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   Stray Boy 
 
      
 
    Emily lost herself to the feel of sunlight and the soft rhythm of chirping birds in the distance, warm sunlight against her skin, and the crunch of gravel beneath her shoes. She loved hiking out here. While most of the state parks were often inundated with suburbanites eager for some nature, this path got almost zero attention. 
 
    These trails were perfect for a day trip. She still had her phone with GPS connection, her backpack which was filled with snacks and other necessities, and that was pretty much all she needed. Oh, she also carried her tranquilizer gun, a simple plastic pistol in case she came across any wildlife.  
 
    As she marched, she enjoyed the movements of her body, the trees swaying around her, and the ease with which she could relax. 
 
    Way too often, she was surrounded by people. Working as a lawyer downtown, she took the subway, squeezed in with hundreds of other city denizens, and eventually made her way downtown. Even if she enjoyed one of the small offices on her firm’s floor, there wasn’t a lot of freedom or room even. In her office, she could stand in the middle of the room, stretch out her arms, and touch both walls. 
 
    Out in the hallway, she would see guys delivering mail, fetching coffee, or handling the other sundry chores associated with a major law firm. They would do their best, but they would still bump into her. Then there were the other women, predators who marched forward, determined to win one contract or another, defeat the opposition in court, or negotiate a better settlement. 
 
    All of that was fine for her, but she enjoyed this freedom. The solitude was amazing. 
 
    Her thoughts drifted. 
 
    Music played behind her eyes. She repeated her favorite choruses, enjoyed the ache in her legs as she marched, and continued to make her way through the wilderness. 
 
    Then she heard something, a snap of a twig. It made her think a fox or bear might be nearby. She turned around, spinning fast. Then she saw something, a humanoid shape disappear into the foliage. 
 
    No way. 
 
    First off, she was alone, the only person out here for miles. And even if another random hiker happened to pick this same trail, she knew this person wouldn’t be foolish enough to just go stomping through the trees. 
 
    Even so, Emily licked her lips and turned back. 
 
    Feeling unsure of herself, she reached into her bag and pulled out her tranquilizer gun. If a bear crossed her path, she had to be incredibly careful. 
 
    When she made it to the bushes, she looked up. Through the thick wall of trees, she couldn’t see much. She squinted as her eyes attempted to pierce the gloom. 
 
    Then she spotted movement and a humanoid shape. That was definitely a person! She picked out the pattern of red plaid. 
 
    Emily inhaled and was about to call out, to ask if this fellow traveler needed some help. 
 
    But then she realized something else. 
 
    “It’s a boy,” she said, just barely whispering the words. 
 
    How could that be? 
 
    Then she remembered the warning at the bottom of one of her hiking guides: Always be on the lookout for wildlife and stray boys. Some men may have decided to rush off into the wilderness in hope of a “better life”. If you see a male like this, please alert local authorities right away. 
 
    Emily grimaced, realizing that the advice sounded great in a guidebook but didn’t make much sense out here. Sure, she had access to global positioning satellites, but that didn’t mean she could just send a text message to the park rangers. 
 
    Gripping her tranquilizer gun, she breathed out slowly and took several steps. Soon, she was off the trail. She pushed her way between the branches and through the bushes. 
 
    He didn’t glance over his shoulder. Apparently, he didn’t imagine a scenario where someone might have spotted him. Or maybe he assumed she had stayed on the trail. Either way, she kept glancing to her left and right. She paused every few paces, if only to make sure there weren’t any others. 
 
    At several points, Emily worried that she might lose him altogether. He would duck between large boulders or behind some large pine tree. When she lost her line of sight on him, she worried he might double back or swerve to one direction or another. 
 
    But then she started to see the clearing up ahead. 
 
    For one reason or another, the forest gave way, revealing a large, open span. She saw his tent and fire pit. 
 
    The young man was probably a year or two younger than her. He could have easily been a student (if boys were still allowed to go to college). Emily ran her tongue along her bottom lip. She studied his setup and came to one conclusion. 
 
    He was alone. 
 
    She watched him for a little while. Much to her surprise, he perched himself on one of the larger rocks. Rather than pull out a knife and start carving some knickknack, he had a book in hand. He started reading, his attention fixated on the text before him. Emily smiled, always thinking it was cute when men read or studied. She never really saw the point, not when they would end up as office helpers performing basic chores or as domestic servants. More often than not, boys met nice girls, got married, and stayed home as househusbands, taking care of children, cooking, cleaning, and ensuring their wives’ success. 
 
    Intellectually, Emily knew this was foolish, yet she could feel that curiosity percolate deep within her. As he continued to read, he seemed utterly fixated on his book. That would have made it so easy for her to slip back, get to the trail, go find the park ranger, and tell her all about this stray male. 
 
    Slipping her tranquilizer gun into her pocket but keeping her fingers tight around the handle, she stepped out into the clearing. 
 
      
 
    “Hello,” she said. 
 
    His head jerked up, he jumped off of his boulder, and then he glanced back toward his tent. Maybe he had a weapon, but she raised one hand up. With her other hand still in her pocket, she tried to sound as nonthreatening as possible. 
 
    “My name is Emily, and I just wanted to talk to you,” she said. 
 
    “Are you alone?” His voice was deeper than she expected. 
 
    His hair was short and damp, as though he had just gone swimming in a river or something. She liked the way the sunlight played along his dark brown hair. When his eyes fixated on her, he reminded her of some wild horse, a powerful stallion who could bolt at any moment. 
 
    “Yes, I’m alone,” she said. “And don’t worry. I haven’t called anyone either.” 
 
    Stupid. 
 
    If this boy was truly wild, a stray, then he could rush at her, maybe even attack her. 
 
    Still confident in the tranquilizer gun nestled in her pocket, she didn’t think he would get very far. And yet, she knew what all of her friends and family would have said. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “To be honest, I’m not really sure,” she said after a quick chuckle. “I guess we can just say that I’m curious.” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “To talk,” she said, taking a step forward. 
 
    The strategic boy seemed to jerk back for a second, but she eased toward him, just a few inches at a time, and he seemed to relax. 
 
    “Like I said before. My name is Emily. What’s your name?” 
 
    “Logan,” he answered, glancing around like he expected a platoon of soldiers to burst into the clearing and aim a bunch of weapons at him. 
 
    “Logan,” she repeated. “That’s a good name. Do you mind if I ask what you’re doing out here?” 
 
    “Are you asking where my owner is?” Venom seeped into his voice. 
 
    “Your owner?” 
 
    “Oh, sorry. I guess you would think of her as my handler,” he spat out every word. “Well, I don’t have a handler. I don’t have a sister, wife, mother, or any other female who is responsible for me.” He banged his fist against his chest. “I get to make my own decisions out here.” 
 
    “And you’re happy?” 
 
    “I’m free,” he said. 
 
    “Do you mind if I sit down?” By this point, she had come pretty close to the fire pit. 
 
    He seemed to consider this for a long time, and Emily could understand why. He probably enjoyed his so-called freedom, but it must’ve been lonely as well. 
 
    “Do whatever you want,” he finally said. 
 
    With her hand still in her pocket, she lowered herself to one of the larger stones. She sat down and asked, “You mind if we talk?” 
 
    “Do whatever you want,” he said again. 
 
    “This is a nice setup you have here,” she told him. 
 
    “Yeah, and you ruined it for me.” 
 
    “What you mean?” 
 
    “The moment you’re gone, I have to pack up and get out of here.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because you’re going to tell the park ranger I’m here, she will call the police, and they will drag me back to a reeducation center.” 
 
    “What if I didn’t tell anyone you’re here?” Emily asked. 
 
    He swallowed, probably because this was one of the best spots in the area. Emily knew there was a stream relatively close by, which meant he had privacy, security, water, and he could definitely hunt if he had a bow or rifle around. 
 
    “I don’t trust you,” he said. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because you’re one of them.” 
 
    “What? Female?” 
 
    His silence made his feelings very clear. 
 
    “Sorry, but there isn’t a lot I can do about that,” she said with a chuckle. “But you know, if you want people to take you seriously, maybe this is your chance.” 
 
    “Are you someone special? Are you a politician?” 
 
    “I’m a lawyer,” she said. “Second-year associate. So yeah, I can’t change the world or anything, but if you tell me why you’re out here, maybe I will have a better understanding of the world.” 
 
    “Do you think the world’s fair?” 
 
    “Not really,” she replied. “It doesn’t make much sense that you can be born with a bunch of money and live off of the interest without having to do any work.” 
 
    “Economics,” he said. “What about gender?” 
 
    “I don’t follow,” she said. 
 
    Logan snorted, rolling his eyes with aggravation. “You wouldn’t. I bet you haven’t thought at all about what it’s like to be a boy in a woman’s world.” 
 
    “Enlighten me.” 
 
    “When I was in elementary school, before the genders were divided, I told my teacher I wanted to be an engineer. You know what she said?” 
 
    “No,” Emily replied, careful to maintain eye contact because she wanted this young man to know she was genuinely curious and would listen. “What did she say?” 
 
    She literally patted me on the head, pinched my cheek, and hold me I was adorable. She said that it was good for me to be ambitious. If I really had an interest in engineering, then I should work really hard, learn to be a good househusband, and find a smart girl who also had an interest in engineering. This way, I could help her, and it would be almost like I was an engineer too.” 
 
    “You never had a chance,” Emily said. 
 
    “No, I didn’t. Even when I wanted to study math, my teacher would take the book away from me and tell me I needed to concentrate more on cooking and cleaning. Those were the skills I would really need.” 
 
    “What about the rest of your family?” Emily had heard of mothers and sisters occasionally being nice to their male relatives and offering up extra instruction. Those boys who read too many books or worried about intellectual pursuits sometimes got teased, either by girls or the other boys, but none of it was illegal. 
 
    “My parents thought it was just a phase.” 
 
    “When did you run out here?” 
 
    “When my parents decided it was time for me to get married,” he said. “They found a nice girl for me, someone who could take care of me.” 
 
    “Why run away then?” 
 
    “Because I didn’t love her,” Logan said. “But don’t ask for their names. I’m not going to tell you.” 
 
    “I didn’t think you would,” Emily replied, doing her best to be friendly. “To be honest, I assumed Logan isn’t your real name either.” 
 
    “It’s not,” he said. 
 
    “Is it really better out here? I mean, you’re a handsome boy.” When she said that, he glanced down. Did she spot a little bit of blush along his cheeks? 
 
    “Freedom is always better.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure,” she said, allowing the possibilities to drift on the air. 
 
    He arched a sarcastic brow, “How would you know? You don’t know what it’s like.” 
 
    “Then tell me,” she coaxed. “I’d like to learn.” 
 
    When his eyes narrowed at her from across the distance, Emily once again had the impression of staring down a wild beast. But then, that’s precisely what he was. Wild. An animal. She resisted the urge to smile because she knew how dangerous a feral boy could be, but there was still something amazing about him. This felt a little bit like watching an untamed waterfall. Better yet, it reminded her of finding a wolf cub. 
 
    “It’s different for boys and girls. You might not see it because everything is biased in your direction.” 
 
    “Are you saying all the women of the world are blind?” 
 
    It seemed as though he had been in this argument before, so he quickly replied, “It’s almost impossible to acknowledge your own advantages. If you start playing a game, and you’re winning, there’s a natural bias to think it’s because you are just great at this game. You don’t want to acknowledge that the designers built this thing to keep you playing.” 
 
    “So there’s a vast conspiracy?” 
 
    “No,” he said, sounding more patient than he had previously. “It doesn’t have to be conscious. Some of the policies are certainly designed to oppress men, but even then, I’m sure the people in question think they’re doing the right thing.” 
 
    Emily found herself nodding; there certainly were politicians, romance therapists, and family gurus who talked about how there needed to be a certain kind of equilibrium in any group. Women naturally assumed control. Considering that women were the natural fountain of life and started everything, they were destined to lead. 
 
    To these thinkers, it was just natural. 
 
    “Maybe some women hate men, but I don’t think that’s the main problem. It’s not hatred. It’s a combination of biased thinking, personal preference, and social training.” 
 
    “So you don’t think men are naturally subservient,” Emily said. 
 
    Logan shook his head. “Definitely not. And even if they were, no one is interested in actually finding out.” 
 
    “Psychologists do experiments all the time. I was just reading this one article. The writer made some interesting points, and she concluded—” 
 
    “I don’t care,” he snapped back. “I’m sure that psychologist did some experiment, but it’s going to be loaded.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “You can bias language so easily. Just say a word like superhero. What do you imagine? If you are like everyone else, you can talk about superheroes, and you immediately picture a powerful woman. She’s wearing bright tights, has a red cape, and is ready to beat up the villains. There. It’s a small example, I admit, but it’s an important one.” 
 
    Emily found herself staring at this boy. 
 
    Technically, there were rewards out for finding stray males. She understood the arguments. For one, these boys couldn’t be allowed to wander around. They could be a danger to others. More likely, they would be a danger to themselves. Why would anyone think a male was capable of taking care of himself out in the wilderness for any protracted period of time? 
 
    “Do you have other examples?” 
 
    “Do you ever think there will be a male president again?” 
 
    Emily couldn’t help but smile at that one. For the first part of the country’s history, most of the leaders had been male. Even now, Emily could see it. The conversation had tilted, shifting away from the men who actually wrote everything down. Once upon a time, they had been called the “Founding Fathers,” but more and more, historians were relegating them to the rules of secretaries, the boys who sat around in the back room and wrote things down. Obviously, they got their best ideas from the female philosophers and thinkers of the time. Their wives probably did most of the real work… 
 
    “Probably not,” Emily conceded. 
 
    “Exactly.” He lifted his chin and looked up at the sky. “I’m not interested in fighting. I’m not interested in trying to change the world, but I don’t want to end up as some househusband either.” 
 
    “Are you a virgin?” Emily asked. 
 
    When he had spoken before, passion rang through his voice, and he seemed so determined. But now… 
 
    Logan hesitated, clearly unwilling to say something. Emily couldn’t quite help but smile. Yes, boys were always encouraged to protect their virtue, yet it was another truism that males had a harder time controlling themselves. It was one of those social paradoxes where two different truisms could both be respected even as they contradict one another. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she said. “I was a late bloomer too.” 
 
    “It’s different for guys,” he said. “If a girl goes out and has sex with a guy, she can pretty much say whatever she wants after the fact. But if she complains or tells her friends, he faces shunning and social isolation. It’s different.” 
 
    “Girls can get reputations to,” she pointed out. 
 
    “But it’s really not the same.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” she said, thinking of the laws. Theoretically, if a woman complained about a boy’s sexual behavior, he could end up in jail right away. And it wasn’t like any police officer or judge would really pay attention to what he said. The judge would probably look down her nose at this slutty boy and decide he deserved a couple weeks in jail—assuming his crime wasn’t more severe than picking the wrong girl at the wrong time. 
 
    “You should probably get going,” Logan said. 
 
    “You don’t want to talk?” 
 
    A flash of something hard to identify shot across his face. Was it sorrow? Anger? Maybe even hope? 
 
    In any case, Logan quickly suppressed it, shook his head, and said, “It will get dark soon. This is my camp, and I can’t have you staying here.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said, unwilling to argue this point. He had already talked to her more than she expected. 
 
    She turned around, took careful steps, and worried about getting shot in the back. But when she glanced over her shoulder, she saw Logan was perched back on his rock, reading his book. 
 
      
 
    Emily spent about five minutes back on the trail before she pressed her lips together, yanked her backpack a little bit higher, and double-timed it back to her waiting car. 
 
    She didn’t know exactly what she wanted to do, but she knew she had to go talk to her best friend. As she marched, the sun dipped down, and she retrieved her flashlight. This was a terrible idea, she knew, and the park ranger would absolutely yell at her for wandering around in the dark, especially with the flashlight. 
 
    Thinking this couldn’t wait, she went as fast as she could while still remaining careful. Of course, spraining her ankle out in the wilderness would have been ridiculous, but it was a distinct possibility. 
 
    Fortunately, Emily’s care and attention to the darkened trail in front of her all paid off. She made it back to the parking lot, checked her phone, and saw she still didn’t have service. 
 
    Grunting with frustration, she got into her car. Sweat clung to her skin and dampened the inside of her shirt and pants. 
 
    Ignoring it, she rolled down the window and savored the fresh air as it washed over her. She drove back onto the highway and headed toward civilization. 
 
    Just a few minutes later, she saw she had a signal for her phone once again. Pouting with consternation, she didn’t know exactly what she wanted to do or say. The obvious and most logical answer didn’t need any examination: call the park ranger. If she didn’t want to call the park ranger, she could call animal control. 
 
    Emily flinched, thinking about Logan’s point. According to the women who worked in animal control, dealing with wild bears or stray males wasn’t all that different. According to the law, every boy should have a handler. It wasn’t a requirement. 
 
    Yet. 
 
    But if a boy was out unescorted and without the proper paperwork, then the police had every right to escort him home. Lots of women argued that this was for the boys’ own good. After all, who knew what kind of mischief they might get up to if they weren’t monitored carefully? 
 
    There was another paradox for the boys to deal with. They were incompetent and incapable of taking care of themselves, but if left alone, they could get into a lot of trouble. 
 
    Emily shook her head as she started to consider some of Logan’s points. Then again, she also knew that much of history demonstrated male incompetence. It was unfortunate and cruel to say, but maybe one gender really was smarter and better than the other. 
 
    As a lawyer, she never had to deal with those kinds of questions. For her, it was always a matter of precedent while also reading judges and juries to figure out which claims and lines of reasoning might work best. 
 
    Speaking of reasoning, why was she hesitating at all? 
 
    Emily knew the answer. 
 
    Perhaps she wouldn’t admit it to herself, but she had felt it, that tug when she first saw him. There was something about this boy out there on his own. 
 
    A mixture of admiration and pity swelled within her chest when she thought of Logan all on his own. First, he had to be lonely, right? A twinge of dismay hit her when she considered what it would have been like. Sure, he was unusual. How many boys liked to read? Mostly, they spent their time with magazines or on some of those silly muscle building websites. 
 
    The common consensus was clear: boys didn’t need math, history, science, or any of the more “feminine” disciplines. Emily never really considered this, but she hadn’t asked him what he had been reading either. 
 
    For a second, a smile tugged at the corners of her mouth as she wondered if maybe she should go ask him. 
 
    Then again, the chances were good that he would be gone if she went back to that clearing. 
 
    Even if he wasn’t lonely, he couldn’t survive out there forever. He had his tent, but it was clear he hadn’t been on his own for more than a couple of weeks at most. If nothing else, his clothing would wear out. What then? Would he try to be entirely self-sufficient like some sort of cavewoman? 
 
    She snorted at the prospect. 
 
    No, Emily needed to do something. 
 
    But what? 
 
    Reaching over to the car’s in-dash navigational and entertainment system, she brought up the phone app with a tap of the screen. Her best friend’s name appeared, and Emily hit the call button. 
 
    “Hey,” came a voice. “What’s going on? I was just about to go to sleep.” 
 
    “Ava, are you busy right now?” 
 
    “Well, I’m in my pajamas, and I’m supposed to be in bed in a few minutes, so yeah, I guess you could say I’m busy right now.” 
 
    “Feel like a late-night snack?” 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “I need to talk.” 
 
    “Do I need to get dressed?” Ava asked. Emily couldn’t help but smile. 
 
      
 
    About an hour later, Ava was climbing into Emily’s car. Dressed in pink, fuzzy pajamas dotted with little cartoon raccoons, she looked adorable. She had tied her black hair into a long braid, and once she sat down in the car, she turned to her friend, “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Can it wait until we have some fries?” 
 
    “This is serious,” Ava said. Like a good best friend, she sat back in the car and answered with a quick, “Sure. But you’re buying.” 
 
    As they drove, Emily considered exactly what she would tell her friend. With every stoplight and stop sign, she came closer to the conclusion that this was all ridiculous. She needed to do the obvious thing and just call the authorities. They could go pick up Logan in an hour, take him to one of those reeducation centers, and get him straightened out. 
 
    Emily didn’t know much about the centers, but she had occasionally heard some of the boys whisper about them. That was just boys being boys, getting scared over nothing, right? 
 
    They sat down, ordered, and Ava finally leaned forward to ask, “Okay. Come on. Tell me. What’s going on?” Her eyes shined with excitement. 
 
    “Look, I’m not sure what I’m going to do, so this has to stay between us. It doesn’t matter if you think I’m being a total moron. It stays between us, okay?” 
 
    Ava lifted her hand, “I promise.” 
 
    Emily nodded, leaned in, and dropped her voice. The server, a cute boy who slowly meandered around the diner to refill coffees and occasionally check on his patrons, was on the other side of the large room chatting with a couple of older women. The ladies seemed intrigued by him. If he flirted properly, he would probably get a nice tip. 
 
    “Okay,” Emily said, starting out slowly, “You know I went for a hike today.” 
 
    “Yeah, I can still smell the nature on you.” 
 
    “I’m being serious,” Emily shot back. 
 
    “And I was supposed to be in bed twenty minutes ago. We all have problems,” Ava said, flashing a big grin. 
 
    Unable to help herself, Emily burst out laughing too. She felt the giggles run down her shoulders and into her chest. Letting go of some of the tension felt really good, which was probably why Ava was her best friend. 
 
    Leaning back, Emily tried again. She closed her eyes and just said those words quietly. “I met a boy. In the woods. On my hike. A stray.” 
 
    Emily lifted one eyelid, then the other. She looked across the table at her best friend and waited for some kind of reaction. 
 
    With her palms flat on the tabletop, Ava stared back at her friend. “What are you saying? What are you saying exactly?” 
 
    “I met a stray.” 
 
    “A stray boy? I thought those were an urban myth!” 
 
    “Really? You didn’t think there were any guys who would go out into the world on their own without a handler?” 
 
    “Well…” Ava sounded a little bit embarrassed. “It’s not like I spent a lot of time thinking about boys.” 
 
    “Unless it’s someone you want to date,” Emily replied. 
 
    “Unless he’s someone I want to date,” Ava allowed with a little giggle. In every social group, Ava was the bubbly, cheerful one. “So did you call the police? I’m sure he’s breaking some kind of law by hanging out in a park without a permit or whatever.” 
 
    “Is that what I should do?” 
 
    Ava hissed through her teeth, shocked, “You didn’t call the authorities? Seriously? Come on, Emily. You’re the girl who won’t jaywalk because you’re worried about what people might say. You’re a lawyer. You’re supposed to follow the rules.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” Emily said. 
 
    The boy server looked up from across the room. Both Emily and Ava lowered their heads, so he went back to flirting with the older ladies. 
 
    Breathing out slowly, Emily said, “I started talking to him.” 
 
    “You talked to a stray?” 
 
    “He’s not an actual animal,” Emily said. 
 
    Ava shrugged, “I guess I’ve never really thought about straight boys. I mean, he’s living out in a state park, right? So it’s not like he has a house or an apartment or whatever. That sounds pretty wild to me.” She didn’t mean it as a compliment. 
 
    “He made some interesting points.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you talked to him. You’re lucky he didn’t attack you or something.” 
 
    “I had my tranq gun on me,” Emily said. 
 
    “Did you shoot him?” 
 
    “No!” Emily snapped back. “Of course, I didn’t shoot him.” 
 
    “Shooting him might have made sense,” Ava said with another shrug. “I don’t know. I wasn’t there.” Each young woman seemed to get lost in her own thoughts for a few seconds before Ava asked, “So what did you talk about?” 
 
    “The social construction of gender,” Emily replied. 
 
    “Really? That’s what a stray boy wanted to talk about?” 
 
    “Actually. It kind of makes sense. He’s decided to turn his back on society. I wanted to know why. Plus, it’s not like you meet a stray every day.” 
 
    “That’s because leaving society to go wander around in the forest is completely crazy!” Ava shot back, making it sound completely obvious. 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    “So why am I here?” 
 
    Emily pressed her lips together, “I didn’t call the authorities because I’m not sure what I want to do about him.” 
 
    “You think you should just let him wander around out there? I know you had a nice conversation or whatever, but he is making a really bad choice.” 
 
    “Should it be his choice to make?” 
 
    “He’s a boy! He doesn’t know what he wants or what’s best for him!” 
 
    “Maybe not,” Emily allowed. As an attorney, she had gone through lots of critical thinking classes, most of which included evaluating arguments, no matter how absurd they seemed, from every angle. When she considered Logan, she didn’t hear the wild ravings of some boy who couldn’t handle society. “I guess I’m just not willing to call him crazy and have him dragged off to some reeducation center. “ 
 
    “It would be good for him,” Ava said. 
 
    Emily tilted her head to the side and said, “There’s another option.” 
 
    “What are you thinking?” 
 
    “He doesn’t have a handler,” Emily said. 
 
    “You’re kidding me,” Ava shot back. She leaned forward. “I’m constantly trying to get you to go on dates with really nice boys, guys who would make great husbands! And here you are, talking about adopting a stray? You don’t even know if he’s had his shots!” 
 
    “He was smart. Articulate.” 
 
    “That’s what you have friends for,” Ava said. “We’re talking about a boy. He needs to be able to please you in bed, cook, clean. That’s the checklist. If you want stimulating conversation, go take a class or get into an argument on a discussion board.” 
 
    “He really doesn’t want to go to a reeducation center.” 
 
    “And little kids don’t like going to the doctor or dentist either. But it’s good for them, so we make them do it.” 
 
    “I have a lot of vacation time racked up at work,” Emily said. Ever since she started at the firm, she hadn’t taken a single day off. 
 
    “You’re really serious about this,” Ava said, leaning back in the booth. 
 
    “I guess I am.” 
 
    “Training a boy can be really hard. Besides, what if he has a handler out there already? There might be some mom or sister frantically searching for him.” 
 
    “If that were the case, I’m sure they would have tracked him down by now.” 
 
    “Probably,” Ava allowed. After a quick sigh, she asked, “I guess if you get bored of him, you could always call the authorities and have him sent off.” She squinted a little bit, leaned forward again, and had to ask, “Are you sure you want to do this?” 
 
    Emily found herself smiling, “Yes. I want him.” 
 
    There. Like so many other women before her, she set her sights on a particular boy and decided she had to have him. Like those other women, she would be the conqueror one way or another. 
 
      
 
    The next day, Emily went to a pet store and bought a dog cage, plus some other supplies. Unsurprisingly, the pet store mostly sold gear designed for actual animals, but lots of young women also came here for handcuffs, human collars, and leashes. Considering that many of these items were the same for pets, whether two-legged or four-legged, this all made perfect sense. After her shopping trip, she put the new cage together and loaded it up in the back of her hatchback after dropping the seats down.  
 
    As she made the purchase, the boy behind the counter glanced up at her, “Can I ask what kind of dog you have?” 
 
    Emily, so used to telling the truth in court, quickly said, “Oh, he’s not a dog.” 
 
    The boy blushed and looked down. He probably heard this quite a bit, yet he hadn’t learned to hide his feelings. Lots of boys were nervous or resentful when it came to how women treated them. On the one hand, they were humiliated as pets. But they were still beloved pets. Did that make it right? Did that make it better? 
 
    Emily opened her mouth, thinking she should say something else. 
 
    “That’s not so unusual,” said the clerk. 
 
    “Thanks.” Emily made sure to leave an extra couple of dollars in the tip jar for him. 
 
    She took the big box with the cage back to her house. She spent some time putting it together, methodically going through the different latches. Along the way, she expected impatience. She thought frustration would blossom in her chest and make her reconsider this entire venture. 
 
    Theoretically, there was nothing illegal about taking a stray home, especially if she could claim that she had done it to protect him. If it came down to her word against his in a court of law, the judge would obviously side with Emily. She was a woman and a freaking lawyer! 
 
    But once she loaded the car with the cage and got in, she double checked the cartridge on her tranquilizer gun and started driving. Feeling foolish, she drove down the street before remembering she would probably need a cart to get him back to her vehicle. Dragging a boy several miles would probably be a pretty terrible idea… 
 
    Finally ready, she was going to do this. She was really going to do this. 
 
    Excitement warmed her chest, but there was a different doubt. The park was huge. If he had relocated as he said he would, then her chances of finding him were almost nonexistent. 
 
    Even if she walked into that forest and started shouting, the chances of Logan hearing her were basically nonexistent. 
 
    “This is probably going to be a huge waste of time,” she whispered. Simultaneously, she started to wonder what the pet shop’s return policy might be. 
 
    She got to the park, glanced over her shoulder, and nodded to herself. She had lots of food, water, the cart, and the cage. 
 
    But first, she needed to find him. 
 
    Emily started walking. 
 
    She arrived early, so the sun’s beams still felt nice against the cool air. After about an hour, she made it to the same spot where she first saw his silhouette in the trees. Emily slowed down, occasionally reached into her pocket and checked her weapon. 
 
    Next, she grabbed her GPS. She had made note of the coordinates when she found his clearing. She stepped off of the trail and into the brambles. Her boots crunched against the leaves and sticks. 
 
    She did her best to be quiet, especially since she knew her destination, but she still didn’t think he would be there. 
 
    Emily continued to walk. She slowed down, even more careful now. Up ahead, she could see through the trees and spotted the clearing. As she came closer and closer, her insides clenched because she realized the tent was gone. 
 
    She still needed to check. Maybe she would find tracks? 
 
    Or more likely, he was gone. 
 
    Shoving aside her disappointment, she continued forward until she finally emerged. Yeah, the fire pit was empty except for ash and the tent was gone. She started to walk around the clearing, glancing to her left and right. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Logan! 
 
    Emily spun around, fast enough to make her brown hair sweep against her shoulders and neck. Her hand dropped to her pocket, but she didn’t draw the weapon, especially because he was on the other side of the clearing, too far for an easy shot. 
 
    Worse, if he bolted, she knew he would probably outrun her, especially if he knew these woods better than her. 
 
    “I was worried about you,” she said honestly. 
 
    He snorted, “You don’t need to worry about me. I’ve been fine on my own.” 
 
    “For how long?” 
 
    “Why do you care?” 
 
    “Let’s just say I’m an interested observer,” she replied with a half-smile. 
 
    The boy hesitated, clearly uncertain about whether or not he could trust her. “To be honest, I don’t have a plan,” he confessed. “But I’m not going back.” 
 
    “Yes, you are,” she said. 
 
    A look of confusion played across his handsome face as she walked closer. She had her hand in her pocket, but this boy didn’t seem to understand what that meant. “Look, I know you think you know what you’re doing,” she said, careful to speak clearly and authoritatively. For a woman accustomed to taking charge, it was quite easy. In fact, the boys like Logan had all learned that if a female is speaking, he needed to listen. It was one of those small, unspoken lessons so many young men had learned. 
 
    “I get it,” she continued. She had already cut the distance between them in half. “You want to rebel. You want to be defiant. Lots of people feel that way, both women and boys,” she said. 
 
    “You’re doing it,” he said, glaring down at the ground between them. “You call yourself a woman and me a boy. You know how infantilizing that is?” 
 
    Emily paused for a second. “No, not really. What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “Men are always discussed like they are little kids, like they are incapable of making their own decisions.” 
 
    “Maybe they aren’t,” she said. 
 
    He looked at her, then over his shoulder. 
 
    Damn, she thought. He was getting ready to bolt. Maybe he didn’t realize it himself, but Logan wouldn’t be patient for much longer. If she intended to make a move, she had to do it soon. 
 
    “Don’t run,” she said. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    His muscles tensed, and it was clear he would flee in the next few seconds. 
 
    Emily jerked the gun from her pocket, aimed, and fired. The hiss of compressed air hit her eardrums as the dart shot from the barrel. It moved faster than she could see, a black streak. 
 
    The next thing she knew, Logan reached down and wrapped his fingers around the pointed cylinder now protruding from his thigh. “What did you do?” Logan asked. He gulped, tried to turn, stumbled, and his legs buckled, knocking him to the ground. 
 
    Just like that, she had her prey. 
 
      
 
    Emily went over to her boy cautiously, knowing full well this could be some kind of trap. She circled him a couple of times after checking her weapon. She had another dart in the chamber and could shoot if necessary. 
 
    Barrel pointed down, she examined him, nudged him with the tip of her shoe, and finally pulled the dart from his leg. Next, she ran her fingers along his hair and marveled at how soft it was. She stroked his cheek, his neck, and smiled to herself. 
 
    Lots of wives, daughters, sisters, mothers insisted their boys wear collars. For little kids, the reasoning was obvious. Those tags could be used in case the boys wandered off. Of course, no one really discussed why girls didn’t need that same precaution. Then later, lots of women insisted their boys continue to wear the collars because it made adding a tracking device easier and simpler. 
 
    Once she was convinced he was unconscious and would stay that way, Emily trudged back to her car. It was a long walk, but she was confident the sedatives would keep him knocked out for quite some time. 
 
    She grabbed the cart, rolled it back, loaded him up, and took him to her car. By the time she came back, his eyes started to flutter. 
 
    Emily didn’t waste any time. She grabbed a pair of handcuffs from the back of her vehicle and slipped them around his wrists. Next, she shackled his ankles. Hobbled and restrained, he wouldn’t be any kind of threat. 
 
    “Why?” Logan asked, just barely able to get the word out onto the air. His eyes fluttered open, as though he had to fight the worst kind of exhaustion. 
 
    “Why am I doing this?” 
 
    Logan did nod, but Emily answered her own question anyway, “Because I think this is going to be better for you. I know you want to be rebellious and make your own way in the world, but that isn’t how things work in the world. Maybe someday, but not now. You need someone to take care of you.” 
 
    “I, I was doing just fine,” he murmured. 
 
    Emily stroked his cheek with the back of her hand. “I know that’s what you think. And maybe in the short term, you’re right. You were doing just fine. But what about a week from now? A month? If I left you out here, you’d probably get picked up by the park ranger and sent to a reeducation center where someone who doesn’t even care about you would be responsible for retraining you. This way, you have someone who you know is interested in your well-being.” 
 
    “Retraining?” 
 
    “That’s right, Logan. I’m going to retrain you,” she said. 
 
    He tried to shake his head. He inhaled, and she could see that he would start shouting. The parking lot was empty, but that could change at any moment. And if he insisted on saying something absurd like how she wasn’t his handler, this could get embarrassing, especially if the authorities got involved. 
 
    That’s why she went back to her car, searched through the bag from the pet store, and pulled out the muzzle. 
 
    She shoved it down against his face, locking his jaw in position even as a rubber bit slipped between his teeth. 
 
    “There, there,” she said, doing her best to soothe him. “I know. This is going to be difficult for you. You thought you were free. You didn’t think you were a boy. But you are. You need someone to take care of you.” 
 
    Those words, tried and true, had been spoken to both of them over the course of their lives. As a young woman, Emily had learned that women needed to be in charge. As a boy, Logan had been told again and again that he needed someone strong and smart to tell him what to do. 
 
    Gagged and cuffed, he hardly resisted as she yanked on his arm and pulled him to his feet. Between the sedative and the restraints, he could barely move, but she helped him forward toward her hatchback. The cage was already open. 
 
    When he saw it, he tried to shake his head, to convince her not to do this. And yet, it was too late because Emily had already made up her mind. She knew exactly what she wanted, and this young man wouldn’t be able to stop her. 
 
    “It’ll be okay,” she said as she lowered the side of the cage down into place. She locked it, securing the latch. 
 
    Her new boy rolled over and refused to look at her. 
 
      
 
    As Emily drove back to her house, she wondered about the legality of this. Obviously, he didn’t have a handler. He wasn’t in the custody of anyone else. In fact, if a policewoman pulled her over, Emily was confident she would be able to explain it all away. 
 
    But because she drove carefully and stayed with the flow of traffic, the police didn’t bother her. At one point, she glanced out the side window and spotted a patrol vehicle. The other woman nodded in her direction. Careful to be polite, Emily nodded back before the cop car’s siren activated, and the driver chased after someone who sped down the highway. 
 
    Emily inhaled, thinking maybe she should say something comforting to her boy, but she was certain he wouldn’t want to hear it. 
 
    He had been allowed a taste of freedom, and now he lost it. As far as he was concerned, this was probably the worst thing that could have happened. 
 
    He was wrong, and she knew it. In time, he would figure it out as well. Out in the wilderness, he could have been attacked by a cougar or literally eaten by a bear. He probably assumed women were the worst predators, but he had no idea. 
 
    This was why men needed to be controlled in the first place. 
 
    They made these absurd little assumptions, thinking that because they were more intelligent than the wildlife that they could somehow come out on top even without the right planning or equipment. 
 
    Much to her surprise, Emily actually got pretty pissed off at her boy. What made him think that he could survive out there in the long term? This wasn’t some kind of camping trip, he could’ve gotten himself killed! 
 
    When she finally pulled up in front of her house, she needed to consciously relax her grip on the steering wheel. 
 
    She exhaled slowly as she worked to get her temper under control. Then she slipped from the car, slammed the door, and popped open the hatchback. She looked down at her boy. 
 
    He rolled over. Clearly, the sedatives had worn off. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about you,” she said. “I think I’m actually very disappointed in your behavior. When I first met you, I thought maybe you were bold or brave for going out there. But the more I thought about it, the more I have decided you were just being foolish, stubborn, and immature.” 
 
    He growled back at her like some wild animal. 
 
    “I’m going to take you inside and train you,” she announced. “As far as you’re concerned, you are now my boy. You belong to me. You understand?” 
 
    He sat up as much as he could. He wobbled and struggled to get back up onto his knees, especially with his legs bound and hands locked behind his back. Despite his degraded position, Logan still managed to maintain some veneer of dignity and self-respect. 
 
    “Now, if you want to try to run off, you might get the opportunity, but I promise I will make it difficult for you. If you do manage to succeed and run off, you have to know that the police will find you eventually. You will end up in a reeducation center, and I know that isn’t what you want.” 
 
    Some of the defiance faded. Some of the color drained away from his cheeks. His expression softened, but only because he glanced down toward her feet. 
 
    “Now, I think it’s important that we get this relationship started correctly.” She held up the collar and leash. “When I let you out of that cage, are you going to fight me?” 
 
    Logan didn’t respond. “I’m going to take that as a no,” she said as she opened the cage. Sure enough, he remained in that bent position with his head down. She had no problem sliding the leather band around his neck or securing the leash to the metal ring that now dangled near the base of his throat. She gave a gentle tug, and he cooperated, climbing out as best he could. 
 
    When his shoes hit the asphalt, he glanced around. 
 
    “Welcome home,” she said as she tugged. He had to take short, hobbled steps forward. Making his way up the steps of her porch proved to be difficult, but Emily remained patient, standing there as she waited. 
 
    When she opened the door, he stepped inside. She closed it after him, and he flinched, probably realizing that his chances of getting out of here were very, very low. 
 
    “Let’s get started with some ground rules,” she said as she sauntered over toward her leather couch. She sat down and crossed her legs. “I’m going to be honest. When I went on that hike, I didn’t think I was going to find some boy to adopt.” 
 
    She tugged on his leash, and he stepped closer. She pointed to the spot just in front of her coffee table, “Kneel.” 
 
    Like many other boys, he’d probably been in similar positions. If nothing else, the girls in elementary school would have insisted on this kind of behavior. Lots of little girls picked on the boys, making them play games like “Prince in Peril”. 
 
    He lowered himself to his knees. He looked up at her, his expression still angry. 
 
    “Since I wasn’t planning on doing this, I think we can be pretty flexible and fluid with our relationship. All you need to understand is that I am now your handler. I can take care of the paperwork later. Don’t worry. I’m an attorney.” 
 
    He gulped as he processed what all of this meant. If she had been some random woman, maybe she would have been frightened of the legal system. As a trained and certified lawyer, the paperwork wouldn’t scare her at all. 
 
    “Now that we have all that out of the way, can I take the muzzle off of you?” 
 
    His nostrils flared, probably because he didn’t want to cooperate or admit he would be malleable. Despite his ambitions, he lowered his head down. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a yes,” she said, leaning forward in loosening the straps at the back of his head. She pulled the bit and muzzle off of her boy. 
 
    “This isn’t fair,” Logan said right away. 
 
    “I agree,” she said. “It isn’t. But this is how things are going to work. You belong to me, and you will do as I say.” 
 
    “Why should I have to?” 
 
    “Because you have already proven yourself incapable of making good decisions.” 
 
    His lips parted like he didn’t understand what she was talking about. 
 
    “You can’t just run off and try to live in the wilderness. You could have gotten yourself killed,” she said, feeling that anger bubble up inside of her chest all over again. “Did you think about that? Did you think about the kind of danger you could be facing?” 
 
    “I didn’t want to be owned!” 
 
    “You’re a boy,” she said. “You’re going to need someone to take care of you. Just face it. Accept it. You probably think you’re better than all of the other guys out there who accept how things work, but you’re not. You’re not better because you don’t know how to deal with the world.” 
 
    “I could have handled it!” 
 
    “Strip,” she said. 
 
    Logan inhaled, filling his lungs. But then he stopped, clearly uncertain. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Strip,” she said. “You belong to me now, so I want to see my boy. I want to understand my property and inspect you.” 
 
    “You can’t do that.” 
 
    “We haven’t talked about punishments. I’m hoping we won’t need to. Unless you want a demonstration right now?” 
 
    As a young man, he must’ve been disciplined in the past. Maybe that meant a timeout with a paddle, an open palm, or a brush. 
 
    A nervous gulp ran up and down his throat, but he cooperated, rising to his feet before reaching for the buttons on his shirt. He pulled off that outer layer, went for the T-shirt underneath, and Emily had to focus on her annoyance. She didn’t want to be impressed by the lines of his chest or the musculature of his torso. 
 
    She had dated a few boys back in college, but after she got started at the firm, she had focused on generating as many billable hours as possible. Since her bosses liked her and she had done a good job, she knew she could ease up and begin to relax. 
 
    Logan would be a good start. Other young attorneys like her might decide to get a pet. Well, she did the same thing, in a manner of speaking. 
 
    He knew better than to try to tell her she wouldn’t get away with this, especially as he started to slide off his dirty shoes and torn pants. Soon, he was down to his boxers. 
 
    “What about my stuff?” 
 
    “I already called the park ranger. They are going to clean it up and throw it away.” 
 
    He opened his mouth, took a breath, and stopped himself before saying something he would probably regret. 
 
    “Stand,” Emily ordered. 
 
    He bit down but rose to his feet. 
 
    “Now cross your wrists behind your back,” she commanded. 
 
    His nostrils twitched, but he obeyed, crossing his hands and standing there. She continued to sit, only now her eyes gazed at the different lines making up his body. She enjoyed the curves of his shoulders and arms, the lines of his legs. 
 
    Slowly, she rose, and he retreated back like a timid puppy. 
 
    “Who said you could go anywhere?” Emily asked. 
 
    He froze, holding his ground now as she stepped closer and closer. “It’s funny. You thought you were brave enough to take on bears, but here you are, intimidated by a girl like me.” 
 
    “It’s not fair,” he groused. 
 
    She touched the underside of his chin, looked into his eyes, and asked, “Which part?” 
 
    “All of it! You collared me, leashed me, put me in a cage, and brought me here against my will.” 
 
    “You should only be respected if you’re going to make the right choices,” she said. “If you insist on doing something foolish or self-destructive, I have every right to stop you.” 
 
    His lips parted as he got ready to argue, but then he realized it would be futile, so he let the tension drain away from his body. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she said. “I know you don’t believe me yet, but you’re going to be a lot happier as my boy.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you,” he said. 
 
    “This isn’t about what you believe because I know better than you.” 
 
    Just like that, she dropped her hand from the underside of his chin and started to circle him. She took one languid step after another as her eyes moved along his thighs and up his buttocks, to his back, along his shoulders and then to his chest. She loved studying him like this, especially because he instinctively kept his eyes downcast. 
 
    “Somewhere deep down, you have to know that this is for the best,” she said. “I care about you, Logan. I want you to be happy.” 
 
    “Captivity isn’t going to make me happy,” he said. 
 
    “Oh? Are you sure about that?” She stepped behind him, reached for his legs, and gently moved her fingertips along his thighs, up to his hips. 
 
    He flinched for a second, got a hold of himself, and continued to stare down as though none of this affected him. She brushed her fingertips up and down along his skin, making him shiver. Little bumps appeared along his shoulders and down his biceps. 
 
    “Try to tell me this doesn’t affect you. Try to tell me you aren’t grateful to be owned. Think about how reassuring it’s going to be now that you don’t have to worry about your own survival. You just need to serve and obey. That’s it. It’s so much easier this way,” she said. “Plus, you can trust me to make the right decisions for you.” 
 
    “Because you’re smarter than me?” Logan snorted. 
 
    “Yes,” Emily said. Now that she was petting him, she enjoyed a new kind of serenity. “I am smarter than you. I’m sure I made better grades, and there is a reason why boys stop studying math and science as they get older. They just aren’t capable of keeping up.” 
 
    “Most of the boys never get the chance. And even when they do, they’re constantly told that they will never succeed. How is that a fair competition?” 
 
    “Are you sure you’re not enjoying this?” She whispered those words into his ear even as she glanced down toward his crotch. Her fingertips had only come within a few inches of his genitals, but he gulped, fully aware of the passion now running through his frame. 
 
    “Tell me how you’re feeling. Don’t lie.” 
 
    “Frustrated,” he growled. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Nervous,” he confessed. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    Logan lowered his voice. She could just barely hear him, yet he told her the truth, “Aroused.” 
 
    “Exactly. On some level, you know that this is where you belong. You understand that this is how you deserve to be treated. You shouldn’t try to worry about making your own decisions, Logan. You’re a boy, and you should be naturally subservient. Embrace that part of yourself that tells you to obey and listen. That’s what’s going to make you happy.” 
 
    “I—” he started to say until her fingers moved from the base of his shaft up along his length. Then she wrapped her hand around his member, gently squeezing and teasing him until the words broke apart in his mouth. 
 
    Logan kept trying to articulate himself, but Emily just teased him. Each time he started a sentence, she rewarded him with another little squeeze. 
 
    Not only that, she reached around with her other hand and her fingers began to brush the underside of his balls and his scrotum. With those soft, tantalizing caresses, she made it clear how good it could feel. 
 
    “Has a girl ever seduced you?” Emily asked. “Have you ever been completely vulnerable and powerless?” 
 
    “No,” he declared with that same note of defiance. 
 
    “Maybe that’s the problem,” she breathed into his ear. “Maybe you keep fighting because you don’t understand just how good surrender can feel.” 
 
    “Please, don’t do this,” he said, his voice straining. “Please, just let me go.” 
 
    “I can’t do that, Logan. I care about you, so I’m going to give you everything you need.” 
 
    “I don’t need this,” he tried to say, only she continued to touch and tease him until those words fractured, swallowed up by a groan of need. 
 
    “That’s right,” she said. “Just relax and let this happen. You know that you need to be owned. You know that you belong to me now. Relax and let it happen. Feel the collar around your neck. Let it comfort you. Other boys are running around, lost and insecure. You, my boy, are very secure now. I’ve got you on a leash, and I’m never going to let you go.” 
 
    “You can’t. I’ll run away.” 
 
    “If you even think about trying, I will make sure they catch you. And when you are brought back to me, I will keep you in a cage and have a vet put a tracker in you.” She could do it. This wasn’t any kind of idle threat. 
 
    They weren’t even that expensive! 
 
    “Besides, do you really want to run away?” Emily continued. “Right now, it’s obvious that you like being touched.” 
 
    He grumbled something inaudible and unintelligible. 
 
    Breathing a little chuckle against his ear, she said, “It’s okay. This is a huge disadvantage of being a boy. A girl can fake her orgasms and arousal. Can a boy? No. Of course not. Mother nature made it obvious. She made it so that you can’t lie. Right now, you’re turned on, and that’s good. It’s right. It’s natural. Just accept it.” 
 
    “No,” he grumbled again. “I can’t. I won’t.” 
 
    “You can,” she said. “And you will because you don’t have any choice. Think about how good it feels right now. You love me touching you. And if you behave yourself, maybe you will get to see me naked.” 
 
    His shoulders bunched as he froze. 
 
    Emily chuckled again, savoring how easily boys could be manipulated and controlled. “You would like that, wouldn’t you? You would love to be tied down and helpless underneath me. You would love for me to touch you maybe nibble on you a little bit.” She leaned in and grazed her teeth along his neck, forcing another groan of anticipatory arousal to flee from his lungs. 
 
    “Get on your knees and beg for the chance to go into my bedroom with me.” 
 
    “Please, don’t make me do this,” he said. 
 
    “I’m not make you do anything.” Then she stepped back, although she still had his leash wrapped around her wrist. 
 
    With the desire pumping through his body, he knew he couldn’t hold out. That’s why he looked up at her again with those big, pleading eyes. Desperation washed over him, he bit down, eager to hold onto his ideals, yet he didn’t know if they could stand up against the easy confidence of the matriarchy. 
 
    Women ruled. They had every advantage. Inhaling and exhaling through his mouth, he felt his breath against his teeth as he brought his hands together and started to plead with her, “Please. Please, would you take me to your bedroom? Please!” 
 
    “That depends,” she said with a smile. “Do you belong to me?” 
 
    He gulped, looked down, then up, all while his chest frantically pumped. “Yes. Yes, I belong to you.” 
 
    “What does that make me?” 
 
    “It makes you my Mistress,” he said, adopting the term so many of the women enjoyed hearing. Logan always assumed he might be able to avoid this indignity. 
 
    “Try something else,” she said. 
 
    He pressed his lips together into a firm, frustrated line. But then he whispered the syllables she really craved, “It makes you my Master.” 
 
    “Very nice,” she said, strolling over to him. She brushed her fingers through his hair and down along his neck. She hooked one finger into his collar and tugged, pulling him forward. He fell to his hands and knees, and that’s when she sauntered off, still holding the leash. 
 
    Different questions streamed through his head as he crawled behind this girl. He tried to resist the temptation to look up, so he focused on wondering how this had happened to him. He had tried so hard, working diligently to maintain his independence. He had never allowed any other girl to become his handler, not his friends or even that girl in high school who teased him constantly. While other young women searched out the boys they could own and control, Logan had maintained his distance, always working hard to remain part of the background. 
 
    Then he realized his mistake. 
 
    He ran off. He went into the wilderness, and that was enough to attract the notice of a girl like Emily. At a mall or on the street, he would have just been one more boy. But out there, amongst the trees, he was different and unique. 
 
    He had been so foolish. 
 
    But then he crawled across the threshold, looked up as he felt the tug of his leash, and saw her bedroom. 
 
    It was large with a four-poster bed. Off to the side, she had a small desk with her makeup; tubes, compacts, and other containers contained everything she used in the morning. Her closet was full of dresses, suits, and other outfits. As his heart pounded faster, Logan looked back at Emily. 
 
    When their eyes met, she smiled down at him, “It’s okay if you’re nervous. Don’t worry. I’ll be gentle with you as long as you cooperate.” 
 
    As long as you cooperate. That seemed to be the guiding principle for women throughout society. 
 
    Braced on his knees now, he watched as she came closer. She ran her fingers through his hair, except this time she took a firm grip. She pulled his head back and looked down into his eyes. “Logan, I want you to understand that I really do care about you. I value you. I want you to be my most valuable possession. Do you understand?” 
 
    His expression remained blank, but only because he didn’t want to make this enjoyable for her. He tried not to make a sound, which was why she crouched down in front of her boy, used her free hand, and stroked his balls, then his shaft. She teased him, her fingertips coming up to the tip of his erection. 
 
    A shiver ran through his body. 
 
    “You’re starting to figure it out, I think,” Emily said to him. “Maybe you don’t want to admit it, you know that being owned is better than running around alone. You’re a boy, and you need someone to take care of you.” 
 
    “What if I don’t? What if I could do it myself?” 
 
    A patronizing smile tugged at the corners of her mouth, “Do you remember the plan you came up with? Wander out in the wilderness until you got yourself killed? Now, I’m sorry, but you can’t take care of yourself. Maybe other boys are capable of making the right decisions, but that’s not you.” 
 
    “What if—” 
 
    “Shush,” she said. 
 
    Emily waited a moment to see if he would obey. Sure enough, he stayed quiet. Pouting, he kept his eyes downcast. For a moment, she wondered what he was thinking, only then she decided she didn’t care. She tugged his head back again, only this time she leaned in and kissed him. 
 
    She loved the feel of his mouth, especially that reticence that seemed to harden his lips against hers. And as the seconds ticked by and she pressed in, her chest against his, her free hand still gliding over his erection, he began to succumb. 
 
    As so many other boys had discovered throughout history, they couldn’t resist the allure of a beautiful, powerful woman. Emily seized her boy, kissing him ferociously and passionately. 
 
    Then she pulled back and said, “You’re going to be my responsibility.” 
 
    “This isn’t fair,” he complained again. 
 
    “Do you want me to kiss you?” 
 
    He bit down, clenching his jaw, but it was obvious what he really wanted. Within a few more seconds, his resolve broke. “Yes,” he admitted. 
 
    “Ask for it,” she whispered into his ear. 
 
    His voice became husky and raw as he pleaded, “Please, would you kiss me?” 
 
    She leaned in, flirtatiously brushing her lips against his mouth, pulling back, only to lean in again. He tried to stretch forward and press his lips to hers, only she still had a firm grip on his hair. With a giggle, Emily tugged on his soft strands, pulling his head back. “No, no,” she chided. “You don’t get to decide when you get kissed,” she said simply. 
 
    “No, Master,” he said, surrendering to her. 
 
    Emily burst out laughing. She couldn’t help it. “Good. Good boy!” She loosened her grip and patted him on the head before retaking her hold on his hair. To reward him, she gave his shaft another squeeze. 
 
    “This isn’t fair,” he said again. 
 
    “I think you’re making a mistake,” Emily said as she pulled back. She touched her forehead to his for a second and continued, “You think that justice means everyone gets treated exactly the same. But that’s not how the world is. That’s not how the world works. People are different. Women are different from men. You need to be treated fairly, but that means we take care of you. That means we tell you what to do and you learn to obey.” 
 
    His lips parted, and it was obvious Logan wanted to say something about how women weren’t inherently smarter or better. 
 
    Only then, something in her gaze stopped him. 
 
    “You’re in my hands, Logan. I’m your Master now.” 
 
    When he swallowed again, he must’ve been able to sense the tension from his collar snug against the base of his throat. Within seconds, it no longer mattered because she kissed him again. A deep groan vibrated from within his throat as she played with him. Then she stood, breaking off the kiss. 
 
    She walked over to the bed, motioned for him to follow, and he crawled forward. “Get on the mattress. Spread your arms and legs,” she said. 
 
    “Yes, Master,” he said, only to flinch as though he regretted the words the moment they left his lips. 
 
    Once he sat on the edge of the bed, her hand shot out, and she pressed her palm to his sternum. Emily shoved him down and enjoyed the way he fell and bounced. He spread his arms and legs, just the way she wanted. 
 
    “I’m going to tie you down now,” she said. 
 
    “Why?” Logan asked with an edge of bitterness in his voice. 
 
    “You are really cute when you get frustrated,” she said to him. Another angry look flashed across his handsome features, yet Emily couldn’t quite worry about that. Sometimes, flirting with the boy meant seeing him grumble and pout. “But to answer your question, I want to tie you down because it’s important for you. It’s a part of the psychology of our relationship.” 
 
    “Because you’re in charge?” Logan asked with an edge of bitterness. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “And why am I in charge again?” 
 
    She hadn’t tied him down yet. 
 
    He didn’t want to answer. 
 
    Stubborn, he remained silent. 
 
    She grabbed the leather cuffs and chains from her closet, only then she picked out another item. When she dropped the bonds between his legs, she smacked something hard against the palm of her hand. His head jerked up. 
 
    “Why am I in charge?” 
 
    When he saw the wooden hairbrush in her hand, some of the color drained away from his cheeks. “This isn’t fair,” he complained again. “We’ve already been over that,” she said. 
 
    When he didn’t answer, she gleefully reached down, grabbed him by his shoulder, and rolled him onto his stomach. He started to sit up, only her hand flashed down again, this time to the spot between his shoulder blades. Palm down and with the easy confidence of a girl who had been raised in a matriarchy, she shoved him to his stomach. 
 
    Off-balance, he couldn’t get up, and she knew it. 
 
    And then she touched the flat of her hairbrush to his naked buttocks. He shivered, freezing in place because he knew exactly what this might mean. 
 
    “Are you still going to struggle?” 
 
    “No…” A second later, he repeated, “No, Master.” 
 
    “I’m glad,” she said. “But you still need to be punished.” 
 
    Baring his teeth, he sucked in another breath just as Emily raised the brush into the air. For a few seconds, she let him shiver there on his stomach. Not only that, she reveled in everything this meant. 
 
    Through college, she had neglected romance. She had ignored the male half of species, but now she reveled in this power she wielded over him. It was so much fun. 
 
    She would have to make up for lost time, she decided. 
 
    Emily looked down at him and announced, “I’m going to punish you, but I want you to know I’m only doing this because I care about you. You are very foolish, running out into the wilderness and trying to pretend that you could be a stray all on your own. You belong to me now, and I’m going to take very good care of you.” 
 
    “Then I don’t need to be punished,” he said. 
 
    “That’s not a decision you get to make,” answered Emily. 
 
    With a ferocious smile on her face, she brought the flat of her hairbrush down hard. It whistled through the air, or maybe that was her imagination. Heat flashed through her body as she reveled in her power over him. This was authority. Control. Her heart pounded wildly, and her mouth actually started watering! 
 
    The hairbrush connected, striking hard and fast. She heard that slap reverberate through the air, the sound bouncing off the walls. The excitement thrummed through her. 
 
    Oh, that felt wonderful. 
 
    For his part, Logan remained silent and determined to maintain some veneer of dignity. Emily decided that wouldn’t last for long. 
 
    She struck the same butt cheek, jerking her improvised paddle into the air, gripping it tight, and swinging down again. Hot excitement roamed through her body when she felt the brush connect again. 
 
    She loved that slapping sound. She loved the way he tensed up, and she couldn’t help but admire the redness as it spread along the curves of his ass. 
 
    “This is a lot of fun,” she said. 
 
    “For you!” 
 
    “Yes,” she agreed simply. “This is a lot of fun for me. So if you don’t want me to enjoy this too much, you should probably start apologizing.” 
 
    “Apologize? Apologize for what?” 
 
    Rather than answer, she struck three more times in quick succession, but now she varied the routine, bringing the hairbrush down hard on his right buttock, then his left, then his right again. By the time she finished, crimson blush covered both hemispheres. 
 
    “You’re a smart boy,” she said. “Figure it out.” 
 
    When she stroked the curve his ass with her brush, he gulped and shivered as he tried to figure out what he needed to do. Emily waited for some twinge of sympathy or mercy, but those reflexes couldn’t get past the simple fact that this boy had put himself in danger. 
 
    Throughout her life, she had heard the same refrain: men didn’t know how to think clearly. They made poor decisions, which explained their subservient positions throughout society. There weren’t any obvious policies stating that women needed to be in charge or that only a woman could be President or a senator, a congresswoman or a CEO. Instead, this was just the way things worked. 
 
    Now, however, as she saw this boy spread out in front of her, and she started to see the truth. She didn’t want to think that men were “inferior,” not exactly. That term seemed unnecessarily cruel. Couldn’t she just see that boys were different and that these differences meant they were designed to serve? 
 
    Perhaps she needed to think of the young man spread out before her as a beast of burden. She could view him like a horse, beloved but owned. Actually, that made a lot of sense. As she contemplated him, she tightened her grip, reached down, and felt him flinch. 
 
    “Are you ready to apologize?” 
 
    His lips wrinkled together as he pouted, but then something inside of him seemed to break as he whispered, “Yes, Master.” 
 
    Almost indulgently, she said, “Go ahead.” As she spoke, she stroked her fingers along his tormented buttocks. She enjoyed the way he shook beneath her touch. With every light caress that glided along his body, she enjoyed her authority and power over this young man. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m sorry I went out on my own. That was a mistake. I messed up. I’m very, very sorry. And it won’t happen again.” 
 
    Emily started laughing at that last part. She just couldn’t help herself. “Of course it’s not going to happen again,” she agreed, tugging on his leash. “Your last handler may have neglected you, but I’m not going to make that mistake. You’re not a stray boy,” she said. 
 
    “No, Master,” he agreed. 
 
    “What are you?” 
 
    Logan must have considered this for us couple of seconds, largely because she never gave him any specific designation. So he did his best and guessed, “I’m your boy?” 
 
    “Yes!” She threw herself down on top of him, grabbed him, and squeezed him. As she did so, she pulled back and rolled him over. She rewarded her boy with another kiss before telling him, “I still need to give you five more strikes, but that’s because I care about you and I don’t want you to forget this lesson.” 
 
    “I won’t,” he promised fast. “I won’t forget!” 
 
    “Oh, I really want to believe you, Logan. But this is my prerogative. It’s my responsibility to train you. And sometimes that’s going to be more difficult. Do you understand?” 
 
    Her question must have stung, especially since she asked it as though addressing a child. 
 
    That was how so many women saw men. They were these big, strong creatures, yet they lacked the intellectual and emotional maturity to be responsible. Perhaps this was a good explanation for why women ruled. 
 
    If he felt any irritation this time, he quickly stifled it. 
 
    “Yes,” he finally said. “I, I understand.” 
 
    “Good boy,” she replied, rewarding him. She reached down and stroked his buttocks once more, her fingers gliding along his skin. She loved the firmness of his body and how she could stroke him however and whenever she liked. “You feel really good,” she said huskily. If he detected the note of arousal in her voice, he didn’t say anything about it. 
 
    Then again, he probably hoped she might feel the same way. 
 
    But like so many other boys, he had a hard time guessing what girls were thinking. 
 
    She massaged him for a few more seconds before picking up the hairbrush again. She smacked it hard against the palm of her hand, savored that stinging, and then she picked a spot. “This isn’t about punishment, not this time,” she said. “Disciplining you is my prerogative. If I tell you to bend over or get on my lap, you’re just going to do it. You don’t need to think for yourself. You don’t need to worry about resisting. Just obey. That’s all you have to do, Logan.” 
 
    She struck three more times. When he thought it had come to an end, he gasped back at her, “Yes, Master.” 
 
    “Good boy. Now you get your reward. On your back. Spread your arms and legs.” 
 
    “You’re still going to tie me down?” Logan asked plaintively, his eyes wide. “But I’ve been good. I’ve done everything you wanted.” 
 
    “You have,” Emily agreed. For a moment, she couldn’t help but smile. In the courtroom, the judge had complete control. But here, it was her. She wielded every iota of authority and power. “And you’ve done a great job in pleasing me, but I still want you helpless.” 
 
    She had no problem seeing him get ready to protest, only to swallow it down and stop. Instead, he rolled onto his back, spread his arms, and parted his legs. Moving quickly, she slipped the padded, leather cuffs around his ankles and aimed them toward the bedposts. Next, she went for his wrists, locking them and trapping him. 
 
    With this boy spread out, she ran her teeth along her bottom lip. She examined him again, leaned forward and kissed him. In one hand, she cupped his cheek. With the other, she reached down and took his balls in the palm of her hand. 
 
    He must have enjoyed it, yet she reveled in the power. These balls represented his masculinity, and she held him tight. She could squeeze, sending a spasm of pain through his body. She didn’t. Not this time. 
 
    Instead, she continued to kiss him, her lips on his until she sat up, pulled off her pants, removed her panties, and threw those clothes down onto the floor. 
 
    “Serve me with your mouth,” she said simply. At some other place or time, those words might have made her giggle from the theatricality. But now, she didn’t care. She positioned her slit over his mouth and pressed down without waiting for his acknowledgment. 
 
    When he pressed his lips to her pussy, she threw her head back, parted her lips, and gasped through the wild surge of pleasure. Up until this point, she had been aroused, but Emily didn’t understand the power of having a boy on his back, strapped down and spread out. 
 
    Forcing herself to think clearly, she glanced down at his restraints. Halfheartedly, he tugged against his bonds, yanking or twisting and pulling. 
 
    She saw him struggle like this force of nature compelled him to obey her, and that sent another surge of desire tumbling through her. Oh yes, this was perfect. Delicious. It felt so good to have a young man utterly helpless before her. 
 
    Suddenly, all of those love songs made sense. 
 
    She lowered herself down a little more, pressing her body to his mouth. She savored the way his lips and tongue darted along her sex. His tongue penetrated and explored. Within moments, he found her clit. “Right there,” she commanded. 
 
    Her boy obeyed and surrendered, licking eagerly, the flickers of movement sending fresh waves of pleasure coursing through her body. She inhaled through her teeth, closed her eyes, and surrendered to the bliss. 
 
    The heat coursed through her body, becoming more powerful with every second. 
 
    Soon, she embraced that ecstasy, allowing the completion to surge through her. She twitched, lifting her chin again. She looked up at the ceiling, yet her vision became a multi-colored haze of perfection. 
 
    Then she pulled back, grinned to down at him, and asked, “Should I have sex with you?” 
 
    Logan didn’t hesitate, “Yes. Please. Please, Master! Yes! Please! Please, Master!” 
 
    “Beg,” she said, which was probably cruel considering she already knew exactly what she would do with him. 
 
    “Please, Master! Please, I’m begging you! I’m begging you. Please, I’ve never been this turned on before! I’ve never been so horny!” 
 
    “What about now?” Emily asked cruelly as she brushed her fingers along the front of his cock. 
 
    “Please fuck me! I can’t take it!” 
 
    “You could,” she said. “But luckily for you, I’m hungry for my boy.” 
 
    That’s when she positioned herself on top of him, took his shaft in her hand, and aimed it for her opening. Then she lowered herself down and squeezed him, the walls of her opening tight along his shaft as she enveloped and took him. 
 
    “This is a Master fucking her boy,” Emily said. 
 
    As the words left her lips, she didn’t know if she intended them for him or herself. 
 
    Emily meant to say more, yet the words were quickly swallowed by her panting breath. She lowered herself down, moved up, and came back down again. She rode him gently, taking this boy and using him just like a sex toy. When he looked up, their eyes met, and he saw that primal control seize her body. 
 
    When she saw him, she didn’t view him as an equal. Instead, he became her object. He became her plaything. 
 
    For once, Logan didn’t seem to mind. 
 
    All of his vaunted ideals fell away as he pressed his fingers into the palms of his hands. 
 
    When she leaned toward the wall, her hair fell forward, and she looked down at him again. Hungrily, she showed her teeth as she started to ride him faster. She brought herself to the cusp of an orgasm and slowed down. 
 
    “Please, I don’t think I can take much more,” he said, practically gritting his teeth now. 
 
    “You’ll be patient because your Master told you to be patient,” she said. 
 
    “Yes, Master!” 
 
    Damn. 
 
    Emily couldn’t tell if it was the sound of his surrender, the feel of his girth between her legs, or something else entirely. Either way, the desperation seemed to swim and spin through her core, spreading into her shoulders, arms, fingertips, her legs, thighs, and toes. The pleasure washed over her. 
 
    She closed her eyes, gasped, and rode him hard. She pumped his body within the tight confines of her slick opening. She used and claimed him, making this boy into her property. “You’re never getting away!” She burst out laughing, rode him hard, panted, and took him. The pleasure began to explode through her. “Now! Come for me now!” 
 
    She commanded his orgasm because she owned it, just as she owned the rest of him. 
 
    He throbbed, jerking his hips up as he pushed into her. Maybe he was trying to fight his bonds. Maybe he just wanted to feel as much as he could. 
 
    It didn’t matter to his owner. She lost herself to the blazing heat as the satisfaction swallowed up every coherent thought. She rode hard and fast until he was completely spent. By that point, she pulled away. With her heart pounding, she looked down at him. 
 
    She curled up beside him, touched her fingers to his cheek, and said, “We’re going to do that again and again and again because you are mine.” 
 
    “I’m yours,” he agreed. 
 
    Only this time, she didn’t detect that hint of resentment or anger. A little smile tugged at the corners of her mouth, but she didn’t tease him about his newfound acceptance. Like so many other boys, he finally discovered where he truly belonged. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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    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. 
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