledge what was happening or what this was going to mean.

And now, I decided I wanted to make myself very clear. I grabbed him by his neck, and I pushed him up against the wall. He banged his bare shoulders against the solid wooden frame, and then I leaned in. “Jason, you’re going to be a good and obedient boy. You’re going to do everything she wants. You’re going to do everything I want. Remember, you are a man. As a man, you want to smile. You want to make sure that you please us. We’re the ones who decide what happens to you. Never forget that.”

His eyes narrowed.

Finally, I released him.

“Just because you have the advantage right now, that’s not always going to be the case,” he said.

“Really?”

That was all I said, but that was all it took. Again, he opened his mouth, but Jason decided not to speak this time. Apparently, even his overinflated confidence had its limit.

He gaped, I snapped my fingers, and he trudged over to the stocks.

He stood there.

He waited.

As that hesitation stretched from one second to the next, I recognized what was happening.

That boy was scared.

In truth, I understood that I was supposed to feel guilty about this. Despite my own growth on this world, I still waited for that rush of conscience.

Then he started to speak again, only his tone had shifted. “Please. Can’t we just go upstairs again? You don’t need to do this. I’m sorry for what happened before. I was impetuous. I wasn’t thinking. I messed up. I know I messed up, but we could just go upstairs. We can go find a quiet room, and you can get some sleep. I’m sure you’re exhausted. You’ve gotten us this far, and I can help you.”

Beside me, Jamie giggled.

“Oh?” I asked him.

Jason drew in a slow and steadying breath, probably because he was trying to think about what he should say next. He was fighting hard to sound careful and diplomatic. He needed to convince one or both of us. At that moment, he focused on me.

It was cute seeing him like this.

Before all of this, he probably believed that he was a powerful individual on the basis of his choices. He never considered exactly how his circumstances had shaped him.

“If you like, I can give you a massage,” he said. “I can rub your back or your legs or your feet.” The words jumped out of his mouth one after another, probably because he wanted to finish this up as quickly as possible.

Then again, there was a high probability he was hoping that he could get me alone and overpower me. He had already seen how that would go, but maybe he hadn’t truly figured it out. Maybe some part of him still needed to believe that I had just gotten lucky or something.

“No,” I said. “Get into the stocks, boy.”

Again, his nostrils flared, and I could see his jaw lock. His muscles tensed as he tried to think of what he could do or say. He was running through all of those different strategies. Jason even glanced over at the stairwell.

“You can try it,” I said. “But we both know you’re going to regret it.”

Apparently, he didn’t believe me because he ran!

Jason jumped forward, he kicked his feet down against the floor as he raced toward the stairwell. He got to that first step, but I was on him, grabbing him with my arms wrapped around his waist. I looped my limbs underneath his shoulders, and then I dragged him right back to the stocks. Once there, I grabbed him by his wrists, I pushed them down, followed by the back of his neck.

He tried to kick out, but he didn’t have the right angle.

Jamie helpfully dropped the other half of the stocks down over him. Then she secured the clasp.

Next, I spread his legs, and I tied both of his ankles to the floor. 

Grunting, growling and snarling, he made the sounds of a human canine as he tried to fight his way free. He had no chance of success; that much was obvious. Still, he was fighting as hard as he could, channeling every drop of strength he possessed.

It wasn’t enough.

It was never going to be enough.

And yet, I decided to play with him. I brushed my fingers over his hair, then along his back. I had to lift my hand above the frame, but that was fine with me. Then I scratched at him before gently stroking his ass. Finally, I ran my fingers up and down the back of his legs.

“Fine,” he finally acknowledged. “You proved your point, Krystal. You got me into this stupid thing. Now, let me out!”

“He’s never been humbled,” Jamie said, shaking her head from side to side.

“You know what? You’re right. I don’t think he has ever been humbled.”

“I don’t need to be humbled! I need you to let me go!” Jason shouted. His voice rose as he pumped as much as he could into his declaration. If he thought that was going to make any kind of difference, he had to be disappointed.

“Quiet, or I will gag you,” I said to him.

Even as I spoke, I was surprised by the vitriol in my promise. Then again, he had attacked me on multiple occasions. Not only that, I still had no idea what had happened to Sable. Part of me wanted to believe that the winged horse would be perfectly capable of defending himself. Then again, I didn’t know what these outer regions were like, nor did I have a good understanding of what he could do to defend himself.

In so many ways, I was still so new to this world.

As that thought occurred to me, my grip tightened on his ass. Then I pulled my hand back, and I slapped his backside.

He let out a grunt of pain.

“Not good enough,” I decided right away. Then I looked back at Jamie. “Do you have anything else I can use?”

“We have some beautiful whips. They’re short.”

“Yes, please,” I said.

Jamie scampered across the dungeon, and then she came back. When she held out the short whip, I could hardly believe it. It was a tangle of reinforced leather strands.

I lifted my right hand, held up my palm, and struck it hard. There was that snap of pain.

It hurt!

At the same time, I appreciated that it didn’t even come close to breaking my skin. There was the pain, but there was no actual impact on the rest of my body. It didn’t cause any kind of serious harm…

Whoever designed this thing had done a remarkable job. I made a mental note to thank her if I ever happened to meet her.

Then I stroked his backside with the strands of that whip. As I brushed this new tool along his skin, I contemplated what I was supposed to feel. Or rather, I kept thinking about the strange sensations that were crawling just beneath the surface of my skin like little flickers, little sparks of excitement and desire.

It was hard to admit, but I knew what I wanted…

The craving was right there, and the excitement was growing stronger. I wasn’t sure how to deal with it. As a scholar, I knew all about deferred gratification. I understood that I needed to study rather than play on my phone or scroll from one negative story to the next.

But at that moment, I did not want to be polite. I didn’t want to be nice or kind or professional. Instead, I tightened my grip on the whip, and then I snapped my arm in the air before swinging down hard. Those strands slapped against his skin.

Right away, Jason let out a hiss of dismay.

Why was my heart pounding faster? Why did my mouth start watering? Why did I grab his ass?

Why was I thinking about all of the different things I could do to him?

Technically, he was wearing a chastity belt, and I didn’t have the key, which certainly limited my options. And then again, he still had his mouth and his hands…

(It always annoyed me when boys assumed that sex had to mean penetration. They didn’t understand exactly what they could do. They lacked that creativity because they were selfish and egocentric.

That thought sent a spurt of annoyance running through my body, so I relieved the tension. I used the whip, striking it down hard and fast against his backside once, twice, three and four and five and six times!

By the time I paused, I was shocked to feel my breath straining in my lungs.

At the same time, I looked down at his ass.

Red welts had appeared.

For a second, I almost didn’t understand what I was seeing. I almost couldn’t comprehend what I had done.

And then Jamie appeared next to me. “It feels good, doesn’t it?”

“You have no idea,” I said.

“What do you mean?” Jamie sounded genuinely curious, like she wasn’t sure how I could marvel at something like this.

“Where I’m from, this kind of treatment would be considered completely unacceptable.”

“Then it’s a good thing you’re not there.”

“True,” I said. A second later another dose of excitement flared through my body. “Very true.”

At that instant, I couldn’t see his face, but there was something about his body, like he tensed, or maybe there was something else. Maybe it was the way his muscles clenched.

Either way, I didn’t care.

I came up behind him, and I slapped the back of his right leg. I only used the palm of my hand. From there, I spanked him. After that, I went back to the whip.

“I don’t know what you want to accomplish,” Jason said. “It’s not going to work!”

“What makes you so sure?”

“Whatever you think you’re doing, it’s not going to work,” he repeated.

“But what if it’s already working?” I teased him. “What if I just want to vent the frustrations of a lifetime of dealing with arrogant boys just like you? What then? What if I’m successful right now?”

“This is wrong,” he pivoted. He was nearly breathless as he tried to deal with the pain playing along his backside. Simply because I was curious, I let him speak. At the same time, I enjoyed the casual access I now had to his body. I enjoyed slapping his ass, just as much as I loved whipping him. The sensations, the weight, and the texture of every punishment felt so different. And yet, I still felt a little bit like a teacher. This wasn’t a course in introductory behavioral economics, but he could still make his argument.

At the same time, I was still the teacher. I was the one who would decide whether or not he made a good point.

“This is wrong,” he repeated. “You have to know that. You can’t treat me like this.”

“If I recall correctly, you tried to kill me,” I said.

“You stole their home stone! You know what that means! You know what’s going to happen now, don’t you? There’s going to be civil war!”

“Possibly,” I allowed. “Then again, war doesn’t work the same way here, does it? Besides, it isn’t like Cora is innocent in all of this. She wants to take over, doesn’t she? She wants to be a conqueror. And if I recall correctly, she’s the one who really likes to give her soldiers crossbows.”

“That’s different,” he started to say.

“Nonsense,” I replied, spanking him hard and fast.

He froze.

Then again, he couldn’t really move, not with his arms and legs bound like that. I loved seeing him bent over, helpless, and spread out. I loved, knowing that he was stuck, and there was nothing he could do about it. He was on display in that degrading position. Sure, I still permitted him to speak, but it would’ve been easy enough to gag him.

“Here’s your problem, Jason,” I explained. “You don’t have any kind of moral high ground, boy. I know who you are. I know what you are. You are manipulative. You are a parasite. You are the kind of guy who thinks he can do whatever he wants, just because you want it. You think the rules shouldn’t apply to you. Or even if the rules apply, you’re always looking for an angle. You want to manipulate them. There’s nothing beyond you or your desires.” Fresh venom danced along my tongue as I spoke, all because I had needed to bottle up those points for so very long.

He started to speak.

I didn’t care; I didn’t give him a chance to finish a single syllable. I came up behind him, wrapped my left arm around his waist, angled myself, and started spanking him. My hand flashed down again and again as I delivered those blasts of pain. I thought of this boy and how he probably wanted to put people out of work. He probably loved automation, outsourcing, and stripping away jobs. He probably loved the idea of getting rich by finding “market inefficiencies”. As an economist, I could understand that desire. Then again, I also recognized how the system would have a tipping point. Wealth could only concentrate for so long before the entire system would become unstable.

He didn’t care. He didn’t care because he was selfish. He didn’t care because he saw no value in the rest of the community. He was the kind of guy who insisted that regular people without kids shouldn’t have to pay for schools. After all, they weren’t using those services, so it wasn’t like they had anything to gain. Shortsighted and narrow minded, he deserved this.

He deserved so much more…

And I gave it to him!

I arched my back just a little bit each time my hand came down. At the same time, I experienced that other rush of heat. It splashed all along the contours of my skin. I could feel it deep within my flesh. It was right there between my legs…

Before long, there was that red patch of skin.

I pulled back.

I stepped around the stocks, and I touched the underside of his chin. By now, his head had drooped forward, but I forced him to look up at me.

“I get it,” I told him. “You probably hung out with a bunch of other boys, and you competed to see who could be the biggest jackass. But guess what? You still had a choice. You still got to decide what kind of person you wanted to be. You didn’t have to be a selfish ass.”

“I don’t owe anyone anything,” he said. “If I’m successful, I’m going to do it all on my own!”

“Seriously?” I asked, opening my eyes just a little wider. “Fine. Let’s see what it takes to get you to apologize. Let’s see what it takes to get you to see the truth. You’re not alone. Even if you succeed, you are part of a community. You are part of a society. Other people built the roads you drove on. Other people educated the workers you want to employ. You’re not out there farming your food. You’re not out there defending our borders. Face it, Jason. We work together.”

“I like to think of it as enlightened greed,” he started to say.

I wasn’t interested. At that moment, this wasn’t going to be a question of debate. Instead, he needed to learn to shut his mouth and listen.

Since he wasn’t going to accept anything I said, I decided pain would be a better answer. After all, every time my hand slapped down against his backside, fresh energy seemed to course through my body.

I smacked his rump again and again, delivering one blow after another.

Within moments, that wasn’t good enough, however. I switched back to the whip. I smacked it down against the small of his back, the curves of his ass, and the back of his legs.

At first, he just hissed. Then I heard him grunt and growl and shout. Those sounds echoed between the walls of this dungeon, and I was laughing.

I just couldn’t help myself.

“Would you like a turn?”

“You can’t let her punish me,” Jason gasped out.

That was the moment when I handed Jamie the whip. Next, I stepped around the stocks so I stood in front of him. I stood over him. “Jason, I can do whatever I want with you. Remember, you’re a boy, and I’m a woman. That means I’m in charge.”

All of this was true, even if he didn’t want to believe it.

Then again, his acceptance was becoming relevant.

That was why I grabbed onto his hair and I forced his head up.

Jamie stepped behind him and she used the whip. I heard those sounds vibrate across the air and through my body.

She struck again and again, delivering one quick snap of pain after another. Every slender strand set another burst of incandescent pain darting along his skin. His eyes widened, he tried so hard not to let his vision blur. He didn’t want to start crying, especially as I held him by his hair and looked down into his eyes. “I wonder what it’s going to take to remake you,” I said. “I mean, you’re supposed to be clever, right? When are you going to start lying? When are you going to try to manipulate me? Come on. I’m sure you can try.”

If he had been allowed to think clearly, then maybe he would have made the attempt. Perhaps he would have looked up at me. He had already tried to play some kind of moral card. Of course, that hadn’t worked. I knew him. I recognized his lack of empathy.

Perhaps I understood what he was thinking. That was the thing about empathy; just because I knew how he was feeling and some of the thoughts that probably played behind his eyes, that didn’t mean I was going to change my mind.

At the same time, I had to wonder whether or not this was going to be the best way to train him.

Perhaps this was a cruel thought. If so, I didn’t care as I watched. Instead, a different idea began to formulate somewhere behind those other thoughts. I was thinking about him, his hands, his mouth and his tongue. I was thinking about what he could do to me and for me. I was thinking about the next set of commands I could give him…

“That was incredible,” Jamie said after she finished. “He really does have a very nice ass. It makes me want to use him.”

I stood up straighter. I let go of Jason‘s hair. “Use him?”

“I have a very special toy. I can use it right here,” she said, brushing a finger along the contours of his ass. In particular, she moved toward his opening. “Would you mind?”

That was when I leaned down and whispered to Jason, “I know you don’t like that idea. I can see it in your face. You really hate it, don’t you?” Before he could respond, I touched a finger to his lips, silencing him. I answered the question for myself. “Yeah, you do. Fine. I’m going to be generous with you, Jason. Convince us that you are ready to accept your status as a slave in this society, and maybe I’ll be nicer to you. Go on. Tell us. Tell us what you are.”

Finally, I pulled my finger away as I looked down into his face and waited for his answer.

“You can go straight to hell!”

“Go for it,” I said.

Then I stepped back, and I watched this amazing process. I had my arms crossed over my chest, and I stood off to the side with my back braced against the wall.

Jamie hopped in front of him. She looked down into his eyes. “You’re one of those really silly boys, aren’t you? You think that, just because you’re older than me, you should be able to do whatever you want? Is that the kind of slave you are? You think you’re older so you get to tell girls like me what to do? Nope. Sorry. That isn’t how this works.”

Jason took that opportunity. Despite everything she just said to him, he was going to try to lecture her. Of that, I was sure.

He didn’t get the chance.

Jamie slapped him!

Her hand flew up, crashed against his cheek, and jerked his head to the side.

He had already endured a lot, but I could tell this bothered him more. It wasn’t a question of the pain. Sure, it probably stung, but it was something else. It was that girl. It was her cute face and her innocent features. It was the way she watched him, the curves of her mouth rising up with that precocious smile, all because she knew she could do this. More importantly, she knew she could get away with it.

Then she stepped away and he glanced back at me.

His eyes were wide again. He itched to ask those obvious questions: where was she going and what was she doing?

I just shrugged. I didn’t know.

Still, I was interested in observing. I wanted to see exactly how this would play out…

“Wait here,” she said, making it sound like he had some option.

She turned around, she walked away, and she actually headed up the steps.

Jason turned back to me, straining against the stocks. He pushed against the wooden bonds, but he had no chance of breaking free.

She headed up the steps, and then she was gone for a little while. At several points, Jason opened his mouth; clearly, he wanted to ask me what I was thinking or what was supposed to happen next. Frankly, I didn’t know.

Then we both heard the footsteps again, but I was the one who saw Jamie first.

She was wearing the same top from before, only now she had something else wrapped around her waist and down between her legs. It looked like a pair of leather panties, only there was an opening, and she had something else. I could see the leather contours of a dildo.

Right away, I smiled.

“What? What is it?”

“I love this toy,” Jamie said to me, still standing behind him and far from his line of sight. “I think this is the best way to put a boy in his place, especially when he’s wearing a chastity device. This one actually has two heads. It takes a little bit of care, especially when you’re walking around, but I just love the feel of it.”

“I’m sure you do,” I said with a knowing smile.

“What? What is it?” Jason demanded again.

I saw no reason to answer him.

But then Jamie walked over to one of the walls, and she grabbed a small stool. She picked it up, and she carried it as she walked around. Within moments, she was right in front of him, and she placed the stool there.

“What is that?” Jason asked. Neither of us answered him. Honestly, I enjoyed that little ripple of fear that spread through his voice.

“This is a strap-on harness with a two headed dildo,” she said, slowly angling her hips to the left, then the right. She showed off her toy, and then she stepped up onto the stool. She was braced in front of him, the tip of her fake shaft, right there in front of his mouth. “I think we have punished you enough, which means this is your opportunity to show us just how grateful you are. I expect you to suck,” she said. “I want you to make it shine. I want you to make it nice and wet for me.”

“No, no way,” he snarled back at her.

I still had my arms crossed over my chest. I remained confident Jamie would know what to do with him.

“You’re going to ask. You’re going to ask for permission to suck on this toy like a good boy. And when you do, I might consider it. Until then, you’re not going to hear from me.” That girl offered those words as a promise.

Then she walked back around behind him, she picked up the whip, and she started using it again!

Instantly, I could tell she was putting more strength into every blow.

Jason probably wanted to stay silent; he was probably fighting hard to remain utterly quiet as though this couldn’t affect him. And yet, the strands of that multi-tipped whip snapped down against his skin again, and again, unleashing one storm of pain after another. The agony must’ve ripped across his senses while she laughed at him.

As promised, she didn’t say anything.

Still, Jason thought he could negotiate with her. “Please. Please, you have to stop. Please, can we talk about this?” With one ragged breath after another, he tried to get her to stop. “I’m not going to do it,” he vowed. “I’m not going to ask for that! I’m better than that!”

He snarled out those words and one after another. Adorably, he clearly meant them. Just as importantly, he tried to push his usual passion into every word he called out.

They had no effect on her.

She didn’t slow down. She didn’t pause. She didn’t hesitate.

Jamie knew exactly what she was doing; she understood exactly how to punish him.

At one point or another, I probably wanted to intervene, like I needed to step forward. After all, he was begging now. He was desperate.

But it still wasn’t good enough because it wasn’t what she had commanded him to say.

Not only that, I glanced in her direction and I saw that look of ecstasy on her face. She knew she was going to win. Along the way, she was having fun as she broke him.

“Please, please let me suck it!”

Then it stopped.

In an instant, she kept her word.

She strode around the stocks after brushing her fingers along his back, which made him flinch. Then she climbed onto the stool, and she grabbed him by his hair, forcing his head up. His eyes traced along the contours of her stomach, her breasts, to her chin, and then his desperate gaze met hers.

“Again,” she ordered.

Before, the pain compelled him. This time, he was going to cooperate, and he would understand exactly what he was saying. He would comprehend exactly what he was giving up…

“Please, let me suck it,” he said.

“Good boy,” she replied. “Open up.”

His lips parted slightly, probably because some instinct still told him he could negotiate with her.

He couldn’t.

The moment his lips separated, she shoved, thrusting her fake shaft up against the roof of his mouth, then down toward the back of his throat.

Right away, he started gagging.

She didn’t care.

She shoved forward, only to slide back. Almost immediately, I understood what she was doing. She was pumping into his face. At first, the idea seemed ridiculous, especially if she couldn’t feel it. But then I remembered what she had said; this was a two headed dildo. Every time he tried to struggle, she could feel that friction along the contours of her opening. I couldn’t see it exactly, but I watched, fascinated.

I knew I could never do anything like that…

At least, that was my first instinct. But then, within a few more seconds, I started to wonder. I started to wonder whether or not it would be possible for me to use him that way.

I told myself that I wasn’t interested, yet that answer started to feel like a lie. Part of me loved to hear the sounds he made. Plus, there was something about the expression on his face as he surrendered so completely to this girl.

As a woman, she was in charge. She could take what she wanted. She could fuck his handsome face, and there was nothing he could do to stop her!

Jamie yanked back, and she grabbed his hair before looking down into his face again. “Say thank you.”

The dildo was right there, less than an inch away from his mouth. Of course, I assumed that she had broken him. She had tamed this boy, showing him the futility of being stubborn. Maybe he would forget this lesson, but he was supposed to give in. For the time being at the very least, he was going to yield to her.

Instead, he started to say something about how this was undeserved.

She didn’t let him finish. Instead, she gagged him with her cock again. She shoved that toy between his lips, between his teeth, and all the way to the back of his throat.

“You look so good just like this,” she said. “You’re a handsome boy, but I love seeing that look in your eyes. They’re so shiny when you suck me off like this! Good boy. Keep going. That’s right. You know where you belong, don’t you? You belong right there beneath me. Don’t worry about gagging. I’m sure you’ll get lots of practice with this kind of training.”

She was laughing right until that moment when she pulled back.

Jamie looked down at the dildo. Then she nodded to herself. “I think I’m ready.” She’d walked around him, and then he started speaking. She had only taken two or three steps, but he found his voice. “What are you doing? Where are you going?”

The restraints around his ankles kept his legs spread. He was stuck right there, and his ass was out.

At this point, he had to know what was going to happen. He must’ve been able to predict it.

Despite that very simple idea, he didn’t want to believe it. He didn’t want to accept it.

At the same time, I was thinking about how I could have interjected. At any moment, I could have interrupted. After all, he was my property. He belonged to me.

Despite this, I wanted to see exactly what was going to happen next.

Not only that, I couldn’t stop that huge smile on my face!

When she was in position, I knew what was going to happen.

“Don’t do it! Don’t you dare!” He roared out those words like he really thought they were going to mean anything coming from a boy like him.

Jamie didn’t place her hands on his hips as I expected. Instead, she touched the contours of his buttocks, she spread them, and then she pushed forward. Slick with his saliva, the dildo pushed against his opening. At first, it probably felt like some random yet strange sensation. Pretty soon, he understood that he was being penetrated.

“No! Don’t! Don’t you dare!” Again and again, he roared out those words as though they could possibly have some kind of impact on her.

They didn’t.

Jamie knew exactly what she was doing.

I saw that look on her face. As she pushed into him, she showed him something important. She taught him a lesson. Even if he hated this with every ounce of his existence, it didn’t matter because she could play with him. She could use him, shoving forward little by little. The toy rubbed against the inner walls of his opening. Then she was done, and she wrapped her arms around his waist. She whispered something to him.

Because I strained, I could just barely hear her, “Remember this moment, boy. You are a male. As a male, you are a slave. Even if you get lucky and some nice lady decides to buy you, you’re always going to be a piece of property. You are chattel. You need to be owned. You need to be trained. So that’s what I’m doing right now. I’m training you. And trust me, it feels so good!”

“I hate this,” he growled out. At that moment, he probably wasn’t talking to Jamie or even me. Instead, he simply needed to tell the rest of the universe.

If so, no one seemed to hear him.

Jamie was laughing again, and those fun sounds hit the air as she drew back. At this point, she braced her palms along his hip bones. She shoved forward, thrusting into him. I could see that look on his face as his eyes morphed to the size of quarters. She drew back. She shoved in again. She was rough, taking exactly what she wanted.

Oddly enough, it made me think of a porn clip I had accidentally stumbled upon back in college. It was late on some random night, and I was deliriously tired. At some point, I glanced back up at my screen after clicking on some random link. I had probably believed that I was going to another database dedicated to academics or behavioral economics in particular. Instead, there was a pop-up window with a young woman, and there was a guy with one hand around her throat. She was naked, bent over the edge of a bed, and he was pulling on her hair with his other hand.

I remembered squinting and staring at the screen as I tried to understand what I was seeing. It was way too late, and I was exhausted. And then my mouth fell open and I quickly exited out of that window.

Even so, that afterimage was burned into my retina as well as my memory. There had been something so rough and degrading about the way that woman was getting used. That was sex. More than that, that was a demonstration of power.

As I watched Jamie pump into this boy, I saw the exact same thing. Not only that, she lost herself to that pleasure.

It wasn’t an orgasm, not right away. Instead, she tilted her head back, closed her eyes, and then she was talking again, “You boys always forget how to obey. You forget how to serve. Don’t worry. We are stronger and smarter than you. We will make sure you always remember. In every domain, the rule is the same, isn’t it? We tell you what to do, and you will obey. Say it!”

He grunted instead.

Jamie smacked his ass, and he quickly gasped out, “I will obey!”

“Yes, you will. You’re going to obey. Again and again, you are going to do whatever we say. Maybe it’s your owner. Maybe it’s just a random woman. It could be a girl. It doesn’t really matter because we all out rank you. We are in charge, and you will obey! You will obey because you’re a boy! We keep your dick locked up, and you do what we say!”

“I’ll do what you say!”

This time, she just laughed. She was still pumping into him, thrusting back-and-forth as she took exactly what she wanted.

I was watching all of this, and there was that heat percolating through my body.

Finally, she let the orgasm sweep across her body. There was that explosive burst of pleasure racing all along her frame. Then she slumped forward.

“Would you like a turn?” Jamie asked me dreamily.

“No, thank you,” I said, straightening my back. I did my best to appear as professional as possible.

She had asked me if I wanted an orgasm and I had said no. She had asked me if I wanted to use him and I had reluctantly decided that it was late and we were both tired. We should get some rest…

As we made our way back up the stairs, I regretted my decision. There was nothing on my face or my body that revealed how I felt, but that disappointment still lingered just beneath the surface of my skin.

As we walked up the stairs, I reached back and grabbed him by his hand.

Jason was still naked except for his chastity belt. I didn’t really think about it. Instead, I let Jamie show us to our room.

“There’s a cage in here,” I said.

“For your slave,” she said, making it sound like the most natural thing in the world.

“Get in,” I said, my voice sharper than I had intended.

Jason glanced at me as though I had slapped him. “I’ve done everything you wanted,” he said.

“But here you are questioning me,” I replied just as quickly. “Get in unless you want me to let Jamie have some fun with you.”

“To be honest, I’m pretty spent,” she told me. “But you know, I could go get some of the village girls. I’m sure they would have fun with him.”

At that instant, his defiance melted away, and he quickly lowered himself down onto his hands and knees. The black wrought iron looked harsh and severe. Then again, there was a leather pad down at the bottom of the cage. He crawled forward, and he was down on his hands and knees. She closed the gate, and she secured the lock.

“You should be grateful,” Jamie said. “Your owner didn’t gag you first.”

“Right,” he said.

“Not good enough,” Jamie replied. “Thank her. Thank her for being such a generous owner. After all, we could’ve done much worse to you down in the basement.”

He opened his mouth, and he glared back at us.

Jamie turned to me. “You know, you really should consider getting him branded. That might be the problem. I’ve heard a couple of the older women talk about this. A man isn’t truly broken until you have him permanently marked. Granted, it reduces his value, but I think it’s still worth it.”

“I’ll consider it,” I told her.

He opened his mouth and stared at me, probably because he didn’t want to believe anything I just said. And yet, I was still the woman here. That gave me every advantage. Even if he did not want to believe this, he had to acknowledge the reality he now faced.

That was why he stayed quiet; that was why he didn’t dare make a sound at that point.

“Thank you so much,” I said.

After that, Jamie left, and it looked like Jason wanted to say something. For once, he couldn’t find the bravado. Perhaps he realized that things were different here between us.

I turned away, smiled at the thought, considered the bed in front of me, stripped, and climbed under the sheets.

At first, I didn’t think there was going to be any way that I could fall asleep. But after a few minutes, I drifted off.

It didn’t last.

I slept, only to wake up a few hours later. It was dark out. One glance at the window told me that the moon was still shining. Presumably, it would be several more hours before the sun rose again.

I listened intently. There was the gentle breathing of the slave down in his cage.

I rose to my feet, reached out, and waved my hand in front of one of the glow stones. Soft illumination brushed along the floor and over to the boy. He was still curled up like a canine. He was asleep, his cheek braced against one bicep.

Without even considering what I was doing, I reached between those bars, and I gently ran my fingers down along his skin. I was touching him because I could.

It vaguely reminded me of high school and middle school when some of the girls in my classes would tease the boys, and they would always be so interested in their hair. Lots of guys had buzz cuts or used gel. The texture was just different, so the girls liked to tease them. Not only that, it was definitely an excuse to touch them.

I never played those games.

I was never bold enough to flirt or tease the boys like that.

But now, I found myself thinking of how I had touched Jason‘s head so casually. Not only that, I had watched as he got penetrated by a different girl. I smiled, I shook my head, and then I kneeled there. At this point, I was naked. Somehow, being bare like this didn’t feel like I was opening myself up. I didn’t feel vulnerable, not in this inn and not on this world.

I was kneeling there, and then I pulled my hand away from him as I watched him sleep. My fingers moved up along my inner thigh. On some level, I was fully conscious of what I was doing. And then again, I didn’t feel like I was making an active decision.

Silently, I continued to watch him. Part of me knew this was creepy, but I didn’t care. More importantly, he couldn’t do anything about it…

He really was just a piece of meat; he was something to be owned. And since I had found him out in the wild, he was mine now.

If I had dragged him into some other domain, paid for his branding, locked the collar around his neck, and kept him on a short leash, no one would have complained. Even if this young man had insisted that I had no right to own him, that would have simply meant that he needed to be punished.

If I made any mistake at all, it was letting my slave get mouthy.

I smiled. I pressed the tip of my tongue up against the edges of my teeth. At the same time, I was thinking about this. Then I sat back. I couldn’t believe it, but I pulled my hand from between the bars of that cage, and then I started to touch myself. My hand simply migrated up to my pussy, and my fingers brushed along my opening. I shouldn’t have been surprised, yet there was still that hint of shock when I realized just how damp I was.

Pressing my lips together, I continued to watch him sleep. At the same time, I thought about him, grabbing onto the bars of that cage, and pulling him, struggling, fighting and arguing.

Jason, Jason, Jason…

When I first saw him on that dating app, I had instantly decided what kind of guy he was going to be. Perhaps this story would’ve been completely different if he had proven himself. Maybe he would have demonstrated that I was a prejudiced jerk who should have given him a fair hearing.

But he was everything I had expected.

When he saw he could steal an advantage, he would do it. He didn’t care about the people around him. He was only interested in his own greedy success.

But now I had him.

I had him, and I could train him.

Just as importantly, I could punish him.

I continued to watch him, and my thoughts drifted back to that dungeon. I was thinking about what I could do to him in the morning. In fact, I was tempted to go wake up Jamie to ask her if I could get the key to the basement. I could lock him up against one of those walls, whip him, slap him, spank him, and…more.

My fingers pressed down against my slit. I rubbed myself with my middle two fingers. Before long, I clutched my eyes shot as my imagination took over.

Yes, I could tame him.

Yes, I could humiliate him. Yes, I could show him what it meant to be objectified and owned!

Biting down on my lower lip, I did my best to stay silent. But then he started to stir.

If Jason had been smarter, he would have kept his eyes shut. He would have focused on his breathing. He would have made every effort to make sure I didn’t notice.

Only then, I reached for the lock on his cage, and I barked one command, “Out.”

He crawled out, and then I grabbed him. With my hand on the back of his neck, I felt like I was dragging a dog along.

Somehow, that didn’t bother me.

Within moments, he was up on his feet, and I grabbed him by his wrist next. Then I pulled, and suddenly I was on the bed. I tossed myself down onto my back. I spread my legs, lifted my knees, and I looked up at him.

“I’m locked in a chastity belt,” he said. This boy sounded almost defensive.

It was adorable.

“Then it’s a good thing this is all about my pleasure and not yours,” I said.

If anything, having him locked up appealed to me. After all, he was looking down at my naked body. He was considering my hair, my eyes, the shape of my cheeks, the contours of my neck and the curves of my shoulders before his gaze found my breasts, my stomach, my slick pussy, and my toned legs.

In the earlier phases of my life, I would have been nervous having a guy examine like this. He would be judging me. Even if I thought he was completely safe, I would have to worry about pleasing him.

But that was no longer a concern.

My judgment was the only one that mattered. I was the one who would make the decision.

I bit down on my lower lip once again, and then I waited for him.

“Pleasure me,” I told him.

He stared straight ahead. He swallowed. I watched as his Adam’s apple rose and fell. But then he crawled toward me, and suddenly he was straddling me.

For a moment, there was that pre-programmed instinct. There was a man on top of me, but I reminded myself that I was fully capable of grabbing him and rolling him onto his back. In fact…

I proved to him once again that he was still at my mercy. Even if there was something I wanted from him, I could take him whenever I liked. I grabbed his wrists. I threw him onto his back. Then I was on top of him, and I squeezed his rib cage with the contours of my knees. Then I leaned it down, and I looked right into his eyes.

Feeling cruel, I asked, “How did it feel to get fucked by that girl?”

He flinched.

Up until that moment, he had tried so hard to stare into my eyes, like he thought we were equals. We weren’t.

“I asked you a question,” I whispered into his ear. Then I kissed his neck, his cheek, and I finally pressed my mouth down against his.

I kissed him hard. I took what I wanted. Then I pulled back.

Right away, I thought about kissing Terrence. That boy had been so dedicated, like he understood that my satisfaction was the most important thing that mattered. It was different with this young man. Judging by his pounding pulse, he was scared of me.

Good.

And yet, he still kissed me back. Maybe he knew I could be disappointed. And if that happened, he could certainly be punished again.

Or maybe it was something else.

“I hated it,” he finally said.

”Weird,” I commented. “I don’t believe you.”

“I don’t care what you believe.”

“Dumb boy,” I shot back. “You should always worry about what your owner thinks.”

Foolishly, the male growled back, “I’m not your slave.”

“I caught you. That makes you mine.” Then I pulled away, I sat up, and I looked down at him. Maybe I was naked, but that didn’t matter. I still radiated power. I still had every ounce of authority in that room. “Ask any woman. Or if you want, you could always try to fight me.”

This time, Jason actually stayed quiet.

He understood the truth. He knew how this worked. After all, he had been here longer than I had. Because of all of this and so much more, he held back.

Then I rolled off of him, I laced my hands behind my head, and I uttered that command from before. “Pleasure me.”

Jason didn’t move.

“You don’t want me to repeat myself,” I said. Then I closed my eyes, I could feel the bed shift as he sat up. At first, he reached down, tentatively gliding his fingers from my wrists to my elbows, then down my biceps before he generally came to my breasts.

“Good boy,” I said, humming with appreciation.

From there, he squeezed.

I glanced up, and I saw that pained expression on his face.

Poor boy, I thought to myself. It must’ve been very difficult for him. After all, he had me spread out and naked in front of him, but he was all locked up.

“I talked to another guy about the chastity device he had to wear,” I said.

“Yeah?”

“He told me that his betrothed had made him wear one ever since he hit adolescence. As far as they were concerned, he was basically an adult. His mother was going to sell him to his new wife, but she wanted to make sure that he remained a virgin. I asked him what it was like to get locked up. Do you know what he told me?”

“No,” Jason answered, his tone making abundantly clear that he didn’t know, nor did he wish to.

That was too bad for him because I kept going, “He told me about how it felt like constant imprisonment. Of course, he grew up in one of the domains, so he understood his place as a boy. But he said that it was something different. Before, all of the boundaries were invisible. He had to do as the women said, but suddenly he had this weight down along his balls, and it made him feel like he was truly owned. He told me that was when it felt like he became livestock. Is that how it feels for you, Jason?”

“I don’t know,” he said.

“Tell me how it feels,” I commanded.

“Nonsense,” I teased him. “You’re very articulate for a boy. Go on. Tell me.”

Jason knew there would be consequences for disobedience or defiance, so he sucked in a slow breath. Maybe he was trying to figure out exactly how he wanted to respond. More likely, he needed to fight to keep his temper in check. Either way, he succeeded. “When I was first put in a chastity belt, I couldn’t believe it. It’s not like back home. Back home, I could pleasure myself, and it felt so good. But now…” He clenched his eyes shut and he shook his head.

“For you, sex is all about completion. It’s all about the male orgasm, isn’t it?”

“Yes!” He sounded completely unapologetic.

Oddly enough, that didn’t bother me.

If anything, it made me smile because I liked knowing exactly how he felt. Not only that, this reinforced my own superiority as a woman.

“Use your mouth on my breasts,” I said. “And think of yourself as very lucky. I’m sure there are lots of young men who would kill for the chance to do something like this.”

“That’s not how men think,” he promised me.

“Really? There isn’t a single guy who would gratefully deny himself an orgasm if it meant he got to lick a woman’s breasts? He wouldn’t hold out? He wouldn’t be able to be patient if it meant he got to lick her nipples?”

He leaned down and he was about to say something, but I slipped my hand up toward the base of his neck, then into his hair. I tightened my grip and pushed his mouth down against my left nipple.

Rather than speak, Jason decided to start licking.

That was the right choice.

When his tongue darted along that spot right between my inner thighs, I arched my back, rolled my head, tightened my shoulders, and grabbed onto the sheets. I clenched my knuckles as the sensations raced through my body.

It felt so good!

I loved those sensations, but it was more than just the pure physicality. Instead, I was thinking about him, and there was this flashback. I remembered talking to my friends, hearing them stalk him online and considering exactly what kind of relationship we could have.

Back in college, we wanted to start dating. At first, they were reluctant, probably because these were young, ambitious and aggressive feminists. They were the kind of women who looked around the world and didn’t flinch as they considered the brutality of the double standards that influence so many different facets of our lives. But now, they decided they wanted to get married. In some ways, they decided to succumb to the various pressures from family or friends or whatever.

I was never going to be like that, I told myself.

Only now, I had this handsome boy down in front of me and he was licking my pussy. I could shove him right back in that cage whenever I wanted!

“Fuck,” I gasped out, savoring the easy way that word slipped free.

There was something animalistic and primal about this.

Occasionally, I stumbled across guys who would go on and on about how male sexuality was programmed into them. Perhaps they had some hangups. Perhaps they were interested in power, influence, or even domination. They thought they were supposed to be in charge because they were these primitive beasts deep within the recesses of their psyches. They had those urges, and they didn’t know where they came from.

For the first time, I indulged in something so similar.

Maybe I envisioned myself as some kind of warrior, like an Amazon or a Valkyrie. I could be the unstoppable fighter and I could be wielding a pair of axes. There could be a helmet on my head, armor across my body, and I could roar and rage through some huge battlefield.

And in the end, I could conquer. I could take. I could be in control!

Jason‘s tongue darted and danced along my slit. My muscles contracted and I curled my toes. I was panting harder now.

Even so, I was still thinking about what this meant. As a scholar, I thought that I was going to distance myself from the material concerns of the world. That was one purpose of the university; scholars and researchers were supposed to be able to separate themselves from the mundane concerns of society, allowing them to ponder those difficult questions, whether scientific or artistic.

Except now, I was indulging. I had thrown myself into that torrent of pleasure.

I reached down with my left hand, and I grabbed onto his hair. I pushed his face against my pussy.

For just a moment, I started to think about Terrence. Maybe I was wondering whether or not this was supposed to be romantic, like I was supposed to think of that first boy I saw on this world.

In that sliver of time between heartbeats, I decided I wasn’t thinking about Terrence. I wasn’t thinking about romance at all. Instead, I had Jason, and I loved owning him.

As an American girl, I was probably supposed to be horrified by that idea. Again, and again, I thought about how slavery was supposed to be wrong, but I could own him. I could have him right there, and I knew he didn’t deserve his freedom anyway. Distantly, I also understood what kind of slippery slope this sort of logic could lead to. And yet, I didn’t care. I didn’t have to worry about that, mostly because I didn’t have to justify myself.

For once, it didn’t feel like I had to defend my ideas. I didn’t have to measure myself against some ridiculous standard established by some anonymous man somewhere.

“I’ve got you,” I told him. “I’ve got you, and I don’t have to let you go!”

Wisely, Jason didn’t try to answer. Instead, his tongue darted and danced, and slid up, then down and back around again and again as he worshiped me.

He could’ve tried to pull away. He could have grabbed at me or pushed. He could have fought with everything he had.

But if he did that, I would have punished him.

I would’ve made him regret that kind of decision.

Instead, he had to do anything and everything I wanted!

There was this incredible freedom that came from giving myself permission to be completely and wholeheartedly selfish!

I took what I wanted from him. Heat coursed along my body. I held it back. I held back that deluge of satisfaction for just a few more seconds. Then I gave in, and I cried out. I let the pleasure wash over me!

There was that incredible satisfaction, yet I waited for a wave of fatigue to hit me.

Almost immediately, I knew that wasn’t going to happen.

Jason had started to pull his head from between my legs.

“No,” I told him casually. “I’m not done.”

“I already did what you wanted,” he said.

“You did,” I acknowledged, sounding genuinely magnanimous. Then, especially pleased with myself, I added, “And you did a good job.” That was when I reached down and brushed my fingers through his hair, petting him like he was nothing but a dog.

Of course, Jason understood exactly what I conveyed with that sign of affection. When he glowered at me, I answered with a beneficent smile. “Yes, you did a very good job, and I’m very proud of you. Clearly, you have a lot of potential as a slave. I bet you think you’re very lucky that you ended up on this world. Is that how you feel? Are you lucky that you ended up on this world?”

Jason refused to respond.

That didn’t stop me. “Anyway, I’m just taking a break right now, and I’m going to tell you to go down on me again. You’re going to lick me. You’re going to lick me with that same eager enthusiasm because I’m in charge and I get whatever I want from you.”

Immediately, Jason bit down as he did his best to keep his temper at bay. He fought so hard not to say something he would regret.

Luckily for him, he actually succeeded.

“Good boy,” I said. Then I leaned back, luxuriated in that same authority, stretched my arms, curled my toes, and finally spread my legs once again. “Resume.”

That was all I said because that was all I needed to say.

At first, he didn’t cooperate. Still, I was feeling generous, so I gave him several more seconds. Sure enough, he broke without any additional encouragement from me.

Jason lowered his head, and he planted his face against my slit. He opened his mouth, and then I commanded him, “Thank me for the privilege.”

“For what privilege?”

“For the privilege of getting to service your superior.”

Instantly, his answer was obvious. Although he didn’t dare speak, I could almost hear him raging. He wanted to tell me that I wasn’t his superior. He wanted to insist that he was the stronger and smarter specimen.

But on this world, none of that was true.

He couldn’t prove anything about his intelligence, and I was obviously capable of overpowering him. I had already done it…

“Thank you for the privilege of allowing me to service you.”

“You like servicing your superior, don’t you?”

Again, Jason hated playing along. His brows tightened as he glared at me, but he still couldn’t stop himself. After all, he remembered what it was like down in that basement.

“Yes,” he finally said. “I like servicing my superior.”

“Get to it,” I ordered, dropping my head back.

He pushed his lips down against my pussy, and then he started to lick just like before. There was that eager, almost mechanical rhythm he used.

And I loved it.

I loved the feel of his tongue. But more than that, I loved knowing how he used to stand up in front of people, how they would listen to him and the words he shaped. But now, his lips were busy satisfying my desires.

As the same sense of selfishness from before throbbed through me, I got ready to enjoy another orgasm.

I held it off; I held it back.

I wanted to enjoy myself for as long as possible.

If only to draw this out, I giggled and told him, “Jason, you look really good like this. I swear, this is who you were always meant to be. I don’t know if the people here believe in destiny, but I’m starting to believe in it. You just look amazing. Then again, you always look good down on your knees.”

I rested my hand on the top of his head. Technically, I wasn’t pushing him, nor did I hold onto his scalp. Even so, he still vibrated with a different kind of frustration. Then I realized he was growling. He growled like a wild animal, grunting, even as his tongue continued to glide up and down my crevice.

That made me come!

I just couldn’t help myself this time; the pleasure flooded through my body, and I cried out, savoring that ecstasy as every second seemed to stretch and contract so beautifully.

“Back to your cage,” I said.

He was on his knees and down on the floor, but he didn’t obey me immediately.

I pushed myself back up onto my feet. I stood over him. I extended one arm, snapped to my fingers and pointed.

Like a sullen canine, Jason crawled back into the cage, and I closed the gate, locking him in.

The next morning, he continued to work for Jamie. At first, he helped clean the kitchen. Next, he helped with the laundry. I gave her permission to spank him if he refused to follow her instructions or he made a particularly outrageous mistake. According to her later report, he only had to be spanked three or four times.

Then she came back to me while I was seated there in the main dining hall. “I don’t get slaves who look as good as him. Would you mind if he went down on me?”

At first, I blinked, unable to comprehend what she was asking. And then again, I reminded myself of where I was, and how these new customs worked. Essentially, she was asking if she could borrow a tool.

“I would be happy to pay you back,” Jamie said, perhaps thinking that she needed to negotiate for this particular pleasure. “I saw that you were using a couple of impromptu tools with him. I have better gear. I would happily let you have some of it.”

“That sounds perfect,” I said.

For the remainder of the morning, he pleasured her.

Apparently, she went back into the kitchen, found him, took him by the back of his neck, and escorted him into her room. Along the way, I wondered what he had thought about. Did he realize that he was about to be used? Perhaps he thought there were more domestic tasks waiting for him.

To a man like Jason, I had to wonder which fate would be worse.

Ultimately, I decided that I just wanted to relax for a little while. At the same time, I started to think about where we were going to go.

Returning to Zel seemed like the best decision. And yet, I was still thinking about Sable.

During my training, there had been this one moment when I fell from his back. We were on one of the balconies, and my feet had slipped free from the stirrups. I had dropped onto my side. At the last instant, I rolled just as I had been trained to do. My head was ringing, and there was that sharp burn along my arm where I had scraped away some of the skin despite the armor I had been wearing. I tilted onto my back, looked up toward the sky, and then his enormous head filled my vision.

For just a second there, I worried he was going to crush me underneath his hooves.

Instead, he dropped his head down and he nuzzled me, first, my cheek, then my jaw, and finally the contours of my neck. I had stroked him and petted him. At that moment, I had looked up into his eyes.

He was this black, mythical Pegasus. Whenever he ran, I could see his muscles glide beneath the surface of his shimmering exterior. He had those bright eyes, and his wings were always so incredible. I knew I would never be able to figure out the physics of his flight, but this creature was majestic.

I didn’t mean he couldn’t be dangerous.

But after that, I decided I was going to trust him.

Amongst the trainers, there was always that tension: were they owners or partners? Some of the trainers and handlers had been abundantly clear. The mounts were creatures of war and conflict. They were fast, brutal, powerful, and ultimately needed to be controlled. Then there were the handlers who insisted that these winged horses could be their friends.

At first, I hadn’t joined either side of that persistent debate.

But then I realized Sable was going to be my friend. After that, I tried to treat him even better. I had been respectful before, but now I always took a few more minutes to do more than just brush his coat or put him back. I frequently snuck down into the kitchen to steal a few apples and bring them back up to him. Oddly enough, he also seemed to have a penchant for strawberries and lemons.

But now, he was gone.

I nibbled on my bottom lip as I contemplated where he might have gone. Technically, he probably knew the way back to his home domain. He could return to Zel. As far as I knew, he had never been trained for conditions like this. Then again, most people assumed that the mount would be lost if the rider fell from her saddle.

Of course, I wanted to go look for him.

With my back straight, I raised my chin and stared up at the dusty rafters overhead.

To be completely honest, I wanted to go after him.

I wanted to track down my friend, to climb up onto his back, and fly to our home domain together. I wanted to return.

It wasn’t just a question of the home stone. Of course, the item stowed away in his saddle bag was one of the most valuable on the entire planet.

But I didn’t care about that, not really.

Distantly, I was vaguely aware that Myr was probably already changing. Civil unrest must have spread through the city, largely because their leader had lost their home stone.

Or maybe she would fake it.

Or maybe she had the clout necessary to maintain control.

I didn’t really care. Instead, I thought about how I had done my best on my mission, and now it had cost me a friend.

“Would you like to see him?”

At first, I didn’t even recognize Jamie’s voice coming from behind me. And then I started to turn around and saw she wasn’t alone.

First, there was that huge grin on her face. Second, Jason stood beside her, only he had been fully equipped.

When I saw him again, I stared.

I didn’t try to look competent or unimpressed. Instead, I felt my mouth water as my eyes roamed along his body. I saw his bare shoulders, his collar, neck, and the bridle over his face. “What is that?” I found myself asking almost immediately.

“It’s a scold’s bridle,” she told me.

Before I realized what I was doing, I asked her what that meant.

Jamie smiled back at me. “What? In your land, you don’t get boys who speak out of turn? They don’t need to be forcibly silenced from time to time?”

“If only,” I said, smiling and shaking my head.

But that wasn’t all of it.

I found it myself pushing away from the table as I approached.

For his part, Jason kept his eyes aimed forward. He was fighting so hard to remain detached and impartial, like this didn’t affect him at all. Jamie and I, however, could easily see the truth.

He wasn’t allowed to speak. Not only that, there was also a new set of leather shackles around his ankles.

“By the way, I thought you would like this as well,” she said, sliding the satchel from her shoulder. “You have food, rations, and a new baton. I also took the liberty of putting your blade in there. You’re ready to take him out again.”

“Are you sure? All of this just for a morning of work?”

“Yes,” Jamie said with a bright smile. “I’m sure.”

The scold’s bridle came with a set of reins, which I used with casual ease. I escorted him out of the inn and back on the road.

Once we were walking again, I debated whether or not I wanted to free him. Every hour or so, I considered removing the gag from the bottom half of his face.

And yet, there was something intoxicating about seeing him wear it. On some level, I tried to tell myself that I was being cruel, especially since he wasn’t talking rashly; he couldn’t, not on this planet. More importantly, Jason finally seemed to understand that.

Or did he?

As far as I knew, he was contemplating some way to strike back.

It was hard to tell.

I smiled to myself and shook my head as I considered the young men back on our home world who had dealt with that same problem. At one point or another, there had been these men who had all of this power and authority, but they still wanted to make themselves vulnerable. They still wanted to sleep with the women around them. And even if they were stronger and wielded those political advantages, maybe that wasn’t enough. Maybe they had to secretly wonder whether or not the women in their beds would betray them and attack them.

Then there was that other possibility…

I could break him.

It was a cruel phrase, but it sounded right. I could take him, train him, and tame him thoroughly. I could make sure that this slave understood his new status completely and utterly. I could make sure that the reality of his new existence soaked into the center of his being so that all of his old defiance and patriarchal ambitions simply disappeared.

It could be a challenge!

After several hours of walking, I pulled him off of the road. I found a nearby clearing and we took our places behind some big boulders. I saw a burned out campsite, and I nodded to myself. This would definitely work.

“Kneel,” I commanded.

The enslaved boy lowered himself down onto his knees as I ordered, and then I considered the bridle and whether or not he deserved food. At this point, he was probably hungry. It had been a long time since breakfast. More than that, he had cooperated for this next leg of our journey.

Our journey…I grimaced.

If Sable had been here, then we could have climbed on his back and flown to Zel over the course of a day. But as we had to walk, it might take as long as a week. And of course, that was assuming I was able to navigate correctly. That seemed like a stretch. I didn’t know this land, I didn’t know this terrain, and I didn’t know the different boundaries.

Simultaneously, there were other threats out here.

As I contemplated those points, I decided that I wanted to control what I could. I reached over, and I removed his gag. I loosened the straps and pulled the harness away from his face. “I expect you to behave yourself,” I said.

“Fine,” he replied.

“What’s wrong? You’re not happy with how things are going? You could’ve stayed back in Myr,” I pointed out.

“I was feeling ambitious.”

“Come on, Jason. Is there any time when you’re not feeling ambitious?”

“You don’t know what it’s like,” he said.

I waited for him to say more. As a boy, I figured that he would always be enamored with the sound of his own voice, so he wouldn’t be able to resist the temptation, especially since I was watching him and waiting. Surprisingly, he didn’t say anything else. I decided to prod him. “Go on. I give you permission to speak.”

He glared at me for a second; I smiled back at him. Jason had to understand that I was teasing him, but he wasn’t used to getting that sort of treatment from a girl like me.

“Tell me,” I finally said.

Again, I watched and waited patiently. Eventually, he let out a slow sigh. “I’m sure you’re not going to believe me or whatever, but things are really different here. Do you think sex is this bad where we come from? I get that. But it’s different here because I’m not even considered to be a person. I’m property. I’m livestock.”

“I know,” I told him.

“No. You don’t. You don’t know what it’s like. It’s not just someone talking over you. It’s not just someone telling you to smile. It’s getting owned completely and utterly.”

“You’re good at it,” I said. Even as the words left my lips, I thought it was supposed to be a joke, but he glared at me again. Rather than apologize, I asked a different question, “Fine. You hate it here. But if you hate it, then why were you trying to help her?”

“The system might be broken right now, but that doesn’t mean I can’t use it. I can make things better. If we can actually form an alliance with our planet, then I think we could make things better.”

“You want to import the patriarchy, don’t you?”

Jason didn’t say anything.

“Tell me,” I ordered.

“Look, I think we can both agree that neither sex should have the red dust on their side. Neither sex should be able to take control so completely. You’re a feminist, right? Doesn’t that mean you believe in equality?”

Technically, he was right…

“Do you really think you could do it? Do you think you could make this a better world?” Even as I spoke, I was thinking about the moral high ground he currently occupied. It was strange thinking of him in those terms, especially since he was supposed to be the mercenary tech bro who would do whatever he could to push a stock price up.

Then again, equities didn’t exist on this world, not in that sense.

“I think we could make the world a better place. I’m going to be honest. I believe in technology. I believe in innovation.” That sounded like part of some speech, but I stared at him for a few more seconds and decided that I believed him.

“Maybe it’s not our place,” I suggested.

“Of course, it is,” he said. “I’m not talking about imperialism. I’m not talking about trying to conquer them right now. I’m talking about just making things better. Slavery is wrong, right? If we can agree on that, then we can agree that something needs to be done about the dust. Besides, it’s not even just the red stuff.”

“You’re talking about the blue dust, aren’t you?”

“I’m not surprised they showed you,” he said.

“What was it like?”

“Huh,” he said with a bitter edge in his voice. “You’re the first woman to ask.” At first, he didn’t say anything. I extended my hand, and I held out a few rations for him. Jason considered the little chunks of dried meat, almost like he thought this was going to be some kind of trap. Finally, he took them, and he started to nibble. Between bites, he told me, “I hate it. It feels incredible, and I hate it.”

“I think you’re going to have to elaborate,” I told him with a slight smile.

He glowered back at me. Clearly, Jason didn’t like that idea. And yet, I was still watching; I was waiting and listening.

As I considered the young man in front of me, I flashed back to one of the worst seminars I had ever taken. Our teacher was an older woman; she had been accomplished in her field one or two decades ago. Since then, she had relaxed into the years of academia. She taught her seminars, she possibly delivered a few papers at different conferences, and she enjoyed the rhythm of a fairly relaxed existence. By that point, she was settled.

And in this class that I took from her, she and I were the only women. There were nine other students, all males. Because this is a graduate seminar, it wasn’t the standard kind of lecture. She didn’t walk into the room, boot up her PowerPoint presentation, and go over the key concepts from some assigned chapter. Instead, she gave us the readings, we came in and dissected the methodologies, the conclusions, and a potential application. But because I was the only female student, I had to notice something.

The boys talked. They talked a lot. They talked over one another. They didn’t even bother, listening to one another. At several points, I remembered sitting there at my corner seat and looking from one young man to the other. At different points, they were debating, but they were talking about separate issues, and they didn’t seem to even notice, probably because they weren’t paying attention to what the other people were saying. It was just an example of mutual lectures going back-and-forth. I genuinely didn’t understand, largely because no one was at all interested in listening. At several earlier points in the semester, I had tried to interject. I had raised my hand and waited for the teacher to call on me, and then I spoke, giving my carefully considered point because I didn’t want to embarrass myself in front of my classmates. But after that, I knew they weren’t listening.

Jason watched me, and I realized something. His expression was similar to the one I had been wearing back in that seminar, all because women may ask him questions from time to time, but they never actually cared about what he said. Since he was a boy, his opinion didn’t really matter. He could make sounds, and maybe they would be entertaining, but that would be it.

“You can talk,” I told him more sincerely. “If you do, I’m going to listen.”

Again, he paused. Then he dipped his head down, pressing his chin to his chest. He stared at the dusty ground, and he locked his teeth. Finally, he spoke, “It feels good. The first time a woman held the blue dust under my nose, I breathed in without even thinking. Then I had it in my nostrils, and I was thinking that this had to be some kind of drug. I felt good. I felt really good. There was just the sense of elation and euphoria, but I realized I wasn’t really in control of my body either. Everything started to feel extended, like the rest of the world was far away, but then I heard a voice. It was her voice. It was the woman who had given me the blue dust.”

“What did you do with the voice?”

“You already know,” he told me. Even so, Jason kept going, “I obeyed her.” He raised his head at that point, stared up toward the sky, and nodded to himself. “I obeyed her, I did everything she said, but I wasn’t really in control of my body. It was weird. It felt like a reflex or some kind of muscle memory, but it was so much more elaborate than just kicking out with your leg or something.”

“And you want to bring that back to Earth?” I asked.

“I’m sure there’s a cure,” he said.

“And what if there isn’t?”

“There is,” he said. “It’s a chemical reaction.”

“You have a lot of faith,” I told him.

“With enough time and resources, any problem can be solved,” he told me.

“Maybe,” I said.

“Would you want to go back?”

I hesitated; to be honest, I wasn’t expecting a question like that from Jason. I reached down, and I brushed my fingertips along the folds of my tunic. “I don’t know.”

“Seriously?”

“I didn’t have any family or friends,” I said. “Besides, what are the chances that someone like me gets to do something like this? Even if a portal opened up right now, I don’t know if I would step through it. I mean, I definitely would if you promised I could come right back, but is that how this works? Or is it a one-way trip? “

“One-way trip,” he specified.

“Yeah, then I definitely don’t know.”

“For me, it’s easy. Do you know how much I hate wearing this chastity belt?”

“Why does it bother you so much?” I asked, and he glowered at me again. As his lips hardened, and he revealed the edges of his teeth, I wanted to burst out laughing; I just couldn’t help myself, not when he looked so adorable. While I had been growing up, seeing a man get really angry could be genuinely scary. If he was bigger and stronger, he could come at me and I wouldn’t know exactly what he would do or where he would stop. But here, Jason could get as upset as he liked, and it wouldn’t really matter.

In fact, I still enjoyed that little twinge of pleasure when I thought about overpowering him.

“I hate knowing that I’m not in control of my own body.”

“That does sound frustrating,” I said to him.

As I watched him, I thought about something. “Is it really frustrating to know that you can get aroused without actually getting to finish?”

“It’s fine,” he said.

I found myself smiling. I couldn’t help it. I was watching him, and I waited for that rush of annoyance from before. I thought about what it had been like when we first encountered one another. But now, a different impulse hit me.

Without questioning myself, I got up, I walked over to him, and I sat down next to him. I didn’t actually lean over. I didn’t even touch him.

Still, he glanced at me from the corner of his vision.

“Is it really?” I asked. “I mean, isn’t there something nice about getting touched or kissed even if you can’t get off?”

“You don’t know what it’s like,” he said. “You’re not a guy.”

“Just because I’m not a boy, that doesn’t mean I can’t understand the value of delayed gratification. Besides, have you ever considered the possibility that the drive for completion is what has made Earth such a mess?”

“Earth isn’t a mess,” he insisted. He turned back to me, and I could sense that he wanted to scoot away. Still, he didn’t, probably because he thought that would be a sort of weakness.

He was right about that.

“Really? If you look around, you don’t see huge problems? Military build ups? Wars all over the place? Misinformation? Disinformation? Dropping birth rates? Dropping average lifespan? Global climate change? Take your pick, my boy.”

“There have always been problems,” he declared. “And there will always be problems. But if you stop and think about it, is there any other time in human history when you would rather be alive?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “Things seemed a bit more stable ten or fifteen years ago.”

Jason surprised me, “Are you sure that’s not just nostalgia?”

“Fair point,” I conceded. Maybe that was one of the parts that actually annoyed me about him. He wasn’t as silly or vain or foolish, as I wanted to believe. When I thought of the average tech bro, part of me instinctively wanted to see them as selfish, juvenile, and inherently shortsighted. Lots of them probably were, but maybe Jason was smarter than I thought.

Or maybe he just made a good point…

“We should probably get walking again soon,” I told him. “But I’m wondering if maybe you need another dose of delayed gratification.”

“Don’t,” he shot back at me.

“You know, you’re making a mistake,” I told him.

He turned back to me.

“If you’re going to ask for something, you have to consider the kind of tone you’re going to use. If you sound rude, that can be used against you. Like maybe now, I should play with you just to teach you a lesson. What do you think of that?”

“Don’t,” he said to me again.

And yet, he was my property. By the laws of this land, I owned him. Instantly, I flashed back to those countless classes where we were talking about different cultures and their rules and how things could change. Even historically, this came up all the time. Maybe some historical figure was a monster, or maybe he was just following the historical norms of his time.

I could do the same…

I pounced. I grabbed him, and I kissed him, holding him down. My lips gently touched his.

He tried to turn his head away, but I was still on top of him, and Jason must’ve understood that I wasn’t going to let him go.

Inevitably, he kissed me back.

I had my eyes closed, but I smiled as I pressed my body down against his. I had him pinned beneath me, and I loved the way he squirmed just a tiny bit. For a second, I flashed back to the countless boyfriends who had teased their girlfriends over the course of human history. Those were the young men who enjoyed being stronger and taller and more powerful. Maybe they grabbed those girls around their waists, pulling them close. Maybe they just wanted to feel those girls squirm for a couple of minutes, wiggling and struggling without any kind of real effect as they tried to break free. It was a ritual; it was a game.

I finally got to play, but I got to be on the winner’s side of the equation this time. At that moment, he wasn’t actively trying to break away or fight his way free. Instead, he was just showing me his token resistance.

I pulled back, and I brushed my fingers along his body. “You know, I could try to break you out of that belt. It’s probably just strong enough to keep a boy locked up.”

“You really think you could tear through the steel?”

“I could try,” I told him. “But he would have to beg first.”

“I’m not going to do that,” he promised to me.

I shrugged and pulled back. “Okay. Then we should get moving again.”

He didn’t want to beg, and I wasn’t going to force him, but I certainly enjoyed that flash of disappointment that shot across his face, especially when he tried and failed so hard to hide it.

It was time to start walking again. Up until now, I had been carrying the backpack that Jamie gave me. Now I made this boy wear it. In exchange, I decided to be generous; I didn’t slide the scold’s bridle back over his face.

For the next couple of hours, we continued to talk every few minutes. There were the standard pauses in the conversation as we made our way toward Zel.

Every few minutes, I made a point of checking over my shoulder. I didn’t want some rider or caravan to sneak up on us. At the same time, I remained acutely aware of the open terrain. I made a point of glancing up as well, thinking about how easy it would be for a winged horse to drop down and attack us.

Most of the sky riders we’re loyal to the different mistresses who ruled it their domains. Of course, there would always be rogues and rebels out there. Individual operators and mercenaries would be able to do whatever they wished. For the first time, I wished I had a crossbow on me.

Then there were the other threats.

For the most part, we walked along those rolling planes, but there were those random outcroppings of stones. Of course, the path headed toward each one, largely because it was easy to imagine caravans and travelers craving a little bit of cover at night.

That same protection made those rocky outcroppings perfect for ambush spots.

Toward the end of the day, it happened.

I had my hand on my baton, and I was braced, but there was nothing I could do to prepare when the women jumped out from behind those enormous boulders and stones.

“Halt!” one of them called out to me.

Each of these women wore matching armor. I saw the dark emblems, and I squinted, trying to figure out if they were loyal to one particular domain. I didn’t think so, but it was hard to tell. More importantly, I had to spend a lot of time trying to memorize the different types of iconographies across this world.

“My name is Krystal of San Diego, and I wish you no harm,” I said. I had come to a stop, and I glanced over at Jason. Wisely, he had frozen in place. Then again, all of the crossbows were pointed at me.

None of these women would view him as a threat, especially now.

“You’re traveling on our road,” said one of the women.

“And who are you?”

“I am Clarissa of Jek.”

That was a domain I had never heard of, but I nodded along anyway. “Clarissa of Jek, I have no quarrel with you. If you let us pass, we will leave you in peace.”

I hoped she would consider this for the next few seconds before letting us pass. She was in charge here. She had the weapons. She had the numbers. Still, if I had to fight, I was going to do it. I glanced over at Jason, and there was this protective surge that ran through my body. At the very least, I would give him a chance to escape.

After all, it was easy enough to imagine what would happen if they caught him. He was a handsome boy, so he would end up in one of the slave markets. Maybe he would be branded. His hopes of returning to our planet would certainly be completely and utterly annihilated. The next woman who had him probably wouldn’t be as generous or as kind as I had been.

“No,” she replied.

My eyes narrowed as I studied her. In an instant, I could tell that she was a lot like the trainers I had met back in Zel. There was something about the way she stood, her muscles locked and ready. She could jump forward and start fighting at any instant.

Clarissa of Jek put on a smile. “As I’m sure you can appreciate, there are rules, even out here in the wilderness. We might not be in a particular domain yet, but it’s important for you to understand how things work. We found you, you are outnumbered and we offer protection.”

“This sounds more like extortion,” I told her.

“Call it what you will,” replied the fighter. “Unless you give us a very good reason to let you pass, bloodshed may be necessary.”

“Clarissa of Jek, I challenge you to an honor duel.”

Honor duels were an important part of these different societies. And then again, every domain could be different with various city-states having their own rules and social norms. Still, I thought this could be my best chance.

A couple of the other fighters chuckled. One woman whistled.

“Honor duels are to the death,” she told me. “Are you sure?”

Part of me really wanted to flinch. Another part of me wanted to apologize. A different part of me wanted to tell her that I didn’t understand that was how it worked here, so I obviously needed to retract my challenge.

“I’m sure,” I told her. I stared up at this woman, fully convinced that if I didn’t challenge her right then and there, she would take Jason. After all, he was the only thing of value that I actually possessed.

She launched herself forward, jumping down right in front of me. At that moment, I drew my baton. I didn’t attack, not right away.

“Last chance to apologize,” she said to me.

“Let us pass, and there will be no need to fight.” Even as I spoke, I could feel that trembling fear rush through my body. Part of me wanted to believe that I could be better than this, yet I didn’t know how to handle this kind of confrontation. Despite the training back in Zel, part of me still wanted to believe that I was nothing but a scholar.

She drew her shock baton. She swung it through the air, hitting invisible opponents. Then she stepped back, she rolled her shoulders and she braced herself.

“You challenged me. For that, I’m going to make you pay,” Clarissa promised me.

“Let the fight begin!” I didn’t even get to see which of her compatriots shouted those words, but I remained confident they weren’t going to intervene.

Clarissa rushed at me. She had her weapon up, she swung down, and she was already pivoting.

I blocked her attack, jumped to my left, and then I tried to kick out, only to miss.

In the next moment, she came away, and she was looking at me.

I thought about playing defensively, holding my ground, and preparing for the next attack. Almost immediately, I dismissed that idea. I recognized what kind of fighter she was going to be, brash and aggressive. If I let her dictate the terms of our fight, I was going to lose.

Holding onto that possibility, I charged.

The distance between us disappeared in an instant, and our shock batons hit one another. I swung down. She blocked. She came out to me. I dodged to one side, avoiding her attack.

We danced like this for the next few seconds. Neither of us could land a strike.

But then she got lucky, or maybe I just wasn’t fast enough. Either way, the tip of her baton grazed my right shoulder, and then there was that snap of electricity.

It took every ounce of willpower I possessed to keep the baton in my hand. Even if there was that reflexive urge to drop the weapon, I didn’t. For that, I could be proud of myself.

I didn’t get the chance to savor the moment, however.

Just as ferocious as I had expected, she came at me again, swinging down. Every block felt like another burst of thunder as those explosive sound waves washed over me. Maybe it was just my imagination, but it almost felt like I was going deaf.

In the distance, maybe her friends were cheering her on. If so, I couldn’t make out those sounds. I had no concentration left. I had to focus the entirety of my being on this woman. She was the threat.

She came out to me again, and I ducked down, avoiding another blow.

She kicked out, catching me right in my stomach.

I fell back, and she roared, chasing after me.

This time, I got lucky. I stabbed down with my baton, and the tip caught her in her shoulder. Her back curved, and she cried out again, this time in pain.

She stumbled away from me like a wounded animal.

And yet, Clarissa of Jek kept her predatory stare aimed in my direction.

“We can stop this whenever you want,” I panted back at her.

“Never,” she snarled right before she kicked down against the ground. Unlike back on the tower, there were no boundaries. In some sense, this was a duel regulated by a specific flavor of honor, but the rules could still change.

Again and again, our batons cracked against one another. With every blow, I thought the force would jump from that wooden haft and down my hand, through my wrist, into my forearm or elbow. I pictured the bones cracking or breaking.

She stabbed down and I almost felt the electric bite.

Even so, a different possibility occurred to me. It wasn’t a strategy I could analyze or evaluate.

Instead, I just had to follow my instincts.

The same thought from before echoed inside of my head; I didn’t need to worry about the rules. I didn’t need to worry about the fairness. Instead, I dropped down, I grunted, crying out.

If she recognized that sound as fake, she gave no sign of it. If anything, I thought, maybe I heard the notes of laughter ring across the air.

I dropped to my knees.

I stumbled back.

Then she approached, taking one careful step after another.

I jumped to my feet as she tried to stab into me.

I took the blow straight against my right flank. Electricity burned hot through my body, and my eyes blazed. This time, it was impossible for me to ignore that storm of agony. I dropped the baton, but it didn’t matter because I swung out with my free hand, and I managed to open my fingers, releasing the handful of dust right into her face.

She screamed with that mix of fury and frustration, but it wasn’t going to help.

My vision cleared first. The pain dissipated and I realized I was still up on my feet. Ultimately, that was all that mattered.

She stumbled back as I dropped down and got lucky. I found my baton, and I snatched it up.

I raced into her, tackling her. She managed to push aside the baton, but she still couldn’t see. She was blinking rapidly, and tears streamed down the corners of her face, but it wasn’t enough.

I slammed her up against one of the boulders. The air was knocked from her lungs; I pulled back with the baton but she couldn’t even block it this time.

She swung out blindly, perhaps hoping she would be able to get lucky. If the tip of her weapon could bite into my skin, I would feel that electricity roar through me. If it happened, I knew I wouldn’t be able to maintain consciousness.

I would be knocked out.

After that, there was a good probability neither Clarissa of Jek nor her companions would let me get up ever again.

She missed!

I struck, and the next burst of stored lightning coursed through her body, slamming along her senses. She screamed out, her body going rigid.

“Do you yield?” I demanded from her.

She still couldn’t see me, yet she answered with a burst of anger. That incoherent noise jumped out from the back of her throat as she tried to slam into me. She wanted to throw herself forward.

I let her go, only I extended one leg, hooked my ankle around her foot, caught her, and let her momentum throw her to the ground.

Seconds later, I heard another sound.

It was laughter.

She rolled onto her back. Her eyes were closed, and I saw that sardonic acceptance play across her features. “End it,” she said.

“No,” I told her. “You fought well, and I have no intention of hurting you. Tell me you surrender. Tell me you recognize me as the superior fighter.” Strictly speaking, I had no idea whether or not that was true. If anything, I probably got lucky.

For the next few seconds, she quickly blinked, doing her best to clear her vision.

Even there, down on her back and with her weapon resting several feet away and beyond her reach, this warrior seemed to consider me. Finally, she nodded. “I yield,” she acknowledged.

I lowered my hand, she took it, and I pulled her to her feet.

When she yanked me close and pulled me into an embrace, my body tensed, and I wondered if maybe I had made some kind of terrible mistake.

“You have shown me mercy. For that, I am grateful. For that, we are sisters!”

We now had friends. On some level, this felt like a nice piece of luck, especially because Clarissa and her allies escorted us to their caravan.

When they first mentioned that they were traveling as scouts for a larger group, I assumed that there would be a couple of wagons.

There were wagons; I was right about that, but I wildly underestimated the numbers. When we rose up to the next hill and looked down into a shallow valley, I saw almost one hundred different carts and wagons. Some of them were pulled by young men who wore harnesses. Others were being pulled by lizards or oxen. I saw them all, and I had to ask, “What is this? An army?”

“No,” Clarissa replied, dropping her hand to my shoulder. “This is the caravan of Sonya Magne.”

For the first time, I heard about someone who didn’t identify by the domain from which she came.

“I don’t know who that is,” I confessed.

“That’s fine,” Clarissa replied. “You’re about to meet her. Let’s bring your boy and we can see exactly what Sonya will want to do with you.”

“Do you think I’m going to have to fight someone else?”

“Considering that I’m honor bound to help you if that does come up, I certainly hope not. Killing my patron’s mercenaries wouldn’t be a good way to ingratiate myself with her. Do you know what I mean?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I know what you mean.”

It was still going to take a little while to approach the caravan. From a distance, it looked relatively close, probably because the entire camp seemed to stretch across some vast distance. Maybe it didn’t reach the horizon, but I still marveled at this entire setup. It made me think of a county fair or maybe some enormous carnival.

Since the end of the day was approaching anyway, plenty of fires had already been established. Not only that, I could make out the sounds of instruments, laughter, and more. Then a different noise occurred to me. There was a specific rhythm. At first, I couldn’t recognize it. Then I finally figured it out.

“What do I have for this fine specimen? How much would you be willing to pay to have this boy on his knees in front of you?”

It was an auction.

Of course, I didn’t need to check or ask to figure out exactly what they would be buying and selling.

Perhaps there were other auctions taking place, but the boys would be the ones who attracted the most attention.

“Let’s go see her before we get something to eat,” Clarissa said to me.

I nodded. At the same time, I looked back to Jason. I reached out and I grabbed him by his hand.

It felt almost romantic.

Sonya Magne. We found her in one of the tents. It was an elaborate set up. When one of her male slaves pulled the curtain aside to let us in, I wasn’t sure what to expect, but I definitely didn’t anticipate this: a huge space that was warm against the evening chill, six or seven statues, various beds, basins filled with water, and big jugs loaded down with different kinds of drink.

Lounging on one of the blankets, I saw one woman laughing. Immediately, I could tell that the boys around her wanted to earn her favor. There were several other women in the room, but the conversation came to a stop when Clarissa, Jason, and I finally entered the tent.

“What do you bring me today?” Sonya asked. She was a solid woman with broad shoulders, big arms, and a musclar physique. At that moment, she had on something akin to a tank top and shorts. She was relaxed; that was obvious. Then, I glanced around, and I noticed several weapons, batons, blades, and even crossbows seemed to be haphazardly arranged around the tent.

It was easy to assume there would be other weapons in here as well.

Technically, she was probably just a merchant. And yet, she would know how to fight as well.

“This is Krystal of Sandy Eggo.”

“I don’t know that domain,” Sonya said. “Where is it?”

“Very far away,” I said.

Sonia pushed herself up onto her feet. She strode toward me and I realized she was at least half a foot taller. Still, I didn’t blink or look away, even as she stared down into my eyes.

I had my hand on the hilt of my baton, but I told myself I wasn’t going to have to fight.

On our way here, I had asked Clarissa several different questions about our hostess. Ultimately, this woman was a trader; she was someone who craved a good deal. That was it. That was what drove her and inspired her. That was what made her wake up every morning.

“What kind of woman are you?”

“I’m a star guide,” I told her.

“Truly?”

“Yes,” I said. “Unfortunately, I had some trouble, and my Pegasus flew off. I’m hoping to find him at some point.”

“I see…” Sonya finally let her gaze drift past me, and now she stared intently at Jason. “And what about him? How much are you asking for him?”

“Jason?” I asked, glancing at him before turning back to the merchant. “He’s not for sale.”

“My dear, every boy is for sale,” she promised me, her voice smooth and loaded with the kind of confidence I would have loved to possess in front of my first class. “Three gold pegs.”

One gold peg was enough to buy a horse. Three was getting close to a very old or very young Pegasus.

My features scrunched for a second as I considered her offer. At the same time, there was a different idea that drove into me; if she really wanted him, then I could have negotiated for him, but I didn’t necessarily want money.

“He is not for sale,” I said again. I finally noticed that I was still holding his hand. I glanced down at his fingers. His grip tightened, and I realized something. That boy was scared.

Part of me wanted to laugh even as a little hint of sympathy sparked somewhere in my chest, largely because this had to suck for him. After all, he was the one we were negotiating about, but he didn’t get to argue. He didn’t get to say anything, nor could he alter the outcome of what we decided. As the women in the room, we were the ones who would determine his fate, and there was nothing he could do about it.

“Are you sure about that? He looks like an excellent specimen. If you don’t want a flat price, perhaps I could sell him for you. We have an auction going on right now. Would you care to see it?”

Before I could say anything, she headed out of the tent.

Clarissa nodded in my direction. At once, I followed after her.

“What do you think of our humble assembly? You know where we are going, do you not? I’m assuming a fine warrior such as yourself is looking for work?”

Apparently, if she enjoyed talking quite a bit, I’d let her.

Sonya Magne casually guided us between the various tents and out onto an impromptu promenade. There, I saw different merchants, their servants, slaves, and soldiers, talking and negotiating. Beside one tent, there were these colored men, and they were flexing their muscles, lifting their biceps, straining, and obviously showing off.

“Pleasure slaves,” Sonya said. Even if she enjoyed talking, she still had no trouble paying attention to me. She was doing her best to guess my thoughts and to figure out exactly how she could get precisely what she wanted. “Personally, I always wonder about the correct balance. If I buy a boy, I can use him myself. There is something exquisite about knowing that his cock belongs to me. But at the same time, I can make so much more if I’m willing to rent him out. And if I train him properly, he can be appropriately deferential to all of the women around him. Isn’t that right, young man?”

“Whatever you say,” Jason answered.

If Sonya noticed the sarcasm in his voice, she gave no sign of it. Instead, she kept talking. “Take this boy for example,” she walked us up to one of the young men. He was standing off to the side, and he had his chin raised just above a thick, leather posture collar. He wasn’t gagged, but he was naked. There was just the chastity device between his legs. “This is Kentheny. I bought him from a noble family. Apparently, he was the fourth son. His sisters didn’t want to deal with him, especially since he had an obstinate stripe. Granted, he grew up in a rich family, but we know he’s still a boy. He still has an obligation to do as he’s told. Isn’t that right, young man?”

Technically, the slave and Sonya were probably close to the same age. Even so, she had no problem talking down to him.

“Mistress, that is true,” he answered.

“And you’re very grateful that I have tamed you, aren’t you? You love knowing that you can bring in some excellent coin for me, don’t you?”

“Yes, Mistress.”

“Good boy,” she said, patting him on the cheek. She smiled and turned back to us. “It’s amazing what you can do with a boy and a couple of hours with a baton. Of course, it especially helps if you know how to tease him.” She turned back to her slave once again. “He would love for me to invite you back to my tent tonight, wouldn’t you? You want me to play with you, don’t you?”

“Yes, Mistress,” he said, only now his voice strained. Perhaps I hadn’t really believed Sonya Magne before especially since it was so easy to think of her as indulging in her own fantasies. And yet, his eyes darted in her direction, and it was clear he desperately wanted to get called back to her private tent. He would do anything and everything in his power to pleasure her.

“And what if I told you to pleasure my guest here?”

“I would do my very best,” he said.

“What were you like when we first found you? When I first purchased you, how did you behave?”

A hint of red crawled up his neck and along his cheeks. He bowed his head down and genuine shame seemed to play across his features. “I was an arrogant and disobedient boy.”

“But what are you now?”

“I’m an eager pleasure slave, Mistress!”

“Yes, you are,” she said. She patted him on the cheek. But then she surprised me by turning back to Jason. “And what about you? I get the impression that you haven’t been properly tamed.”

“You’re right about that,” Jason said. Instantly, my shoulders tightened. Of course, Jason knew how to tell people what they wanted or expected to hear. Then again, he was probably tired. More than that, he was on edge. Since he was a boy, those kinds of stressors could make him dumb.

“Excellent!” Somya clapped her hands together. I was still holding Jason’s hand, but she had no problem putting both of her palms on his shoulders as she looked into his eyes. “My trainers and I could have so much fun with you. I see it in your face. You are still defiant. But just think about how much happier you would be once you learned to surrender. I bet you would look really good crawling on your hands and knees.”

“I won’t,” he said. It was a simple declaration, but it also made me wonder what had happened back in Myr. According to Jason, he had been in the other city for several years. It made me wonder exactly how he had been able to maintain his dignity.

“That’s what they all say right now. But just think about it. Think about what we could accomplish. Think about how you could make me a lot of coin! Don’t worry. My soldiers are generous with their lovers.”

She laughed and turned away.

Then she was walking again, and I followed. That was when I glanced over my shoulder and saw the bodyguards. Three women followed us; they had shock patrons in their hands and crossbows strung across their backs.

Then we came to one of the largest tents. Up until now, I hadn’t been impressed, but this was different by an order of magnitude. “I’m sorry,” Sonia said with a little flickering smile. “Tonight, we only have a few of the local merchants and fresh flesh peddlers who joined up with us over the last few days. Oh, but I guess a few raiders found some interesting specimens.”

Although I didn’t really understand what she meant, I nodded along.

When we entered the tent, it looked like a big pavilion. There were seats and benches along the perimeter, plus an open space. And in the center, I saw a woman with blonde hair and a long, shimmering red dress. It looked out of place here, but she had her arms raised into the air.

She must’ve been the spokeswoman for the auction.

Arrayed behind her, there were several cages with young men who were forced to stand. A couple of them were holding onto the bars; they looked nervous, especially when they stared out at the crowd. Then there were the naked men who stood there, their bodies on display. Unlike Jason, they weren’t required to wear chastity cages.

On the contrary, they were aroused with their shafts on display.

“Ladies, what do you think of this slave? Use him for domestic tasks, retrain him as a pony, or punish him simply to satisfy your most sadistic urges!”

Several of the women were already plotting.

“Shall we begin the bidding at one silver peg?”

I watched as the different women started to shout out their answers. Remarkably, the announcer was able to keep track. She pointed in different directions, calling out, “I have two silver pegs. Do I hear three? Do I have three? Come on, ladies. You know the slave is going to give you everything you want! There. I have three. Do I have four silver pegs?”

I glanced over at Jason again. Apparently, Sonya really wanted him. It made me wonder why.

Then again, he was a handsome boy. Not only that, I had to wonder if there was something she saw in his eyes. Maybe she especially appreciated that defiance, like he still thought he was going to be able to get some significant advantage. He was ambitious and aggressive, and she wanted to take that away from him…

For a moment, I wanted to laugh at the idea, only there was that little pulse of heat that ran down through my body and seemed to reverberate right there between my legs.

I exhaled slowly.

“Sold to the trader from Myr!”

Once I heard that, I turned back to Sonya. “You have traders from Myr?”

A different kind of tension flashed through my body, especially when I ran through those calculations. Technically, I didn’t have the home stone. And yet, those women would want me. If they could catch me, they could drag me back to the city and a very painful fate.

“My dear, we have traders from every major domain,” she said.

“And where are you going? What are you planning?”

“Isn’t it obvious? We’re going to Myr!” Evanescence danced across her face as she watched me.

Something sickening twisted at the pit of my stomach.

For about an hour, we watched the auction. Then she brought me back to her tent. There, Jason and I were given some food.

“I need more soldiers,” she said. “If you are willing to serve as a guardian for my caravan, I will happily pay you.”

“How much?” I asked even though I didn’t really care.

“Five silver pegs,” she said.

Technically, that was probably an absurdly low price, especially for a woman with my talents. Over the last month, I had been well trained. Not only that, my body seemed adept at absorbing the red dust. Despite those details, I really didn’t care about the money. Instead, I was thinking about the other issues.

I was sure that there were huntresses on the lookout for the home stone. And even if they couldn’t find it, they would settle for a different prize: me.

It made me wonder what happened to Cora; it made me wonder what happened to the entire domain. Technically, she had lost her home stone, which was supposed to be one of the worst dishonors a mistress could face.

“Agreed,” I said, taking the bad deal.

“Truly?” asked Sonya. She looked almost disappointed.

“So long as you don’t give either me or my slave trouble, I’m comfortable working for some reduced wages. Oh, I was also hoping for some information.”

“And what makes you think I have some worthy information?”

I stared at her for a few seconds, which only made her throw her head back to laugh.

“Fine. Fine. Yes, I am one of the best information brokers between any of the domains!” I had no idea whether or not her boast was true, but I wasn’t about to argue with her.

Besides, I had to hope what I was about to ask about would become knowledge.

“What’s happening in Myr?” Perhaps that had been too blunt, especially because I didn’t want this woman to start to suspect. Too late for me, I had already spoken, so now I had no choice but to wait.

“Someone stole their home stone,” Sonya Magne told me. Then she glanced back, and her eyes were locked on me, like she was trying to figure something out. Her lips hardened into a contemplative pout, but I was trying to stare right back at her.

She was a merchant too; she was a traitor. She chased peg coins. That was the reason for her existence. I could see it in everything she did. And yet, I still didn’t understand exactly what she was willing to do if it meant getting more.

Theoretically, the women of Dax were supposed to believe in very specific and binding codes of honor and ethics. Then again, they were also supposed to listen to the High Spirits, yet that didn’t keep them from wielding those crossbows.

“And now, it looks like there is nothing but chaos in the city.”

“Do you want to go there? Is that a wise business decision?” I asked.

Unwisely, Jason spoke up. Then again, he was a boy, so he couldn’t help himself. I glanced in his direction, and I made a silent note to spank him at some point for this. If nothing else, he needed to learn to keep his mouth shut. “Of course, it’s a wise decision. This woman wants to make money. I bet she is organizing this caravan to sell weapons.”

“Not just weapons,” she replied. “In case you haven’t looked around, we have a small army here. Krystal, this is your opportunity to make a lot of really good coin. I might be underpaying you, but there is going to be a real fight, especially if you join up with Andromeda.”

“Andromeda?” I asked.

Sonya leaned back on her heels for a moment. Clearly, she enjoyed having the information at her disposal. She considered me again, ran through those calculations, and decided that for my reduced payment she could give me a few more details. Just as likely, this was fairly common information.

“Word has it, she was an assassin.”

“I didn’t think that kind of combat was allowed here,” I said.

“Technically, it’s not.” Sonya shrugged. “And then again, you know how it works. If there’s a powerful woman, and she wants something, she can find the right warrior to get the job done for the right number of pegs.”

“Sure,” I said, pretending I understood how all of this worked.

“Andromeda decided she didn’t want to stand back. She put out the call. Apparently, she has a reputation with some of the darker elements of the underworld. She attracted the criminals first, and then a few of the mercenaries started to show up. Apparently, she defeated a couple of mistresses with various duels, so now it looks like she’s putting together an army. From what I hear, it’s going to be a big one. And you know what that means, don’t you?”

“What does that mean?” I asked, mostly because I didn’t want to play her game.

“Coin,” she promised us.

For her, that was always going to be the answer.

As one of the guardians of her caravan, Sonya offered me a small tent off to the perimeter of the caravan. I accepted her offer. She also provided me with a cage for my slave. At first, Jason glared at me; then he tried to argue that he didn’t need to be held captive. I told him that it would be for his own safety before I locked him up.

After that, I figured I would just go to sleep.

Instead, Clarissa and some of her friends came around, and they asked if I wanted to get a drink. Because I still needed more information, I obliged.

“You know, you never told us what brought you out here,” she said.

“No,” I agreed. “I didn’t.”

She wasn’t offended; instead, she laughed, brought her mug up to her mouth, and enjoyed another long swig of her beer.

By that point, I had taken a couple of tentative sips, but the alcohol grated against the back of my throat. I didn’t really need that burn. Besides, the first sip was enough to make my stomach twist.

Over the course of the night, I listened, and I tried to be polite. Finally, she threw her arm around my shoulder, she pulled me in close, and I could tell she was just a little bit drunk as she told me, “Krystal, you are an amazing woman. I’m glad I get to call you my sister.”

I smiled and nodded along. I didn’t really understand her culture, but that was fine. As long as she wasn’t going to challenge me to another duel or try to steal my slave, I didn’t have any problem with her. Instead, I tried to listen.

For the most part, her friends just wanted to tell dirty jokes about overpowering boys or seducing boys or hunting boys. For the most part, they loved to go on and on about their conquests and accomplishments.

Most of the stories ended with someone shouting, “I call nonsense! You’re lying! There’s no way you slept with the Duchess‘s son!”

“By the High Spirits, I do not lie,” she obviously lied.

At that moment, I smiled, unable to stop myself. There was definitely something endearing about hearing these different women laugh and talk.

As I observed, there was a different sense of sisterhood that seemed to come over me. I didn’t feel loyal to them, not necessarily. After all, we were still strangers. And yet, they welcomed me into their circle, which proved as much when they all turned to me.

“It’s your turn,” Clarissa said to me. I didn’t understand what kind of unseen signal they were following, but I lifted my mug to my mouth, if only to cover half of my face.

“My turn?” I asked cautiously.

“It’s your turn to tell a story. How did you end up with that slave? Or maybe there’s some other conquest you would like to share with us?”

“Pass,” I said reflexively.

A different woman nudged me in the arm, her knuckles barely grazing my forearm. “Come on. You have to tell us. You don’t want to be rude, do you?”

No, I didn’t. Again, I reminded myself of the fact that I didn’t understand their culture or those unspoken rules here.

Resisting the urge to roll my eyes, I exhaled slowly through my nostrils. And then I faced those women, one after another. I made eye contact with them before finally asking, “What would you like to know?”

“What? You don’t want to tell us about your slave? What’s his name again? Jason?”

“That’s his name,” I said. For a moment, I was going to add something about how he wasn’t actually my slave. By the laws of this land, he certainly was. I had caught him so he belonged to me. And yet, I knew I wasn’t supposed to hold onto that kind of idea either. At some point, we were going to go home. At some point, I would have to think of this all as some kind of bizarre dream.

But at that moment, I was with these women and the aftertaste of the beer continued to burn against the back of my throat. This was actually happening; whether I liked it or not, this was real.

At the same time, my life felt so distant. Technically, my teaching position had probably been given away. I must’ve been fired by this point. For all I knew, I had officially (or unofficially) been kicked out of the UK. And yet, I was here, I had ridden a winged horse, and I was surrounded by these women.

“Tell us about another boy,” said one of the other ladies. “Tell us of your first love. How did you seduce him? Did you buy him?”

“Or was it a forbidden love? Maybe his mother or his sisters didn’t like you?” Clarissa asked.

I smirked.

“You really want to know about my first love?” I asked.

“Tell us,” said one of the strangers.

“I was in school, and I met this boy. He was especially smart,” I began.

It didn’t take much to encourage the others to interrupt me. Someone was laughing and said, “A smart boy? What’s the point of that?”

“Men need to know how to lick, cook, clean, and crawl.”

Suddenly, there was a chorus of agreement as the women called out together, “Lick, cook, clean, and crawl!”

For a couple of seconds, I started to hope that maybe they were going to get distracted.

They weren’t.

Once they finished with their small routine, they turned back to me. They watched expectantly, and I knew I had to play along.

“He was really good at math,” I said. “In fact, the two of us would compete for the top honors in our class.”

“This boy was good at mathematics? Why?” Clarissa asked. She just stared at me, utterly dumbfounded, probably because she genuinely couldn’t conceive of any reason why a male would need to understand arithmetic, algebra, or any other facet of the academic world.

“He was,” I said. Even if the others looked at me strangely, I didn’t worry about it. “He was very smart, and I had a lot of fun playing with him. We started talking. At first, we didn’t like each other. We would kind of snipe at each other.”

“Did you spank him?”

“Did you whip him?”

“Maybe you thought he wanted to be polite, so you told his sisters about his bad behavior?”

I smirked and shook my head. “No. Somehow, I fell in love with him? We started talking more and more, and I wanted to impress him. It was dumb. I knew it was dumb. Even so, I just couldn’t help myself.” I shrugged. “That was how I first fell in love.”

“You truly are from a strange land,” Clarissa said to me.

“Perhaps,” I acknowledged.

“I have a better question,” asked one of her friends.

“What’s that?” Somehow, I didn’t think I was going to like the answer, but I still had to ask.

“If you could punish him right now, what would you do?”

“Why would I want to punish him?” I asked.

Clarissa and her compatriots glanced back-and-forth at one another as though they truly didn’t understand why I would ask such a question. Finally, Clarissa said to me, “I think it’s obvious. If he was debating with you or arguing with you, he obviously would need to be put in his place.”

“Obviously,” I agreed.

This time, they seemed to sense my doubt.

A different woman told me, “I was in love with a boy years ago. He was quick on his feet, so he thought that made him special. At one point, I started to play with him, and he tried to run from me. I chased him down, and I caught him in a net. I dragged him back to my family’s home, and I played with him for a couple of hours before my sisters returned. After that, he never tried to run from me.”

“What did you do?” I asked. But even as I spoke, I was thinking about that one boy from my early adolescence. I was thinking about him and that smarmy look on his face every time he got an answer right.

“I spanked him.”

“What would have happened if I had spanked that boy?”

Right away, I started to envision our parents getting involved. And yet, I thought about finding him after school, luring him to the back of one of the buildings, shoving him up against the wall, pulling down his pants, and ordering him not to move. Technically, none of those options should have worked. None of them should have been viable, especially when it came to disciplining him.

And yet…

My imagination wandered, and I started to wonder if maybe he wasn’t as smart or as strong, as independent or as resilient as maybe some of the adults assumed. As an adolescent young man, he probably had his own doubts and insecurities.

Clarissa seemed to follow that same line of thought even though I hadn’t spoken. “Face it. Boys are animals. Boys are basically livestock. They might be wild and primitive when they’re born, but they can be taught. They can be trained.”

Could I have trained him?

Could I train Jason?

I smiled and shook my head and tried to dislodge that thought. And yet, I pictured myself back on Earth. I envisioned that delicious scenario where I could take a young man, keep my hand braced against the back of his neck, and punish him thoroughly. I thought about the sounds of my hand, swinging down, the clapping noise of every blow, and the way he might grimace, growl, and ultimately apologize.

Ultimately, I knew I could teach him. I could train him. I could tame him.

To be honest, I didn’t understand where that certainty came from. Again, and again, I thought about my upbringing; considered the kind of woman I was supposed to be. As a feminist, I was supposed to hold onto the notion of equality. But now, I was thinking about Jason again, and suddenly I wanted to get back to my tent.

Eventually, I knew I had to respond, especially because these warriors were watching me. “If I had spanked him, I think I could have tamed him,” I finally said.

“That’s always the truth,” Clarissa promised me.

When I went back to my tent, the aftertaste of the alcohol was still there at the back of my throat. I had downed less than a third of a mug. Still, there was that pleasant buzz vibrating just beneath the surface of my skin. More than that, there were the old caresses of memory.

I thought about that boy from my math class, and I thought about what those women had said. I couldn’t get an image out of my head: grabbing him, wiping that condescending smile off of his face, and holding him against the wall as I told him I could do whatever I wanted.

If we had both been born on Dax, then that would have been my right; it would have been my destiny as a woman. Perhaps something else could have kept us apart. This wasn’t that utopia where everyone could have whatever they liked, but I was a member of the superior sex.

I pushed my way through the folds of the tent, and then I turned on one of the glow stones with a wave of my hand. The soft illumination pulsed across the room, but Jason didn’t wake up.

I crouched beside his cage, reached between those bars, and I brushed my knuckles along his cheek, down his neck, and along his bare shoulder.

He started to shift.

“Wake up, slave,” I said.

“I’m not a slave,” he growled back at me. He still sounded like he was half-asleep, so I laughed.

Despite everything, there was still that little niggle somewhere at the back of my head that told me this was wrong. And yet, it felt right. More importantly, I didn’t feel like hesitating. I wasn’t interested in holding back.

“Tonight, you are,” I informed him, my voice calm and polite. I opened up the cage, and then I snapped my fingers. “Out.”

He crawled out of the cage, and I didn’t hesitate.

I threw myself down onto the ground with him. I grabbed him, pinned him, kept my hands on his wrists as he tried to push back.

For him, it was probably an instinct, something he simply had to try. It was probably similar to muscle memory. For me, his doomed attempt at breaking free simply activated something within me. It coaxed the flames those other women had already ignited.

“Ask me to kiss you,” I said.

That male glared at me.

“You know I’m going to keep fighting you,” he said. “I’m not going to let you do this to me. I’m not like the men on this world. I’m not a slave! You know I’m supposed to be an entrepreneur and an engineer! I’m supposed to think for myself!”

“So passionate,” I teased him. “But you know, I already gave you a command.”

“I’m not going to do it,” he promised me.

“Fine,” I said, hopping up just long enough to roll him onto his stomach. I grabbed his arms and pulled them behind him. He strained as I tucked his limbs into an awkward angle, but I didn’t care. This could have been sweet and gentle and romantic. Instead, he decided he wanted something rough.

That was fine with me, I thought, flashing a hungry grin.

Then I saw the metal band around his waist. I considered his chastity belt, and I started to reach down. Then I stopped myself. I was nibbling on the inside of my mouth. I was considering this and exactly what I wanted to do to him.

Then I spanked him.

Of course, I was a reasonable and considerate owner; as I worked on training him, I didn’t use the full force of my strength. Instead, I moderated my abilities. I made sure to swing down, but I wasn’t going to cause any kind of permanent harm.

Still, it stung him!

Those sounds of slapping, clapping, and spanking boomed across the air as I punished him.

“When I give you a command, I expect you to obey. Face it, Jason. This s a different world. After all, you should be grateful I’m teaching you. I’m training you. I’m showing you how you can adapt to survive.”

“I’m not a slave!”

“What if I let you out of your chastity belt?” I asked him.

He was about to respond, but I unleashed another barrage of spankings. My hand flashed down hard and fast as I slapped his sensitive skin. His flesh turned to bright shade of pink. I jumped my palm from one side of his rump to the other. He squirmed. He called out. He was grunting and groaning and growling. He hated those bursts of pain, but there was nothing he could do about them.

Then I rolled him over, and I held him down, straddling him as I looked into his handsome face. “I had fun with some friends tonight,” I told him. “So right now, I want to celebrate. I want to play with you.”

“I don’t care,” he still tried to tell me.

I leaned down and kissed him, brushing my lips along his mouth. “Are you sure about that? Are you sure you don’t want me to touch you? Are you sure you don’t want me to play with you?”

My questions hit the air, one after another, even as I let go of his right wrist. Instead, I caressed his palm, his forearm, his bicep, then his chest. I stroked his flank before my fingers slid down toward his thigh.

His body tightened.

“Tell me you want to be a good boy. Tell me you want me to kiss you again. Tell me you love being on your back underneath me.”

“I can’t…” Jason said, but I could hear the strained determination in his voice now. At the same time, it was easy to imagine him getting hard within his chastity belt; he wanted that orgasm. He was desperate for it. Not only that, I was playing with him. Maybe this wasn’t what he thought he was supposed to crave, but I didn’t have to give him any choice!

“Are you sure about that? You really can’t?” I fluttered my eyes as I looked down at him. Smiling, I waited for him to break. At the same time, I slid my fingers along the soft skin between his legs. I was stroking him, petting, and massaging him right there along his inner thighs.

That wasn’t what he wanted; that wasn’t what he truly craved, but it didn’t matter. After all, he was locked up.

“You don’t have the key,” he finally said after a few more frantic heartbeats.

“Do you really think that could stop me?” I asked Jason. “Remember, the chastity belts are designed to keep the boys locked up. Do you think it would really work against a woman like me?”

His lips parted. Right away, he understood that I was telling the truth. At the same time, he hated the possibility.

“Please, kiss me,” he said, breaking. “Please, kiss me and touch me and do whatever you want with me!”

Drawing my hand away from that sensitive flesh between his legs, I instead stroked his cheek with the back of my hand. “Is that what you really want right now? Is that what you really need, slave?”

“Yes!”

“Tell me how much you want me to kiss you,” I commanded. Despite the impatience throbbing at my center, I forced myself to wait.

“I want you to kiss me. I want you to touch me. Please. Please, you have the right to do whatever you want,” he said.

That was close, but it wasn’t good enough because there was something else I expected him to say. I leaned down, and I nuzzled his neck. I kissed his shoulder. I brushed my lips along his collar bones. I was playing with him, even as my hands roamed along his body, gently caressing, teasing, and touching him wherever I felt like it. Of course, I loved the way his body tensed and locked up. It was easy for me to pay attention to him as I played with him.

This was a different kind of intimacy. It was a different kind of sex.

At this point, I wasn’t thinking about that adolescent crush. Maybe there was something about those feelings from before, like I could enjoy having this young man, utterly trapped, and helpless beneath me. Still, that wasn’t enough. Besides, this was Jason. He was a different person.

He still wanted to be that entrepreneur; he still yearned to hold onto his status as an overpaid engineer who helped design addictive games or toxic social media platforms. Whatever made money would be good enough for him.

Only now, someone else held him down, so it didn’t matter what he wanted. Suddenly, sacrificing some shared ideal wouldn’t actually get him what he desired.

As that thought occurred to me, I told him, “I can make you feel really good, but you have to be obedient. You have to be a good boy. You have to be a good slave. Say it. Tell me that you want to be a good slave right here and now.”

Part of me still expected him to hold out. After all, he was a young man, so he could be obnoxiously stubborn and disobedient.

Instead, he broke!

“Please, I want to be a good slave right here and now!”

That was when I sat up again, and then I reached down for the metal of his chastity belt.

I slipped my fingers underneath the band, and then I started to pull. I was careful; I didn’t want to rip it at the wrong angle. I didn’t want to hurt him accidentally.

Not only that, there was a different kind of insecurity and doubt that hit me. After all, the belt looked like it was made from steel or iron. The glossy finish and leather reinforcement might’ve been enough to keep me from actually tearing the belt and freeing this boy.

Then I could feel it; the leather started to rip.

More than that, the metal band started to stretch. I didn’t think that was possible. And yet, I vaguely remembered watching some video online about how soft gold could be.

This wasn’t gold, but I wasn’t back on earth either.

My muscles strained as I worked, and then the belt shattered. There was that clean, tear down one side, and I looked at him.

He stared up at me, confusion playing across his face, all because he hadn’t really believed I would be able to do it.

I very tenderly pulled away the different components of his chastity cage.

And once I was done, I saw his cock, his balls, and that look on his face.

I casually crossed his wrists, and I pinned him with one arm. Stretching my left, I reached down and stroked his scrotum before gliding my fingers up to his hardened cock. It hadn’t taken long for the excitement to pulse through his body.

“You’re free,” I said. “For now.”

“But you broke it,” he said. Immediately, his eyes got bigger, probably because he didn’t think he should challenge me.

I had overpowered him before, but this was different. Distantly, I had to wonder how often he had tried to get out of that belt. It was easy to imagine him here in this tent, trapped in that cage, squirming as he tried to free himself from the chastity device. But just as I had suspected, it had been designed for a boy like him. Although he had tried to fight and resist, he had failed completely and utterly. His shaft had remained locked up, but now my fingers tenderly slid along his length.

“You want to touch yourself, don’t you?”

“Yes, Mistress!” Then he blinked, and he looked up at me.

I loved touching him like this. More importantly, I loved the sound of that word. Before this, the idea of stroking a man had never really appealed to me. I had understood that it was something I would probably do to be a good girlfriend or wife or whatever, but this was different. After all, I was the one in control. Each time my fingers slid along his sensitive flesh, I reasserted my power. I showed him again and again what kind of authority I could wield.

I was in charge; I owned him.

Even if we ignored the laws of this land, it wouldn’t have mattered because I was his physical superior! I was stronger, and I could hold him down. My eyes blazed as I contemplated those realities. A different kind of heat started to simmer deep within me. Those other women might have started that configuration, but now it was my turn to coax it and strengthen it.

“Say it again,” I commanded.

“Yes, Mistress,” he told me. “I want to touch myself. Please, can I touch myself?”

“I’m going to let go of you, and you’re going to do exactly as I say. If you fail, you will be punished. You don’t want that, do you? You want me to play with you. Do you want me to have fun with you? You want me to give you an opportunity to pleasure me, don’t you?”

Although he probably didn’t know exactly what I meant, that didn’t matter. Jason was smart enough to answer with, “Yes, Mistress!”

“Good boy,” I said, standing. From there, I stripped, pulling off every garment. I removed those layers, tossing them off to the side of the tent. Within moments, we were both naked…

“On your knees,” I said.

In truth, I didn’t know exactly what I was going to do with him, but a new idea flashed behind my eyes. I smiled down at him. “I want you to touch yourself with your left hand. Start at the base of your shaft and work your way up. Gently stroke yourself. Just like that. That’s right. Good boy. Keep touching yourself. Don’t squeeze. If I see your hand is stiff, you’re going to be in trouble, and you’re not going to like that.”

“Yes, Mistress,” he said.

As Jason spoke, I listened for some hint of sarcasm. Instead, he sounded genuine, as though he authentically believed that he really needed to address me that way.

Mistress. I heard that word. Back in Zel, it was especially common. That was how every young man addressed every woman. Some of the older slaves might have been able to avoid it from time to time, but the rules were clear. As a woman, I was his superior. I deserved respect by default; I was granted the authority of my gender.

But now, it meant more than just that.

“Mistress” meant that I had mastered him; it signified that I owned him.

And I could almost sense that desire to please me radiating off of him, especially because I had done something remarkable.

He had been freed from his chastity belt. Ironically, that taste of freedom somehow made him far more servile. I was tempted to question this, but it felt so good. After all, this was the kind of control and power I had never even considered or tried to imagine back on our old world.

“Stop. Put both of your hands on your knees,” I said.

At once, he obeyed again.

It was remarkable! There was something so intense about having him yield like this.

Then I crashed down in front of him.

“Brace yourself on your hands and knees. Then I want you to suck on my nipples, first right here,” I said, drawing up a finger and pointing to my left nipple. “Then here.” I pointed to the right one.

Like a good boy, he lowered himself forward, and then he licked. He latched on. He sucked.

The pressure felt incredible!

His lips and tongue slid and played along my nipple. Of course, I came to that same conclusion from before. It wasn’t just a matter of the sensations darting along my nerves. Instead, I kept thinking about what this meant.

“Gently touch yourself with your right hand as you suck on my nipple,” I ordered.

His hand rose and he started to fondle himself. From my angle, I couldn’t see what he was doing. But then I pulled away, and I glanced down. At that instant, he was behaving; he was cooperating exactly as I expected.

“Good boy,” I said.

“Yes, Mistress. Thank you, Mistress.”

I reached down, tugged on his head, and positioned him again. I brought his mouth up to my other nipple, and he latched on again. “Hands on the floor,” I commanded next.

I heard something vibrate and grumble through his body, but he cooperated again.

Yes! I raised my head, and I loved the way that he hated cooperating like this, yet he did it anyway. As far as he was concerned, there was no alternative. I was in charge; I owned him.

He called me his Mistress. Not only that, I could hear something else in his voice. It was that abject surrender; it was the pure drive to do as I said. He had to obey. More importantly, he knew it!

“Good boy. That’s right. You know where you belong, don’t you? You belong right there on your hands and knees in front of me. Good. Very good. Keep going. Keep licking. Keep sucking.” As I spoke, I lost myself to that rhythm; there were the movements of both of our mouths.  As he worshiped me, I told him the truth.

Finally, I tagged on his hair, then I pulled him back.

I decided to lay down. I was on my back, but I could close my eyes. I was surprised by that sense of easy relaxation.

If we had been back on earth, some unease would have flared through my body. That was something that lots of men simply didn’t comprehend. To be a woman meant being vulnerable, especially when it came to sex. Even if we were going to partner up with someone we truly appreciated, cared for, and trusted, there was still that little hint of worry.

Only now, I could close my eyes and relax. Even if he attacked me, it wouldn’t be enough because I was stronger than him. He might have been bigger or broader or taller, yet none of those dimensions mattered, not if I decided to overpower him.

He could fight and struggle, but I was always going to win!

“Worship me,” I said.

At first, I thought he was going to expect additional instructions. Instead, he answered with a quick and demure, “Yes, Mistress.”

Another smile curved along my lips.

There by my feet, he reached down to massage my toes, arches, heels, and ankles. He worked in parallel, using both of his hands at the same time. Simultaneously, I allowed myself to relax into his soft touch. He squeezed, pressing down. The tension flared and anticipated through my body.

Then he surprised me.

Jason bowed his head down, and he started to suck on my big toe. He nuzzled me, and he was worshiping me just as I expected.

Fresh heat rushed through my body, and I could feel it right there along my pussy. I clutched my eyes shot as my heart started to kick faster. Simultaneously, this delicious adrenaline ran through my body.

Part of me just wanted to grab him and pull his face down between my legs.

Ultimately, there was something else I was thinking about.

As we traveled, I kept thinking about who he was and what he could be. Simultaneously, I considered the kind of woman I wished to become on this new world.

Distantly and almost dreamily, I went back to some of those college lectures when a philosophy professor asked us about our identities and how we could define ourselves, especially in terms of what we would or could do. Technically, none of us would become mere criminals, probably because we wouldn’t get the opportunity. We wouldn’t be heroes either for the same reason. But this was different because I was on this world, and I could actually own him. I could tame him.

That little flash of conscience kept coming back. Even if I didn’t experience actual guilt, the expectation remained.

But for now, I decided to enjoy myself.

Then I did more than just that.

I raised my head, looked down along the length of my body, and I saw him as he continued to lick and suck and pet. He was giving me everything he had. At the same time, I realized something: this felt incredible.

Just like that, it became more than just the sensations or the power. There was something else.

Affection?

Something more than that even?

I didn’t know, and then I didn’t really care because I couldn’t take this.

“Touch me all over,” I said, almost breathless.

At once, he obeyed again, straightening his back and extending his arms. His fingers stretched along my body. He stroked my shins, knees, thighs, my pelvis, then my stomach and my breasts.

“Fondle them,” I said, fully aware of how sensitive my nipples felt.

Normally, guys loved to fantasize about touching women’s breasts (or so I assumed), but now this was for me and my satisfaction.

He gave me exactly what I wanted.

“Use your right hand. With your left, touch yourself,” I said. Maybe it was weird, but I couldn’t stop smiling as I told him exactly how he would touch himself. Maybe he wasn’t wearing that chastity belt any longer, but I still owned his pleasure! His cock along with every other inch of his body still belonged to me!

“Mistress, I’m not sure I can take this,” he said, his voice straining.

“You can,” I said dismissively.

“Yes, Mistress,” he agreed. I could still see the disbelief in his eyes. After all, he wasn’t sure he could do this, but I just told him what would happen, and he believed me. Or rather, he saw no other choice. Either way worked for me.

“Take your hands away from your cock,” I said next.

Again, he obeyed. He drew his hands back, and he rested his knuckles along the curves of his lap. He was sitting up right now, and I grinned.

An errant thought occurred to me; it was something I had witnessed back in Zel. As I enjoyed myself, I stood, and then I beckoned him forward. “I want you to rub yourself on me,” I said.

At first, I assumed Jason was going to laugh or snarl something back at me because he wouldn’t do it. He was supposed to cling to his independence, his freedom and his dignity. Even if those concepts didn’t apply on this planet, he still needed to try. At least, that was what I anticipated.

Then he surprised me.

He pushed himself up onto his knees, and he came closer. I was standing over him, and he wrapped his arms around my waist. At the same time, I saw the way he was looking at me.

Another rush of affection darted through me. I couldn’t explain it, but I felt that overwhelming tenderness.

It reminded me of hanging out with a friend. Her dog had decided that he wanted to be my best friend, so he climbed up onto the couch, and he put his head on my lap. Since I didn’t have any pets at the time, I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to do. But then my friend laughed and told me to just pet his head. I did. Pretty soon, he snuggled up against me, and it felt so good. I had this animal, and I knew that he trusted me. I knew that he was just a pet, but that was fine. Only now, I had the slave, and he pressed his cheek against my stomach. He closed his eyes, and I brushed my fingers through his hair. I was petting him, just as I had stroked that dog, only now Jason pushed his stiff shaft up against my leg. He was rubbing himself against me.

“Remember,” I chided him, “you aren’t allowed to come.” Somehow, the words didn’t sound as vulgar as I expected. Instead, I was talking down to him, and I could feel him nod. At the same time, I thought I heard him whisper, “Yes, Mistress.”

“Good boy,” I said, as he continued to enjoy himself. He wasn’t moving frantically; he wasn’t shoving his shaft along the contours of my leg. Even so, there was still this bizarre intimacy. It wasn’t something I had expected, but it felt right, especially as I stood over him.

I towered above him; I was in control.

“You want to be a good dog for me. You want to be a good pet and a good slave.” After that, I figured I would have to tease him. I thought I would need to make my demands.

Instead, he surrendered right away. “I want to be a good dog for you. I want to be a good pet and a good slave.”

As he spoke, I actually wanted to believe him.

Then again, that was a temptation I had to resist. All too often, people could hear or see something and draw the wrong conclusions, largely because that was what they hoped to find. It made me think of those guys who would go to a restaurant, have a server flirt with them, and assume that she had to genuinely be interested in them. But that wasn’t how it worked. It was her job to be friendly and nice.

“You look good on your knees,” I told him. “You’re a handsome boy, and I love seeing you just like this.”

I loved seeing him like that? Something about that description felt wrong, probably because I needed to believe that we had to be antagonistic. We had to be enemies. I was a woman, and he was a boy. Ultimately, it would always be my responsibility to train him and tame him. As such, he would always resent me.

Only then, he raised his head, and I saw his big eyes as he studied me. I gazed down into his face and thought I saw something.

Did he care for me? Did he love me? Was he grateful for that position at my knees?

Part of me wanted to laugh. After all, he was a tech bro; he was aggressive and greedy. He was someone who searched for exploitations. For all I knew, this was just another way to play. This was just a different strategy. It didn’t mean anything because he wouldn’t ever care about me.

Instantly, I knew what I craved next.

“Get on your hands and knees,” I commanded.

Jason complied.

He turned around, and his cock remained stiff. At the same time, I’m marveled at his stance. Although he couldn’t see me at that moment with his head aimed forward, I still marveled at the way he kept his knees parted, his back straight, and his shoulders rigid.

At that moment, he looked more like a show dog!

Because I couldn’t help myself, I slid my fingertips down the nape of his neck, between his shoulder blades, and along the wall of his back. Then, with my free hand, I grabbed his shaft. I squeezed his manhood.

Grimacing adorably, Jason kept this look of focused concentration on his face. He was trying so hard!

I laughed just a little bit as I continued to touch him. Clearly, he wished he could argue or protest, but he understood how this worked. Most of all, he recognized that I was in charge, and I could decide what would happen next.

“Tell me about some moment when you were a sexist jerk,” I ordered.

Remarkably, he still used my honorific. “Mistress, I don’t understand,” he told me.

I smacked his ass; it was one quick and sharp blow. I channeled a little bit more strength. I made sure it stung!

“Tell me about a moment when you were a sexist jerk,” I ordered again. Ultimately, I had already known what I wanted to do. Basically, I was looking for an excuse. Technically, I didn’t need one, but I was sure he could give it to me. I was sure he had misbehaved on so many different occasions.

“I don’t know!”

“Liar,” I shot back as I spanked him five more times, two on his right butt cheek, then three on his left. My hand flashed down again and again, and those sounds echoed inside my tent. “Do you need another dose? Do you need another spanking? Do you need me to make it painful?”

“I, I don’t know what I’m supposed to tell you,” he said.

At that moment, there was a little flicker of guilt deep within the pit of my stomach. But then I positioned myself in front of him, I touched the underside of his chin, and I forced him to look up at me.

At that moment, I saw it.

“You’re lying, Jason. You’re definitely lying.”

His eyes darted to the left and right. Just a few seconds ago, he had seemed genuinely truthful. But now, I could see that he was trying to deceive me.

That wasn’t acceptable…

Jason started to recognize that same point.

“I messed up!”

“Which time?” I asked him.

He still kept his head raised, but he didn’t dare look in my direction. “Mistress, I was at a mixer a while ago, and I was talking to this older guy, and he was going on and on about how women don’t make good programmers.”

“So, what did you do?” I asked.

“But I’m not like that,” he protested.

I didn’t care; I spanked him again, slapping my hand down against his backside. That jolt of pain shot along his nerves, making sure he understood that he had to cooperate.

“What did you do?” I repeated.

Seething, Jason hesitated for as long as he dared. Finally, something inside of him broke. He locked his teeth, and then he forced himself to speak. “I agreed with him.”

Technically, that wasn’t the worst thing he could have done.

And yet, Jason hadn’t finished…

“Mistress, I’m sorry. I messed up because I was agreeing with him, and I didn’t even realize that one of my colleagues was there. She’s another computer engineer, and she’s one of the most brilliant woman I have ever met.”

I spanked him. “Woman?”

“She’s one of the most brilliant people I’ve ever met! She’s one of the best programmers I’ve ever known!”

“And did she overhear you?”

Clearly, this boy didn’t want to react; he didn’t want to respond because he already knew what was going to happen.

“Jason, unless you tell me the truth, I’m going to tie you up and leave you here. Then I’m going to go find one of the merchants, and I’m going to buy a chastity belt from her. After that, I’m going to lock it on you, and I’m going to make sure you stay in it for at least a year.”

I watched as his eyes bulged; his breath locked, and he sucked in this gasp, sharpened by desperation.

Part of him probably didn’t want to believe me, yet he had already seen the truth. He knew I could use him. Other women could use him as well, and there was nothing to stop us from enjoying the contours of his body. His shaft could remain locked up, but he could still make for a very skilled pleasure slave.

“Overheard us talking,” he said. “She overheard us talking, and she turned away. I didn’t actually see her cry, but I’m pretty sure she left that mixer. She was so upset. I messed up, Mistress.”

“Yes, you did,” I agreed. “Did you mess up because you were weak? Did you mess up because you made a stupid choice because you’re a dumb boy?” At first, I expected him to try to defend himself, like he was going to say something about how it wasn’t his fault or he was just networking, so the rules weren’t supposed to apply to him.

But then, Jason impressed me. “Yes, Mistress. I messed up because I’m a dumb boy.”

“There’s my dumb boy.” I teased him, stroking him and petting him. And then I lowered myself down on my back. “You may lick me now.”

His eyes glowed with desire, probably because he understood that this was his opportunity. I had freed him from the chastity belt, but I could decide I wanted something else. Perhaps I was going to play with his cock…

And even if I didn’t, I could still give him permission to finish. I could give him that reward of an orgasm!

Strangely enough, I peered up at him, and I knew what I wanted to do. It was generous. Maybe it was even foolish. And yet, the urge remained.

Within moments, he had his face planted between my legs, and he started licking. There was that eager and skilled rhythm. He knew what he was doing.

“You can learn, can’t you? Yes, you can,” I said, practically cooing down at him. “With the right kind of training, you could be a good boy. You could be such an amazing slave.” Then I didn’t stop myself. “That’s what I want for you, Jason. I want to give you all of the discipline you need. I want to shape you into the perfect boy.”

The words surprised me, but I didn’t try to take them back.

After that, I relaxed into the quick and deft movements of his tongue. With a motion, he sent another spark of pleasure, dancing across my nerves. I curled my toes, pressed my heels down, tensed my body, and arched my back just a little bit.

The seconds morphed into minutes. I let them drift by as I enjoyed every second of this.

At first, I thought I was going to hold out; I truly believed I was going to tease him and taunt him.

Before long, however, I decided to succumb to that temptation. I let the orgasm rip across my senses. I clutched my eyes shut, but I knew that polychromatic haze wasn’t enough.

“On your back,” I ordered.

At once, the slave obeyed. When I saw Jason again, there was that swelling affection deep within my chest. I saw him. But I saw him as more than just a slave. He was more than a piece of property or even the jerk I had met on the dating app.

Maybe he had changed. Perhaps this was a different kind of boy, and maybe I desired something special for him…

Within moments, he was on his back, and I grabbed him. I climbed on top of him, and I was holding him down.

First, I kissed him.

Next, I ran my hands all along his body. I touched him and teased him.

But finally, I couldn’t take it. I grabbed his cock, I aimed it toward my slit, and I lowered myself down. At first, I used him like he was nothing but a toy, rushing out, gliding the tip of his shaft along my opening. The stimulation was incredible!

Even if I had already climaxed, that didn’t matter. I wanted and needed more!

Finally, I pushed myself down, and I enveloped his shaft. I captured him, owning him so thoroughly as I trapped his manhood right there between the walls of my pussy.

“I’ve got you,” I told him. “I own you.”

I wasn’t sure if I was talking about sex or legality, power or something else. Perhaps there was a different kind of bond between us now, one that I didn’t know how to name or express.

After all, I was supposed to be a scholar.

But at that moment, I wasn’t thinking about psychology, sociology, decisions, or game theory. I was focused entirely on the sensations I could take from this young man as I rode him hard and used him.

At the same time, I glanced down and I saw something splash across his features; for a moment, I thought it was genuine dedication, like he truly wanted to be right there beneath me.

I rode him, taking exactly what I desired.

That friction was incredible; the pleasure burned across my body, and I arched my back as I used him. I turned him into my toy and my plaything. And yet, I still loved the way he felt. More than that, I loved the fact that it was this boy.

At that instant, I didn’t want anyone else. I didn’t want to pick out some random slave from the auction. I didn’t want to grab a celebrity or some influencer from our world.

It was Jason.

At that instant, it had to be him.

I used him, gliding up and down as I rode him. I turned his shaft into the source of my pleasure. At the same time, I closed my eyes, and I basked in everything I had accomplished.

By this point, I was close, so incredibly close!

Before, I had embraced that temptation. I threw myself into the rush of ecstasy. This time, I held out; I resisted the urge to simply let the heat explode across my skin. I didn’t want to feel that instant tension or the release as that orgasm rushed through my body.

Instead, I held out for a few more seconds, a few more moments, longer and longer.

For me, it felt like these incredible minutes of blissful torture were taking place, but it was by my own hand.

In that next instant, I realized something. Jason hadn’t climaxed yet! For me, that almost felt like some sort of miracle. After all, lots of women loved to joke about how men couldn’t control themselves. (Granted, there was that other question. Maybe guys only climaxed because they were selfish; perhaps they could actually hold back, but they chose not to. As far as I was concerned, this was another justification for the existence of chastity cages and belts).

When I looked down at him, I saw the determination on his face. He was trying so hard because he wanted to please me.

It wasn’t just a fear of punishment. It was something else.

Did he actually care about me? Right then and there, was this exactly where he wanted to be?

It wasn’t just sex, I realized.

It was a different kind of intimacy.

But then another flash of arousal shot through my body, suddenly I wasn’t thinking, nor did I ask any questions. Instead, I embraced that incredible heat as it morphed into an inferno. There was another spark, and I lost myself. At the same time, I still had the presence of mind to call out to him, “I want you to come for me right now! Give it to me!” He bucked and thrashed underneath me, thrusting his cock and deep into my opening.

It felt so good!

I lost myself to that pleasure as that pinnacle of bliss enveloped me.

He was throbbing, and I drained him.

My entire body seemed to sparkle right as I finished, and then I pulled away.

We were both spent. We were both exhausted.

At that moment, he looked up at me, and I could see the unspoken question glimmer in his eyes. He wanted to know if he had to crawl back to the cage.

I didn’t answer him at first. Instead, I walked over to the assembled blankets and sheets that served my bed. I lowered myself down, stretched my legs, extended my toes, and enjoyed the last bit of tension that still clung to my muscles. Then I motioned for him to crawl to me.

This time, I didn’t even have to tell him what to do.

He came over to me, and he rolled onto his back, and I curled up against him. He was still bigger and firm. He was taller and strong. I loved the feel of his chest underneath my cheek as I closed my eyes and relaxed.

Just like that, we fell asleep together.

The next morning, I woke up with this big smile on my face as I stretched. I felt like I had accomplished something incredible. Or maybe I had found this amazing discovery.

Foolishly, I was thinking about what kind of future we could have together. Maybe we would stay here on this world. Maybe I would let him convince me to go back home. Either way, I felt like I could trust him.

I reached out for him before I opened my eyes. My fingers brushed through the air. I rolled to my left, then my right, and I opened my eyes. Startled, I sat up quickly when I saw that figure seated there a few feet away.

“Sonya?” I blurted out before I could begin to think about what was going on.

Technically, this is just a tent; there was nothing to stop anyone from casually strolling in and taking a seat wherever she liked.

Then I saw him. Jason was standing, only his arms were pulled behind his back, another chastity belt had been locked around his waist, there was a gag in his mouth, a collar around his neck, and even his ankles had been restrained.

“What is the meaning of this?” I demanded.

“Normally, I wouldn’t intervene when it comes to a woman and how she decides to train her slave. But in this case, I think an exception needs to be made.” She sounded disappointed.

“What are you talking about?” I asked, sitting up.

Remarkably, I was naked, but I pushed those blankets aside, and I stared right into her eyes. I didn’t permit myself to feel embarrassed, not at a moment like this.

“Your slave made an unfortunate choice last night,” she told me.

I still didn’t look back to Jason. Instead, I forced myself to sound calm and detached as though I wasn’t worried about him.

When I didn’t speak, the merchant continued, “Your boy came to me last night. Apparently, he snuck away from your tent and he talked to me. He told me something very interesting.” Sonya glanced back at Jason, but she obviously didn’t wait for him to say anything, not when there was that bit in his mouth. “Your boy here told me that you are the one who stole the home stone. Is that true?”

I didn’t want to respond. For a few seconds, I considered lying. Even so, I kept my gaze aimed in her direction. Eventually, I nodded. “Yes. It was me.” Then I pushed myself up onto my feet. I was naked, but I was ready for a fight. Granted, there was a good chance that Sonya had already called in some of her best fighters. For all I knew, the tent was already surrounded.

“Don’t worry,” said the merchant. “I have no intention of betraying you. As far as I’m concerned, you created an incredible opportunity for me. Thanks to you, the price of wood has gone up dramatically. Not only that, caravans like mine are raking it in. Do you know how much Andromeda is paying us to get her army supplied?” Sonya smiled even as she considered the different sums.

I relaxed, if only slightly. “And why are you telling me this then?”

“Your boy was disobedient. I thought you had the right to know. If you want, you can take him to the punishment tent.”

For a few seconds, I wanted to sound or look surprised. And then again, this was a different world, and their rules were specific.

“We keep it for the slaves who insist on disobedience, especially after they’ve already been purchased. There are lots of women who want to make sure their new acquisitions are going to have the right kind of attitude at the start of their relationship.”

I looked back to Jason. I stared at him. “Yes,” I said. “I definitely want to punish him.”

“Oh, and Krystal? I have no interest in selling this information. Personally, I think that kind of deal is a bad one, especially if it relies on deception. In the long term, I find it much more profitable for my clients to know that they can rely on me, especially when it comes to this type of discretion. I hope you remember that in case you are ever in a position of authority.”

“I will,” I promised her without saying anything about how I had absolutely no intention of ever taking on a leadership role.

“But there’s no guarantee your boy didn’t tell someone else. Keep that in mind.”

“It won’t matter,” I told her. At this point, my gaze slid back to Jason. He met my eyes for one or two full heartbeats before he glanced back down at the floor. “I intend to punish him.”

When I promised to punish him, my voice was surprisingly cold.

Sonya departed with a curt bow, so I jumped onto my feet, and I grabbed him. There was a ring dangling from his collar. I looped my finger into that ring, tugged, and followed her out. She pointed to the punishment tent.

It was one of the largest in her camp.

I dragged him there, and he whimpered at several points. This disobedient boy did his best to say something.

I wasn’t interested.

He had betrayed me.

Although I couldn’t accuse him of something like cheating, I wasn’t sure whether this was better or worse. Ultimately, I knew that I had decided that I was going to trust him, and he almost instantly answered me with this treachery.

Inside the tent, it was relatively quiet. It was early in the morning. Last night, dozens of young men had probably been broken and humbled here.

Still, we weren’t alone.

There were several guards standing around. They held onto their batons. I reached out with my hand toward one of them and asked, “Can I borrow that?”

The guard smirked at me before she gave me the baton. I took it. I squeezed it. I could feel the electrical current rush along the length. Little blue sparks snapped into existence.

I touched the tip of my tongue to the edges of my teeth, and then I strode over to him.

I grabbed my boy, and I quickly locked him in a set of shackles. They extended his arms to a pair of corners. I did the same with his legs. He was in this frame, and he wasn’t going to be able to get away.

Once I was ready, I stopped. I was standing behind him, and I lowered my head for a few moments. In front of me, he squirmed just a tiny bit. He was thinking about what was going to happen next.

Good.

I needed him to consider exactly what was going to happen, how it was going to sting, and how I intended to break him.

Finally, I found myself speaking. “This isn’t about me having fun with you. This isn’t about me using you. I trusted you Jason and you betrayed me. For that, you need to be punished.”

He tried to say something through his gag; he made the attempt, but he failed. For a moment, I almost wanted to smile. Then I remembered exactly what he had done. That stinging bite of betrayal wouldn’t go away.

I raised the baton, and I jabbed it up against his right flank.

I squeezed on the shaft, delivering that electricity. The energy burned through his body and he cried out. The gag muffled most of the noises he made, but I could tell that he hadn’t enjoyed that, especially since I left the tip lingering along his flesh for the next few seconds.

“That was an appetizer,” I told the bound slave boy. “You don’t betray me. You don’t get that opportunity. I’m sorry I was relaxed with you. I guess that was my fault.”

Another dose of bitter frustration shot through me, but I decided that I was going to make him pay for it.

I gave him another blast. This time, I went to the other side of his body. Initially, I was thinking about stroking the tip along his side. I could have made him wonder and wait, nervously shivering as he tried to prepare himself for that next rush of agony.

Frankly, I wasn’t feeling patient.

I made him suffer right away. I squeezed, and I sent another storm of energy racing across his nerves. Every inch of his body probably cried out as the electricity snapped along his flesh. Still, I wasn’t satisfied. I listened as he moaned, as he cried out and shouted. Every sound was muffled and distorted, but I didn’t care, not when he deserved this. He needed it.

I was going to make sure he got it! With every moment, it would have made sense that the anger would morph into pleasure, like I just wanted to exert my will over him for the mistakes he had made.

That didn’t happen.

Instead, I delivered one shock after another, first to his shoulders, then to his flanks. I stepped in front of him, and I looked into his eyes. I could see the pain reflected across his expression as he glared back at me. He was still gagged, and he obviously wanted to speak, but I wasn’t interested in anything he had to say, not yet.

At that next moment, I stroked the baton down the side of his face, along his neck, to his stomach, then down between his legs.

“Should we see what happens if I use this right here? Metal is conductive,” I said, as I poked his chastity cage.

Frantic, he jerked his head from side to side. He tugged and pulled on his restraints. He was fighting so hard to escape…

Despite his best efforts, I didn’t respond. I didn’t tell him that he was a funny boy, nor did I remark on the fact that part of me could enjoy this. And yet, that blazing storm of anger continued. It was jagged, sharp, and unyielding. It made me think about exactly what he needed.

Again, and again, I came back to the reality that he had betrayed me.

We had fallen asleep together, and I had treated him like a boyfriend or a beloved pet. Despite this, he had wandered off.

No, I reminded myself. He didn’t just get up and walk away. He sought out a powerful woman, thinking he could leverage his information to use against me.

“This is probably going to hurt,” I told him.

Jason believed me, but it didn’t change anything. I squeezed on the handle and the electricity from the shockwood coursed along that shaft before jumping into the metal and surging along his body.

That pain must’ve been exquisite!

That boy arched his back, opened his mouth, and was crying out, yet he couldn’t find the breath.

After that, I jolted his legs, his arms, and his torso. I picked random spots, and I continued to play with him again and again.

At that moment, it didn’t feel like a game, however. Instead, I vented my fury.

It worked.

A few minutes later, I was standing in front of him, and he looked exhausted. I touched the underside of his chin, and I forced him to look up at me.

Our eyes met and I continued to watch. I continued to wait.

“Do you regret what you did? Are you a stupid boy who messed up?”

He dropped his head down and up; he was nodding with a new kind of desperation. At the same time, he tried to speak again, but he still couldn’t get any words past that gag.

He wasn’t entitled to speak. Even if I addressed him, I wasn’t interested in what he had to say. But if that was true, why did I continue to ask him questions?

I wanted to play with him.

Worse, I wanted to understand. I wanted to comprehend what was going on.

I locked my teeth together as I considered him. At the same time, I kept hoping for inspiration, like I would figure this out.

“You messed up. You messed up badly,” I told him. “And that’s why you need to pay for it.” I almost smirked as I brought the baton up again. I touched his side with the tip, and I delivered another storm of electricity. That pain washed over him. He cried out, shouting.

Then I lowered it, and I stared right into his eyes. “Jason, there need to be consequences. That’s the thing about male behavior. It’s my job to correct you right now. You remember what I am, don’t you? You remember who I am to you?”

He nodded.

“Am I your owner?”

Jason nodded again.

“Yes,” I said. “I’m your owner, and that means you have to be loyal to me. You have to do as I say. You have to trust me. At the same time, I need to know that I can trust you. There’s no point in owning a slave if I think you’re going to betray me. Or if there is, it’s going to require a lot more pain and restraints. Is that what you want? Do you need more pain? Do you need to be kept completely helpless?”

I stepped up behind him. I grabbed his ass. I spanked him.

He let out a defeated moan.

“Feel that?” I said, squeezing his ass again. “This is me owning you. This is me reminding you.”

Then I leaned forward.

He made some desperate little sound, but it still wasn’t enough to satisfy me. I brushed my fingers through his hair, down his neck, and along his back. I was touching him, considering this, I remembered something from before. I remembered how he had looked so tamed, so humiliated and degraded after…

That was what he needed.

“Maybe it’s my fault,” I finally said to him. “Could that be it? Could that be the problem?”

He whimpered out some kind of answer. It was easy enough to imagine what he wanted to say. He probably needed to tell me something like, “No, it wasn’t your fault! I messed up! I messed up, and I’m sorry!” Clearly, that was just a guess. I hadn’t removed the gag, and I wasn’t sure I was going to, not yet.

Then I leaned forward, and I said, “I think I know what you need.”

It was the worst kind of punishment. It was something I had never really considered before. Of course, I had heard about it.

But now I had my wages as a guardian of this caravan.

“Don’t go anywhere.” Even as he continued to shout for me to stop and let him speak, I walked out of that punishment tent, and I went off to find one of the merchants.

I had to stop by several different tents, but one of the women had exactly what I needed. It wasn’t just a harness and dildo. Instead, the fake member was made from a very special material, the same material as my baton…

The merchant looked at me. “He must’ve really screwed up,” she said.

“He did,” I agreed. After that, I gave her the pegs, and I took the equipment.

Just a few minutes later, I was back in the punishment tent.

Jason wasn’t struggling; he was slumped there, hanging from his restraints, still mostly naked but still gagged.

I didn’t announce myself. Instead, I walked up to him, and I scratched at his back. Instantly, his head jerked up, and he tried to speak again.

“I know you think you have something to say,” I told him. “But here’s the problem. I’m not interested.” Instead, I tossed the satchel with my new purchases down onto the ground. From there, I picked up my baton, and I stroked it along his shoulder blades, down the length of his spine, along his buttocks, then toward the back of his knees.

He remained still.

“Here’s the dilemma I face,” I told him. “Am I trying to educate you or break you? Is there a difference here?” As I spoke, I used the professorial tone of an academic. “An interesting question. Should I treat you like you are still a person, albeit one who is now my property? Or are you just a dumb animal? Do you need to be completely conditioned? Is that how this works?”

He whimpered back something.

I could feel the fear radiate off of him.

Good, I thought.

Perhaps that had been the problem. Technically, it would be sweet if he would care about me, but fear would also work. It made me think of Machiavelli and what was best for a ruler versus the interest of her people.

I considered this again and again.

Then I decided to give him another set of electrical shocks. I went for his legs, then his arms. I played with his stomach. I stayed away from the chastity belt, probably because I had something planned for him next.

Along the way, he cried out.

For me, it was easy. There was something almost mechanical about punishing him this way. Then again, I knew I could stop at any moment.

For Jason, it was different.

Every few seconds when I stepped in front of him, he would look at me with those big eyes. At the same time, I could read the fear ripping through his body.

All at once, I decided to give him the opportunity to speak. I reached up, loosened the clasp on the gag and pulled it away.

“Tell me. How should I deal with you?”

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I screwed up. I just couldn’t help myself.”

“You just couldn’t help yourself?” I asked, incredulous. At the same time, I put my hands on my hips as I looked at him. “Are you joking? Are you kidding me right now? What? Next you’re going to tell me that boys will be boys?”

“That’s not what I meant,” he said.

I wasn’t interested.

I was about to shock him again, but he called out, “I’m sorry. I thought I could figure something out. I thought I could get us back to your city faster!”

“I think you’re lying,” I told him right before I unleashed another barrage. I spanked him. Then I shocked him. I used the baton. I used the flat of my hand. I made sure the pain exploded along his skin.

And then I was almost done.

“Maybe it can be both,” I said, sounding almost amused. “Maybe that’s what we need for you. Maybe I can train you to obey. Maybe you can care about me, but maybe you also need to be scared of me. That way, you’ll remember that you aren’t as smart as I am. Remember, you are at a disadvantage here. You are a boy, and that means you are property. I’ve said this to you before, but I’m saying it again.” I stepped in front of him, grabbed his hair, and jerked his head up so he had no choice, but to look right at me. “You are a boy, and boys are property. I’m stronger than you, and I can make you do whatever I want.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I was thinking about using one of the blue dust masks,” I said.

“What?” He stared at me.

“Jason, you don’t have to lie or pretend. We both know exactly what I’m talking about.”

“No…”

“Yes,” I replied easily. “I’m sure you’ve seen them around. At the very least, you’ve heard about them. A boy gets a mask locked over his face, and it’s laced with blue dust, so he’s constantly breathing it in. From what I understand, it makes him completely and utterly compliant. It’s not just one dose. It’s a steady release. Is that what I should do for you, Jason? Would that put you in the proper frame of mind?”

“No. Please, don’t. Please, you can’t!”

“I can’t?” I taunted him.

Right away, Jason recognized his mistake. At the same time, he knew there was nothing he could do about it except backtrack and try to apologize. “I’m sorry. That’s not what I meant. I mean, you don’t have to do that. I really was just trying to help!”

“Are you really that dumb? Are boys really that dumb?”

At that moment, I didn’t expect him to answer. Or if he said something, he was going to try to pivot to some other excuse. Instead, he looked right at me. “Yes. I’m sorry. I really was that dumb. I thought I had a point of leverage, and I thought I could use it to help both of us!”

“I don’t believe you,” I said. Then I stepped back, opened the bag, and stripped once again. I had pulled on some clothing to go talk to the merchants, but now I removed it just as quickly as I had before. Then I picked up the harness, and I pulled it up along the length of my legs. Next, I picked up the two-headed dildo.

When I purchased this device, it came with a small vial of lubricant. Somehow, I didn’t care. Instead, I stepped in front of him, and I lifted one tip of the toy up to his mouth. “Suck,” I said.

“No,” he answered.

I took the toy, and I pressed the tip against his side. Then I squeezed the base and the electricity shot through his body. Before he could close his mouth again, I shoved the dildo between his lips. “Suck,” I ordered.

My slave obeyed. He wrapped his lips around the toy, and I pushed it in deep. Then I flipped it around, and I made him do the exact same thing with the other side. This time, he didn’t try to be stubborn.

Apparently, he could learn.

Then I stepped away, and he tried to talk to me. “Please, can’t we just negotiate?”

“That’s the problem,” I said. “That’s the problem right there. You still think that we are equals. Jason, we aren’t. This isn’t a dating app, and we aren’t back on our world either. I am your superior. I am better than you because I’m stronger than you. Oh, and I’m not vulnerable to the blue dust. But you are.”

Theoretically, I could have used it on him.

I didn’t want to. Instead, I wanted and needed him to be thinking clearly as this happened.

I was behind him, and I considered the angles. Then I nodded to myself. This was going to work. I had already slipped the dildo into the harness, and I could feel one tip slide against my pussy. I closed my eyes, I relaxed. Whoever had come up with this had been vicious and creative at the same time. At first, I just wiggled the other side, savoring the way the toy pushed against the walls of my opening. It filled me, and I sucked in one eager breath after another as the pleasure raced through me. That was just anticipation, however.

I wanted and needed more.

Then I considered him as I came up behind him, and I placed my hand on the base of my shaft. At the same time, I was thinking about how I was going to tame him. This would be good for him; he needed it.

I could use this to break him.

Maybe it would last. Perhaps it wouldn’t. Either way, he was going to understand exactly how things worked now.

He needed this lesson. Maybe that was the problem. When he came here, he had been able to rely on that confidence to protect him. He could look around and see that all of the other men had been enslaved, yet he refused to accept the possibility. Somehow, he always insisted that it wouldn’t apply to him.

I had to show this boy that he was wrong.

I had to tear through that confidence and defeat him in the most important way possible.

That’s why I pushed. I penetrated him, but I was careful not to squeeze on the base. He had to feel it as I shoved in, sliding the contours of my shaft into his opening. His muscles tightened, and I watched as he froze. He wasn’t struggling, not at first. But then the dildo was in, and he hated it.

“Stop it,” he said. “You don’t have any right to do this to me!”

“There it is,” I purred. “Perhaps I do. Remember, you’re property. You belong to me. Say it.”

“I won’t!”

It didn’t matter what he had done before. It didn’t matter how he had surrendered to me in the past. At that moment, he truly believed he could fight back. Perhaps he thought he was going to teach me some kind of lesson.

I smacked his ass.

“Say it,” I ordered again.

“I don’t care what you do to me.”

He was probably going to say more, but then I brought my hand up to the base of my shaft. Yes, most of the length was buried deep within his ass, but I didn’t worry about that. Instead, I squeezed, and the shockwood ignited. That jolt of electricity shot up into his most sensitive part. He cried out; that desperate sound shot across the air, but I was just laughing.

“Are you sure about that? Are you sure you don’t care what I do to you?”

This time, he didn’t dare answer.

For my part, I put my hands on his sides, and I pulled back. Maybe he thought I was done, having proven my point.

I wasn’t.

Instead, I pumped into him, pounding hard and fast. I took what I wanted. I could feel that momentum run through my body, even as the friction of my side of the toy played along my opening.

I was more than hot, more than wet. Fresh excitement shot along my body, sizzling just beneath the surface of my skin as I enjoyed myself.

At any moment I could have surrendered to that temptation and climax. I could have clutched down and enjoyed the rush of satisfaction.

I decided to hold out instead. For him, it was torture. For me, it was pleasure!

I can take you like this whenever I want. I own you. You belong to me. You belong to me, and I get to tame you. I get to train you. I’m going to make sure you understand your place. I’m going to make sure you never forget it! I don’t care how many times we have to do this! We will do it again and again if that’s what it takes! You aren’t getting away. You’re not breaking free. You are mine. You are mine, and I’m keeping you!” I smacked his ass. I pumped into him, thrusting forward, drawing back, showing him over and over exactly how this would work.

He hated it!

Jason kept trying to fight. he yanked against his restraints. He tried to tear himself free from those bonds, but I didn’t worry about it. Maybe he truly believed he could escape.

He couldn’t.

He didn’t.

In the meantime, I played with him, shoving forward, drawing back, and showing him exactly what kind of power I had. Even if those restraints hadn’t been locked around his ankles or wrists, Jason never would have been able to escape me. I could have run him down, thrown myself forward, tackled him, taken him, and trapped him completely.

I reminded him of this point by spanking him. I brought my hand down in one tight arc. Then I shoved forward. I gave him another jolt. I made sure it stung. He cried out, but he still couldn’t enjoy this.

“If you had been a good boy, then maybe I would have let you out of the chastity belt again. You would like that, wouldn’t you? Even now, I bet you’re so excited.”

“I’m not,” he growled back at me.

“You’re lying again,” I said. I spanked him. I jolted him. I made sure that he didn’t dare speak again.

This time he stayed silent even as he took it. I grunted with satisfaction as I rammed into him, showing this boy exactly how it worked. Maybe he wasn’t going to enjoy it, but I didn’t care about that. I didn’t worry about those kinds of details.

Instead, I pumped into him over and over. He was forced to take every inch of that length. Then I grunted, as I was getting close, so incredibly and deliciously close.

“I’m almost there,” I whispered to him. “Pretty soon, I’m going to be able to enjoy this incredible orgasm. You don’t get one, do you? Why not? That’s right. You’re locked up. You’re locked up, and you are helpless. Your cock belongs to me because every inch of you belongs to me. Every single idea and thought you have ever had belongs to me!”

Perhaps I really believed everything I said. Maybe I didn’t. Either way, I was in control, and I made him pay for his deception.

I was close, so incredibly close, and at that point I wanted to make him pay. I wanted there to be that deluge of electrified agony as I showed him what his subjugation meant.

This boy needed to suffer!

He needed to understand.

I couldn’t just talk to him; I couldn’t negotiate with him or even argue with him. Instead, he had to feel it.

I still had one hand on his shoulder. But then I reached down, and I squeezed the base of the shaft. The electrical current only went in one direction, but that dildo suddenly became a source of agony. The energy pulsated through his body. And as he cried out, I shoved myself forward, suffusing myself in the sensation of the curved toy along my opening. I lost myself to those moans of ecstasy.

He was crying out; he was shouting and screaming.

None of it helped him. None of it could save him.

But then I jerked back.

I was breathing hard, and there were droplets of sweat on my brow.

I pulled away. I grabbed him by his hair and I leaned forward. “I’m going to leave you here for a little while. These women can play with you. They can have fun with you. If anyone asks, you will tell them the truth. You will tell them exactly what you did. And if I check and hear that you lied, I’m going to come back, and I’m going to use this toy again. You don’t want that, do you?”

“No, Mistress,” he said.

To be honest, I don’t even know what they did with him. That said, it was still early in the morning, and I was only gone for a couple of hours.

I left, and I wandered away from the main camp to a nearby stream. There, I saw lots of different women who were bathing. The water was surprisingly warm as I dipped down beneath the surface. I relaxed, dropping my head back and letting the current tug at my hair. Within moments, I had my arms on the sides of the bank, and I just relaxed.

Around me, some of the other women were talking. I listened to one pair.

“Did you hear? A star guide came in last night. She was telling us all about Myr.”

“I was busy with my boy,” said the other woman. “What did she tell you? What’s going on?”

“Apparently, Cora has left the city. She lost the home stone, so a bunch of her soldiers abandoned her. She still has a loyal following, but it’s nowhere near as big. And now, there are rumors about Andromeda.”

“That woman is incredible. If anyone can take Myr, it’s going to be her.”

“Maybe,” said the first woman. “But that still raises a very good question.”

“What’s that?”

“If Andromeda really can conquer Myr, is she going to stop there?”

“She would be new. Wouldn’t that mean she would pretty much have to stop there? It’s not like she is Cora; she doesn’t have the clout, the mystique, or the army.”

“But there are still a lot of different home stones in Myr.”

“Andromeda is going to return them,” said the other woman.

Almost immediately, however, I could hear that little note of uncertainty in her voice. It was subtle, but it was there.

“Are you sure about that?”

“It’s not like I’m one of her closest advisors,” came the answer.

“I guess I’m just thinking about the army she’s putting together. It’s supposed to be huge. When she goes after Myr, it’s going to be epic.”

“And if she has that big army…”

“Exactly,” said her friend. “She has a lot of power. She has a lot of authority. If she can actually take Myr, then she’s going to be pretty much unstoppable. That’s going to be a big temptation for a woman like her.”

“Is it true? I mean, I know everyone is asking, but what do you think?”

“Is she an assassin?”

Of course, I was trying not to make it obvious as I eavesdropped. And yet, the same question had occurred to me. At the same time, I was wondering if I was about to watch some breakdown in their code of honor. According to the clerics who worship their High Spirits, warfare was supposed to be a mostly bloodless affair. Part of me still didn’t believe that was actually possible. If anything, it seemed like honor couldn’t enter into the equation. It was supposed to be victory at any cost.

But maybe that was just me being from another world.

“I don’t know,” said the woman.

“I’ve been talking to a lot of people, and they think it’s true. Apparently, she can get pretty vicious in combat. It’s not just a matter of using shock batons. She has no problem using a crossbow or even a blade.”

“Knives? Seriously?”

“Knives, spears, or even swords. She’s ready to take down her enemies, no matter what it costs.”

“But she couldn’t have an army like that, could she?”

“I don’t know. The High Spirits haven’t struck her down. So what does that tell us?”

Those two women fell into a contemplative of silence.

As I listened, I wondered about exactly what was going to happen. Obviously, I didn’t want to stay on this world if it meant that a new era of bloodshed was about to begin. Suddenly, I was imagining the worst versions of the medieval period Europe, and I didn’t want to be part of that. If anything, there was something almost magical about this land, if only because the women here were in charge, and they preferred their shock batons to actual blades. Of course, people could still get hurt. They could even die. And yet, it was so much more gentle and generous than the alternatives.

One woman lowered her voice. “For the sake of argument, let’s assume Andromeda is willing to kill. Let’s say she wants to invent an entirely different kind of war. What would you do?”

“That depends,” said her friend. “How much is she going to pay?”

When I came back to the punishment tent, I saw him there. I saw him with his head bowed down. He was still hanging from his restraints when I approached, reached out, and touched this naked male.

Those old embers of anger remained, but I surprised myself by grabbing him by his hair, pulling his head up, and looking into his eyes for just a moment.

Then I kissed him.

I did it because I could. I did it because I wanted to prove something.

For the next few seconds, I enjoyed myself. I savored the feel and shape and taste of his mouth.

Fresh heat roamed through my body, and I started to wonder whether or not I should take him again. I could’ve used one of the dildos. Or maybe I would force him to go down on me.

Reluctantly, I pushed that idea aside. Instead, I looked back into his eyes, and I told him, “I’m going to take you back to my tent, and I’m going to give you some time to rest and think. In the meantime, I’m going to figure out exactly where we want to go and what we want to do.”

He nodded.

True to my word, I collared him, leashed him and brought him back to my tent. This time, there was no question; that boy was getting back in his cage. I opened up the gate, and he crawled in wordlessly. If he was hungry or thirsty, he didn’t dare make any kind of request.

He wasn’t gagged when I left him, but he was smart enough not to say anything.

As I was about to leave my tent, I glanced over my shoulder, and I considered him one more time. Oddly, he was looking at me from behind the bars of his cage. At that moment, he reminded me of some pet dog who didn’t want to be left behind.

It was an act.

He was trying to manipulate me.

It came close to working.

Out amongst the other fighters and merchants, I met up with Clarissa. She found me, and we shook hands. We walked around, and we were technically supposed to be patrolling. We were scouting out amongst the hills beyond the camp, but we mostly just talked. We were armed, and she told me more about what was going on.

Technically, she didn’t have any new information, but the collaboration was nice. Then again, I told myself that rumors were flying, so I couldn’t necessarily trust everything I heard.

Then she surprised me.

“I heard you were angry at your boy.”

“But you didn’t hear what happened?” I asked.

“There might be a few rumors,” she said.

I nibbled on the inside of my mouth. Then I glanced back at her, and I wondered whether or not I was supposed to trust her. On the one hand, we had fought; she had tried to steal my slave from me. Then again, she had also honored the terms of our duel. Not only that, there was a general consensus that once a warrior lost, her former opponent was supposed to become one of her friends. It was some echo of a bygone era, one when bloodshed was far more common.

“How did he mess up?”

At first, I wasn’t sure whether or not I wanted to tell her the truth. I couldn’t decide if it was embarrassing or not. At the same time, I was thinking about my own sense of privacy and propriety. Finally, I rolled my shoulders, and I looked back at Clarissa. “I thought I could trust him. I was playing with him, and we had sex, and he decided to leave my tent.”

“Was he used by another woman? Did he volunteer for it?”

“As far as I know, it was nothing like that,” I told her, doing my best to ignore a different pang. It was one thing if I decided to share my slave. The idea of him volunteering…

As I shook my head from side to side, Clarissa nodded. “That’s difficult,” she told me.

I had to smirk at that. Whether on Earth or Dax, it seemed like there would always be a gap between the sexes.

“What are you going to do with him now? Are you thinking about selling him?”

The idea made me stop.

“Do you think I should?”

“Do you think you can trust him?”

“No,” I said right away. “Probably not.”

After that admission, I expected Clarissa to make the logical point about how I needed to get rid of him. First, he could bring me some coin. Second, I wouldn’t have to worry about a disobedient male betraying me.

“Then that means you need to work on him,” she said.  “Consider him a challenge sent by the High Spirits.” 

“Seriously?” My skepticism had nothing to do with their religion. Instead, I had to fall back on all of those other clichés. Amongst my friends, there were these supposedly self-evident truths. In a relationship, you could never fix the other person. You could never change who they were at the core of their being.

“Why wouldn’t I be serious? You’re a woman, do you have the resources you need. Besides, the caravan is going to give us lots of opportunities. After we take Myr, everything is going to be different. Then again, I can see where maybe you would want to sell him. Are you hoping to catch a different slave boy for yourself?”

“That’s what’s going to happen, isn’t it?”

“Conquest can be a cruel mistress,” Clarissa told me. She looked right into my eyes. “I know you are from a distant land, but that is how we do things here. If a woman can’t defend her boy, then maybe she doesn’t deserve to own him.”

“Right,” I said.

Clarissa seemed to notice the shift in my affect. At first, she just watched me. And then she nodded, grabbed me by my shoulder, and she clasped one of my hands. “Males might be mysterious, but they can be understood. More importantly, they can be domesticated. If that’s what you want to do, then I believe in you.”

“And what if I don’t know what I want to do?”

She considered me for several more seconds. “To be completely honest, I have no freaking idea!”

Over the next few days, I went to the auctions and I visited the punishment tent. For the most part, I left Jason in his cage. I paid a young woman a little bit of coin to go take him out from time to time, giving him some exercise and the chance to eat and drink. Other than that, I kept thinking about what I wanted to do.

Or rather, I did my best to come to a conclusion.

Strangely enough, I had never felt this kind of uncertainty back in the world of academia. For a little while, I had wondered whether or not I would major in math or a different field of study, but that was about it. Outside of that one apparent dilemma, I never worried about how I was going to do my homework, what kind of research would interest me, or how I should pursue my goals

In the world of academics, there was a hierarchy, which meant there was a straightforward path. While some of my classmates and colleagues often struggled with making those kinds of decisions, I didn’t.

Only now, I faced this problem.

His name was Jason, and I still didn’t know what I wanted to do with him or for him or to him.

The different possibilities made me smile. And yet, I had to ask myself that very rational question: did I want to have a disobedient male with me?

I didn’t have the home stone. Despite this failure, I had apparently destabilized Myr. Cora wasn’t going to be able to use her army. At the very least, she would have to fight to consolidate her position once again. Perhaps my mission hadn’t been an unmitigated success, but it hadn’t been a complete disaster either.

Still, I wished I had Sable.

When it came to my life, he was probably the easiest boy to understand. Ultimately, I looked into his eyes, and I knew what he craved: freedom. It wasn’t some kind of political ideal. Instead, he just wanted to fly among the stars. He wanted to run across the currents of wind, to flap his wings, and race toward the horizon. He was an intelligent beast, and he understood he was never going to be able to satisfy those desires completely. Still, maybe that was even better. If he couldn’t be utterly satisfied, then he would always have something to strive toward.

While we traveled, I told myself that I didn’t have to make a decision. I didn’t have to arrive at any kind of conclusion.

With each day and night, I considered what I wished to do.

During the day, I walked beside several of the carts and wagons. Most of the time, I kept my baton stowed on my belt. Still, I did my job; I scanned the horizon, and I looked out along with the various plains and hills.

As we traveled, other caravans met up with us. Apparently, they also belonged to Sonya Magne.

By now, there had to be at least a thousand merchants, handlers, slaves, and other travelers in the caravan. But now I was about to see something else.

Clarissa jogged up to me, and then she grabbed my shoulder, pointing toward the next hill.

“In that valley, we are going to see something amazing,” she promised me.

I wasn’t sure exactly what that was supposed to entail, but I followed when she ran back toward that hilltop.

By the time we got there, I was breathing a little harder. The afternoon sun was high overhead, and I was tired. In fact, I had been debating whether or not I wanted to return to my tent that night to get my slave boy to pleasure me. I had been holding off on that temptation for a while, but I partly wanted to believe that I could simply use him.

Could I use him without coming to any kind of feeling? Or was there some kind of innate intimacy that would be formed between the two of us? He had no problem betraying me, but maybe there was something I wanted to do?

At several points, he had tried to speak to me.

Each time he made the effort, I made a point of punishing him. A quick shock from my baton was usually enough to make sure that he cooperated. I wasn’t interested in his lies; I didn’t want to hear his excuses.

To be honest, that idea went against my normal behavior. Most of the time, I liked to think that that we could have a conversation, we could learn from one another, and we could find common ground.

But after what he did, I didn’t wish to be charitable.

He had attacked me. He had betrayed me.

At some point, I needed to simply recognize that he was a wild animal.

If I wanted to keep him, then maybe I could do it, yet that would entail keeping him bound and restrained. On this world and others, I knew that the rich sometimes kept exotic pets. These were wild animals that could never truly be tamed.

Perhaps Jason needed to fall into that same category.

That was what I had been thinking about as I walked along, but now we saw it.

Sonya’s caravan was impressive, but her traders, riders, drivers and mercantile allies were nothing compared to what we saw next.

Once we were at the top of the hill, I could see the early fires already burning. Plumes of smoke started to rise from different campfires. Off to one side there were so many different animals in their improvised paddocks. I saw a creatures that looked like horses, elephants, camels, and more. Then there were hundreds or thousands of carts, wagons, and even more tents. In another direction, I saw these huge training fields, and there were these women working as they fought. Most of them seemed to hold onto batons. Even from this distance, I could see the quick snaps of electricity as they shot across the air.

But then there were the women along another set of lines, and they were holding onto crossbows. They were aiming and firing…

“What is this?” I asked, even though I already knew the answer.

Clarissa smiled at me. “This is what Andromeda is building. It is supposed to be the greatest army ever assembled.”

By that point, other scouts had already informed Sonya Magne that they had arrived. She quickly mounted up and rode over to the assembled army. I was guessing that she wanted to meet with Andromeda.

Part of me wished that I could be brave enough to ask about Andromeda, her history, and whether or not Sonya had any concerns about what this woman was going to do.

I thought about a full siege.

Not only that, as I had been standing there with Clarissa, I saw something else. At first, I didn’t recognize what those devices were supposed to be. Then it finally occurred to me. They were catapults.

They were readying for war. This is going to be a real war.

Part of me wished it could’ve been some kind of idealized duel. Maybe the best fighters from both sides could come out, and they could wield their shock batons, and a few women would end up on their backs, but that would be it.

If and when this war happened, it was going to be bloody.

“What are you going to do now?” Clarissa asked, turning back to me. “The pay for guarding this caravan was good, but it could be so much better if you participate in the sacking of Myr.” Her voice took on a more formal cadence, almost like she wanted to be particularly explicit with me. There couldn’t be any argument, debate, or confusion, despite the language barriers between us. The translation system worked, but perhaps she was worried it wouldn’t be perfect. After all, there could always be some cultural nuance that would be harder to lock down.

“So you think I should go in there, see if I can grab myself a boy, and maybe steal some of their gold?”

She shrugged. She smiled. “That’s how it works.”

“No,” I said. “I’m going to head back to Zel.”

“If you’re going to do that, you should definitely get some more work with a different caravan.”

“There are caravans heading back to Zel?”

“Absolutely,” Clarissa said. “Right now, Sonya has supplies. She’s going to negotiate with Andromeda, sell everything she can, and then head back to the other domains. She might not go as far as Zel herself, but I’m sure she will send one of her lieutenants. If you want to get back, that’s probably the best way.”

“Thank you,” I said.

“Krystal?”

“Yes?”

“If you want to get back safely, make sure you keep a low profile. You’re a skilled fighter, and lots of the women here know exactly what you can do. They heard about our duel and you have an interesting boy with you. Some of them might get envious.”

“What are you saying?”

“Just keep a low profile,” Clarissa said to me. “You’re a good woman, but traveling is always dangerous, especially on your own.”

“Thank you for the advice,” I said to her. At the same time, I looked back into her eyes, and I saw that worry. It made me wonder if she knew something else.

The caravans joined up, and I wandered around. Of course, my slave was back in his cage. He was safe. I had paid a young woman a silver peg to watch over him and make sure nothing happened.

In the meantime, I saw the marketplace, the slave options, the punishment tents, the play pavilions, and more.

Along the way, I listened to the rumors.

There was one question everyone in this temporary settlement wanted answered.

How long would it take before Andromeda decided she had the forces necessary to move on Myr? Tens of thousands of soldiers had already sworn fealty to her.

At the same time, it made me wonder how far she wanted to go.

A couple of the women suggested that maybe this was just going to be an elaborate raid. They would show up, take the boys they could, steal some art, lose some gold, and retreat back to their own domains. If anything, they saw this as an attempt to humble Myr.

But then there were the others…

At one point, I listened as a group of women sat around a fire. At that moment, I was leaning back, and Jason was kneeling in front of me, his hands working along my feet. I had decided to be generous with him and let him out that night. If anything, he served as camouflage. While he was busy, the other women probably assumed that I was just enjoying myself. Even so, there were still those moments when it seemed like maybe someone was watching me, like someone was considering whether or not I was particularly interesting.

I didn’t like that feeling.

But because I had no choice but to wait for another caravan to return to Zel, I did my best to stay out of the way.

“The domains should be united,” one woman said.

“No. Never. We have a long tradition, and every city is supposed to be independent. That is how it works. Cora tried to build an empire, but we don’t need an empress.”

Another woman’s spat. “Cora was never destined to rule. But what about Andromeda?”

At that point, everything went quiet.

These women all technically worked for her. Whether they were merchants or soldiers, their fortunes were dependent on the one woman who had brought this army together. Her decisions would change everything for them.

“Andromeda is different,” someone said begrudgingly.

“But she might be different enough. She might be worthy of the chance to rule.”

“No single woman can rule all of the domains,” said a different warrior woman.

Someone glanced over to me. “What do you think?”

I smiled back at them and tried to sound as interesting as possible. “I don’t have an opinion.”

Several of the women snorted.

Another one had to speak up. “If we accept Andromeda as our leader, not just across one city, but across all of them, then she will be unstoppable. Our way of life will be destroyed.”

“Change is the only way of life,” someone else said.

“That tradition has value,” someone else said. “Besides, we know the people of the domains. They simply don’t want to work together, not like that.”

“Some things should not change.” That woman made it sound like a fundamental declaration. This was something she believed. This was something she couldn’t give up or surrender.

“What if unity is the future?”

“I don’t care! I’m not interested in unity! The domains have always been independent! As a people, we have decided that we will not tolerate tyrants!”

Part of me wanted to interject. Another part of me wondered if this was any of my business. I was here, and that definitely changed to the dynamic, but this wasn’t really my world either. At one point, I closed my eyes, thought of my father, and wondered what he would’ve advised.

Then I smiled to myself.

He probably wouldn’t have approved of how I had treated Jason. Then again, I had always been his little princess, and he always wanted what was best and right for me. At the same time, I wondered how the different family dynamics would play out on a world like Dax, especially when the men could be so thoroughly owned. Maybe my father would have tried to encourage me to lead some kind of rebellion to free the slaves.

But I didn’t want to.

My father had been a wise man, but he would never understand what it was like to be a woman, especially when I could enjoy the sensations of the red dust. Not only that, that strength was a fundamental part of what it meant to be a woman on this world.

Reluctantly, I headed back toward my tent. I still had to wait. I had plenty of coin, but my patience would run out soon. Of that, I was certain.

No one expected this attack. As far as anyone knew, Myr was supposed to be a disorganized mess. And yet, there had been no way for Andromeda to hide her gathering army.

If anything, we should have known that spies and traitors would be willing to sneak out of the encampment and into the domain of Myr for a few more pegs. Perhaps Andromeda had.

The first raiders snuck out through the darkness and they started fires. Maybe they successfully shocked or assassinated some of the guardians on duty. I wasn’t one of them; I was asleep in my bedroll when the first alarms went up.

I could hear the clash of weapons, the shouts, the screams, and the crackling roar of flames.

I rushed out of my tent. It was early morning. The sun would rise shortly, but that didn’t help.

I saw someone coming out for me. She was roaring, and she held onto a shock baton, its tip glowing an electric shade of blue.

She lunged at me, and I brought my weapon up, catching her in the stomach. She fell back, and I watched as the other raiders were quickly repelled.

At first, I hoped that would be it. Maybe just a few scavengers had attacked, perhaps hoping to sow confusion or achieve some sabotage.

But then Clarissa found me, and she grabbed me, putting her hands on my shoulders. “They’re coming! They have battle lines formed! This was just a taste of what we get to face today!”

They snuck up on us.

The battle began before sunrise. The sky was still a deep shade of indigo, and the air held the cool stillness that existed only in the moments before dawn. I stood on a ridge overlooking the wide plain where the army loyal to Mistress Andromeda had camped for the night. The women were already stirring. Some strapped on armor. Others checked crossbows, tightened saddle straps, or stretched tired limbs that had spent the night resting on hard soil. The campfires glowed in scattered clusters across the dark field.

Maybe Andromeda’s troops hadn't expected this, but they quickly prepared themselves for a fight.

No one expected trouble before morning. The scouts had reported nothing unusual. The night wind had carried no unusual sounds. The plain looked calm and harmless under the fading stars.

The raiding force from the Domain of Myr came at us with surprising silence.

They arrived without warning. They slipped from the distant shadows like smoke. At first I thought the ground itself had opened. Then I saw shapes rising from the darkness. They fanned out across the edges of the plain with purposeful movements. They moved quickly and stayed low to the ground. Their surprise was nearly perfect. They reached the outer ring of tents before half of Andromeda’s warriors were even awake.

The first scream broke the quiet like a blade through cloth. A woman who had kept watch on the eastern perimeter was struck down by a shock baton that flashed with sudden light. Sparks burst into the dark and lit the attacker’s face. That flash revealed more shapes rushing in behind her. Dozens of Myr raiders flowed across the open ground.

“Up. Everyone up,” someone shouted from the center of the camp. Perhaps my contract was complete, but I still readied myself to fight.

The alarm spread with the speed of lightning. The women of Andromeda’s army leaped to action. Some stumbled from sleep but gathered their weapons with impressive discipline. Crossbow strings snapped into place. Shock batons crackled as they were awakened. The women grabbed shields and linked together in practiced formations.

It was more professional than I expected, especially since the warriors of Zel usually focused on individual combat.

The first clash felt like thunder that rolled across the entire plain. The raiders expected confusion. Instead, they met a wall of defenders who had trained hard. The attackers pushed inward with wild efficiency, but they found themselves outnumbered in every direction.

I watched one woman in the front rank. She held her shock baton with perfect control. A raider lunged toward her with a curved blade, but she stepped aside with a swift turn, caught her opponent’s arm, and struck with the baton. The electric charge burst upon contact. The raider collapsed with a cry and dropped her weapon.

Another defender raised her crossbow and fired into the cluster of enemies trying to reach the supply wagons. Her arrow struck the nearest raider in the chest. She reloaded with calm precision and fired again. A second raider fell. She moved backward while shooting, guiding a younger warrior who seemed moments from panic.

“Stay behind me,” she said. “Your breathing is too fast.”

The younger woman steadied herself and raised her own weapon. Together they held that part of the line.

In another part of the camp, a group of defenders charged from behind a row of tents. They swung shock batons in coordinated arcs. Sparks illuminated their faces. One of them struck a raider’s leg so hard that the shock knocked the raider flat. Another shoved her baton into the side of a different raider’s torso. The electricity flared brightly. The smell of scorched cloth filled the air.

The raiders fought hard, but even desperation couldn’t match the discipline or numbers of Andromeda’s army.

“Hold the center,” someone shouted. “They’re trying to split us!”

But it was already too late for the raiding force to accomplish much. For every attacking fighter who reached the central fires, five defenders surrounded her. The sound of clashing wood, metal, and electricity filled the camp. The women shouted to one another over the roar of battle.

“To the left flank.”

“I need another row of crossbows.”

“They’re falling back. Push forward!”

As the first streaks of dawn crossed the sky, the balance of the battle became clear. The raiders had used surprise well, but they didn’t have the warriors to challenge Andromeda’s strength. The defenders numbered in the hundreds; fresh women rushed from their tents as they awoke and readied themselves. Their response was swift and overwhelming.

Still, the raiders fought fiercely. They tried to retreat toward the far edges of the plain. They attempted to regroup in scattered knots of resistance. They fired crossbows of their own, although every bolt seemed rushed and uneven. Some tried to circle behind the tents in order to sabotage the ammunition stores. If they could have started some fires and let those blazes rush through the camp, maybe they would have accomplished more. They hoped to create panic and disorganization.

They did not succeed.

A group of Andromeda’s riders emerged from a high ridge on the western side of the plain. Their Pegasi ascended into the sky in perfect formation. The riders wore polished armor that caught the early light. Their wings spread wide. Dust rose beneath them in swirling patterns.

Andromeda herself rode at the front. Her Pegasus was larger than the others. Her long hair streamed behind her as she guided the creature upward. She held her shock baton raised in her right hand. Her presence in the sky changed the battle instantly.

“She is here,” one of the defenders shouted. “Mistress Andromeda is in the air!”

A wave of renewed courage swept through the ranks. Andromeda’s soldiers pushed forward with greater force. Their movements gained purpose. They breathed deeper. They struck with more confidence. Their voices rose in unison. I watched as the raiders fell one by one.

“For Andromeda!”

The raiders saw her too. Terror rippled through their scattered formations. Some tried to hide behind overturned wagons. Others attempted to take aim with their crossbows and shoot at her as she passed overhead.

One raider fired a bolt that lanced through the air with impressive speed. Andromeda leaned forward and guided her Pegasus downward. The bolt missed her by inches. Her Pegasus skimmed the tops of the tents and then rose again with enormous strength.

“Bring her down,” a raider shouted from somewhere near the center of their collapsing line.

But Andromeda seemed to move with an almost supernatural rhythm. She soared above the raiding force. She never stayed still long enough to be an easy target. She drifted down toward her troops, lifted her baton, and called out words that carried across the plain.

“Hold the line. Force them back!”

Her voice reached even the far edges of the field. The defenders responded instantly. They moved in coordinated steps even though they had first been caught off guard. They pressed the attackers toward the ridge. Another cluster of raiders attempted to form a defensive circle, but the pressure of the defenders made it impossible.

Andromeda’s riders circled overhead. Their Pegasi moved with speed and precision. They watched for snipers and attempted to disrupt any raider who prepared to fire upward. High in the air one rider shouted, “They’re aiming for her wings. Scatter them.”

They swooped low and forced the raiders to keep their weapons trained on the ground instead of the sky. One raider tried to shoot anyway. A rider swept behind her and knocked the crossbow from her hands with a clean strike from a shock baton.

On the ground the defenders pushed forward in tightening arcs. The pressure forced the raiders into smaller and smaller pockets. The defenders used their shock batons with professional skill. Sparks burst across the field. The sound of crackling energy mixed with the twang of crossbow strings.

A defender near the central supply wagons shouted instructions while fighting three raiders at once. “Watch your right. They’re trying to flank you!”

Her companion adjusted her position and blocked the attack. Another defender stepped in and struck a raider across the back. The burst of electricity knocked the raider to her knees.

In another part of the field a woman with a crossbow stood atop a wagon and fired into the enemy ranks without hesitation. She picked her targets with flawless accuracy. Each shot cleared a path for the shock baton wielders to advance. She called down to them.

“Move forward. We’re covering you!”

They did. Bolts rained down like a protective storm. The raiders nearest her wagon fell quickly. 

The raiders made one final attempt to retreat, but the defenders chased them across the plain. Andromeda circled overhead and observed their movements. She guided her Pegasus lower and shouted.

“Cut off their escape.”

The riders in the sky scattered across the plain. They descended behind the fleeing raiders and blocked their path. The raiders found themselves surrounded on all sides. They hesitated. Their weapons dipped. Their shoulders slumped.

“They cannot escape,” one of Andromeda’s warriors said near the front.

The raiders realized this as well. Some dropped their weapons. Some tried to flee back toward the shadows from which they had emerged. But it was too late. The defenders sealed off every exit. A wave of surrender spread across the remaining raiders. One by one they knelt on the ground.

The battle ended with the full rise of the sun. The plain glowed with golden light. Dust drifted across the fields. The defenders stood in clusters, breathing hard but unbroken. Some embraced each other in relief. Others checked on the wounded. A few scanned the horizon for signs of further attack, but there were none.

Everyone was breathing hard as they waited to see what might happen next.

Another attack?

Dozens of raiders had already been caught. Perhaps this was a feint?

It wasn’t.

Andromeda guided her Pegasus downward and landed near the center of her army. She dismounted with steady grace. Her armor shined with the snapping electricity of the shock batons. She moved through her troops with calm authority.

“You fought well,” she said. “You held the line.”

The defenders straightened their backs when they heard her voice. Some smiled with pride. Others looked down at the ground in exhaustion. Andromeda paused beside a group that had fought fiercely near the ridge.

“You showed courage,” she said.

One of the women responded quietly. “We followed your example.”

Andromeda placed a hand on her shoulder. “You followed your own strength.”

As a scholar, I didn’t want to think of myself as susceptible to her kind of influence. And yet, I felt it. I could see it in the way she strode across the field.

She continued to walk through the camp. She checked on the wounded and offered words of reassurance. She inspected the defensive positions and the scattered remains of the raiders’ weapons. Her presence alone restored a sense of order and confidence to the ranks.

The entire army had seen how quickly the raiders had been overwhelmed. The surprise attack had been bold, but the defenders had been stronger. Their numbers, discipline, and fierce unity had turned the tide before the raiders had even gained momentum. Andromeda’s arrival from the sky had sealed the outcome. Her leadership had transformed a chaotic ambush into a decisive victory.

As the sun climbed higher, the merchants and soldiers began to rebuild the camp. They set the tents upright. They replanted the boundary stakes. They collected the fallen crossbows and set them aside for repair. The field that had been filled with violence only an hour before now buzzed with efficient movement.

I watched a defender clean her shock baton with meticulous care. She spoke to another woman who sat nearby and nursed a bruised shoulder.

“You fought bravely,” the defender said. “I saw you hold the center alone for several moments.”

“It was only several moments? It felt so much longer,” said the fighter with a smile.

“It always feels that way.”

The other woman smiled weakly. “I was terrified.”

“Courage doesn’t mean you feel nothing,” the defender replied. “It only means you continue anyway.”

That simple exchange stayed with me long after the battle had ended. I’d been in several fights by this point, but that was a battle. Technically, it was only a raid. And yet, it made me wonder what would happen next.

Technically, I had fought to defend the camp, so I was entitled to take some of the raiders as slaves. If nothing else, I could have stolen some of their weapons, armor, or anything else of value I found on the battlefield.

Frankly, I wasn’t interested. Instead, I went back to my tent, and I dropped to my knees. I raised my head, I looked up, and I closed my eyes.

“What happened?” Jason asked.

“Raiders,” I replied. That was all I had the energy to tell him.

He must’ve been able to guess for himself, but he probably appreciated the confirmation anyway. One way or the other, I didn’t really care what that slave thought.

Slowly, I turned my head, and I leveled my gaze at him.

His eyes met mine for just a moment.

Realistically, I had never been in any kind of significant danger. There were a couple of close calls out on the battlefield, but it never felt like someone was actually going to end my life. I didn’t even feel like I was going to be seriously hurt. Only now, I was thinking about all of this, and different possibilities flashed through my mind: shock batons, spears, crossbow bolts, and more.

Something rushed just beneath the surface of my skin. It was a different kind of reaction. My heart was beating faster, which was the exact opposite of what I should have expected.

“What’s wrong with me?” I whispered.

I didn’t expect an answer, but Jason gave me one anyway. “Mistress,” he started in a small voice, “if you let me out, I can take care of you.”

I smirked for a moment.

“Is that how you’re going to betray me this time?” I asked him.

“I thought I was helping you,” he said stubbornly.

I snorted; at that moment, I just couldn’t help myself, especially because I thought of that old cliché. “With friends like you, who needs enemies?”

“Please?”

That surprised me. I honestly expected something a lot more elaborate. And yet, I thought about the advantages I wielded. This time, I wasn’t going to sleep with him. I wasn’t going to trust him…

“Fine,” I told him, unlocking his cage.

I chose that moment to rise up, remove my tunic, kick away my boots, and finish stripping completely. Once I was naked in front of him, I went back to my bed and I lowered myself down onto my stomach. “Massage my shoulders, then my feet.”

“Yes, Mistress,” he said obediently.

When I heard that tone, part of me wanted to believe him, as though he had learned his lesson.

He hadn’t.

This was what men like him did, I told myself. Besides, I could only spend so much time annoyed and angry with him for what he had done considering that so much if it was my fault. I had never needed to trust him. That was a mistake on my part. It was my error, and I couldn’t just blame him for it.

His hands brushed along the back of my neck, down my shoulders, along my spine, all the way to the curves of my butt. He just barely touched me.

“Would you like something firmer, Mistress?”

“No,” I said. “That’s nice.” Within a few more heartbeats, I started to relax. But then I remembered exactly what he had done. I didn’t open my eyes, nor did I raise my head, but I still asked, “Why?”

As far as I was concerned, there was no actual way he could justify what he had done. After all, that was the worst kind of betrayal. I had fallen asleep with him because I had trusted him. I had believed that he would cooperate, that he would be a good and obedient boy.

Instead, he had rushed off and tried to sell me out. Again and again, I held onto that reality. This was the truth, and I didn’t want to let it go. Among some of my friends, that had always been an issue, especially when it came to the male half of humanity. All too often, my friends would get betrayed in one way or another. Maybe he lied to her, or perhaps he cheated on her. Maybe he told her some story, and she desperately wanted to believe him, but it simply wasn’t true. After the fact, she would come to me and the rest of our friends, and we would talk and try to dissect the scenario. We would consider his actions from so many different angles. We would be a jury of his peers, yet there would never be a real consensus. We would never be able to come to any kind of coherent or concrete conclusion, all because men could never really be understood. They were mysterious. More than that, they were deceptive. Instinctively, we want to believe that some of them could be honest. A few of them here or there (especially the seemingly loyal boyfriends and husbands) seemed to be truly honest.

And yet, it was always impossible to tell. We could never get a real answer. We could never have something truly definitive. Even the kindest and best behaved guy might secretly be doing something behind his girlfriend’s back. It sucked, but that was the truth.

Although I knew all of this, I had still asked him that question.

“I really thought I would be able to leverage it into something good for both of us. If I could offer Sonya an important piece of information, then I truly believed it would help us.”

“And why would you want to help both of us?” I asked.

This time, he didn’t answer more than any other possible response, that surprised me since he was supposed to be a liar, a cheater, a deceiver and a manipulator.

“I…” obviously, Jason had come up with something he felt could work, but I cut him off.

“Just be quiet.”

Although he obeyed, I could sense that he still wanted to speak. He still wanted to defend himself.

I didn’t care. More importantly, I told myself that I wasn’t interested in anything he had to say.

His hands moved along my body, pressing down at those strategic points. Maybe he was an amateur, but he still knew what he was doing. Or perhaps he had learned a lot during his time on this world. Either way, I relaxed, I enjoyed myself, and I did my best not to think about that battle.

More than anything else, I knew I didn’t want to go to Myr. First, I wasn’t interested in looting. Second, I thought about how that could morph into a terrible conflict, especially if those other women were right and this transformed into a genuine war. So far, I had been lucky. I could play pretend. Even if I had to fight with my baton and the consequences of defeat might have been severe, I still hadn’t taken this seriously.

But now…

As hard as I tried, I still wasn’t sure of myself.

Refusing to think about that, I pulled away, I rolled onto my back, and I looked back at the slave. “Come here,” I said.

Jason slid forward. He straddled me, and he was technically on top of me, but that didn’t matter. After all, I could have thrown him onto his back at any second. Knowing this, I could still relax as my hands ran through his hair, down the sides of his face, along his biceps, and down toward his buttocks. I squeezed his ass, and I loved the way he moaned as his lips met mine.

I was kissing him.

All at once, I decided I wanted more than that. I rolled him onto his back, just as I had envisioned before. Suddenly, I was on top of him, and I was holding him down. I trapped him underneath me, and I saw that look of fear on his face.

“What are you doing?”

“Torturing you,” I said.

“What? How?”

Rather than respond, I kissed him again. The temptation from before flooded through my body all over again. After all, I was a long way from home. Part of me, wanted to just embrace this boy and keep him. Part of me wanted to negotiate with myself, like I would be able to hold onto the idea that I didn’t really need to trust him. Instead, he could be this feral animal, and I would make sure to keep him confined or restrained at all times. And even if he broke free, I would be able to retake control whenever that became necessary…

…No. Maybe this made me sound like some foolish girl, but I didn’t care. That wasn’t the kind of relationship I wanted. If I was going to be with this boy, then I needed to figure something out.

Selling him seemed like the most logical outcome.

Even as I continued to kiss him, I contemplated exactly what this could mean, and what our relationship could be like. Getting rid of him would probably be the best course of action. Besides, I thought of the other slaves out in the world, boys like Terrence. They knew how to be grateful. They knew how to be loyal.

That was never going to be Jason.

Even as I continued to kiss him and touch him, I knew exactly what I wanted.

I slid my hand down along the length of his body, my fingers just barely gliding along his skin. Whenever I touched him like this, I could feel how he shivered, tightened, and squirmed.

When I drew back, I peered back down into his eyes. I studied his face. His lips were parted, and he had raised his chin, just a tiny bit. At the same time, I slid my fingers along his inner thighs. I was stroking him and touching him. Then I found that spot just beneath his scrotum.

“You like that, don’t you? This is what you want, isn’t it? This is what you need.”

“Mistress, that’s what I need,” he said.

There were those little sparks of confusion dancing at the corners of his eyes, probably because he didn’t understand what I was doing.

I still held him down. Then I leaned forward, and I kissed him on the lips. Next, I gently slid my mouth down and placed the edges of my teeth along the contours of his neck. After another moment or three, I started to gently suck on that soft flesh. I played with him, teasing him and touching him, moving my hands and mouth in all the right ways.

An eager growing desire vibrated deep within his body.

“Please let me out of the chastity cage,” he said. “Mistress, I can’t take this!”

That was the point; he was finally starting to figure it out.

I pulled back, I grinned down at him, and then I resumed touching him. I kept playing with him. I made sure that he understood exactly what was going to happen. That confusion and desire quickly transformed into something else: nervous anticipation.

“Please, don’t tease me,” he said, sounding so adorably pathetic.

“Now you’re starting to figure out,” I said. “Remember, I can have whatever I want whenever I want it. Can you?”

“No…” Jason said.

“No,” I agreed. “That’s why you need to understand that there are specific rules. When I tell you to do something, you do it. And should you betray me?”

He was about to say something, but I didn’t give him the opportunity to finish. Instead, I grabbed his wrists, holding him down with the strength of shackles. I kissed him again, pushing my mouth to his as I took exactly what I craved.

It was so easy for me to imagine him straining. His manhood probably pushed against the inner contours of his cage, but there was nothing he could do to break free, especially now. Perhaps he hoped. Maybe he fantasized. Maybe there were those moments when he tried to get himself out of that device.

But right then and there, with me on top of him, it was completely impossible.

Then I pulled back, and I smiled down at him.

“Service me,” I commanded.

“If I do a good job, will you let me out of the cage? Please?”

“No,” I said, without hesitating. There was no doubt; there was nothing he could use to try to cling to some futile hope.

Again, I was in charge. I was the one who could be satisfied whenever I wanted. And if he refused or tried to fight me, then there would be consequences. The punishment tent wasn’t that far away.

Then I lowered my head, and I said to him, “I want you to understand that I’m thinking about selling you. And of course, if I do, there is a very important question. What kind of woman should I find it to own you? Should she be kind? Should she be vicious? Maybe I will find someone who will rent you out. I’m sure there are lots of women who would enjoy having fun with a boy like you. Don’t forget about the other modifications I could make to you first. Maybe I should get you one of those permanent slave brands. No man on this world has real power, but we could make it so that you are always property. We could make it so you’ll never be anything but chattel.”

It worked.

That fear flashed across his face, but then I rolled onto my back, I laced my fingers behind my head, and I spread my legs.

“Go,” I said. That was the last bit of encouragement he was going to get, and he seemed to figure this out for himself because he scrambled into position. Within moments, he was on his stomach with his face pressing down between my inner thighs. His cheeks brushed across my skin, and then I could feel his mouth on me.

Within moments, he started. That boy was giving me exactly what I wanted it. He was giving me exactly what I needed.

I was going to sell him. I was going to get rid of him. And after that, I wasn’t going to have to think about him again.

Technically, it had been an amazing coincidence that I had found him once again. He had tried so hard to defend the home stone of Myr, all because he wanted to accomplish something. He craved a particular kind of leverage. He thought he was going to be able to succeed.

It was pathetic.

If anything, Jason should have tried to simply get back to our world. He was never going to be a serious contender on this planet. Simply on the basis of his sex alone, no woman was going to take him seriously.

At least, that was what I kept thinking. At the same time, I had to wonder if I had underestimated him. If he was willing to betray me, then he was obviously going to do whatever it took to win.

Despite those disadvantages, he still thought he could fight back. He still thought he could get what he wanted.

That wasn’t going to happen.

I wasn’t going to let that happen.

He needed to be subjugated.

More than anything else, he needed to be punished!

I wanted to lose myself to the rush of anticipation and pleasure, but it wasn’t like that other night. It wasn’t like that moment when I knew I could climax and enjoy the feel of his body before simply drifting off to sleep.

This time, I didn’t and couldn’t and wouldn’t trust him.

Another dose of bitter venom flew through my body, but there was nothing I could do about it. I hated that antagonistic rush of extra energy.

More than anything else, I just wanted to enjoy myself. I wanted to take this pleasure slave and savor the feel of his mouth on my sex. Instead, I kept thinking about him. And even if he wanted out of that cage, that wasn’t good enough.

I put my hand on the back of his head, and I pressed him down. I grabbed onto his hair, and I started pumping his face, forcing him to go faster or slower. I made him go deeper before I enjoyed those shallow swipes of his quick tongue. Every few seconds or minutes, I alternated as I showed him exactly what I wanted.

Then I pulled his head back, and I looked down along the length of my body to stare into his eyes.

This boy wanted to speak; there was something he tried so hard to say. Instead, I shook my head.

That was enough to silence him.

“You’re a liar,” I said, more for myself than him. “I need to remember that. I need to remember that there are better boys out there.”

“Please…” Jason didn’t get this chance to finish. Again, I pushed his head down between my legs, and he started to lick once again. His tongue slid and danced along my pussy.

This time, I managed to push away my resentment. Instead, I stayed on my back, pushed my shoulder blades down, kept my legs spread, and embraced that rush of satisfaction.

Before long, the orgasm swept through my body, cascading down along every inch of my skin. The heat flashed through me, and I cried out.

It wasn’t the complete relief I really wanted or needed, but it was good enough.

More importantly, I felt like I had finally made a decision. When we got back to Zel, I was going to sell him.

I headed out to one of the impromptu streets between the different groups of tents. I had put my boy back in his cage. As I wandered, I was thinking about exactly what I would need to buy. Simultaneously, I was going to start asking around for some word about a caravan back to Zel.

Then I saw her.

Andromeda.

She was tall, powerfully built, and she carried herself with the authority of an empress. Back in the UK and the United States, I had never actually encountered a real politician. Maybe I saw a mayor once, or perhaps I was at some craft fair where a county supervisor was busy shaking hands with her constituents. Of course, those individuals didn’t control real power.

But here, I saw this woman, and I thought of a president, prime minister or a queen. It struck me as especially strange how she was able to convey that sense of strength while also seeming somehow approachable. She had several bodyguards with her, and one of them turned back toward me.

For a second, I expected her gaze to sweep past me toward someone else. But then, she seemed to be staring for a few seconds. Not only that, she whispered to someone else.

That was nothing, I told myself.

It was just my imagination.

Andromeda and her retinue moved on. In the meantime, I stepped away, and I got a sense of my bearings. I started walking, and I saw a caravan up ahead. There was a merchant mistress negotiating with some riders. I was about to offer her my services. Something smashed down against the back of my skull. The world went black, and I fell forward, dropping to the ground. Even if my vision had already turned into darkness, I could still feel the slap of the soil against the length of my body.

I was restrained.

That was the first thing I noticed.

My feet were tied together, and there was a course rope around my waist. My arms were raised, and I could feel those same bonds.

I was groaning and fighting to say something.

I tried to make my mouth and tongue work correctly.

Nothing seemed to help. Nothing seemed to want to respond, like I had been disconnected from the rest of my body.

Finally, I got my eyes open.

At first, I didn’t understand what time it was. But then I realized I was both hungry and thirsty and the sun was just rising in the distance.

I looked out, I could see a huge river stretched out in front of me. Then someone stepped around the framework to which I had been tied.

I saw her, but I didn’t know her.

“Hello, Krystal.”

“What, what is this? Who are you?” As those questions left my mouth, I tasted blood along with the edge of my lips.

“My name isn’t important. What you need to know is that I work for Andromeda, and she has decided that you are a problem.”

“Me? What did I do?” After that, I was about to add something about how I was nothing but a guardian for one of the caravans. I was a little more than a mercenary. For the most part, I had done my best to keep a low profile.

“You’re the one who stole the home stone of Myr.”

Opening my mouth, I wanted to lie to her. Immediately, however, I could tell that it wasn’t going to work.

“Fine. I did. Why do you care? It’s not like you’re allied with Cora.”

“True,” said the assassin. I wasn’t sure exactly what made me draw that conclusion. It could’ve been a rumor. But it was something else. It was about the way she was looking at me. It was a question of the way she stood there. Not only that, my vision had come back into focus, and I saw the knives hidden along the contours of her body.

“So what happens now? You’re going to kill me?”

“The river will do that,” she answered.

“You shove me out on this raft, and I can’t move, and I starve to death?”

“Or you die of thirst or you drown or one of the celestial eagles gets you,” she said.

“What about my slave?”

“You care about him?” She didn’t smile, yet she still asked, “Is that it?”

I drew in a breath. I held it. I wasn’t sure how to answer. Then I decided that I was probably going to fail here. Surprisingly, the thought of getting killed out there didn’t scare me as much as it probably should have.

All at once, I made up my mind. “Yes. I care about him. I care about him, and he’s just a boy. He’s just a slave. You shouldn’t hurt him.”

“My first recommendation was to execute him,” she said. “As far as I believe, he is a threat. Besides, there’s no way of knowing how loyal he actually is to you.”

Despite being bound and helpless on this rack, I still snorted. “You don’t have to worry about that.”

“Males certainly are mercurial creatures,” said the warrior. “That said, you do not need to worry. Andromeda asked to see him, she inspected him, and he spoke with her.”

“What? Are you serious?”

The assassin mostly ignored my questions. Instead, she leaned forward. I wasn’t sure what she was trying to do, but then she informed me, “He is an interesting boy. He’s handsome, he’s confident, and maybe he’s even charismatic. Perhaps that is why and Roda decided to take him as her husband.”

My eyes got big. “You’re messing with me,” I said.

Of course, things worked differently on this planet, but I couldn’t really believe that the potential queen of all of these domains would decide to marry him.

“Apparently, he’s an interesting specimen,” she said. Those sounded like the kinds of words I might have used, especially if I preferred to stick with an academic flavor of neutrality.

At that moment, I wanted to ask her, “Can I see him?” Part of me just wanted to talk to him, to hear his voice, to see his face, and to understand. Even if I was going to die here, I needed to know the truth.

I stopped myself. This woman wasn’t going to tell me anything useful.

I dipped my head down, I strained against the ropes, and I pulled as hard as I could. Even with my enhanced strength, it wasn’t enough. I didn’t know if they were lined with some special material, or perhaps this was just a particularly strong fiber. Either way, I couldn’t break free.

Either way, I was going to die.

“He’s in good hands,” I finally said. At the same time, I did my best to believe that I didn’t really care about knowing the truth. After all, it was possible that Jason had simply done and said everything he needed to in order to survive. Just because they wanted to take me out, that didn’t prove anything.

“It’s because I’m the one who stole the home stone, correct?”

“Correct,” said the assassin. “Andromeda views you as a potential threat.”

“But she has to know that I’m not interested in your politics. It’s not like I want to take over.”

“She doesn’t know that. She can’t know that.”

“It’s true,” I said.

“Irrelevant,” replied the warrior. “She has made her decision, and you will have to accept that.”

The assassin watched me. But then she surprised me because she leaned forward, and she whispered into my ear, “This method of murder was always popular because it kept the conqueror’s hands clean. By shoving you to the river, we do not defy the High Spirits. But I don’t care about them. Clearly, they aren’t paying attention to us. So if you want, I can bring a blade to your throat right now. It will be quick.”

“No,” I said more slowly than I expected. This woman just offered to kill me, and I sounded completely neutral, as though I didn’t really care one way or the other. Still, I had made my decision. “That’s not what I want.”

“You won’t be able to survive the river,” she promised me. “This is going to be a messy and dishonorable death. Are you sure that’s what you want?”

“It’s not what I want, but I’m not going to take the easy way out,” I told her. Deep down, I knew I was still clinging to some semblance of hope.

That was foolish.

The assassin still had the emotionless expression on her face as she cut away the last of the ropes and kicked the raft out into the current. Immediately, my stomach lurched, and I glanced down. I was still wearing my tunic, but I didn’t have anything else: no shock, baton, no compass, no supplies, nothing….

Of course, none of those details would have mattered, especially since my legs were tied together, and my arms were bound above my head. I could flex my fingers, but that wasn’t going to do any good.

The motion of the river grabbed the raft instantly, pulling me out into the center of the rushing waves. Right away, I had to wonder whether or not this small raft would capsize, flip over, and I would just drown.

A cold chill shot across my body, especially because I was wondering if I should have listened to Andromeda’s woman; perhaps I should have let her use her blade. It would have been quick.

No, I told myself. I wasn’t going to give up. And yet, I was moving, and every few seconds, the raft lurched, swinging to the left or right. I did my best to try to shift my own weight, but the ropes held me in place, meaning my efforts probably didn’t change anything at all.

Still, I kept making the attempt again and again.

At the same time, I tried to think of something clever. I tried to think of something that would keep me alive.

That was the worst part of this; that was probably why this was a terrible punishment for the worst offenders who angered the rulers of any given domain…

The fear persisted, digging and burrowing into me. At the same time, there was nothing I could do! Those seconds tumbled into minutes, and then hours probably went by. At the same time it wasn’t like I could relax. It wasn’t as though I were about to get bored.

Distantly, I wondered what Andromeda thought about all of this. She was removing me as a potential rival. I was the woman who had stolen the home stone of Myr. As far as I was concerned, that didn’t mean anything. I had done a favor for the woman who had taken me in. I thought of Shayla, and I thought about how I didn’t want the war to spread.

And yet, I had never really taken this seriously.

For that, I was going to pay with my life.

My eyes started to water, even as the heat of the sun beat down against me. Occasionally, a wave of crashed against the raft, sending a spray of water up against my face. It wasn’t enough to keep me hydrated. It simply kept me awake. Then again, there was basically no chance I was going to fall asleep, despite the heat pounding down into my body. Droplets of sweat dribbled down the sides of my face, and it felt like my lips were already chapped.

Then I saw something in the distance…

At first, I thought it had to be some kind of delusional hallucination.

It was far away and up in the sky. By now, the sun had risen toward the high afternoon.

Every inch of my body already ached; I could feel those pains leeching the strength from my arms and legs.

I blinked a couple of times as droplets of sweat hit my eyes. My vision blurred, and I kept blinking as I tried to clear my vision. Off in the distance, so very far away, I thought I saw it, a black figure flying through the air.

Sable?

I tried to imagine some scenario where I could expertly twist my wrist or slide free from the ropes. I kept fighting to think of some way I would be able to get free but nothing came to mind, so there was just one option.

“Sable!” I shouted his name.

I had no idea whether or not he was going to be able to hear me. For all I knew, he had flown back to Zel before. But now, I kept staring, hoping and desperate.

“Sable!” My voice cracked. At first, it came out as nothing but a hoarse whisper.

Over and over again, I shouted his name as I tried to get his attention. Then again, he was nothing but a dot drifting through the sky.

Still, I held onto that hope. I clung to that possibility, desperate to believe that this really would be him. That was my friend, my Pegasus!

If it wasn’t him, then I would die in the next few minutes, the next few hours, or even maybe the next few days. Perhaps I would be stuck here, drifting between day and night as the thirst ravaged my body and finally ended me at some point.

If that happened, it was going to hurt.

Or maybe something else would come for me.

I had no idea, but I continued to stare. I watched that small figure, and I kept my eyes open despite the burning along the corners of my vision. Fresh sweat hit me and ran down the sides of my face, but I still kept staring.

At first, nothing seemed to happen.

Everything was so slow.

The seconds drifted by, then they turned into minutes, and I was studying that black figure off in the sky. He was so far away, so impossibly far…

I shouted for him again. Again, and again, I screamed his name, desperate to hope that he would finally hear me and come.

Was that small dot getting bigger?

With the exhaustion burning through me, I didn’t know if I wanted to be hopeful, angry, or something else. Part of me just wanted to close my eyes and let the darkness sweep across me, like I could lose consciousness at any moment. With everything hurting, it felt like that would have been easier.

But I didn’t do it. Instead, I kept staring off into the distance. I would look up into the sky, and then I could finally make out the image of those wings flapping and beating across the air.

Then I heard it: a screech.

That wasn’t the excited whinny or angry huff of a Pegasus. It was something else.

Then I remembered one of the trainers talking to me back in Zel about the strengths and weaknesses of being a flyer. “When you’re mounted and in the air, you have incredible advantages over the troops on the ground. Of course, you are going to be faster, and they might be able to take some shots at you with their crossbows, but they aren’t going to be able to aim effectively with the catapult. That is more of a siege weapon.” The lecture seemed to reverberate through my body and echo inside of my eardrums. “The biggest threats are going to come from other riders.”

This wasn’t another rider. This wasn’t a winged horse cutting across the sky.

It was something else, something worse.

The remembered as the lecture continued inside of my head, “If you see any of the celestial eagles, run. Retreat is realistically your only option. Those creatures can’t be tamed, they get very hungry, very aggressive, and they know how to fight. There’s basically no chance of a Pegasus winning a fight with one of the eagles. So get out of there. That’s your only option.”

And now I saw that creature as it flapped, its eyes on me and I was on that rushing raft, but it wasn’t going to protect me.

The creature screeched again, and that sound seemed to slash through the air, cutting across the distance as though warning the rest of the world that I was prey for this one beast and no one else.

For those first minutes, it seemed impossibly far away, but now I started to struggle twice as hard. I searched my body for the last remnants of my strength. I yanked and twisted, struggling as hard as I could. Distantly, I thought of Jason, Terrence, and the other slaves. I thought about how they had resisted their restraints. Or worse, I thought of how Jason had struggled beneath me, desperate to tear his hands from my grip, all while he knew it was impossible.

Now it was my turn to understand that exact same point. Despite fighting with every vestige of power I possessed, the red dust flowing through my body wasn’t enough. It didn’t give me the power, leverage, or strength I needed to rip through those cords.

I had to break free! I had to get into the water!

If I could dive down under those waves, then maybe I would have a chance. There may have been other rumors about piranhas and other vicious, aquatic creatures lurking underneath those currents, but I didn’t care.

The eagle was getting closer!

Part of me wanted to simply think of birds as pretty, majestic animals that could soar through the sky. They were supposed to look incredible. More than that, they weren’t supposed to be a threat. This wasn’t a wolf or a bear.

But it was enormous. I didn’t even know how that creature could fly along those currents of wind, but it flapped its wings, and now I could see the yellow of its sharpened beak, the glint of those talons, and the shimmering black wings. It flapped, then dove, and it was coming for me!

At that moment, it might’ve been cowardly, but I shut my eyes. I screamed, desperate to keep it away. That primal shout was all I had, but then I felt the claws cut through the rope, circle around my waist, and snatch me off of the raft. In fact, the mast to which I had been tied suddenly broke away from the rest of the impromptu boat.

Then, less than a second later, my stomach dropped as I was lifted up from the water. I looked down to watch as the remnants of the raft scattered, broken apart by the force of that attack.

The claws were around me, but the talents didn’t pierce my body. Instead, they came together right in front of my rib cage.

At first, I didn’t understand.

I was staring up, and I could feel the wind rush across my face. I was blinking again, yet the pounding jets of air pummeled into me, making it impossible for me to understand what was going on in those first few seconds.

Minutes and hours before this, I thought I was going to drown. Now I figured the creature was just going to let me drop to the ground, and I would fall just like before, but I wasn’t going to be able to rely on the infinite impossibility that I would land on another spider web.

But the beast didn’t let me go. The celestial eagle continued to flap, and we cut across the landscape. We flew hard and fast, and the flat lands and rolling hills eventually gave away to mountains.

I saw those rock outcroppings cut across the horizon, and we were headed higher and higher.

Then I saw it.

In that instant, it seemed impossibly far away, but I squinted, and I could make out the nest…

It was right there on the edge of an outcropping, and there were small white, gray, and black birds, waiting for us.

This eagle hadn’t eaten me because she was taking me back to her nest; she was bringing me to her children. I would be devoured by her hatchlings…

“Crap,” I said. “Crap, crap, crap!”

I started struggling, even though I knew that was also a terrible idea. I didn’t really want to break free from the eagle’s grasp since that would mean dropping down to the ground, but my choices were getting worse and worse.

Despite my best efforts, I couldn’t break free.

We were getting closer and closer.

Then I heard something. At first, I thought it was my imagination. It sounded like a different kind of animal noise, not a screech, not a roar, but something else…

We were moving too fast, and I couldn’t pick up on the exact notes, but something slammed into the eagle. Suddenly, we were dropping, and there was that squawk of outrage. The eagle pivoted, spinning around in the air, flapping hard, and bringing us up.

Then I saw him.

Sable!

For a second, I didn’t believe it could really be him. It seemed just as unlikely that I was about to see another black Pegasus out in the wild, but it didn’t matter because the horse came down hard, slammed his hooves into the eagle, and suddenly that bird roared and bit down, scratching a bloody gouge along the side of Sable’s neck.

The Pegasus kicked out, slamming his hooves down against the bird’s chest. I thought I heard something crunch.

Unfortunately, that wasn’t enough to take the bird out. The eagle screeched again, louder this time. It flapped, holding its position. We were falling, but both of these beasts controlled their descent, even as gravity yanked us down toward the ground. In the meantime, there was nothing I could do.

At least, that was what I thought.

The bird let go of me for just a second. I took that opportunity to grab onto those feathers, but they were surprisingly slick, surprisingly oily. I pulled myself up, roaring, even as I tried to twist around and kick at his throat.

Realistically, I didn’t know what I was going to do. I didn’t have any kind of plan. There wasn’t some brilliant strategy lurking at the back of my head. I just knew I had to fight. I had to help.

My foot connected.

Some of the feathers came free from my grip. I kicked again. This time, I thought I let go, or maybe I had simply lost my grip. Maybe my hands had slipped free because the feathers had been recently oiled.

It didn’t matter. My weight yanked the feathers free, and suddenly the world dropped away. Another gust of air rushed past my ear as I watched the horse and the eagle grapple with one another.

I clenched my eyes shut, bit down, and felt myself start to spin. I didn’t know how to make it stop. But then, just a few seconds later, I felt something beat down against my side. It was a wing. I opened my eyes, saw the black feathers, and then I spotted my old saddle.

I grabbed onto it, holding it tight. I squeezed as hard as I could, and I climbed back onto the saddle. I got my legs into position, kicking down into the stirrups. Once my feet engaged with each one, Sable started to slam his wings down against the air. Behind us, the eagle shrieked again.

Things were going to be different this time.

I grabbed my spare shock baton from the saddlebag right as the eagle swept down. The bird was faster than us, but I didn’t care. I brought the baton back and around. I slapped it against one wing, and I shoved down as hard as I could, desperate to get the tip between those protective feathers.

The baton connected with flesh, the electricity sizzled through the bird’s body, and everything changed. The bird shrieked again, falling away. It flapped its wings, and then it finally abandoned us, deciding we weren’t worth the trouble.

I fell forward, grabbing onto Sable’s neck as he flew hard and fast because he wanted to put as much distance between us and the predator as possible.

Eventually, we landed, and I climbed off of him. I reached into my saddlebag, and I saw it: the home stone. For the time being, I didn’t worry about that chunk of rock or what it meant to the people of this world.

Instead, I quickly found some bandages. I cleaned Sable’s scratches as best I could. Soon I could see they weren’t especially deep. More importantly, I didn’t think the eagles excreted any kind of poison.

He was going to be okay.

Once I was reasonably sure he would be fine, I cleaned his wounds, wrapped them as best I could, and stroked his mane. “You’re a good boy. Thank you so much. Thank you for saving me. You are such a good boy.” I said those words again and again, certain he could understand me. Maybe he didn’t understand the specific vocabulary, but he had risked his life for me, and for that I would always be grateful.

I stroked him, petted him, and told him that he was such a good boy. At the same time, part of me started to relax. A different kind of exhaustion sank into my body, but I didn’t allow myself to relax, not for a long time. Instead, I was just thinking about all of this and what I should do next.

One angry idea seemed to itch behind my eyes: revenge.

I kept thinking about Jason and how he had done it again.

While I had been strapped to that raft and waiting to die, I hadn’t really thought about him much. I hadn’t contemplated any scenario where I would go after him again. Technically, I could have called it a rescue.

Part of me wanted to believe that he hadn’t been given any kind of choice. If Andromeda had decided that I was a potential threat and she wanted to take me out, then he had to do whatever she said.

Part of me knew better.

He had betrayed me on so many different occasions. Why did I honestly think this would be any different? He didn’t care about me. No matter what he did or said, he simply pushed forward with his own agenda, his own ambitions. I needed to remember that. I couldn’t let myself think of him as anything else.

So why did I want to? Why was there some part of me that kept wanting to think about that boy, his soulful eyes, and the way he spoke to me?

I was being foolish; I was allowing him to manipulate me.

He was a boy on this world, which meant he was vulnerable. His only option was manipulation. And yet, part of me wanted to fall for it.

I smirked for a moment and just shook my head from side to side, thinking about those guys who allowed themselves to fall in love with the wrong girl. Even if she cheated on him or stole his money, he would still cling to the idea that maybe she secretly cared about him. Maybe she could change; maybe he could fix her…

For so long, I had assumed that anyone who entered into that kind of relationship had to be a complete and utter moron.

More than that, I assumed I would be too smart to fall for anything like that.

And yet, there had still been that connection. There had been that night…

Jason had insisted that he did it because he wanted leverage for both of us.

More than a small sliver of me still wanted to believe that. Part of me wanted to accept the idea that I really should and could trust him.

I clenched my eyes shut and glanced over at Sable. The majestic creature had decided to lower himself down onto his side. He had closed his eyes while I was still petting him.

Remarkably, I knew that he trusted me. Usually, these winged horses refused to rest out in the wilderness. They wanted to be back home in their stables. And yet, he knew what he had done for me, so he understood what I would be willing to do for him.

I let out a slow sigh, fully aware that I wasn’t going to be able to get to rest.

Of course, my eyelids still started to droop. At some point, I worked my way through the saddlebag, and I found some of those old rations. I chewed through the jerky, and I drank the water. This returned a little bit of my strength. At the same time, it also seemed to summon a fresh bout of exhaustion.

More than anything else, I just wanted to fall asleep.

I couldn’t. I didn’t allow myself to relax, not like that, not when we were out here. Besides, there was a chance that Andromeda would send out her scouts. At this point, she must’ve assumed that her assassin had done her job. I was supposed to be dead, so no one was going to worry about me.

Still, I leaned down against Sable. I allowed myself to relax. I didn’t fall asleep, but I was thinking, and I let those fantasies swirl through my head as he rested and recovered.

At first, I told myself that I was going to strategize. I was going to plan.

I had the home stone now.

Technically, that made me one of the most powerful women in any of these domains. I smirked at the thought. Part of me wished that I could’ve been more ambitious like Jason. If he had this kind of leverage, he would have used it. Maybe he would have set himself up as a king of one of these domains. (Then again, I had to wonder if he would really be that stupid. Part of me thought he would, especially because he would be naïve enough to think that he would be able to hold onto his newfound fortune, status, and power. It wouldn’t occur to a boy like him that a woman like me could come along and take it whenever she liked.)

Since I had the home stone now, I could use it to try to get back to earth. I didn’t have a concrete plan, but this item gave me leverage. There were lots of women on this world who would want it. I could exchange this home stone for their help.

It was a nice idea, but it meant getting tangled up in the politics of these different domains and their various mistresses.

Besides, I wasn’t sure I wanted to risk it.

I was thinking about that assassin and her cold gaze. I was thinking about Shayla, Sonya, Andromeda, and the other powerful women who ruled this land. I was thinking about Cora and how she had tried to set herself up as the queen.

But now a different woman was moving in.

Perhaps it was just time for the domains to change. For generations, they had been largely independent, but there was no guarantee that would last forever.

Things could change. Arguably, things had to change.

When I got tired of thinking about my future, my mind drifted back to that other unwanted topic of consideration: Jason.

For just a moment, I thought about riding his cock. I thought about freeing him from his chastity cage, climbing on top of him, holding him down, and taking everything I wanted.

It had felt incredible.

I was thinking about that boy and what I could do. I was thinking about how much I wished he could’ve been there with me.

I closed my eyes, determined not to fall asleep. I allowed myself to embrace those different possibilities. There were the remembered sensations. I was thinking of his hands on my feet, his palms gliding along my legs, his lips on my nipples, his mouth on mine, and his shaft between my legs. There were those soft memories, those hot after images, and so much more.

I was thinking about what I wanted to do with him.

Because the minutes seemed to drift by, and I knew anything else would force me to fall asleep, I kept thinking about that boy. At the same time, I vacillated between broken frustration, and something else.

At several points, I fantasized about about finding Andromeda, challenging her, and taking that boy for myself.

I told myself that I didn’t really want him. After all, it wasn’t like we could have any kind of genuine relationship. I couldn’t trust him after all.

I smirked, thinking about how he had actually tried to kill me. He had betrayed me over and over.

Did that make him more interesting? Did that make him more entertaining? Did that make him more alluring? I considered those questions. At the same time, I kept going back to the ideas of what a healthy relationship was supposed to look like.

Back in the United States, my friends would have laughed at me if I ever broached these questions. They sounded absurd. And yet, I still found myself seated there, positioned against a rock with my free hand resting on Sable’s side as he slept. More than anything else, I knew I would protect him. I would take care of him.

And yet, I still had to decide what my future would bring. I needed to decide exactly what I wanted to accomplish.

I was nibbling on the inside of my mouth as I considered all of this. In the distance, I thought I heard something. Maybe it was the crack of a stick. There was starlight and moonlight, yet it was still hard for me to pick out anything in particular. Silent and slowly, I reached for my baton. I waited, exhaling.

I told myself that I was one of the biggest threats on this world.

If anything came for us, I would fight. I would fight, and I would win.

At least, that was what I told myself. More importantly, I believed it. After all, I wasn’t the same girl who had first teleported here. I was stronger, and I knew how to fight. Just as importantly, I knew how to win.

As I sat there in the dark, I held onto those beliefs.

When I didn’t hear anything else, I let my mind drift once again. I remained aware of my surroundings, but I was still thinking about him again.

Jason.

His name popped into my head, and I wondered what I could do with him.

Part of me wanted to steal him back.

Maybe I was just angry at Andromeda for deciding that she wanted to kill me.

I smirked in the dark. I leaned my head back and I looked up at those unfamiliar stars. I didn’t recognize the constellations. To be honest, I wasn’t even sure how different they were from what I would have seen back in San Diego. Then again, there was basically zero light pollution here, meaning the stars were spread out and so much brighter than I had ever seen on my world.

If I captured Jason again, I could keep him muzzled, collared, bound and gagged, locked in a cage and denied by his chastity device. I could tease him, but I could remove that gag for those moments when I wanted to feel his mouth.

That excitement simmered just beneath the surface of my skin. I reached out, and I grabbed a rock, squeezing it underneath my fingertips as I thought about him. I thought about playing with him and toying with him.

More than that, I remembered the sound of his voice and what I could accomplish. I was thinking about what it would feel like to take him and hold him down again.

At the same time, I wondered if domestication was actually possible.

I smirked again. At that moment, I wasn’t thinking about love, boundaries, fairness, or any of the other telltale signs of a “healthy” relationship.

I bit down.

This was silly.

It was foolish. It was inane.

With each thoughtful minute, I tried to hold onto that idea. I was trying to think of this as a scholar and a researcher. I was trying to be logical and rational.

Then again, one of the hallmarks of behavior economics was the notion that people didn’t think clearly or rationally. We didn’t make decisions based on probable outcomes or total information. Instead, we allowed our instincts to guide us forward. Utility, it turned out, wasn’t just a matter of calculated maximization. It was something else. It was a drive to win and feel.

Technically, I wasn’t relying on some reflexive desire to win. And yet, I kept sitting there, and my mind drifted back to him. I was fantasizing about striding into Andromeda‘s tower, slamming my elbow into one guard’s face, punching another, kicking a third, and stealing the keys before I marched up to his cage. I wanted to unlock it and to see him there. I wanted to snap my fingers and watch as the fear splashed across his face before he bowed down in front of me.

I was a woman, and I had captured him once again. He was a playing piece from our board game. As women, we could decide that he was just a prize. He was a toy to be won, a bauble to be captured and admired.

I ran the tip of my tongue along the edges of my molars as I kept thinking about that.

Then, I glanced off into the horizon. I noticed that the ground was starting to lighten. The first hint of sunlight was creeping across the landscape.

I smiled again as I thought about that young man. I thought about him spread out, at my mercy, and ready to do anything and everything I said.

Perhaps he was always going to betray me. And yet, I didn’t care. Or maybe I was thinking about something else. Maybe I started to envision what it would take to break him and completely remold him into a different and better boy over the course of days, weeks, months, even years…

In the meantime, I could have fun with other pets and slaves.

But Jason was always going to be special. He came from my homeland. Not only that, he was something unique. He was the kind of guy who thought that the rich should pay if there were taxes to get more votes. He was the kind of guy who believed that the world was just exactly as it was, all because he could come up with mechanisms to explain how things worked. He was the kind of person who probably would have shrugged and said that he didn’t need to worry about orphans or starving children since they weren’t his fault in the first place.

I considered all of this, and I realized I was holding onto that stone, squeezing it harder.

I glanced up toward the sky, and then I heard it.

It was a footstep. It was the sound of a sandal grinding against the dirt around me.

I jumped up, spun, and then I saw that glint of stray moonlight on the tip of a crossbow bolt.

Part of me wanted to call out something like, “Who goes there?” She had a weapon raised, so it didn’t matter.

Instead, I attacked!

This woman didn’t know who I was, but she came in with a weapon raised. She didn’t announce herself. She was sneaking up on me.

I wasn’t going to regret it.

I jumped up, saw the weapon, held out my arm, lifting the baton and squeezing the handle. Immediately, electricity sizzled on the air, and the woman probably glanced at it.

I jumped in the other direction, and then I lept forward, attacking her as fast as I could.

I thought I heard the sound of the bolt shooting across the air.

I ducked down. I came up. I jabbed her in the stomach with the baton, sending a blazing bolt of electricity straight into her body. If she was wearing armor, it wasn’t good enough to protect her. She shouted, but then I heard someone else. There were other footsteps.

It was so dark that the hint of light didn’t really help. If anything, it made it worse, like our eyes didn’t know how to adjust to the quasi-illumination.

Then I heard the footsteps of someone running. She was coming at me hard.

I spun around just in time. She brought a shock baton down, but I blocked it with mine. I kicked out. I caught her in the stomach. She stumbled back, but it was a glancing blow that wasn’t going to take her out of the fight.

She tried to tackle me. She threw herself forward, but I managed to jump to the side once again. I just barely dodged. Still, she grabbed onto my tunic, and that was enough to knock me off balance. I fell to the ground, and she tried to pounce.

I still didn’t get a good look at her, but I didn’t drop my shock baton. I brought it up, and I managed to stab the tip against her right shoulder. Immediately, I squeezed again, and she howled out in pain.

Grunting, I knocked her off of me. I jumped back up on my feet, and another woman came at me.

In the distance, I thought I heard someone laughing or shouting. Maybe that was just my imagination, but I blocked another attacker.

“Enough!”

By this point, Sable had finally decided to wake up. He climbed up onto his feet, and I glanced back at him. I thought of his saddle. More importantly, I thought of the home stone contained within it. That was the most important item anywhere within these domains. I couldn’t allow these raiders to figure out what I had. At the same time, I had to wonder if they were scouts working for Andromeda.

They weren’t thieves. They weren’t loyal to Andromeda either. This was about to get much worse.

A woman stepped forward. She was holding up her shock baton, only she triggered the tip. Maybe it was a different kind of design or she was using something I had never seen before. Either way, the tip illuminated more like a torch. I saw her face, and I recognized her.

It was Cora of Myr.

“Hello,” she said simply. “Do you mind if I join you?”

“Your soldiers just attacked me,” I reminded her.

“True,” she allowed. “Then again, I wanted to see what you could do. Don’t worry. They wouldn’t have really harmed you. And even if you had lost, they weren’t going to enslave you.”

“No, that was never going to happen,” I agreed with her. I surprised myself with that hint of a threat in my voice.

“Do you mind if I sit with you?”

“Go for it,” I said.

“I see that you’re a scout. To whom do you swear fealty?”

“No one,” I replied. “I guess you could say that I’m allied with Shayla of Zel.”

“I see. So you must think that I’m a monster.”

“I don’t have any strong feelings about you one way or the other,” I said. “But I am surprised to see you out here. Aren’t you supposed to be planning a revolution or something? Why are you wasting time with me?”

“Really? You can’t guess already?”

I did my best to keep my face expressionless. I was fighting so hard to pretend that I had no idea what she was talking about, like I couldn’t consider any single possibility. And yet, my heart was still pounding behind my rib cage.

“Let’s just say I’m not very good at these games,” I told her.

“I want your help,” she said. This time, I waited. I wasn’t going to play her game. I wasn’t going to ask her exactly what she meant. Instead, I just watched her, and I knew she would speak up eventually. Sure enough, she continued, “When my city was raided, I was forced to flee with my loyalists. Unfortunately, everything happened too fast, chaos broke out, and the clerics seized control. Even before I could confirm what had happened, they locked down our Pegasi. I was able to flee with my most loyal soldiers and warriors, but we are on horseback. As I’m sure you can imagine, that puts us at a very specific strategic disadvantage.”

“Do you want to hire me?”

“I do,” she said. “We need a scout.”

“I’m not interested,” I told her. Part of me wondered if I should have a more diplomatic approach. Maybe I was supposed to say something like, “While I am very grateful for the offer, I have business that requires my attention.”

Technically, that was true. In theory, I was probably supposed to bring the home stone back to Shayla. And yet, I was thinking about Jason. For some reason, I still couldn’t keep that boy out of my head.

I wanted to capture him. I wanted to punish him.

Those urges were not abating. Even as I tried to hold onto some logical approach, it didn’t work.

“I can pay you,” she said.

“I’m not interested in money,” I replied.

“No, I didn’t think you would be,” she said. Then she leaned back, and she rested her hands on her lap. Even now, out in the wilderness, she exuded the authority of a queen. “So tell me, young lady, what is it that you value most? What do you want?”

Jason.

I was irritated by the way his name popped into my head all over again. “It doesn’t matter,” I told her. “You don’t have it.”

“If it’s not a question of coin, then it has to be something else. So tell me, what do you want?” Cora of Myr asked again.

“It’s nothing you can offer me,” I said.

“Are you sure about that?”

At that moment, I probably closed my lips. Or maybe Cora was just really good at reading people. After all, I started to think of something. It was just a possibility which I didn’t even want to acknowledge. After all, I was still trying to think about this like a scholar. I wasn’t a warrior, and I wasn’t going to kidnap that boy. He had made his choice.

But what if I didn’t want to respect his decision? What if he had betrayed me, thus invalidating everything he picked for himself?

“My scouts told me that Andromeda has moved. She hasn’t encircled the city. Either today or tomorrow, she is going to attack.”

“But if you’re not there, who is she going to fight?”

“Like I said, the clerics have taken over. They wish to build a theocracy. Frankly, they are going to fail. For as long as we can remember, there has been a balance between the priestesses and the mistresses of Myr. Now that I am gone, they have taken over, and they think they can withstand the siege. They can’t.” She made it sound definitive, like there was no other possibility. “I suspect this battle is going to be bloody.”

“I didn’t think the priestesses would allow anyone to shed blood,” I said.

“Under the right circumstances, a cleric can do whatever she wants,” Cora told me. Somehow, that idea didn’t surprise me. “But you’re still talking to me, and that makes me think that there is something you want, something in my domain. Tell me. What is it.”

“I’m not sure I even want him,” I said.

“It’s a boy.”

“Maybe,” I said.

“You’re an intriguing fighter,” Cora told me after a few seconds of consideration. “I watched as you battled my scouts. You did a remarkably good job. I was impressed. But now, I don’t see that same certainty on your face. It’s clear you don’t know exactly what you want or what you want to do.”

“You’re right about that.”

“Then I have a different proposal for you. When the attack begins, I want you in the air. I want you to be my eyes. And in exchange, I will pay you. If you decide to help us, then I promise you now you can have any male you want.”

Perhaps this was a bad idea, but I looked back into her eyes, and I said, “What if he was a former member of your harem?”

“Really? Which one?”

“Jason,” I said.

“The outlander,” Cora confirmed with a smirk. “He was always such an interesting creature. He truly thought he was going to be able to negotiate with me. He believed that he was going to be able to remake our world.” She shook her head with amusement. “What is it about boys? Most of them have already been trained. Most of them understand how our world works. But then, we meet someone like him, and he is perpetually resistant.”

“Are you worried about how he got out of your city?”

“Myr has been bogged down in chaos for weeks now. I’m not surprised that he made it out, just as I’m not surprised that he found you. Perhaps this is all the will of the High Spirits.”

“You believe in them?” I asked.

“I do,” she said. She smirked at me like I would be a fool not to. Then again, I remembered those intermittent blasts of energy and how different apostates could be disintegrated.

Perhaps I was trying to hold off on making an actual decision, especially because that lingering doubt continued to crawl through me. I was thinking about Jason and how I just wanted to walk away. I needed to walk away. That was the correct course of action.

Something still stopped me.

It was an itch. It was this desire. It was this urge, something I wasn’t supposed to accept. I wasn’t supposed to succumb to that kind of temptation.

In any case, I asked her, “Are you really going to be any better than anyone else?”

“You question whether or not I have a right to rule the domains?” Once that question left her lips, she let out a wistful sigh. “That dream is done.”

“But you still want to rule?”

“Myr is my home. Myr is my city. Andromeda is going to do more than just take it. She will rule with an iron fist. More than that, she will pick up where I left off. If you believe that the domain should remain independent, then you are on my side.”

I watched her and said nothing, but my skepticism must’ve been obvious.

With that same wistful smile, she told me, “Before the home stone was stolen, I had a chance. I had the loyalty of my armies. More importantly, so many of my soldiers genuinely believed in my invincibility in the war we faced. Battle after battle, I brought a victory. But now, I have been defeated. I have been bested. It will be impossible for me to completely remove this stain. No matter what happens in my future, the warriors will remember my failure.”

That was when she watched me again, but the wistful veil from before fell away, and she seemed to scrutinize me. She was watching me with a different kind of consideration.

She knew.

All at once, I decided that she knew it was I who had stolen the home stone. She understood that I was the enemy who had snuck through the night sky and stolen the key to her victory.

Even so, she didn’t attack me. More importantly, I didn’t sense any kind of rage radiating off of her. Perhaps there was some understandable disappointment, but that was it. Perhaps she saw this all as a game, like she knew she had played to the best of her ability, but she had lost anyway.

Besides, she wanted and needed my help.

But I hadn’t made a decision, not yet.

“I shouldn’t care about that boy,” I said to no one in particular.

“Why not?”

“He betrayed me,” I told her.

“Lots of men are treacherous. In some cases, our wise women argue that there is no choice for them. That’s why they do it.”

“He had a choice. He always has a choice.” Even as I spoke, I wasn’t sure whether or not I really believed it.

“If you want him, I can help you get him. Ultimately, you need to decide whether or not you’re willing to do what it takes.”

For a moment, I puffed out my cheeks as I considered whether or not I really wanted to help her. Maybe she was right. She wasn’t going to be a threat to the other domains. That raised a different question; did we want Andromeda to rule Myr? “What makes you think he’s even going to be in that city?” 

I was thinking about how Jason had betrayed me to Andromeda. At the same time, if I was allied with Cora and her soldiers, maybe I could have a chance.

Fantasies aside, I knew that I didn’t have any kind of realistic option, not on my own. I had gotten profoundly lucky when it came to stealing the home stone. And even then, our entire plan had relied on the idea that Cora would be arrogant enough to keep the home stone in plain view on the tallest tower.

As a star guide, I had a rare set of skills, but getting Jason back would be different.

“If he isn’t, I will still owe you. And once I am in your debt, I will make sure that you find my former harem boy.”

“Agreed,” I finally said.

Sable carried me above the smoke as if he had learned long ago to ignore the smell of burning homes and towers. His wings beat with steady force, and each downward sweep pushed us higher into the reddened light above the siege. Myr had once been a bright city to me, filled with bazaars and fountains and those gleaming spires, but now its walls looked like the ribs of a wounded beast. Stones lay scattered around the foundations. Fires crawled along the rooftops. Every line of defense the clerics had raised after ousting Mistress Cora trembled beneath the weight of Andromeda’s assault.

I kept my gaze fixed on the eastern battlements. The clerics had claimed that the High Spirits would protect the city. They had told the citizens that faith and unity could overcome steel. They had blessed every shield and set incense at every gate. Now they screamed orders at one another as their robes tore against the jagged remnants of shattered walls. Their voices rose in frantic bursts that bled together in the roar of battle. I couldn’t hear the words, but I felt the sharpness of the fear that shaped them.

The first rank of Andromeda’s catapults fired again. I watched the thick ropes snap forward. The engines hurled their stone into the air with violent speed. For a moment the projectiles looked nearly graceful, like dancers at the peak of a jump. The illusion shattered when the boulders struck the wall. The city shook. The stone crumbled in thick sheets. A cloud of dust rose like a gray wave that swallowed the defenders stationed on the rampart. Women screamed. Some fell. Others clung to the edge and tried to pull themselves back up.

Sable shifted his wings at the shock that rippled through the air. I steadied him with both hands and whispered reassurance into his dark mane. His coat carried a faint shimmer of silver when he grew uncertain. I felt the vibration of his unease through my legs.

I reminded myself that I had come only to observe. Andromeda’s snipers would be eager to bring down a prize like Sable. If I revealed myself by intervening, bolts would be aimed at both of our hearts. I had no desire for that. Andromeda punished betrayal with creative cruelty. I preferred to watch from above, unnoticed, and bring back what I learned.

I guided Sable into a wide arc above the western fields. The charred remains of abandoned wagons marked the places where fleeing families had tried to escape before skirmishers caught them. Their possessions burned in scattered heaps. Their animals roamed in terrified circles around overturned carts. The scene reminded me how easily war erased ordinary life.

From beneath a veil of smoke, the defenders of Myr charged from the gates in one last attempt to break the siege lines. They rode Pegasi as white as the clouds above them. Their armor glinted with reflected firelight. They raised crossbows while they ascended, and the bolts flew into the packed infantry below. The cries of struck soldiers rose in jagged bursts. Andromeda’s ranks did not falter. Her infantry closed their shields above their heads to form a shell. Arrows and bolts rattled off the curved surfaces and fell like broken twigs to the ground.

I watched one defender reached the outermost line. She swung her shock baton at the nearest spear carrier. The weapon flared with white light. The crackle of electric force reached me even up here in the open sky. The soldier staggered, her muscles seized, and she dropped to her knees. Before the defender could strike again, two more attackers grabbed her from behind and pulled her from her saddle. She disappeared beneath a forest of spears.

I turned Sable away before I saw the end of it.

As we climbed, the air rippled with the sound of Pegasi approaching from the north. I recognized the formation by its symmetry. These riders also belonged to Mistress Andromeda. Their armor gleamed; they were polished to catch the light and intimidate enemies. They carried fresh spears, javelins, shock batons and crossbows. They flew with the discipline of a single creature rather than a squadron. In Zel, we never practiced those kinds of formations. The women rose toward the defenders in a climbing formation that resembled the spread wings of a predatory bird.

Three of them broke from the group and turned toward me. I felt Sable tense. The riders had noticed us. I wished I could sink into the clouds, but the sky remained painfully clear. I pressed a hand to Sable’s neck and whispered that we needed to stay calm.

The three riders approached with steady speed. I could imagine their narrowed eyes behind the silver rims of their helmets. They didn’t fire, not yet. They expected me to identify myself. I did not. I pulled Sable into a sharp rise and hoped the sudden change of angle would confuse them. He responded instantly. His wings cupped the air and thrust us above the first rider’s reach.

The nearest rider shouted, but I couldn’t hear her words. Within another second, I understood the intention. She wanted a challenge.

I had no intention of giving her one.

Two riders followed. They pressed forward with startling agility. The third fell behind and returned to her formation. Sable flew as fast as I had ever pushed him. The wind tore at my hair and pressed against my cheeks. The sky blurred at the edges. Yet one rider continued to close the distance. She unstrapped her crossbow and loaded it in one practiced motion.

I felt the air shift as she released the bolt. It flew past my left shoulder and vanished into the clouds behind us. I tightened my grip on Sable’s reins and forced myself not to panic. A single mistake would send us tumbling.

I guided Sable downward, not toward the thickest part of the battle but toward the broken fields outside the siege line. The rider followed. She readied her crossbow again. I guided Sable in a sharp bank to the right. The bolt sailed past and embedded itself in the earth below.

The second rider joined the chase. Her armor was darker than the others, and I recognized the insignia on her breastplate. She belonged to the elite aerial guard. She strapped her crossbow away and reached for her shock baton. The weapon vibrated with active current. She planned to get close enough to strike.

I pulled Sable upward again. The first rider tried to cut us off while the second approached from the opposite side. I forced myself to remain steady. When I looked desperate, Sable sensed it and faltered. I chose to fly toward the weaker rider. Sable’s wings created a burst of wind that disrupted her formation. She lost control for a moment and dropped several feet before recovering. It gave me the angle I needed.

“Damn it, I’m just a scout,” I muttered to the universe. If the High Spirits existed, they didn’t bother to answer.

I dove beneath the stronger rider. She thrust her baton downward in an attempt to hit me and came uncomfortably close, yet I had already passed beneath her. The current grazed the air near my shoulder. I sensed the heat of it like a sudden breath. I guided Sable into a plunge toward the thick smoke rising from a burning granary. The riders hesitated. They could not see within the dark cloud. I could not see either, but I trusted Sable and his instincts.

When we burst from the far side of the cloud, the riders had vanished. Sable slowed his wings and returned to a steady glide. My pulse pounded. I thanked him aloud and promised him some extra treats when we got to Zel again…whenever that might be.

My good boy flicked his ears in recognition.

Below us, the siege intensified. The streets crawled with defenders and invaders in chaotic knots of motion. Flames erupted from many of the towers. The clerics in white and gold attempted to hold the eastern gate with their conscripted faithful in front of them. They spun shock batons in intricate arcs. Every strike lit the air with blue energy. Their chants rose in a rhythmic cadence that echoed across the rooftops. Their faith gave them strength, but their numbers thinned quickly.

Andromeda’s infantry pushed forward. They carried broad shields that created walls of iron as they advanced. Their spears jabbed between the openings and forced the clerics to retreat step by step. The cobblestones beneath them were slick with blood.

The largest catapult fired again. The ground beneath the eastern wall rumbled from the impact. Even up here, I could hear that crash. The stone struck the same weakened section. It cracked with a groan. The top portion of the battlement slid outward. Women attempted to scramble away from the collapsing structure. Some escaped. Others did not.

The defenders released a signal to summon the aerial guard. It was a column of green light that rose from the city center. The remaining Pegasi riders gathered around it. They formed a protective ring and prepared to strike at Andromeda’s forces from above. Their wings beat in unified rhythm. Their crossbows bristled with fresh bolts despite the clerics’ former declarations.

Before they could launch their assault, Andromeda’s riders descended. They arrived with terrifying speed. They struck from above with pinpoint accuracy. They targeted the defenders’ wings first, because a grounded Pegasus became a liability. Shock batons lit the sky with white flashes. Crossbow bolts sliced the air. Pegasi cried out as their riders fell. The defenders broke formation.

I kept Sable on the edge of the conflict; we were only there to observe. I wanted distance between myself and the falling bodies. The sound of wings colliding and armor clattering filled the sky. The cries from below echoed every time a rider struck the ground.

Myr’s archers tried to support their riders from the walls. Their arrows arced upward, but their aim faltered in the haze of smoke. Many arrows missed entirely. Some struck allies by accident. The chaos deepened.

I guided Sable along the length of the wall. I needed to see if the clerics still had any hope of holding that position. The wall looked worse with each minute. Cracks spread along the mortar. The stones sagged. The defenders maintained a thin line along the top. They fired crossbows in steady bursts. Their hands moved with visible exhaustion. Some reached for arrows with trembling fingers.

A sudden tremor shook the ground again. Another stone crashed into the wall. This time it punched through entirely. The outer layer of stone collapsed. A cloud of dust rolled across the streets. Screams erupted. The city couldn’t last much longer.

Andromeda’s infantry surged forward. They poured through the breach like water through a broken dam. The clerics attempted to form a barrier. Their shock batons lit the air. Some fought with admirable strength. Others faltered as the pressure increased. I watched one cleric fall when a spear pierced her shield. She dropped to her knees and then collapsed on her side.

Pegasus riders tried to descend and help. They fired bolts into the infantry. Several hit their targets. Soldiers stumbled. Some fell. But the momentum of Andromeda’s attack did not slow. The breach widened as more of the wall crumbled.

I felt a deep chill gather in my chest as I watched the infantry sweep farther into the streets. They raised their shields to deflect arrows from the surviving archers. They moved with relentless purpose. Their discipline was absolute. The clerics attempted to regroup, but the sight of the broken wall shook their resolve.

Sable soared above the breach. I looked down and saw the defenders gather in front of the inner gate. Their golden robes whipped around them in the wind. They pressed close together. They raised their batons. They chanted prayers to the High Spirits.

A fresh volley of stones launched from the catapults. One flew toward the inner gate. Another struck the broken wall again and widened the breach. The defenders lost formation. Their chanting broke. Several ran for cover.

The infantry advanced without hesitation.

I felt the truth settle within me. It wrapped itself around my ribs with chilling certainty. The clerics had fought with devotion. The riders had given everything they had. The archers had fired until their hands bled. None of it had been enough.

I looked at the collapsing battlements. I looked at the advancing infantry. I looked at the broken lines of defenders fleeing toward the heart of Myr.

The city walls were about to fall to Andromeda’s army.

Having watched so much of the battle, I knew that this was the moment the walls were about to fall.

And so I flew hard and fast back toward the hills. Myr had been encircled, but Cora still had her forces just a mile or two away. When she had first approached, I had balked, thinking this was insane because there was no way she would be able to hide her forces. Granted, Cora only had about a hundred warriors with her, but we were definitely going to get caught.

Then again, she knew this terrain better than anyone else. She took us to those hills, she hid us between some of the mounds, and then she unearthed a cave. She guided us inside, and then they brought that boulder back into position. After just a few minutes, there was no sign that we had ever been there.

But now I landed, and I slammed my baton against the rock. Apparently, enough of the noise traveled through the stone because the women pushed aside the boulder.

Sable and I went inside.

“The walls are about to fall,” I told Cora. “If there’s something you want to do, now is the time.”

“Thank you,” Cora told me. “I never could have timed this without you.”

I had my hand on my weapon. Although it remained there at my belt, I still wondered whether or not she was going to betray me at that moment. Perhaps she had been simply lying before, like now she wanted to attack.

She reached out and grabbed my hand. She squeezed it. “I’m thankful for your assistance. We can get in. We can take advantage of the chaos. We can martial our forces, and we will defeat Andromeda. In the meantime, follow us and separate whenever you like. If you want to fight by my side, you would be welcome to do so. But if you want to go find your boy, then I wish you the best of luck.”

“Just like that?”

“Just like that,” she promised me.

Somehow, I expected our journey through the underground tunnels to take hours or even longer. Even if the walls fell momentarily, I knew that the battle would rage from one tower to the next. There were those smaller homes along the ground, and they would fall within the span of a few seconds. But each could probably double as a bastion.

In the end, Andromeda and her army’s progress would come down to a question of her relentless enthusiasm and just how hard the clerics were willing to fight. Without a mistress to lead them, I didn’t think the priestesses would really be able to hold up, but maybe I was going to be proven wrong.

I didn’t understand this kind of warfare. Maybe I could swing a baton, but that wasn’t good enough, not for these kinds of tactics.

I followed the rest of her soldiers through those tunnels. On my own, I would have gotten lost down here, but Cora and her followers seemed to know where they were going. As she had said, this was her city.

We pushed into another hallway, and suddenly the floor was tiled. I looked around, and there were mosaics over my head. They pushed out, and then we climbed up a staircase. They shoved on one final door, and then we were inside some kind of abandoned temple.

“Women of Myr,” Cora said to the others.” You know our plan. You understand the task at hand. Go!”

Some of them drew spears. Others had their shock batons out. Another group carried crossbows. They ran out, and they pushed through the doors leading out onto the street.

Right away, I picked up on the sounds of battle.

I ran outside, and I looked to my left, then my right. I was thinking about all of this as Pegasi and their riders fought through the skies. For a moment, I thought about Sable and how we could have flown in here together. Maybe I didn’t need Cora or her help.

But then I watched as one of those winged horses took an arrow to his flank, and he started to glide down. He was struggling, his wings beating futilely against the air, but it was obvious he had lost something.

I didn’t get to see whether or not he landed safely on one of the towers. Instead, I hoped for the best. I thought about that boy, and I knew he would be with Andromeda and her soldiers.

It was time for me to go. It was time for me to fight my way through.

Andromeda intended to conquer one building in particular. The rest of the city was important, but if she could take the former palace and the tallest spire, then her right to rule the city would be assured. After all, that was the seat of power.

So that was where I had to go.

I navigated between the different towers and streets, making my way forward.

By now, there were no battle lines. Instead, the priestesses and their loyalists fought hard in small clusters and roaming groups. They were trying to hold different streets and corners, but they were mostly failing.

Knowing she had almost unstoppable numbers on her side, Andromeda had unleashed her troops. Individual companies of mercenaries had broken away, running through the streets as they stole everything they could. They were looting, catching males as slaves, and taking anything that seemed valuable to them.

It took me several hours to make my way through the city, especially when I was attacked at different points. A trio of women pounced on me at one point. At first, I had stared across the road and looked into their eyes. I had believed that they understood I wouldn’t be an easy target. Not only that, I wasn’t wearing the colors of either side. It wasn’t like I was loyal to Andromeda, but I wasn’t ready to fight for the clerics either.

None of that mattered, not when they came to the conclusion that I might’ve had something.

They ran at me, breaking away from the other side of the road and sprinting with their batons out.

Rather than try to run, I confronted them.

I attacked, roaring. I threw myself at them. I shocked one of the women, knocking her out almost immediately. It was a lucky blow on my part, but it meant that I was only outnumbered two to one now.

One of those fighters came at me, and she swung down hard. I hopped back. Still, I wasn’t quick enough, and the tip of her baton grazed my arm. I nearly dropped my weapon. Still, I kicked down against the ground, brought up my knee, and caught her in the stomach. At the same time, the other woman was charging at both of us.

I grabbed onto my first assailant, spun her to the side, and used her as a human shield. Another baton struck her near the small of her back. She cried out before losing consciousness. She dropped to the ground. That left one fighter.

I lunged at her, swinging down, stabbing out, attacking again, and again. I was a blur of movement, relying on muscle memory, and instinct rather than conscious thought.

I scored one small hit, then another. She was slowing down.

My heart was pounding, and my lungs burned for oxygen.

Then I got her. I struck right along the left side of her stomach, and I pushed as hard as I could. Electricity surged through her body, forcing her back. She hit the wall, her eyes fell shut, and she hit the ground. She was still breathing, but she wouldn’t wake up for a while.

I turned and ran for another block or two.

I was still headed toward the main spire.

I didn’t know if Jason was going to be there, but I had to hope.

Over the next few minutes, I continued to navigate my way through the city.

Then I saw it towering above me. When I had flown to that spire, I had known that it was enormous. But landing from the sky felt completely different from standing on the ground and gazing up along the smooth surface. I saw those random windows, the different balconies, and then there were the guards standing outside of the main gate.

I bit down on the inside of my mouth and considered exactly what I was going to do.

Rather than confront them, I looped around the building. It was as large as a city block. There were several different openings.

At first, I figured this was foolish. There was no way I would get lucky. And yet, the city had only barely just been taken. It looked like Andromeda and her forces had already conquered this spire, but that didn’t mean they had locked it down.

If my timing was just right…

Then I saw them: a pair of open doors.

It seemed almost impossible to believe, but I also had to wonder whether or not they had completely conquered the spire after all. Maybe there were soldiers running up and in. Maybe they had only taken a few levels. Perhaps they were still fighting!

Hope blossomed in my chest as I considered the different possibilities. Ultimately, I knew what I had to do.

I glanced forward, then back, and I made my way toward those open doors. I saw the broken lock, and I could hear fighting coming from down the hallway.

As a little kid, I remembered walking through my family home and trying to stay completely silent. I would sneak around like a little ninja. Now I drew on those same skills again. As far as I could tell, I wasn’t making any noise. At the same time, I tried to keep my ears as open as possible. If someone came running down one of these corridors, I needed to know as soon as possible. I couldn’t let anyone sneak up on me.

Then I saw the fight.

At the base of a stairwell, several women were fighting one another. Several of the women held onto short swords and bucklers. The others were wielding shock batons. They fought one another, their weapons clashing.

Before long, the defenders were taken down. Amongst the attackers, there were only two women remaining. I rushed up to them, shocked both of them, dropped them to the ground, and ran up the stairs, fully aware that I had been lucky so far, but it wasn’t going to last.

Crap, there were a lot of stairs!

I ran hard, kicking my feet down from one step to the next as I went up through those different levels. At the same time, I still didn’t need to know exactly where I was going to go or where I would find him if he was even here at all.

It wasn’t sexy, romantic, or epic when I made it to the top floor. Honestly, I had expected the stairwell to cut off at some point, like I would need to move across another hallway or something before I could find the final entrance to the top of the tower.

But then the stairwell did come to an end, and I saw the door. I grabbed the handle, turned it, and it opened up onto the open space.

I was on the roof of this spire.

I didn’t know exactly how long it had taken, but a different kind of exhaustion ran hot through every joint and muscle in my body. Before my training or the inhalation of the red dust, I never would have been able to make it all this way so quickly.

But I was here now, the door was open, and I could feel the cold air brush across my face.

Right away I could see several winged horses cut across the sky. At this point, I waited to see other combatants. Maybe there would be fighters or warriors shooting at one another. Perhaps they would be grappling mid air.

There were Pegasi, and the warriors looked like they were ready to fight, but no one seemed to be engaged in an active battle.

Apparently, Andromeda had captured the sky.

That made me wonder about the rest of the tower.

I crept forward. I made my way between the different statues, bushes, and various trees.

At the center of the spire, just like before, there was a garden comprised of home stones from various conquered territories.

Soon enough, this would belong to Andromeda.

Cora had kept her favorite slaves up here. I had to hope Andromeda would be doing the same thing. Then again, she was still fighting to take the city.

Even so, I hoped that she wanted to make a point. If she took her new husband up here, then maybe that would be enough to teach the others that she was comfortable, that she was confident of their capabilities.

I crept around at the top of the building. I kept waiting to see some cadre of soldiers. At any moment, I assumed a dozen of Andromeda’s fighters would appear.

Over the next few minutes, I saw exactly three different soldiers. They were holding onto spears, and they were walking around, double checking to make sure that the roof was secure. They didn’t see me. Each time, I ducked behind one of the statues or bushes. I held my breath, and I waited, desperately hoping that luck would continue to be on my side.

At first, I assumed I was only going to be up here for a few minutes. But then I heard it.

There was this loud blast of a horn. The sound seemed to wash across the entire city. I checked, didn’t see any of those guards from before, and I made my way toward the edge of the spire. Then I looked down, and I saw her: Andromeda. Her Pegasus was on the ground and walking along the street with nearly a thousand warriors.

At first, I didn’t understand what was happening. Simultaneously, I was thinking about Cora and how her counterattack could take place at any moment. Theoretically, she could have already started the fight, but maybe she was waiting for something special.

I didn’t know. I didn’t care.

Instead, I squinted down, and I saw Andromeda, but there was a figure walking beside her winged horse. At first, I wasn’t sure. But I kept staring. I squinted, and then I came to the only possible conclusion. There was a naked boy there, locked in a chastity belt, gagged, collared and leashed with his hands, tied behind his back.

Jason!

Andromeda and her loyalists made their way to the base of the spire. Then she grabbed that boy by his leash, she pulled him up onto the back of her mount, and suddenly I could hear her voice.

I didn’t know what kind of technology or technique they used, but when she spoke, it felt like she was right there in front of me, just a few feet away.

“Women and men of Myr. My name is Andromeda, and I declare myself to be the mistress of this domain!” At that moment, it was easy enough to imagine fights and duels all across the city pausing. The warriors would want to know exactly what was happening. They would want to understand what was taking place here. “My forces are victorious. We have taken this city. To the clerics, I offer you amnesty. If you wish to lay down your weapons, I will respect your beliefs. We can establish a new balance.” She paused for a moment. There was no hesitation. Rather, she was clearly letting her opponents realize that they had already been defeated. Considering the size of her army, they had never had any kind of realistic chance. Cora, if she had been in control of those walls and these defenses, might have been able to fight back. But even then, it was impossible to know with any degree of certainty.

“If you fight me, you will lose. If you fight me, your order will be destroyed. The High Spirits have blessed my conquest of this city.” She paused again. Perhaps there were priestesses in this domain who now hoped that she would be struck down by some destructive bolt of lightning.

If so, they must have been disappointed.

At the same time, I was considering my options. I was thinking about what I could do.

“I take this spire. I take this city.” She had that boy on the back of her Pegasus, and she kicked down. The winged horse flapped, swiping his wings through the air. They both jumped up, and Jason was right behind Andromeda.

Several other riders joined her. They flew up, and they landed only seconds later.

This was bold. This was brave. At the same time, this was a demonstration of her supremacy.

Once she landed, I stepped out from behind that statue. I was all alone, and I only had my shock baton.

Part of me wondered if maybe I should have tried to negotiate with her. Then again, this woman had tried to kill me once.

“I wondered if you would come back for him,” Andromeda said the moment she saw me.

“You know who I am?”

“You’re the girl who stole the home stone, are you not? You’re the one that this boy negotiated for.”

“What?” I asked, hearing those words without comprehending what they could mean. For a fraction of a second, I had to wonder if maybe the translation technology had failed.

“You didn’t figure it out? Fascinating. This boy agreed to be my plaything and my husband, so long as I didn’t kill you outright. You know my history. Do you know I’m an assassin? I don’t generally worry about questions of honor. But I must thank you for coming here. I can end you, and now we don’t have to worry about it. Besides, I’m sure watching you fall to my blade will help him learn to behave in the future. He has been so disobedient thus far.”

I turned back to Jason. He was gagged; as a man, he wasn’t allowed to speak.

And yet, this woman had just told me exactly what I needed to know.

Maybe she thought she was going to throw me off guard. But then it didn’t matter because she yanked a blade from some hidden sheath on her armor, and she threw it. The weapon flashed, and I just barely dodged. Even then, I could feel the blade cut across my shoulder, leaving a thin gash.

“It’s poisoned,” she said. “You’ll lose consciousness in a few minutes. I hope you don’t mind. If you prefer, you can just jump off the tower right now. That might be less painful than what you will find here,” she said to me. At the same time, the corners of her eyes crinkled. She reached down again. I expected her to draw a second blade. Instead, she pulled a short sword free from her saddle. Then she approached me, taking one easy and confident stride after another.

I blinked. Right as I did so, I could feel the first bite of the venom as it worked its way through my bloodstream. A different kind of exhaustion seemed to sweep across my field of vision. Just getting my eyes open again required extra effort despite the adrenaline pumping out from my heart.

Too bad, I told myself. It didn’t matter what she had done. It didn’t matter what she was going to do next. One way or the other, I was going to fight her. Not only that, I was going to get that boy back.

Jason now stood off to the side. He had slipped free from the saddle, and he was standing there, but he was still leashed. He was still bound and gagged and helpless.

Breathing became harder but I focused. I concentrated, tightening my grip. And then I couldn’t listen to anything else she said. Maybe she was going to lie to me. Perhaps she had already told me the truth.

One way or the other, I had to get out of there. If I didn’t, she would kill me.

Maybe she would even kill both of us, if only to demonstrate her cruelty. She was a powerful woman, and she could have any man she wanted.

That’s why I ran!

I charged the distance between us.

She unleashed two more blades, sliding them free, flicking them forward and throwing them hard as they cut through the air.

I ducked one at the last instant. I could have sworn that I felt the blade slide through my hair as my head dropped down and those tresses rose for just a second as the momentum carried them.

The next blade came to my right. I managed to pivot away at the last instant.

Although I avoided the knife before it could slice across my skin, that gave Andromeda the opening she needed.

The ambitious assassin raced at me, running hard, slamming her feet down and swinging with her blade. The short sword came at me, but I managed to deflect it. The baton knocked aside the weapon.

And yet, she was fast.

She was impossibly fast.

I wasn’t sure how to contend with an opponent like her, especially because she was dancing to the left, to the right, weaving and bobbing and hopping and jumping back-and-forth. I swung at her.

At first, I wanted to believe that it was just the venom. Even if that first attack had just barely grazed my skin, it didn’t matter because the toxins were now running through me, pounding up my core, draining my strength, and leaving me vulnerable.

Battles like this always came down to speed.

If I couldn’t be quick enough, then I couldn’t win. It was almost a mathematical equation.

No, I told myself. I couldn’t think in those terms. Fights could be resolved by speed and strength, but creativity and determination mattered just as much. These weren’t simply mathematical formulae. There wouldn’t be an objective answer. Even something as simple as a breeze at the wrong moment could change everything.

Our weapons clashed again and again, but I was on the defensive. I knew that. I had to recognize it.

Jason was still leashed to the mount. He was stuck. At the same time, there were other soldiers around us.

Maybe Andromeda wanted to prove something.

She came at me again, and I raised my baton, blocking her next attack. Still, she pushed down. She was gritting her teeth with only a few inches separating our faces.

She jumped up, back and kicked out. Her heel caught me in the stomach, and the air was knocked from my lungs. I stumbled back.

At first, I thought maybe she was going to gloat. Perhaps the assassin was going to give me a few seconds to recover, if only so she could taunt me.

She didn’t.

She rushed forward, charging at me. She stabbed forward.

Part of me wanted to spin away. Another part of me knew I wouldn’t be fast enough. Instead, I punched at her wrist. Somehow, I got lucky. It was a wild blow, but it was enough to throw off her aim.

She didn’t care.

And Andromeda attacked again and again. She used her free hand, slugging my shoulder. I stumbled away. Within moments, I was at the edge of the tower. This was worse than being cornered.

If she punched into me or kicked me again, I knew I would go toppling off of the edge, and I would fall for long and torturous seconds before crashing into the ground.

“You can surrender. I can make it quick,” she said. Apparently, she had read the expression on my face, and she was confident I figured I was going to lose.

I didn’t answer.

Instead, I threw my baton.

I flung it at her as hard as I could. With the venom sapping my strength, it required almost no effort for her to dodge the blow. But at the same time, I raised one foot, and I kicked it against the edge of the tower. My heel slammed down against that lip of concrete or stone and the momentum shot me forward. I crashed into her.

She tried to slash me again and she succeeded, bringing a thin line of blood up against my right wrist. And yet, I still managed to grab her arms and push her down.

Before I could even think about what I was going to do next, I slammed my forehead right into her nose. There was the sound of a satisfying crunch, and she was disoriented for the next few seconds.

That was all the time I needed because I grabbed a blade from her armor. I had that knife, I was on my feet, and I was running hard.

I sprinted, confident that her guards were going to pounce and grab me.

Whether it was a sense of honor or befuddlement at what they were seeing, it didn’t matter. After all, they probably assumed that I was going to spin around and attack again.

I didn’t.

Instead, I ran for Jason. I slammed down with the knife, cutting through the rope holding him to the saddle. I still held onto him, and then I grabbed him, taking him by the hand, pulling him toward the edge of the tower and jumping just a second later with that boy‘s wrist still locked tight in my grip.

We fell!

He was screaming, but I couldn’t make out the sound of his voice. At the same time, I shouted. I called out, desperate to make this plan work. I wanted to believe. With every second, the world morphed into a blur around us. Everything was distorted, color, streaking light, and nothing else.

But then I felt a different pulse of air wash across my face. There was that black smear, and then I reached out, grabbing onto him.

Sable was beneath both of us. He flew at a right angle, just before we were about to hit the ground. I hit the saddle hard. Jason was behind me. I held onto that boy. He nearly slipped off, but I used the last of my strength to hold onto him.

There were other riders chasing us now.

It didn’t matter.

The venom was winning. Those toxins surged through my body, tearing down my defenses, one by one. Exhaustion soaked into me. I wasn’t sure exactly how long I would be able to keep my eyes open.

A few more minutes? A few more seconds? Each guess seemed equally valid.

I held onto Sable’s reins. I tried to guide him out. I kicked down against his sides, but he was flying, and he knew how to get out of there, and that was the best I could hope for.

Behind us, other riders aimed and fired.

But then I managed to get my eyes open just long enough to see something down below.

There was a fresh clash.

Andromeda thought she had won. Having defeated the clerics, she was confident that the city would belong to her. She had demonstrated her superiority. She had shown the world, her supremacy. And now, she was ready to take command. I had no idea whether or not she would chase us personally. I told myself that she probably wouldn’t. She had other considerations. Besides, it wasn’t like she truly cared about Jason. He was a trophy, nothing more. She had the city now.

And yet, Cora was here.

She had her troops, and I pushed Sable back to the ground. He landed along the street, and he was running hard.

He rushed through the battle taking place. Overhead, other riders wanted to focus on us, but that meant rushing through the storm of bolts. I didn’t know how my Pegasus had been able to dodge so many. Perhaps the fighters on the ground remembered me. They knew that I was Cora’s ally. Or maybe it was just dumb luck.

Jason probably tried to call something out to me, but I couldn’t hear him, not over the thundering beat of my heart. My skin was cold, my core burning. With every second, I knew that I was going to pass out soon.

We ran.

Sable sprinted forward, his hooves beating down against the stone street.

I glanced over my shoulder, and I saw that Andromeda‘s soldiers had stopped pursuing us. They were focused on the women in front of them. They had taken to the air, and they were trying to hold out against the barrage of bolts. Within a few more minutes, reinforcements would probably arrive. Until then, they were outnumbered by Cora and her forces.

“Take us home,” I called out to Sable. “Take us home!”

That was when I nearly fell. I didn’t have the time I needed to strap myself into the saddle. I had barely slipped my feet into those stirrups, but then I felt a pair of arms slide around my waist, holding me up. At the same time, right before the darkness swelled and swallowed me, if Jason was going to pick shoving me off and ending me once and for all, now was the time. He had betrayed me before.

He could do it again.

Or maybe it would just be the poison.

Either way, I probably wasn’t going to wake up…

Despite that last thought, I woke up.

I was on my back, the moon was high overhead, and I didn’t know where I was or what was happening in those first few seconds.

Jason was above me, and I blinked, almost thinking that maybe we were still out at that park and I had slipped or hit my head or something, but now he was here, taking care of me.

Maybe it had all been a dream…

But then I turned my head slightly, and I saw him: Sable.

When I lifted my head again, Jason was kneeling above me, but he still had that gag in his mouth.

He tapped the side of his face, indicating the leather strap.

For a few seconds, I was tempted to leave it on. He looked good gagged. Maybe that wasn’t too kind a thought, but part of me enjoyed seeing the look of frustration play across his handsome face, especially since he knew he was still dependent.

I pushed myself up, groaned, and reluctantly grabbed the strap and ripped it.

I pulled the ball free from his mouth, and Jason coughed a few times. “Thank you,” he said.

“For what?” I asked as I slumped back again. I could still feel the cuts along my shoulder and side. Then I jerked up again, and I looked around, thinking I was going to find the soldiers chasing after us at any moment.

But we were out in the planes, and Sable seemed completely relaxed.

“What happened? Where are we?”

“We flew for a while, but you were pretty much out of it, so I made him take us back down to the ground. Your boy is a lot smarter than I expected. When I first told him, I didn’t think he was going to listen to me. I mean, he’s a horse.”

“He’s a Pegasus,” I corrected Jason.

I almost expected an argument. Instead, the slave boy nodded quickly. “I guess so. I obviously haven’t had a lot of experience with them. I’m sorry.”

My brows tightened, I looked up at him, and I saw that regret. Part of me didn’t want to believe it, especially since he had lied to me before.

“This isn’t Zel,” I said, making the obvious point.

“When I realized that they weren’t following us, I wanted to stop. I needed to check on you. I saw that your breathing was shallow, but there wasn’t anything I could really do for you. I made sure you drank some water, but I did do my best to clean your wounds.

I thought about the poison. Technically, there was no reason to assume that it was going to be fatal. After all, Andromeda only needed to knock out her opponents. Once unconsciousness claimed them, she could use her blades to do the rest.

“Thank you,” I said. Then I rose and I saw that his leash was dangling from his collar. I grabbed it, and I motioned toward Sable.

“What? What are we doing? You need to rest,” he said.

“We need to get back,” I said. “We are leaving right now.”

The slave wanted to argue. That much was clear. And yet, I must’ve burned through most of the venom. Perhaps I was a little bit tired, and the idea of resting pleased me, but I was thinking about the city and how I needed to return.

We flew for the next few hours. Then we saw Zel.

At first, I expected other riders to confront us, but I was one of the only star guides. Even so, we landed on the central tower before any of the other riders could awaken.

When we landed, there was Shayla, and she saw me.

“I thought you were dead,” she told me.

“You’re not the only one,” I replied with a half smile. “You have been a kind hostess, and for that I will always be grateful. As such, I give you this.” I reached into the saddlebag, took out the home stone of Myr and held it out to her.

Shayla looked down at the stone. She was staring at it like she couldn’t believe what she was saying. “This is one of the most valuable artifacts anywhere in any of the domains,” she said.

“I know,” I replied.

“And you’re just giving it to me?”

“I don’t want it,” I said truthfully. “I’m not interested in the politics.”

Her eyes narrowed at me. “Then what are you interested in?”

“This boy,” I said. “Unless you need me, I’m going to take him back to my quarters, and I’m going to interrogate him.”

“Really? Does he know something useful?”

“He knows what I need to know,” I told her. Then I held onto his leash, I pulled, and I guided him back toward the staircase.

A few minutes later, we were back in my old room. In truth, I was surprised that Shayla left it for me, especially since I had been gone for so long. Theoretically, we probably should have talked more, but she had a major concern that she had to deal with. Simultaneously, I didn’t want to think about the rest of the world. Perhaps Dax was going to be my new home and I would remain within the domain. If so, it was going to be safe because I had just given Shayla one of the most powerful weapons.

Even if Andromeda wanted to try to forge her own empire, she wouldn’t be able to do it, not while another mistress held onto the home stone.

Theoretically, she had the army to try to take it. Then again, that wasn’t how things worked within the domains. It couldn’t be stolen. It couldn’t be taken by an army either, not if Andromeda was the one leading it. She had already broken too many of their norms.

But I didn’t worry about that as I opened the door. By now, the last of the venom had burned away, so I looked at Jason.

I removed his leash, but I left the collar on. Then I looked into his eyes. “Put your hands on the wall,” I said.

“Yes, Mistress,” he said.

In truth, I almost wasn’t sure how to respond. Luckily for me, he had already turned away, he had spread his legs, raised his arms, and pushed his hands against the smooth surface in front of him.

I stared down along the length of his naked body. He only had on the collar and belt.

Because I was curious, but also, because I genuinely missed him, I reached out, and I slid my hand along his hair, down his neck, and all the way to the small of his back. Then I grabbed his ass, and I pulled my hand back. I smacked him. I spanked him. I didn’t punish him as hard as I could have, yet the possibility was there. The temptation shot through me.

“You said you wanted to marry her,” I told him.

“It was the only way,” he told me. “Mistress, it was the only way.”

Mistress. When I heard him use that word, I almost believed him. And yet, those old doubts from before continued to simmer behind my eyes.

“The only way to do what?”

“It was the only way to save you,” he said. “She was about to kill me, but I told her that I could be her consort or her husband or her slave or whatever she wanted. I told her she just had to give you a chance.”

I smirked at that.

Technically, my time on that river was supposed to be a death sentence. And yet, the assassin could have ended me so much more quickly and efficiently.

Right then and there, however, I faced a different question: did I believe him?

Pouting, I pursed my lips. I stared at him. I couldn’t see his face, but he bowed his head, touching his forehead to the wall. “Mistress, I have learned. You have taught me. I’ve learned that I need to behave. I have to be good. Our old world is gone. This is a new life, and I want to be good for you.”

“Why?” I asked. It was a simple question that demanded a complicated answer.

But then he surprised me again. “Because I care about you. Because I love you. Because I want to be with you.”

Those were the perfect words, and I wanted to believe him, but I grabbed his collar instead, yanking him back. I forced him to turn around.

Once again, I was reminded of the fact that he was taller than me. He was broader and he should have been stronger, but I had the red dust flowing through my veins.

“I could use the blue dust,” I told him “I could force you to obey me.”

“I’m already going to obey you,” he said. “But you’re right. It’s your prerogative. If you want to use the blue dust, I won’t resist.”

He meant it.

Even if this boy was a practiced liar, I still believed him. I looked into his eyes, and yet there was still this flash of anger that rushed deep within my chest, all because of what he had done before. I grabbed him, I pushed him against the wall, and he tried to turn around and face me again.

“No,” I said. That seemed to stop him from resisting, but I put my hand on his backside again. I squeezed. Then I pulled my arm back into the air, and I slapped his ass, going for his right side, then his left, back-and-forth as I made sure it stung.

“I want you to know that you gave me the right answer. You told me the truth, and I believe you, but that’s not good enough, not after everything you’ve done. I’m not sure how long it’s going to take me to trust you completely, but you’re going to have to earn it, slave.”

Slave. I picked that word deliberately. At some other moment, maybe I would have given him the chance to become my lover or more. Back on earth, Jason could have been my boyfriend. But now, he was here with me, and I had no intention of leaving!

This was what I wanted. This was what I needed.

So now, it was going to be good for him. I was going to see to it.

He grunted. He growled. He whimpered as I spanked him. My hand flew down again and again as I delivered one blow after another, giving him the injection of pain that he deserved after everything he had done.

Yes, he had worked hard to save me. Yes, I could start to trust him again, but I still thought about those other treacheries. I thought about his ambitions, his arrogance, and his willingness to deceive.

So maybe this wasn’t entirely about trust. Maybe it was about something else: domestication.

I grabbed him by his hair just above the nape of his neck, and I pulled his head back as I leaned forward and brushed my lips along the contours of his ear. “I’m going to tame you, Jason. I’m going to tame you so thoroughly you’re never going to think about betraying me again. I want that idea to become an anathema for you. I want it to become an impossibility, something you can’t even conceive of.”

Remarkably, he answered with a quiet, “Yes, Mistress.”

“Good boy. Smart boy.”

And yet, I wasn’t done with him. If anything, I was only beginning…

Between heartbeats, I itched to laugh, if only because I was thinking about the smartest course of action. If I wanted to be entirely rational and logical, then I was simply going to take this boy and sell him.

The temptation surprised me.

He had a good story. Then again, I could have argued that it really was just a story. Once again, he was lying to me.

Of course, I didn’t want to believe it. I didn’t want to acknowledge that possibility, yet it lingered. It was this toxic spike jabbing into my side. I thought of all of the women who had boyfriends and husbands who had cheated on them. They decided to give those guys second and third chances. Not only that, I was thinking about my colleagues in my behavioral economics program and how they loved to talk about various markets. In particular, people could get greedy or scared. The stock market, in so many ways, was built nothing but confidence. Confidence was a feeling. It could be irrational. It could be illogical. There were no set rules. That was the fundamental problem with the nature of value. It would always be subjective; it would always come through a human lens, which would make it fundamentally messy. That was always the problem with those traditional economists. They wanted clean equations, but that wasn’t how people reacted. Fear, spite, less than greed could warp everything, including what people were willing to pay.

And now, I faced the same problem with this boy.

I had him in position, and I spanked him once, twice, three times in a row. I brought my hand down in that tight ark over and over again as I searched for some kind of resolution.

I wasn’t going to find it.

Still, this was satisfying!

It was more and less than satisfying.

Excitement ran through my body, even as that frustration persisted.

And yet, I kept spanking him, and I could hear it in his voice as he whimpered.

“Can I trust you?”

“Mistress, you can trust me!”

I wanted to believe him. I wasn’t sure if that was a mistake on my part. Maybe this was my own stupidity. Maybe I was allowing myself to succumb to that temptation. Maybe I just yearned to believe it, so I did…

Or I could punish him.

That was a different possibility. That was a different option. Maybe it would give me more information.

I grabbed his hair again, pulled his head back, and asked a different question.” If I continue to punish you, do you think I can break you? Do you think I can get you to convince me that you have changed?”

“Mistress, I don’t know, but I will do my best.”

Again, I wanted to believe him.

“Good,” I said. “Because if you don’t show me exactly what I need to see, then I’m going to sell you.”

“Yes, Mistress,” he said. As he spoke, he made it sound as though there wasn’t any other possibility.

That was when I grabbed him. I wasn’t interested in having him push his hands against the wall. Instead, I wanted something else, something more intimate. I brought him across the tent, and there was a small chair right there near the side. I sat and I pulled him down, and pushed his face toward the floor. Suddenly, he was across my lap, but I knew exactly what I was going to do.

“This is going to sting,” I promised him. Next, I put my hand on his backside.

Even as I had him faced down on my lap, I was thinking about what this would mean. I was thinking about how much had changed.

“Tell me what you have learned. Tell me how you have changed,” I ordered.

“I know my place,” he said. I listened for some hint of resentment or anger. Despite my best efforts, I couldn’t find any. “I know that I am not as brave as you were or as strong as you. Mistress, I understand that I belong to you now. I’ve been here for a long time, and I’ve seen how things can be. I’ve seen what you can do. I know that you’re stronger than me.”

“Am I smarter than you?”

“Yes, Mistress. You’re smarter than me.”

He could be lying. That was a possibility.

“I don’t believe you. I don’t believe that you are telling me what you really think,” I said to him. That was why I unleashed another set of spankings. I jerked my hand up into the air, brought it down, and struck hard and fast over and over again as I showed him what would happen when he displeased me.

At the same time, I experienced that other rush. There was that flutter of heat, the excitement, the longing and desire all mixed together. It whirled through my body, growing stronger and stronger because I knew exactly what I wanted. Just as importantly, I knew what I could take.

I spanked him hard and fast, making sure he regretted every choice he had made to punish me.

But that wasn’t enough.

I grabbed him, and I pulled him up. Suddenly, he was sitting on my lap with his legs spread, and his knees pushing against the sides of my thighs.

At that moment, he sat taller than me, but that wasn’t enough.

A smile curved along my lips as I looked into his eyes. My gaze was hard as I watched him.

“What are you?”

“Mistress, I’m your slave. Mistress, I’m your property. Mistress, I’m inferior to you,” he said.

I wanted to see whether or not he really meant it, so I kissed him hard. At the same time, I reached up with my hands. I was playing with him, touching him and stroking him. With every moment, I delivered those soft caresses along the length of his body. I was toying with him as he squirmed there on top of me, but I could have picked him up or thrown him down at any moment.

It was my choice and my prerogative.

Before long, he was whimpering again. I could feel those vibrations run through his throat and down along the contours of his chest.

“You want out, don’t you? You want me to free you.”

“I do,” he said.

“Too bad,” I replied. Then I pushed down on the back of his head, and I looked up into his eyes. “I need to be sure.”

Maybe he didn’t even know what that meant, but that didn’t change anything. I didn’t require his comprehension. Instead, I grabbed him again, and I pushed him down on his back. He hit the soft sheets, and I scrambled on top of him, straddling him, pinning him and trapping him.

Once I was on top, I leaned down, and I kissed him again.

It was impassioned, eager, and hungry. This was me succumbing to that thirst as I kissed him, our tongues darting against one another, teasing, and flirting with every second. My heart was pounding faster, I knew I could take whatever I wanted.

Soon…

In the meantime, I continued to play with him. I took my time. Just as importantly, I knew that he was helpless. He understood that I could take that I wanted. This foreplay could last until I decided to stop it. Maybe I would take the completion I deserved, or maybe I would simply stop.

After all, it would’ve been easy enough for me to go find another boy. For a moment, I was tempted to grab Sable, climb into his saddle, and fly back to find Terrence.

And yes, I didn’t want that boy.

I wanted someone else.

My chest tightened, and my heart kicked faster as I played with him. I was teasing him some more, and then I looked back into his face.

I think that you really want out of this, don’t you?”

“Yes!”

“Convince me,” I said.

“Mistress, I’m your slave! I don’t know how to make people think anything, but I will do everything in my power to show you the truth! I have learned! I have learned my lesson! I have learned how to behave! I see the truth now!”

“Do you? Do you really?”

“Yes! I’m willing to do whatever it takes!”

“Tell me you should be locked up in chastity forever.”

His eyes widened, and I could hear that quiver and his voice right before he licked his lips and prepared himself to speak. He knew he had to tell me what I wanted to hear. If he didn’t, the consequences could be severe.

But if he did what I wished, then they could be just as vicious. They could be just as brutal because this was my decision to make. That uncertainty must’ve been a special kind of punishment for him, especially because I could change my mind at any moment.

“I want to be locked up in chastity forever,” he told me.

“If I gave you the key right now and told you to break it, would you do it? Would you break it, knowing that you would never be able to get out again?”

“I would do whatever you told me to do,” he said, those words like a promised confession.

“And why would you do that?”

I expected him to say something about how I could force him or maybe he understood that I outranked him. Those answers would have been good enough. They would’ve been sufficient, but they weren’t going to impress me. Instead, he told me, “Mistress, I would do it to impress you. I would do it to please you. I would do it because I always want to make you feel good.”

I believed him.

“Beg for the chance to go down on me,” I said.

Frankly, I didn’t trust myself. That was the problem. That was always going to be the problem. Even if I didn’t want to face it or acknowledge it, I couldn’t escape that truth.

Jason fell to his knees in front of me. At first, he kept his head bowed down as he started to speak. Then he risked glancing up at me. Somehow, I enjoyed that eye contact, especially because I knew exactly what it meant. He was hopeful. He was desperate for my approval. “Mistress, please, may I service you? May I go down on you? May I satisfy you? May I be a good boy for you? I want to be whatever you want. I want to be whatever you need. Please, I will do everything I can for you. Please! Please, just give me a chance!”

A chance…

That was what he was asking for.

Then again, I had tried to give him those opportunities so many times before.

He had a good reason. He had a good story.

Was that good enough? Was it enough to make me believe him?

At that moment, I didn’t care.

I stood, and I stripped. I pulled off everything, just as I had done before in front of him. Once I was naked, I didn’t feel vulnerable. I wasn’t exposed. Instead, I could take him.

I sat there on the edge of that seat and I spread my legs.

“Lick your fingers and use your hand first,” I ordered.

Watching me, he obeyed. He brought his hand up to his lips, and he opened his mouth. But he sucked on those digits for just a moment before he leaned forward, and I wrapped my arms around him as he brought his hand up between my inner thighs. His fingers slid along my opening, and he was careful. He was taking his time.

I could still feel the arousal dart through his body. Kissing him had reactivated all of those other urges and instincts.

More than that, even now, he was still a man from the United States. Even if he had learned otherwise, he still considered his sex to be a question of penetration. Deep down, he would probably always feel that way. And yet, he was learning. He was cooperating and behaving just as I wanted.

His fingers felt incredible!

I loved what he provoked with his soft touch, those gentle caresses, and so much more.

Jason was doing an incredible job as he continued to touch me. This was what I wanted; this was what I needed.

Again, I didn’t know whether or not I should or could believe him, but he was touching me, and my nipples had stiffened. Heat splashed all along my body. I could feel it race down along my frame, just beneath the surface of my flesh.

I arched my back. My muscles tightened. It felt so good to have him stroke me just like this.

Then I grabbed him and kissed him while he continued to touch me.

With my free hand, I started to guide him. I brushed my fingers down along his wrist. My fingertips were on top of his knuckles, and I set the pace for him. I showed him exactly what he was going to do.

I was using him. I was using his hands.

Part of me wanted to tease him. Another part of me wanted to taunt him and speak. Instead, I kept kissing him while he fingered me. And yet, I was still in control!

That must’ve been the most important part.

Finally, I pushed him back and I shoved him down again. I had my hands on his shoulders, and I forced him to his knees. I brought his head up between my legs, and his lips brushed along my crevice.

“Kiss. Kiss my inner thighs. Kiss my pussy.” If those words sounded vulgar, I didn’t notice. Instead, I was busy enjoying myself.

I felt his lips slide along my skin. Then he had his mouth planted right there along my opening.

Fresh ecstasy surged through me. It wasn’t just the physicality. Once again, I discovered that primal authority. It was the power of knowing I could have anything I wanted.

Right then and there, I was in control. I could tell him to do anything I liked, and I was confident he would obey. Perhaps I couldn’t trust him. Maybe he was still scheming. Then again, I didn’t care because the heat was addictive. That desire continued to course through me, flooding through my body like this raging torrent.

I wanted him! I wanted to own, control, tame and domesticate him. I wanted him to be mine in every way. I wanted him to be utterly helpless and subject to my will and my whims.

That was what I had.

I smiled viciously, and I pulled his head forward.

“Serve me, “I ordered.

That boy obeyed. I still tried to sense some deceit on his part. And yet, there were those sweeping movements of his tongue. They gave me exactly what I craved as fresh desire flared through me.

Jason had only gone down on me for a few seconds before the satisfaction exploded along my skin. It rippled, shimmered, glittered and glimmered.

That was just one orgasm.

I demanded more.

More importantly, I knew exactly how I was going to get it.

I dropped my head forward again, exhaled, and smiled to myself. There were those little aftershocks. That orgasm wasn’t the most intense I had ever experienced, yet it still felt incredible. Not only that, I was going to get and take more.

Understanding this, I smirked ferociously as I ordered him to do it again. “More. Serve me. Pleasure me. Jason, you are my slave, and I expect you to lick hard and fast.”

He positioned himself again with his face buried there against my pussy. He licked. He served me, his head rising and falling just a little bit as his tongue massaged my most sensitive spot. As I commanded, he pleasured me. He served me. He gave me everything I could desire. And yet, I glanced down at him and I still had that smile on my face while I considered him.

His cock must have been straining hard against the inner contours of his cage. He wanted out so badly.

Too bad, I told myself. He wasn’t going to get it, not anytime soon.

And yet, he still had to taste my sex. He still had to understand that I was getting the stimulation I craved while he squirmed there on his knees.

I could sense it: his desperation. He thirsted for that completion. He wanted it so badly, but there was nothing he could do about it!

“Stop,” I commanded next. My boy froze. “Look at me.” Again, he obeyed. Next, I saw his eyes, and I told him, “I want you to tell me exactly what you’re feeling right now. What are you learning.”

He was going to speak, and I was going to decide whether or not I believed him. That was ultimately the question. That was the singular point upon which all of this pivoted. Would I want to sell him because I knew I could never trust him?

“Mistress, I’m learning that I’m your slave and that I belong to you and that I have to do anything and everything you want because you own me. You are my superior, and I want to satisfy you.”

“Say that last part again,” I ordered.

“You are my superior, and I want to satisfy you,” he told me.

Did I believe him? Was I ready to accept those words?

I didn’t know, but I was on the edge of an orgasm. Hearing him speak certainly added to the enthusiasm and arousal pounding through my body.

I slipped free from my spot and I pounced on him, grabbing him, and shoving him down. This time, I sat on his face with my sex pressed to his mouth.

“Finish the job,” I ordered next.

After I spoke, I still wondered how I wanted to react. I hadn’t made that decision, not really. It would’ve been so easy for me to take away his freedom. I could have stolen away his last hope and sold him.

Even now, I was tempted.

Part of me wanted to see that collar around his neck as he stood on a stage. And announcer could’ve called out his statistics, telling everyone how tall he was, how much he weighed, what he had learned, and where he had come from.

Then other women would decide how much they were willing to pay for him. How many pegs would they give up for the chance to have him the way I had him right there, on his back, helpless, and desperate to please me?

“Does it scare you? Does it scare you to know that I can sell you?”

Jason didn’t get to answer, not as his tongue continued to play along my pussy. I was still seated there on his face with my slit, pressing down against him. I held him in place, showing him once again that I was a star guide while he was nothing but a male. As a male, he was owned. He was property. He was my property!

Then again, that wasn’t the question. That wasn’t the point of contention…

“You would have no idea who is going to buy you. Maybe she would be kind. More likely, she would want to get her money’s worth.” I paused for a moment to let that reality sink in. “And you wouldn’t be able to do anything about it. She would be the one who would decide whether or not you need to be punished or broken or tamed.”

I continued to ride his face; I enjoyed every sweeping motion of his tongue as those sensations pulsed through my body. With every second, another flash of heat and arousal shot through me.

This felt so good; it was perfect. It was everything a girl like me could want!

The orgasm hit me and I moaned, screaming, and crying out. I didn’t care about anyone else in that tower. Maybe there were slaves listening on the other side of the door. It didn’t matter to me because I knew exactly what I wanted.

I pulled back, and I looked down at him.

“I want to fuck you. You know what that means, don’t you?”

“Yes, Mistress,” he said.

“If I want it, does that mean you should want it too? If I own you, does that mean you have to agree to everything I desire?” It was a cruel and impossible question.

“I might not enjoy it, but I know you’re smarter than me, so you can have whatever you want. If you decide this is for the best, then I will do it. I will do anything and everything I can to prove myself to you,” he said.

I believed him…

Perhaps that was naïve. Maybe I was just letting him manipulate me. Those possibilities continued to swirl through my head, but I rose to my feet, I got up, and walked to one of the drawers. There, I found the harness. I found the two headed dildo…

It was just like the one I had used back at the camp.

“I want you on your hands and knees, slave,” I told Jason.

He scurried into position, scrambling to pose exactly as I wanted. My desires, it seemed, truly had become his only priority.

I narrowed my eyes as I started to get dressed again.

I pulled the harness up. I slipped the dildo into position. Then I walked over to him, and I stepped in front of him.

I grabbed his hair, kneeled in front of him, and he opened his mouth. He saw the curves of the dildo, and he knew exactly what it meant. He wrapped his lips around the shaft, and he started licking.

I fucked his face, taunting him as I pushed forward and drew back. I pumped into him, showing him exactly what his new status had become. Even if he thought he knew it before, this was going to be a reminder. This would be proof.

Before this, I had forced him. Now I watched him and waited. I wondered whether or not he truly believed what he said.

And yet, it felt so good!

I loved that look on his face. More than that, I adored the way he moaned and whimpered as I pumped into him. As a guy from the United States, he had probably watched videos like this, only our roles were supposed to be reversed. Instead, he was the one down on his hands and knees as I used him!

I jerked back.

“Thank me,” I commanded.

“Thank you, Mistress,” he said. “Thank you for using me.”

I pushed the dildo back into his mouth. I loved the way his lips wrapped around the contours of that shaft, especially since it meant extra friction. Every time I pushed forward, I could feel the other end of the toy as it rubbed against my pussy. It penetrated me and slid along my clit so perfectly!

Before I could climax again, I jerked free. I pulled back, I positioned myself in front of that boy down on his hands and knees.

“Jason, ask for it. Make me believe you.”

“Please, Mistress. Please, use me. Take me. Please, Mistress. Please, it’s your right to fuck me. If that’s what you want, then you can use me! Please, Mistress!”

“Is this what you really want? Do you really want to be owned? Do you really want to be owned by me?”

It was that last question that struck me as the most important. That was the point I needed to understand, especially because I could keep him locked up and caged, but I wasn’t sure if that was what I really wanted to do. Maybe it was. Maybe it wasn’t. Somehow, I couldn’t decide.

With my heart pounding, and my breath sharp, it was difficult for me to know exactly what I was supposed to feel.

More than that, this was a different kind of world. On Dax, I could embrace those instincts. I could be selfish. I could be a warrior who captured a boy like him…

“Yes! Yes, I want to be owned by you! Please, keep me! Please, don’t sell me! Please, Mistress! Please, I want to be everything for you! I want to be a good slave for you!”

Again, I wanted to believe him…

“Good boy,” I said and meant it.

Then I was behind him, and I aimed the tip of my fake shaft right before I pushed forward. I thrust into him, stretching the walls of his ass as I took what I wanted all over again.

I pumped him. I pushed into him. I humiliated and degraded him by showing him what it felt like. More than that, I waited for him to complain or argue.

But he didn’t…

Jason didn’t tell me that he was better than this. He didn’t insist that he deserved to be in control. At that moment, I started to believe that maybe he really did accept his new status. Perhaps he was ready to be my slave. Maybe he was even eager for it.

Then, without being prompted, Jason called out, “Thank you. Thank you, Mistress. Thank you for owning me! Thank you for putting me in my place! I meant it. I mean it. I want to be your slave! I love you, and I want to belong to you!”

He loved me?

In truth, I didn’t know how to respond. Fortunately, for me, I didn’t need to. Instead, I pumped him harder and faster as I took exactly what I wanted. I showed him who he had become as I used him.

And yet, this was so incredible.

I yearned for more.

Finally, I jerked back, and I tore off the harness. I shoved him down again, flipping him onto his back. At first, I was tempted to press my slit down against his mouth. I could have climaxed again right then in there.

A different desire gripped to me.

I reached for his chastity cage. I channeled my strength, I tore the lock, and I removed the toy. Suddenly, he was free. At least, I allowed him to enjoy that erection because I wanted to play with him.

“Who do you belong to?”

“You, Mistress. I belong to you!”

“Never forget that,” I told him as I spread my legs, mounted him, slid down, and enveloped his cock, dropping him between the walls of my pussy. There was that heat, that friction, and the perfect contours of his shaft as I claimed him.

For seconds, then minutes, I rode his shaft, gliding up and down. I slid along his length, taking him inch by inch over and over, because I could. There were those first flashes of satisfaction, but it wasn’t the complete orgasm I craved.

“I’ve made my decision, Jason,” I told him. “I might sell you later. For now, I’m going to keep you for now, I’m going to keep you, and I expect you to always be on your best behavior. Every day, I’m going to toy with you. Every day, I’m going to play with you, and you have to do your very best to keep me satisfied!”

I rode him harder. I squeezed. I savored the sensations.

His muscles locked as he arched his back and kicked down. His elbows shoved against the floor. “Yes, Mistress!”

I believed him.

More importantly, I decided that I didn’t even care because I owned him. So long as he followed my rules, it wouldn’t matter. More than that, I could sculpt him day by day and week by week. Over the course of his life on this world, he would learn!

I grinned ferociously, still using him for my pleasure.

“Give it to me! Come for me! Come for me because you know that this orgasm belongs to me in the exact same way you belong to me!” I practically shouted out those words.

That boy obeyed.

He jerked up as I threw myself into the orgasm. I lost myself to that haze of bliss. It was a tsunami, a flood, hurricane, and so much more, all combined into that lancing sensation that went on and on. I saw new colors and heard new sounds. My heart was pounding. A different flavor of heat washed over me, but it couldn’t last forever.

He was drained and spent.

Even as I was working to catch my breath, I pulled away. I dropped down onto the floor. My bed was right there, but it didn’t matter because I pulled him close. I rested my head on his shoulder. And then I tugged on his collar. “Say thank you.”

“Thank you, Mistress. Thank you for owning me.”

“Good boy. I’m keeping you for now. But remember, I can sell you whenever I want.”

“I’ll do my best to make sure you never want to sell me,” he promised me.

It didn’t matter whether or not I believed him because he had to prove it. Maybe he was a slave, but he still had that obligation. He would always have that obligation.

The End
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Female supremacy is my favorite fantasy. I love stories and novels about entire societies where women have seized control. Men are reduced to the status of chattel, slaves, and toys for their female superiors. In these storylines, men can fight, but they’re destined to lose. Sometimes women have taken control based on magic or technology. In other stories, women are just smarter and work to outmaneuver the boys who foolishly thought they were in charge.

Dominant women make up many of the characters in my stories. These tales focus on wives, girlfriends, and other female rivals who take power in specific microcosms. Here, the women are still very much in charge, but their control is limited to a single man. He’ll still be enslaved, but the rest of the world remains largely the same.

Chastity training is intense. Boys are obsessed with their libidos, so there’s something magically enticing about locking a man up and reducing him to a pathetic, kneeling slave ready to obey every command. Sometimes these males need to be tricked. Maybe they need to be blackmailed or even kidnapped and forced into a chastity cage. One way or another, they’ll give in. Holding his key is one of the most delectable pleasures I can imagine.

Cuckolding is another incredible fetish. Since I am interested in how men can lose control, I’m fascinated by the idea of a wife or girlfriend who’s decided that her man just isn’t good enough. Yes, she still cares about him and wants to keep him around, but he will be a slave, forced to watch his girl with another man—if he’s lucky. This kind of the trail is one of those ultimate expressions of power and control.

Bondage can be psychological, but I tend to prefer the literal restraints. The notion of having a man strapped down, his arms and legs spread, his naked body on display is powerfully erotic. I love knowing his girlfriend or wife can touch him and tease him, forcing him to beg and plead. His dignity drains away as he succumbs to that overwhelming desperation.

Spanking is an amazingly simple punishment. Take a man, put him across your lap, and spank him. Make him cry out. Pain might be one of the oldest incentives, but it works beautifully. When a man whimpers, he understands what he’s lost.

Humiliation is one of those tools men seldom acknowledge. They want to believe they’re capable of dealing with any slight or insult, only this isn’t true. So many men are incredibly fragile. They tell themselves that they’re powerful, but they still worry about what the women nearby might think. Getting collared, leashed, and crawling before a woman is an incredibly humiliating experience. It strips him of his identity now that the world can see who he really is.

These are just a few of my favorite fetishes. If a game involves taking or losing control, I’ll probably love it. So please, if you have any fantasies or ideas you would like to share, feel free to email me: ARitter664@gmail.com.

Commissions:

Do you have a fantasy you just have to explore? If you’re interested in hiring me for a commission, you can get started by sending me an email.


Other Works by Anna Ritter

Sometimes I get asked about my other projects, so here are some of the novels, novellas and short stories that I especially enjoyed writing.

Novels

American Matriarchy

A realistic novel:

Stacey Farber is a wildly successful businesswoman who is now funding the construction an entirely new city called Bella Springs. She’s doing this for one reason: promote female supremacy. In this new city, women will enjoy every advantage. The outnumbered men in this city will discover what second-class citizenship looks and feels like. Farber uses her influence to ensure women have every opportunity to succeed when it comes to employment, compensation, political power, and freedom. Men like Matthew O'Reilly are given curfews and uniforms, turning them into second-class citizens. College students Mia and Zack enroll in the new university, but he’s confined to "service" classes, focusing on pleasing the woman rather while she’s busy learning leadership skills. Despite their efforts, men remain surrounded by powerful women who may not let them go, all of which demonstrates how “The future is female.”

This 85,000-word novel features extreme female domination, male subjugation, spanking, public humiliation, stocks, chastity training, pegging, and more.

Male Disadvantages

A realistic companion to American Matriarchy:

This is Bella Springs, a new city where women have taken complete control. The founder, Stacy Farber, built the city with one ambition in mind: ensure female supremacy. She wants to see the men of the world enslaved, and she’ll prove it’s possible here in her new city. This collection of short stories illustrates what life is like when women rule. The men here are subjugated, owned, and humiliated on a daily basis. When the future is female, men had better prepare to surrender. Women enjoy every advantage. In Bell Springs, being male is the biggest disadvantage of all.

This 78,000-word anthology features female domination, pegging, chastity training, bondage, and humiliation.

The Matriarchs

A mostly realistic novel

A virus infects men, causing them to lose their ability to think rationally and engage in mindless aggression. Women, led by the female President of the United States, seize control and help the men behave. They develop a control band to stun males when they lose control and succumb to their virus-induced emotions. With the virus still running rampant, males lose power. Male lawyers, judges, doctors, and corporate executives all lose their influence and positions of power since they can no longer be trusted. Their wives and mothers must handle every decision. A young man, Jordan, decides to go to college only to face strict rules and severe consequences when he messes up. He must be obedient, docile, and subservient to succeed in this new world.

This 115,000-word novel features female supremacy, human puppy play, spanking, bondage, pegging, and male subjugation.

Love Locked

A realistic novel:

Amber and Brian have grown up together, only it’s time for their relationship to change since she’s about to become his keyholder. She’ll have complete control over Brian's manhood. She will win every argument, and Brian will eventually improve his grades and become a useful member of the household. Amber now sees Brian as her brother, but she wonders if she should view him as something else—maybe a slave?

This 65,000-word novel features extensive female domination, chastity training, domestic discipline, and spanking.

Prisoner 616

A mostly realistic novel:

Nick Athens, an analyst at a local investment firm, is determined to maintain his position in the female-dominated finance industry. He doesn’t know it yet, but one woman might take away any chance he has, especially if she can trick him into committing a crime. The female supremacists in charge are reforming the prison system for boys like Nick, forcing them to wear collars, restrictive jumpsuits, and chastity belts. If he messes up, Nick's only hope will be his sister, Chloe Athens, a journalist who can write about his situation and potentially trigger a public backlash to get him released. Chloe would need to learn about the facility and its conditions, but her initial ambivalence might evolve into something new if she begins to see why these boys deserve to be leashed and caged.

This 128,000-word novel features a gynarchy, bondage, male chastity training, CFNM, discipline, teasing and denial, female supremacy, foot worship, oral service, and extensive humiliation.

When Women Rule

A mostly realistic novel:

Things have to change in Crystal Canyon, a city where men are losing their free will. Everyone can see how this community must change to meet these new challenges. If every male automatically obeys any command uttered by a woman, then everyone will need new rules—an a new hierarchy. Men are becoming more reliant on women for guidance and training, leading to a decline in their independence. Dr. Elizabeth Hunt, a psychologist, notices this change and crafts a plan. Soon, the men are forced to accept women as their handlers, trainers, and owners. Step by step, these boys are becoming slaves. The girls in Crystal Canyon may be kind or cruel, but they all share a common goal: own the boys.

This is an 80,000-word novel about the sexual subjugation of men.

Wild Space

A sci-fi novel:

Humanity will eventually reach beyond our solar system, but to do so, intrepid explorers and ambitious men like Aric Donovan and the crew of Ranger 3 will first travel to Tau Ceti. Their journey will take decades, so the crew of Ranger 3 will need to enter cryogenic sleep. While they’re gone, Earth will change. There’ll be wars, unimaginable destruction, and a rebirth. The matriarchy will take control, leading to advancements in science and technology. A new starship will reach Tau Ceti in just five years. They’ll catch up to the Ranger 3, so this new crew must decide whether to let the wild males sleep or wake them up and retrain them. Corporal Cara Dare, the sole woman on the Ranger 3, may be able to save Donovan and the rest of their crew. Or she might be tempted to embrace a new way of life if it means women rule while men serve and obey.

This 70,000-word novel features female domination, a futuristic gynarchy, extensive bondage, elements of medical play, pony play, CFNM, male humiliation, spanking, and hypnosis.

Witch Mark

A fantasy series:

The world is complex and difficult to understand, especially when it comes to the covens and spellcasters who have learned to tap into the arcane winds and manipulate reality. Although these women remain hidden, they have the power to shape reality to fit their desires. Marina Diamonte, as one of these empowered casters, has ignored her family's political intrigues. But now, she’s preparing to compete for the leadership of her coven. Along the way, she’ll have to claim a boy for herself. She discovers Eric Samuels, a boy who seems to resist her influence. He intrigues her. More importantly, he knows how to amuse her.

This 49,000-word novella is Part One of the Witch Mark series. This novella features extensive female domination, elements of gynarchy, bondage, mind control, orgasm denial, chastity training, CFNM, foot worship, and more.

Automatic Training

A sci-fi novel:

Isaac Drake arrives in a new city and is greeted by an autonomous vehicle. In seconds, the car traps him. He’s strapped down and helpless…like cargo. The car reaches an automatic training facility where female supremacists use specialized devices and AI to train males like Isaac. The women here will use conveyor belts, collars, and chastity cages. Within a week, these boys will become servile slaves eager to please their owners. Isaac is one of the first males to endure this automatic training.

This 80,000-word novel features gynarchy, domination, pegging, chastity training, robots/automation/androids, CFNM, bondage, hypnosis/mind control, ideological reeducation, and more.

Auctioned on Athena

A sci-fi novel:

In the far future, Justin is a navigator on a courier ship; his captain tasked with a mission to purchase plasma converters in a city dominated by women. Along the way, he must contend with the humiliating catcalls and demeaning comments from women. If he fails to return to a ship, his status as a Registered Male will be revoked, and he could be taken or sold to any of the trading syndicates. He’s a tempting target since a boy like Justin could fetch a high price in the slave markets…

This 115,000-word novel features a futuristic gynarchy, extensive female domination, bondage, male humiliation, pegging, chastity training, teasing and denial, exhibitionism, CFNM, and much more.

Novellas

Male Progress

A mostly realistic novella:

The patriarchy is eroding as women like Elizabeth assert themselves and take control of their families. Her son, Felix, still clings to old fantasies about male independence. The school district is implementing Male Progress Reports to encourage better attitudes and behaviors in high school. Boys like Felix are required to wear a leather collar with two buttons, green and red, which will be used to record their decisions and overall behavior. Each collared boy will be assigned a handler, and she’ll decide what kind of punishment or reward he deserves based on his number of merits and demerits. Felix's sister, who is expected to be his handler, will review his scores and decide his punishment. This boy should know better, but he can’t help himself. He gets one demerit after another. Clearly, he needs some extra discipline.

This 25,000-word novella features extensive female domination, bondage, male humiliation, elements of orgasm denial, all set in a nascent gynarchy.

No Escape from Matria

A modern fantasy novella:

Matria is a small, beautiful country with a pristine lake, forests, and ancient castles. However, it is a country where women are in charge and slavery is still prevalent. Daniel Michaels, a photographer, is designated a Wild Male and has a couple of weeks to document Matria. If he stays past this assigned deadline, he’ll be eligible for enslavement. Daniel has traveled extensively, but Matria is a strange and dangerous place—especially for boys. Leaving should be easy…only something is intent on keeping him here. If he can't escape, he will be captured as he confronts Kayla, Amanda Amata, and Lady Renata. Whether he likes it or not, Daniel Donovan is about to discover the true nature of this land.

This 27,000-word novella features extensive female supremacy and domination, bondage, male subjugation, elements of chastity training, light pony play, and more.

Surrender in the Sky

A paranormal fantasy:

Like so many other business travelers, Samuel is used to long hours in the air. He tolerates the cramped seats and drone of the engines as the world passes by beneath the plane. This time, there’s a storm. Lightning cuts across the sky. He blacks out…and discovers he has fallen into a new dimension where women rule. It’s a new reality. He’s no longer on a jet; instead, it’s some kind of zeppelin. In this reality, men are owned. In this world, women are dressed in fine clothing, while the males are naked and leashed. Samuel struggles to understand the differences, but then he meets Marina Castillo, who senses his potential and seems willing to help him return to his own world—unless she has her own agenda.

This 26,000-word novella features extensive female domination, a strict gynarchy, male chastity training, pegging, spanking, orgasm denial, and much more.

Into Her Web

A superhero fantasy:

Nova City is a wild, wonderful and chaotic place with dozens of superheroes and villains who call this place home. And yet, there’s an odd dynamic. There might be male metahumans, but most individuals with superpowers are female. Riptide might be one of the few men with extraordinary abilities, yet he’s still a powerful superhero. During the day, he’s Logan Drake, a marine biologist. But when he takes on his secret identity, he uses his superpowers to improve the world and help people. He is getting a lot of attention. The Weaver has special plans for Riptide. She can drain Riptide's strength and strip away his powers before she retrains him as a slave. Without understanding the danger, Riptide may have already stumbled into her web…

This 33,000-word novella features extensive female domination, bondage, male chastity training, humiliation, and pegging.

Short Stories

Social Status

A mostly realistic short story:

Over the past five years, significant changes have occurred in the United States, leading to a backlash from the women who’re tired of toxic masculinity and the dumb decisions made by elected officials. Women have taken charge, which has led to the creation of the Male Monitoring Bureau (MMB). The MMB regulates male behavior and has even created a new social status: male chattel. Logan had the chance to be a good and obedient young man, but he's been reclassified as male chattel, ending his freedom in one instant. He calls his best friend Tricia Perkins to help him understand his new status. And yet, Patricia has plans for Logan...

This 11,000-word story features a female dominated society, female supremacy, male submission, foot worship, elements of chastity training, bondage, spanking, and other forms of punishment.

Surrender Ceremony

A mostly realistic short story:

In the new future, women have taken over and men are stripped of their rights under the Female Supremacy Party. Weddings are replaced by Surrender Ceremonies, where a woman claims a man, either as a slave, pet, plaything, or servant. Allison enjoys Brandon's service, but he still believes he has something to say about his future. Perhaps he’ll learn the truth when he’s spanked and humiliated at his Surrender Ceremony.

This 10,000-word story features female domination, a strict gynarchy, bondage, elements of pegging, male humiliation, CFNM situations, spanking/paddling, oral service, and chastity training.

Pony Inspection

A realistic short story:

As the world changes and women assert themselves as the nation’s rightful rulers, Luke must turn himself in at a processing facility to face indentured servitude. But this won’t be the kind of servitude he expected; he discovers that the boys are being turned into human ponies, stripped of their rights, trained, and even put on display. This man is about to learn the meaning of service and obedience.

This 6,000-word story features female domination, intense male humiliation, extensive pony play, bondage, and more.

Tutoring Britney

A realistic short story:

Jared might be smart, but he’s also naïve, especially when it comes to tutoring. He automatically assumes he should be in control with his students, but Britney is a charismatic girl who understands how the world really works. For her, it’s easy to manipulate Jared into a game of seduction—one she’s destined to win. By the end of their first session, she’ll have him tied up and powerless. Once Jared understands what it means to be helpless, he’ll be ready to learn the most important lessons of all.

This 6,000-word story features female domination, male orgasm denial, bondage, corporal punishment, and chastity training.

Boy On Display

A realistic short story:

Ever since the recent elections, Michael and Cassie have struggled with their relationship. Michael understands he owns his girlfriend, but Cassie has a special plan for her friends. She suggests stripping Michael naked and displaying him in front of women, but she's unsure if this would help him adjust to his new status. Other suggestions include restraints, a collar and leash, and marking him to ensure he understands his ownership. The idea is just an idea for now.

This 10,000-word story features extensive CFNM dynamics, female domination, male humiliation, bondage, and a public shaving.

Amazon

Here, you can get a list of every book and story I’ve published. Enjoy!
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