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Surrender in the Sky

Leaning back in his seat, Samuel enjoyed the jostling and turbulence. Around him, his fellow passengers squeaked, squawked, shivered, and grabbed onto their armrests, squeezing until their knuckles turned various shades of white.

A flash of silvery white lightning cut down across the horizon. A few seats away, a little girl started crying even as her mother and father both cooed reassuring words to her. They held her tight and told her it would be okay.

Samuel leaned back in his seat and chuckled to himself.

When he thought about it honestly, he really had no idea why he didn’t experience that same rush of fear. In fact, he could imagine the pilots nervously looking out the windows, monitoring their readouts, and listening intently to every weather report as they tried to figure out how to navigate this storm.

The plane shuddered around him again.

He had no illusions about his own mortality.

Maybe it was his love of adventure?

His comfort on planes?

Yes, people traveled all the time, but Samuel and liked to think of himself as something of an explorer. Even at that moment, he had his camera equipment in his carry-on bag. Tucked beneath the seat in front of him, his bag sat there reassuringly. If he had to lose any piece of his luggage, it wouldn’t be this.

Clothing? Optional.

His camera? Absolutely vital.

He smiled and shook his head. The plane shook around them again as they hit another gust of wind.

Breathing out slowly, Samuel could feel some of the nervous energy percolate through his body. He leaned back for a moment, closed his eyes, and imagined a bolt of lightning striking the plane.

He almost wished he had paid for the in-flight Wi-Fi because he would have liked to look up what might happen. He could easily imagine a scenario where planes were designed to handle that sort of punishment. On the flipside, it was easy to picture a spear of electricity slicing down into one of the engines, exploding a turbine, and sending the jet careening down toward the merciless ground below.

Okay, now he was getting a bit nervous.

Still, he breathed out, forced himself to relax, and closed his eyes.

He was thinking about the kinds of cityscapes he might be able to photograph when he landed in San Francisco. As he looked around the cabin again, he wondered what his fellow passengers had planned for when they landed. Tourists? Businesspeople? San Francisco was a huge hub for so many different industries. At the same time, he wondered if anyone on board wanted to visit family.

As a photographer, he yearned to find something interesting. Obviously, San Francisco offered so much in terms of unique architecture, but he needed to find something new, something novel and distinct.

So much of the city had been documented…Perhaps he would just need to be creative and find a new angle, something other people hadn’t yet spotted.

When it came to beauty, he knew that some content could be easy and obvious, something virtually every viewer would take in as amazing and gorgeous. But then, there were those other moments, plain and mundane, that required an artist’s eye. It wasn’t so much about the content. Instead, it was the execution and the approach.

A couple years ago, he read a really plain book. It probably qualified as “literature,” rather than any special type of genre fiction. The writer probably had a fancy degree or whatever. Still, it was a beautiful piece. The topic? It was the story of one manager’s last day running a Red Lobster.

That was it. No hook. Nothing amazing or special. No meteorites, aliens, hostage negotiations, terrorists, or anything else that could turn this book into a bestseller. Instead, this book quietly examined what this man’s life was like as he said goodbye to a job managing a middle-class restaurant.

Samuel shook his head and hoped he could do better than a Red Lobster. Still, even if San Francisco turned out to be ridiculously boring with nothing but boxes, he would find a way to re-envision one of those boxes. He would find a way to make it compelling.

Thinking about his goals helped him relax.

Lightning forked down from the sky, slashing across the darkness. He couldn’t feel the rain, but the winds battered the plane, knocking it up and down. At one point, the plane seemed to fall several feet, and his stomach dropped away.

Okay, now he could hold onto the armrests a little more tightly.

That’s when the pilot came over the intercom, “Ladies and gentlemen, this is your captain speaking. Unfortunately, we just received fresh weather reports. It looks like this storm is getting more intense. We have contacted air control, and they have directed us to proceed on course. It might be a bumpy ride, but try to relax as best you can.”

Samuel glanced upward. He couldn’t spot any speakers, so the voice just seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at once. He wondered if those words were really reassuring, especially as he glanced around at the other passengers.

He spotted a businesswoman who kept typing away on her laptop. She seemed almost frantic as she stared down at the screen. Samuel tried to catch a glimpse of what she had. He imagined a novel or maybe a letter to her loved ones if she was really scared.

Instead, he spotted an Excel sheet.

Good for her?

He glanced over at her again, thinking she was quite beautiful. She was dressed like she was about to head into a business meeting. Sleek, dark stockings. A black skirt. A dark dress jacket. A white blouse. Samuel wondered if she worked as a lawyer or something.

Of course, his eyes drifted over to the light glowing along her shapely cheeks, her cute nose, and her thick mane. When he saw her, he decided there was something dangerous and almost predatory about her. Maybe it was her clothing or the intent with which she stared down at the screen. She was really beautiful, so he only snuck a few glances.

Checking her out helped him relax a little bit. He exhaled, leaned into his chair, and closed his eyes. The plane shook around him, but he managed to let go of some of the tension.

He pictured that woman again.

For a moment, he envisioned a scenario where he could get up and walk over to her, sit down next to her, and start chatting with her. It was a silly little fantasy. Obviously, she wanted to work. At the same time, he understood how modern social dynamics worked. He couldn’t just go chat with some random person, especially on an airplane.

Besides, she was gorgeous. She probably had guys hitting on her all the time. He didn’t want to be some random archaeologist who sidled into the empty seat next to her and started spouting off random points about cultural or physical anthropology.

Refusing to be one of them, Samuel smiled, shook his head, and relaxed into his seat. Still, he kept picturing her. Her lustrous dark hair, sleek and gently curving along the contours of her face and down her shoulders. Her sharp nose. Her full lips. The way she pouted as she studied the screen and the numbers playing down her columns. The way the light from her laptop played across her green irises.

The plane may have been shaking, but Samuel fell into an uneasy sleep. He concentrated on the beautiful woman and allowed the shaking darkness to envelop him, at least for a little while.

Samuel woke up.

The plane was no longer shaking, but he could still feel the vibrations from the engines. He stretched and realized something. He was horizontal, flat on his back. Not only that, warm sunlight spread across his face and down along his neck. It soaked into his shirt as he sat up and looked around.

This wasn’t the airplane cabin.

There weren’t rows and rows of seats. Dozens of people weren’t crammed into a narrow, aluminum tube.

Instead, it felt a lot more like a train’s observation car or maybe part of the promenade on a cruise ship.

Samuel uneasily stood up and looked around. He saw several long benches, one of which he had just been asleep on. “What the heck?”

Ridiculously, he rubbed his eyes and looked around, almost expecting to wake up at any moment. Obviously, this had to be a dream or something.

But then he turned, saw the huge windows, and marveled at the fat, puffy clouds. He walked over to the glass, reached up and touched it. His fingers brushed along the cold surface as he studied the shades of white cream floating in the sky.

Then he spotted the propellers.

They spun slowly, gently pushing the vehicle through the air. Not only that, he could see the bulging curve of a blimp above him. This looks like a zeppelin or old-school dirigible. Outside of the Goodyear blimp, Samuel had only ever seen these in video games. In fact, he used to play one where he hunted German zeppelins during World War I.

But what kind of vehicle was this? Where the heck was he?

He glanced to down at the ground. He saw farmland, sectional hexagons neatly fitted together like jigsaw pieces.

Weird.

The last couple of times Samuel had flown, he had admired the squares that made up so much of the agricultural heartland between the East and West Coasts. He wondered if someone had decided to try a more European approach.

Of course, that didn’t explain where he was or how he got here.

Samuel turned back, spotted the doorway, and started to march toward it.

Halfway there, he stopped, reached down, and felt for his phone and wallet.

He pulled out his phone without even thinking, waking up the screen and looking down. Everything seemed normal enough until he checked out the right-hand corner.

No bars.

Sitting down, he glanced at the door again and wondered if he should wander out into the hallway. He still didn’t know how he got here or what had happened.

Maybe their flight landed, forced down by the storm and they were moved onto another plane? While he was unconscious? No way. Nothing like that could actually happen. Even if the plane had landed, the bump on the airstrip would have woken him up.

Plus, this wasn’t a plane. It was a blimp.

None of this made any sense.

Samuel touched three of his fingers to his forehead and massaged his skull as he tried to figure something out.

Samuel scrolled across his phone as he tried to connect with some Wi-Fi network. Any network.

There should have been something. Even if the network only allowed for employee access or maybe his device would try to interface with another phone or even a freaking printer.

Nothing.

No Networks Available.

His brows creased, and he stared down at the screen as though he expected a loading symbol to appear and start spinning. Tapping his foot, he whispered, “Come on. Come on.”

Nothing happened for several more seconds. He got up, tentatively walked over to the doorway and glanced out the window. He marveled at the construction. On board a plane or even a blimp, he would have expected everything be plastic or metal. Instead, he brushed his fingers along the wood.

It had been beautifully sanded and stained. The construction was gorgeous, like something he would have expected to find in some Victorian estate.

Just then, he spotted the crank.

He looked down at the label. A brass plaque read, Aprender sobre este barco.

Samuel stepped forward again, glanced out through the windows into the hallway. He didn’t see anyone, but he was still leery.

Reluctantly, he turned the crank, but he didn’t know precisely what he expected to happen. The words on that plaque didn’t make any sense to him. They looked vaguely familiar, but the font seemed overly formal and stylistic, so he couldn’t make any guesses.

The crank proved to be surprisingly difficult. With every turn, he heard a click, and then he let go.

A wooden panel to his left fell open, some kind of ancient yet functional camera slid forward, and white light started to project forward. On the wall in front of him, he saw images appear.

A blimp.

Grainy, black and white footage of a cheering crowd.

Then a voice.

The words came out way too fast and in a language he didn’t understand. Again, it sounded somewhat familiar, like maybe it was some mixture of French and Spanish with Farsi thrown in to make things really confusing?

The pictures continued to play. Then a logo appeared with a planet, only it was different from what he expected. It was earth, yes, obviously, but he needed a few seconds to reorient his perspective.

On American maps, North America was almost always featured prominently in the upper left-hand corner.

This one was—upside down?

No, not upside down.

As an archaeologist, he understood the importance of cultural bias. The planet could be viewed from pretty much any perspective. There wasn’t a logical reason why “up” or “down” really meant anything, but the map still revealed something. Americans wanted to be on top and in a prominent place.

That was fine, but now he had to wonder if he had somehow ended up on a dirigible from the southern hemisphere. He couldn’t imagine any government seriously trying to use these things for transport.

They were so slow!

A modern airliner could traverse entire continents over the course of the day. This thing looked like it might take a week to get from one side of North America to the other.

And yet, the people in that old time recording seemed happy enough.

The projection hadn’t answered any of his questions. And now the camera slid back into its alcove, and the wooden panel slapped back into place with an audible thud.

If he wanted to watch it again, he could probably just crank the handle. Yeah, like that would tell him anything new.

“¿Quéestáshaciendosh?”

Samuel jerked his head up and spotted a young woman standing there.

She wore some kind of uniform that included a dark blue skirt, a white blouse, and a red ribbon. She reminded him vaguely of a flight attendant.

“¿Dondéeshtatudueñash?”

Again, the words hit the air, way too fast for him to distinguish one syllable from another, let alone figure out what she said.

“Hello?” Samuel asked. Very carefully, he made a point of not just raising his voice. He had traveled to other countries and understood exactly how dumb American citizens could look when they started speaking louder in the hopes that might somehow trigger a mastery of English the locals never knew they possessed. He spoke clearly and slowly, “Look, I don’t know what’s going on. I just woke up here, and—”

“¿Voshesunamascota?”

“I’m sorry, but I don’t know what that means.” He felt ridiculous, but he touched his hand to his chest. “English. I’m sorry, but I only speak English.”

He almost wished he had paid more attention in his high school French class, but he didn’t think that would help him here. Maybe he should’ve downloaded some app to his phone. He only really needed a couple of words.

The woman raised a hand and pointed to the seat where he had first woken up.

Still confused, Samuel hoped he understood what she meant. He walked back to the padded bench and sat down.

She nodded, apparently content with his response. Then she raised her hand with one finger up. He hoped that was a universal symbol for “Wait here.”

Then she stepped out of the observation chamber and disappeared down the narrow hallway.

He felt like some little kid. He had been put on a timeout, so now he had to wait for the adult to come back.

And yet, she knew what was going on—hopefully—while he had absolutely no idea.

As he sat there, he heard footsteps.

A woman walked by, and she held the hand of her boyfriend. She said something, he answered back, only his tone seemed strange. Again, Samuel strained hard to pick out some familiar sound or syllable, just a single word that he might have been able to understand.

Nothing.

And yet, he thought he noticed that strange way the man spoke. He was taller, but he kept his eyes down, and he seemed utterly deferential, like he was her employee or something. But not just an employee. It was more than that.

Samuel decided that must’ve been a quirk of their relationship. Perhaps those two were dating or something. Or maybe he had messed up on a work project, so now the man needed to get back into her good graces.

Several more minutes went by.

Samuel kept checking the time. According to his phone, it was still supposed to be late at night, but the sun shined down bright from the middle of the sky.

Another couple of people walked down the hall. This time, Samuel started to get up. He kept hoping the woman from before would reappear, perhaps with a translator or maybe a tablet with an English-to-whatever-language-they-spoke translation app.

But now. He saw a woman in a dark red dress and shining black boots. She sauntered down the hall, and Samuel smirked when he saw the leash wrapped around her wrist.

Interesting, he thought.

Apparently, dirigibles could allow pets.

Only then he saw a naked man following behind her.

With his head bowed down just like the last guy, he wore nothing except for a black, leather collar with a silver ring at the front. A leash connected to the collar and stretched down to her hand.

The woman stopped and glanced over at Samuel. Their eyes met for a moment, and she said something.

“¿Veshtido?” she asked.

Then she shrugged like it didn’t really matter, pulled on the man’s leash, and Samuel could only watch as he followed along, timid and obedient like any other pet.

What was this? What was going on here?

Samuel rubbed his eyes and wondered if he had somehow imagined that scene. Obviously, a man wouldn’t allow himself to be put in a collar or on a leash. He wouldn’t be stripped, especially in public like this!

Then it happened again a few minutes later.

A woman in blue shorts and a matching tank top sauntered down the hallway. Her sandaled feet skipped across the floor as she pulled, and a young man rushed to keep up with her. She glanced over her shoulder without stopping to notice Samuel. She called something out, something playful and cheerful. The boy smiled as best he could, but then she pulled him away from Samuel’s field of vision.

It happened several more times.

A few of the men were partially clothed. A couple of them had on pants or something approximating snug boxers. Each time, Samuel wanted to call out, but something stopped him. This wasn’t his world; it wasn’t a place he could possibly understand.

Finally, another set of footsteps came down the hallway.

The moment he saw them, Samuel didn’t like this. He didn’t have any logical explanation. There was that same woman from before, only others had joined her now. There were three of them in total. The first woman pointed and said something.

The other two drew their batons and held them up.

Samuel rose to his feet, but one of the women barked something, pointing to the ground in front of her.

Although he couldn’t be sure, he quickly envisioned her snarling out, “Get on the floor! Get on the floor right now!”

“Look, I’m just try to figure out what’s going on,” he said, his voice coming out a little faster now.

The other woman with the baton pointed to the floor. In a gentler tone, she said something.

What? What the hell did she say?

Unable to understand these women, Samuel glanced out the window. He pointed, and he tried to say, “I was on an airplane. I was on a jet. Do you know how I got here?”

Part of him hoped that if he just pushed enough words out onto the air, they might eventually understand one.

Finally, one of the women just rolled her shoulders. Obviously irritated, she pulled a pair of handcuffs off of her belt and held them up.

Handcuffs?

Samuel hadn’t done anything wrong!

He took a step back.

He tried to think through this clearly.

As an American citizen, he was entitled to certain protections. But was he even in the United States any longer? It seemed like a ridiculous question. But maybe his flight had been redirected, taken over by criminals or terrorists, and—what?

Seriously, he couldn’t come up with any logical chain to explain how he ended up on a blimp filled with armed employees, not to mention beautiful women and naked men on leashes!

When logic failed him, fear started to thunder through his body. His heart beat faster, and he understood what was happening.

Panic.

Comprehending it didn’t help. He took another step back, and one of the women just smirked. The other raised her hands. She pointed to the cuffs and said something reassuring.

He didn’t understand the language, but what could she possibly tell him? “Oh, don’t worry about these. We just want to restrain you because we don’t trust you, and we want to make sure we can do whatever we want to you.”

Despite the absurdity of the situation, he smirked. Then his eyes drifted to the open doorway.

As he clenched his jaw, he tried to think clearly. As an archaeologist, he routinely puzzled over difficult problems. He might only have a couple of scanned pieces of evidence, yet he tried to come up with compelling theories and explanations for how and why civilizations developed as they did.

It could be maddeningly impossible. After all, what could carbon dating and a few pieces of broken pottery tell a researcher about an entire culture?

But this time, he couldn’t move from one possibility to another. The premises stubbornly refused to coalesce behind his eyes. Instead, the fear continued to pump through his body. Those autonomic reactions refused to stop or even slow.

Heat prickled along the back of his neck and down over his chest.

One of the women said something dismissive, stepped forward, and that was when Samuel made his move. He leaped to the right, threw out his hands, and shoved one of the women aside.

Ridiculously, he called out, “Sorry!”

He knew it was dumb as the women tumbled off to the side. That seemed way too easy. Was he stronger than he had initially believed?

No, he decided. Even as he ran out through the door and into the narrow confines of the hallway, Samuel figured they just weren’t expecting it.

Maybe that made sense. If all of the men here were docile, they didn’t know what to do with someone wild.

It didn’t matter.

He heard the shouts come from behind him.

He ran down the corridor, passed several other narrow doors that lead into similar observation chambers.

At a glance, he took in the sight of a naked male spread across a woman’s lap. He was curled up like a dog, and she lovingly brushed her fingers along his skin. In the next chamber, a little boy was spread across a little girls lap. Face down, his pants pulled back, he endured a spanking. His backside was a bright shade of red, and a pair of adults watched.

On some level, Samuel knew he would have loved it to stop and observe. He mostly studied dead civilizations, but he could still appreciate contemporary anthropology. His researcher’s curiosity prompted him to wonder exactly what these people were doing. What kind of explanation did they provide? How could they justify any of this?

Up ahead, he came to an intersection.

A sign with one arrow pointing to the left and another to the right had been unhelpfully labeled in the language he couldn’t read.

Samuel didn’t bother trying to decipher any of it. These people may have used Roman lettering, but the patterns didn’t make any sense to him. He supposed he could have been even less lucky. Maybe the text could have been written out in Cyrillic or Chinese characters.

Either way, it didn’t help.

At least he could understand the arrows?

For no real reason, he darted to the right. At the last moment, he glanced over his shoulder and saw the women marching down the hallway at a quick trot. They were coming for him.

What was he supposed to do? Run? Hide? Find some safe spot and try to figure out a plan?

He had already been left alone for quite a while, and he was still just as confused as when he woke up.

Biting down, he concentrated on getting away from the women with the batons.

For a moment, he thought about inhaling and shouting out. He only needed one woman who could speak English. Just one person! If he could find that individual, then maybe he would be able to figure this out.

There had to be some kind of explanation.

For the next thirty or forty feet, he passed the different doors, but they were all closed, and he didn’t see any windows. Randomly, he pulled on one of the handles. It was locked.

He kept darting down the hallway, running as fast as he could.

Up ahead, a pair of double doors led into a wider passage. Wide windows stretched across the walls, revealing the skyscape outside. Then, up ahead, he saw the pair of double doors and rushed toward them.

A moment later, he stopped right outside.

He looked into the dining car and saw men on their knees with women seated at the tables. The women were dressed beautifully. Fine cloth. Silk. A few wore hats. He even spotted a woman with a monocle!

But then there were the men, most of whom were naked. A couple had pants on. But one thing they all had in common? Bands around their necks.

Samuel suddenly swallowed. Tentatively, he reached up and moved his fingers along his throat, almost as though he expected to find a collar there. But no. His throat remained naked, which should have been a relief, but it wasn’t, not really.

The women with the batons reappeared behind him.

Understanding how he didn’t have any choice, Samuel threw the doors open and started to walk down between the tables.

Up ahead, he saw the kitchens. He knew he couldn’t go running through there. Besides, they were on a freaking blimp! That meant he wouldn’t be able to run or hide for much longer. They would find him.

“My name is Samuel Donovan!” he called out. He tried to summon all of his confidence, to make this sound somehow normal or acceptable. “I’m looking for someone who speaks English. Please, does anyone here speak English?”

At first, the women just looked back and forth at one another.

All of the men turned to their eyes down to the floor like they didn’t really understand what was happening. No, that wasn’t entirely correct. A few of the boys were glancing back and forth at one another. They were trying to communicate something or ask some question without opening their mouths.

A spark of desperation shot through him, “Parles-tu anglais?” Mr. Devereaux, his sophomore French teacher, would’ve been so disappointed.

A harsh command came from behind him. The women with the batons marched menacingly forward.

“Screw it,” Samuel muttered to himself. He rushed forward, running as fast as he could.

One woman stuck out her foot, caught his ankle, and he went sprawling, landing hard and hitting his head on one of the rolling carts.

He didn’t black out, not entirely, but he couldn’t focus through the piercing pain.

He could pick up on flashes of light and conversation. Women were talking, discussing something.

One woman sounded apologetic. The other two sounded concerned.

He couldn’t pick up on anything else. As his thoughts coalesced back into something coherent, he wondered if maybe he had hit his head so hard that he had damaged the language center in his brain.

But then he blinked, reached up, and felt the stinging right there. He wasn’t bleeding. That was good.

“Come with me,” someone said. A woman. Her voice was gentle but commanding. In that next moment, she reached down and grabbed him by his wrist. She yanked, and suddenly Samuel was back on his feet.

She pulled him down the narrow passage between the different dining tables. He walked after her.

“Do you, do you speak English?” Samuel asked, his voice tentative and uncertain. Nervous energy seemed to bounce along every syllable. He probably sounded like some shy middle school kid, but he couldn’t help himself.

“I do,” she said with an odd accent. Even as she made the D-sound, her tongue seemed to be in the wrong spot, like it touched the inside of her teeth. “And you are coming with me.”

She guided him through the dirigible as though she had been on board many times before. They came to a narrow door, she pulled out a silver key, and inserted it into the lock.

Even with the pain in his head, Samuel found himself staring down at the odd key. It didn’t look like something you would use on a car or even a house lock. Instead, it seemed like something from a bygone century.

Had he gone back in time?

No, he smirked. That was ridiculous.

Time travel wasn’t possible for so many different reasons. Granted, he was an archaeologist and not a mathematician or quantum physicist, but he refused to believe that he had fallen asleep in one century and awoken in another.

She closed the door behind them, and he heard the telltale click of the lock engaging.

“Sit,” she commanded. She pointed to a bed. It was bigger than he would have expected. In fact, this entire room was larger than he would have anticipated, especially for a blimp. Space should have been at a premium. Or maybe it was and she was just very wealthy or powerful?

Samuel didn’t know one way or another, but he was relieved to hear some words that he could actually comprehend, so he sat down. He still had his hand pressed to his skull.

“I’m sorry about that,” she said as she sat next to him.

For the first time, he got a really good look at her.

She had dark brown, almost black hair that gently curved down along the sides of her head to her shoulders. She had on a black dress with a fur coat of some kind. When he looked into her green eyes, he marveled at her cute nose and the tensed line of her lips.

You’re beautiful, he thought. Only then he realized something. He actually recognized her!

“You, you were on the flight,” he said.

“The flight?” asked the woman. She repeated the words like they came from a foreign tongue.

“Yes,” he said. “We were both on the same flight. We were on the same plane. Please, tell me. What’s going on here? Is this some kind of weird game? Did you get drugged or something?”

“Interesting,” she said.

Interesting? That was the best she had for him?

She pulled his hand away from the sore spot on his head and she seemed to examine him. “Stay,” she commanded with the same confidence she would have used when ordering a canine. She rose, walked over to the small laboratory, opened the cabinet, and came back with a small jar that fit in the palm of her hand.

Moments later, she started to touch his skin. She rubbed some kind of ointment along his flesh, and a cool sensation immediately soaked into his skin. The pain dissipated.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” she replied. “There. Now, please present yourself.”

“Present myself?” He licked his lips and started to say, “My name is —”

“No,” she cut him off, her voice crisp and precise.

“Did you want to know my—?”

Again, she cut him off, “Present yourself.” When he still didn’t seem to understand, his savior pointed down toward the floor. She snapped her fingers and pointed again.

Tentatively, he slid off of the bed and hesitated. She reached up, placed her hand on his shoulder and shoved him down to his knees.

“There,” she said. “This is how a boy presents himself. Now, tell me your name.”

“Samuel Donovan,” he said.

As an archaeologist, he routinely worked with anthropologists, many of whom had adventured all over the planet. They had visited incredibly dangerous countries and territories, meaning they had to be careful and negotiate difficult cultural interactions. Samuel always thought of himself as a more bookish individual. Yes, he loved exploring the wilderness and taking pictures, but he didn’t know how to deal with someone like her.

Beautiful. Powerful. Perfectly confident.

Then she said something like,

“Yahoranopuedeshentendermeshberdad?”

The words of streamed out, and Samuel just blinked, utterly confused and completely lost by the string of incomprehensible phonemes.

“A slow smile spread across her lips.

“Fascinating. Where are you from, boy?”

Boy?

He decided to ignore the comment and just answer her question. “I’m from Avedon originally, it’s a small town outside of New York City.”

“New…York City?”

He stared at her, almost like he was waiting for her to crack a smile and finally admit that this was some gigantic prank. In fact, he glanced around and waited for the walls to pull away to reveal a television soundstage.

So far, that seemed like the most logical explanation. This could have been some wild reality TV show, except the floor quivered underneath him as the dirigible hit a pocket of turbulence. It wasn’t bad, but it reminded him that they were indeed up in the sky.

“I’ve never heard of it,” she said.

He stared at her with perfect confusion. “You have never heard of New York City? The Big Apple? Central Park? Wall Street? Times Square?” He named the landmarks, the nicknames, and he waited for some flash of recognition.

“This New York City,” she said, carefully emphasizing the words as though she had never heard them before, “Is it a city-state? Perhaps one of the protectorates in the north?”

“No!” He raised his hands, rubbed his head again, and accidentally smeared some of the ointment along his fingertip. Shaking his head, he tried this again. “Okay. I’m from the United States.”

He waited for a flash of recognition. He got nothing.

“I’ve never heard of this country.”

“Fine. Who are you? Where are you from?”

“My name is Marina Renard Castillo, and I’m from San Miguel de Guadalupe in La Florida,” she said.

“Wait,” he said. “La Florida?”

“Yes,” she said. “It’s a peninsula that cuts down into the Caribbean.”

“But what did you call it that? It’s Florida. Just Florida. It’s part of the United States.”

“No,” she replied. “La Florida is one of the provinces of the Second Spanish Confederation.”

“What?” The word fell from his mouth as he stared at her. Again, he waited for her to crack a smile, to start laughing, to do something. And yet, she looked completely relaxed, as though she had stated a simple fact, only now she couldn’t understand why he was having trouble accepting it.

“The second Spanish Confederation?” He licked his lips.

“That’s correct,” she said. “But to be honest, I’m not sure I’m translating the title correctly. It’s not a phrase I’ve had to use in this language before.”

“But you do speak English,” he stated emphatically, like he needed to hold onto this simple idea.

“That’s correct,” she said. “Linguistics is something of a hobby of mine. Admittedly, my parents thought I was wasting my time when I decided to learn a mostly dead language, but I was intrigued. There’s something compelling about this English. The rules are so deliciously inconsistent. Plus, I can admire a culture that never established a Royal Academy of language.”

Samuel just looked at her. As hard as he tried, he couldn’t come up with any coherent comment or even any questions. She said all of this without the hint of a smirk or any trace of laughter.

Marina continued, “I’m always fascinated by the question of language. The Royal Spanish Academy has dictated supposedly correct language for a long time. That said, I must admit that there is some benefit to standardization.” She paused, stopping herself. “Of course, this is of no concern to a boy. I must be boring you.”

“I’m an archaeologist,” he said.

This time, she stared at him for one, two, three full seconds before her pursed lips parted and she burst out laughing!

“What?” Samuel asked. “What’s so funny?”

“You’re an archaeologist?” She continued to chuckle.

“Yes! I got my degree from Travis University, and I have been on numerous digs. More importantly, if you look for me online, you will find several of my articles.”

She kept chuckling for a few seconds, cocked her head to one side, and asked, “Online?” She repeated this word as though it came from some indecipherable tongue.

“Yeah,” he said. “Online. Use your phone.”

“There’s only one phone available on this dirigible, and it isn’t in my room. Yes, these are some very nice quarters, and I have been privileged, but I wouldn’t have my own telephone.”

“What year is it?”

Marina studied him for several more seconds. “Two thousand and twenty-one,” she answered.

“But, but how is that possible?” Samuel had hated the idea of time travel, but he didn’t see any other solution.

“Look. Just look at this,” he pulled out his phone and held it up for her. That’s when he hit the button to wake up the screen.

It refused to obey. The glass surface remained dark.

“What is this?” She reached out to take the device from him, only he jerked it back and swiped his fingers across the screen as he tried to get it to respond to his touch.

How much charge did it have left before he had lost consciousness back on the plane? Or maybe it had gotten damaged when he fell?

Samuel didn’t know, but then he glanced back at Marina, and he said, “This is a phone. This is my phone, and I can use it to access the Internet.”

“Should I call the physician in here?”

“What? No. I’m fine. Why?”

“You’re speaking gibberish,” she said flatly.

His breathing came faster and faster. “You have never heard of the Internet?” When she didn’t answer right away, he raised his hands and said, “It’s a massive network made of millions of computers and servers. You can use it to access information from virtually anywhere on the planet.”

“Computers? Do you mean computational calculators?” Marina smirked for a moment. “I saw a traveling display a few months back. Scholars from the Royal Academy demonstrated a marvelous machine composed principally of gears and a steam engine which could be used to tally through different mathematical equations. It was very impressive.”

“That sounds like something out of the eighteen hundreds,” Samuel groused. After another moment, he looked at her again and tried a different tactic, “What about TV? DVDs? Radios? Airplanes? Tell me you know what airplanes are!”

“No. I’ve never heard any of these words. But like I said before, English is a mostly dead language.”

“How? How could something like that be possible?”

“I know you’re a boy, but you have never studied this history? I thought even males would have learned a few basic points about the Spanish Confederation.”

Dipping his head down, he rubbed his cheeks as he tried to work through the frustration. With every moment, he hoped for some burst of inspiration. Better yet, he waited for a revelation which could turn all of these details into something logical and coherent.

As he waited, she reached down and ran her fingers along the top of his head, through his hair, and back along his neck. “It’s funny. I don’t usually get to pet boys back here.”

For an instant, he wanted to jerk his head up and insist that he wasn’t just some boy. Then he decided it wasn’t worth the argument. Within moments, it hardly mattered. He started to relax. Her gentle strokes and soft caresses allowed him to relax.

Some of the tension started to dissipate from his body.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Samuel finally confessed. He lifted his chin, and she pulled her hand back, sparking a note of regret behind his rib cage. Still, he persisted. “I don’t know what’s going on here. I’ve never heard about any of this stuff.”

“It’s quite simple,” she said. “In 1492, Queen Isabella successfully unified Spain. Two years later, she seized control of the crown. Suddenly, the Iberian Peninsula fell under her direct sway and dominion. A couple of decades later, the Spanish Armada invaded England. Months later, Wales, Scotland, and Ireland fell. With the Celtic territories under control, Queen Diana launched a surprise attack against the French. During all of this time, the colonies in the New World continued to expand. With gold and fresh resources, the Queens of Spain were able to conquer most of Europe.”

“But, but that’s not how it happened,” he said.

“Yes, it is,” she said. “And over the following decades, a new order established itself.” She paused for a moment, smiled down at him, and there was something wicked, almost teasingly playful in her eyes. Then she decided to share something with him. As she spoke, she made the sound like it was some sort of secret. “With every generation, the Queens asserted themselves, giving more power to women throughout the First Spanish Confederation. Eventually, men had their rights, property, and even their very citizenship revoked. Of course, that wouldn’t happen until August 26, 1920.”

Samuel blinked, surprised by the date. He vaguely remembered it and started to smile because this clearly had to be some kind of joke. It was a prank. Someone was messing with him!

He rose to his feet, turned back to the door, and took a step.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” she said.

“What? Why not?”

Marina crossed her legs, leaned forward, and watched him like he was some fascinating science experiment.

“Because you’re a boy, and you don’t have a collar. Clearly, your Guardian hasn’t done a very good job with you. Which raises some interesting questions.”

“A collar?”

Samuel instantly thought back to the other males he had seen. Each and every one wore a leather band.

“That’s right,” she said. “Males need collars to identify them, their familial relationships, as well as the woman who is ultimately responsible for his good behavior and well-being.”

“I’m a man,” he said flatly. “I’m an adult. I can take care of myself.”

“Is that what you really think?”

“Yes, and I have to get back. I have to get back to…” His voice drifted off because he didn’t know how to finish that very simple sentence.

He still had no idea how he had appeared on this airship. How the hell was he supposed to get back to a 747?

“If you step out there, you will be breaking the law. Don’t you think it would be better if you worked with the one person who seemed capable of speaking your language?” She smirked. “Of course, I never understand why the descendents of a bunch of failed English colonies insist on holding onto this forgotten tongue.” She shook her head with obvious amusement. “Then again, I suppose it makes things more interesting for me.”

Refusing to back down, he grabbed the handle. He gripped it tight, only he stopped.

When he paused with that delicious uncertainty ripping across his face, Marina rose to her feet, walked over to him, and she brushed her fingers along his neck once again. Finally, she lightly rested her hand on his shoulder and nudged him back.

“You don’t know where you’re going, you don’t know what you’re doing, and you don’t have a plan. If you go out there, the security guards will grab you as an unescorted male and probably throw you in the brig for the rest of the trip. Is that what you really want?”

“No.” Samuel hated that admission. “But what am I supposed to do? I don’t know anyone here.”

“You know me,” she said.

He watched her for several more seconds, but she stepped back to one of the dressers, opened a drawer, and she pulled something out. It remained right in front of her and outside of his field of vision. “I have an idea for you,” she said.

“What?”

“Kneel,” she commanded without turning around.

Samuel bit down, looked around again, and finally lowered himself back to his knees. It felt so strange to see her quarters from this perspective.

“Good boy,” she said. “It seems like you could be trained.”

“Just because I don’t know what’s going on. But I’m going to figure it out.”

“I’m sure you will,” she said. Now she turned, and he looked up along the length of her body slowly. He admired her boots, the hem of her dress, her waist, the contours of her breasts, and her lithe arms. Finally, he saw what she held: a dark red collar. It wasn’t leather, but he couldn’t identify the material or fabric either. “This is a temporary collar,” she said. “If you wear this, everyone on board will recognize you as my boy. As such, you will be able to move around the dirigible, and you won’t have to worry about the guards, so long as you behave.”

“I shouldn’t have to wear a collar,” he said.

Marina retorted just as quickly, “You’re a boy.”

You’re a boy. Those few words seemed to invalidate anything else he might have said on the subject.

“Fine,” he said. “No, no,” she said playfully. “That’s not how this works. If you really want this collar, you’re going to have to earn it.”

Samuel opened his mouth and started to ask what she meant, only then he stopped. He didn’t understand these people or the kinds of risks she might be taking for him. With this in mind, he exhaled slowly, crawled forward, and looked up at her. “Can I have the collar?”

“Not yet,” she said. His brows creased as he stumbled through his confusion until she continued, “If you really want me to collar you, I expect you to dip your head down, kiss my boots, and promise me your obedience and fidelity.”

Obedience? Fidelity?

“I don’t think I can do that,” he said.

“Do you really have a choice?” Marina asked in turn.

He didn’t. Samuel understood this. Now that he was no longer running from a bunch of security guards with batons, he could think through the different variables. Maybe he didn’t understand how he got here, but he only had one ally, so he had to appease her.

“Fine,” he muttered.

As Samuel bent his head down before this woman for the very first time, he didn’t think it would mean anything. He told himself that this was just a cultural nicety, something he didn’t truly care about. But then he caught the aroma of her leather boots. At the same time, he could feel her gaze aimed down at him, as though he really were her inferior.

She didn’t rush him, which only made it worse. He didn’t want to draw this out, so he puckered his lips and pressed them to her right boot.

He had kissed her boot.

Like some slave from the long dead century, he just kissed her boot! Worse, he knew that this was an action he would never be able to take back.

This strange sense of helplessness and subservience seemed to wash over him. As he did this, he risked looking up along the length of her body. Their eyes met, and he thought of that businesswoman back on his flight once again. She looked exactly like Marina. But how was that possible?

“You’re not done,” she said.

Biting back a reply, Samuel dipped his head down. She seemed to guess his every thought as she said, “As you bow down before me, you must recognize your own inferiority. You are a boy, and boys are born to serve. This is the natural order. As a woman, it’s my job to make sure you get the training and discipline you need.”

“What is that? A mantra?” She had spoken the words like they came from a script.

“Simply ceremony,” she said. Then she smiled, leaned down, and slipped the collar around his neck. She fastened the buckle behind him, and that’s when he heard a click.

“What, what was that?”

“Just the lock,” she answered like it was nothing to be concerned about.

“What? A lock?”

“That’s correct,” she said. “All boy collars come with locks. We wouldn’t want them to fall off or get lost now, would we? Some of these are quite expensive.”

Just as her hands withdrew back, he reached up, gliding his fingertips along the red exterior. Then he felt the opening for the key.

“Give me the key,” he demanded.

“That’s not how this works,” she said.

Samuel jumped to his feet. He looked right at her. “I’m serious.”

“Why?” Marina asked. She leveled her gaze right at him. As she did so, he wanted to retreat back.

Throughout his life, Samuel had grown up in a patriarchy. Yes, women had made incredible progress toward equality over the last couple of decades, but men consistently controlled virtually every aspect of business and government. When a woman became the CEO or won a scientific award, it was a big deal simply because women did these things so rarely…

He had never confronted a woman who had grown up like Marina. Wealthy. Powerful. Confident. Most importantly, she was used to telling boys like him what to do.

A little smile tugged at the corners of her mouth, “You might not like it, but you don’t get to take that collar off. Don’t worry. It’s red, which indicates it’s only temporary. But as far as the rest of the ship is concerned, you belong to me. Say it.”

He opened his mouth to argue, only then he knew he would sound like some petulant child. Instead, he tried to believe he did this as a matter of camouflage and cultural integration.

Somehow, those academic justifications didn’t really help, especially when he surrendered to her, “I belong to you.”

“Good,” she said, reaching up and brushing her fingers along the exposed contours of his neck and down to his chest. “Males generally don’t wear this much clothing.”

“But we are alone,” he said.

“For now,” she replied. “I assume you’re going to want to explore the ship. I can take you on a tour if you like.”

“That would be good,” he said.

“Then ask.”

He glanced up at her, held his hands together, and realized precisely what she wanted as the words started to spill out. “Please, would you take me on a tour of this ship?”

During his frantic flight from the observation deck, Samuel hadn’t spotted anything helpful. He had no idea how he could get back to his flight or San Francisco or even New York. But still, there had to be something he could do, some way. He got lucky and found a woman who spoke English. Perhaps he could discover someone else who could help him.

It was his only hope.

In order to get out there and actually have conversations with people, he would have to rely on his translator. He would have to depend on Marina…

“Please, would you show me around?”

“Yes, I will, but I want to inspect you first.”

“Inspect me?”

“I understand that you are apparently from a protectorate or maybe you just don’t know how the world actually works. There is something rather endearing about that,” she told him, reaching down and brushing her fingers along his cheek and the underside of his chin.

Samuel hated to think of it, especially because it felt like some sort of surrender, but he enjoyed her touch.

For an instant, he contemplated one very quick truth: If he had remained on board his flight, then he never would have spoken to Marina (or the woman who looked exactly like her twin). Instead, he would have snuck those little glances in her direction and maybe fantasized about her touch. Right there, on his knees, he could enjoy those caresses as they moved along his features.

“Okay,” he said.

She stepped back, held her hands behind her back, and watched.

Tentatively at first, he started to pull off his shirt. He worked the buttons one at a time. Through all of this, he kept his eyes pinned on her boots.

She looked amazing, but he couldn’t shake the sensation that came when he had kissed her feet.

Not only that, he wore a slave collar. A boy collar. Those phrases were, it seemed, synonymous here.

“I have to get out of here,” he mouthed.

Marina didn’t seem to mind. Finally, he was done with his shirt. He shrugged it off, dropped it to the floor, and quickly yanked off the tee shirt he wore underneath. “Fascinating cuts of fabric,” she said. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“No, I guess not,” he acknowledged.

“I assure you, this airship is quite clean. You won’t need your shoes.”

His heart kicked a little bit faster, but he pulled them off, followed by his socks. Then he sat up on his knees, reached down, and felt his belt. He paused. “You really need to do this?”

“Yes,” she said simply, making it sound like there could be no possible alternative.

He loosened his belt, pulled it off, and quickly hooked his thumbs along the sides of his trousers and down into the elastic of his underwear. He pulled everything off all at once, stripping the last vestiges of his clothing.

“Now you may stand,” she said.

He rose to his feet, and she started circling him. She touched the underside of his chin and told him, “Keep your eyes straight. During an inspection, your back should remain rigid, your shoulders back, and your eyes forward.”

“Right,” he said.

“When we go out, you will also need to address me as Miss or Mistress.”

He snorted, laughing automatically. “What? No. No, no way. Not doing that,” the words just tumbled from his mouth.

“If you don’t, I will be forced to punish you.”

“What? Why?”

Samuel should have been able to figure it out for himself, but she stopped behind him, touched one fingernail to his left shoulder blade and traced something down along his naked skin. Little bumps appeared along his shoulders, especially as her touch slid lower and lower.

Then she stopped, and this tiny shiver ran through his body. He maintained his posture and didn’t move, so she shouldn’t have been able to tell he had reacted this way.

And yet, she stepped in front of him and smiled like she knew exactly what he had just experienced.

“When we step out of here, we will be subject to the normal rules of society. If a boy acts inappropriately or rudely, but he needs to be punished.”

“How?”

“You don’t need to worry about that,” she said, her tone chiding. “As long as you behave, it won’t be an issue. Now will it?”

“No,” he admitted. “I suppose not.”

“Good,” she said. “Now stand in position.”

She circled him once again, trailing her fingers along his chest, his flanks, and the small of his back. “You’re very attractive boy,” she said. “Which is why we need one more accoutrement.”

“Right,” he said. As far as he was concerned, nothing could be worse than the collar around his neck. It made him feel like an animal, a pet. But then, that was how these women saw the men in their lives, wasn’t it?

“Open your eyes,” she commanded.

He obeyed and saw what she had on the palm of her hand.

“If you can control yourself, I won’t need to put this on you. But if you can’t, then it will become necessary. Do you understand?”

“What, what is that?” He saw the restrictive strips of leather, the metal bands, all fitted together into a wide circle a little bit smaller than the circumference of his fist and a metallic tube.

“If you can control yourself, then it doesn’t really matter. Just relax. Don’t get hard.”

With those words on the air, he blinked and watched as she leaned in. He started to stumble back, only she grabbed him by his collar, pulling him forward before she pressed her lips to his. She kissed him, softly at first, and then he could feel her breasts pressed against his naked chest. Her dress was so soft. The velvety fabric rubbed him, sending sparks of delicious need pulsating through his body.

He stiffened almost immediately, and that’s when her hands brushed down along his scrotum and slowly up his length.

“I guess you can’t control yourself,” she said. “Can you relax on your own or do you need help?”

She sounded so businesslike, but he could only ask, “What is this? What’s going on? What are you even talking about?”

A sharp smile crusted her lips, “Male erections are considered very rude. That’s why these are employed. It’s a chastity cage. Do you have chastity cages where you come from?”

“We’ve chastity belts,” he said.

“Sweet boy, you’re going to need to wear this. Now, hold your hands behind your back and relax.”

“I, I’m not sure if I can,” he confessed.

“If you can’t, then I will need to punish you until you do relax.”

A tickle of fear ran through his body, and some of the arousal fortunately started to dissipate.

He exhaled slowly, tried to focus on a particularly unpleasant teacher from college, and more of the arousal drained away.

“Good,” she said. That’s when she slipped the tube over his flaccid manhood, pulling it into place. Another strap went beneath his scrotum, which she quickly tightened. It was snug, but not uncomfortable, nor would it cut off any circulation.

Finally, he heard another sound.

A click.

“What was that?” Samuel asked foolishly even though he already suspected the answer.

“Your lock,” she said.

She drew her hands away, stepped back, and he immediately reached for the cage between his legs. He looked down, bowing his head and examining it. “You can’t be serious,” he said. “Why would you put this on me?”

“I told you,” she explained, making it sound so simple. “Unregulated erections are considered incredibly rude. You wouldn’t want to be rude, would you? You are asking for my help, after all.”

Since she was the only one who could speak English and the native tongue, whatever it was, he had to rely on her. She was the only one who could translate the world for him…

“Fine,” he said.

“Don’t worry,” she added. “There won’t be any temptations.” Before he could ask, she added, “You can’t remove it.” He jerked his head up and looked at her because this was supposed to be his body. A woman shouldn’t have been able to regulate his access to his own flesh. Almost playfully, she added, “You’re free to try if you want.”

Biting down, Samuel didn’t know if he really wanted to do this, especially because he hated the idea of embarrassing himself in front of her again. And yet, he reached down, and he brushed his fingers along the metallic exterior. It had been cold in those first couple of seconds, but now it felt warm, like he could barely notice it except for the extra weight.

Breathing out slowly, he started to pull on it.

The band beneath his scrotum started to tighten as he tugged. His eyes widened. He let go, and it seemed to ease.

“It’s a brilliant mechanism, don’t you think? A woman in Austria designed it. Essentially, the harder you pull, the tighter it becomes. If you want to remain comfortable, you leave it on.”

“This is ridiculous.”

“I don’t believe so,” she replied. “Males, historically, have had a very hard time thinking and achieving higher levels of obedience and satisfaction while left uncaged. Once they are locked up in a chastity device, they become much more malleable and receptive. They also report increased levels of happiness and a newfound sense of obedience.”

“I’m not happy or obedient,” he said.

“Aúnoshi,” answered Marina.

“What does that mean?”

She didn’t respond. Rather, his hostess returned to the dresser, and he knew precisely what she would pull out next, but he still didn’t want to think about it.

Then he saw the leash dangling from her hand. The clip at the end swayed back and forth.

“Are you ready?”

“Yes.”

“Consider this practice. Are you ready?”

“Yes, Mistress,” he said.

“It’s funny,” she replied. “’Master’ used to be a far more common word in Castilian. It is hardly ever used now. It’s more of a linguistic artifact.” She attached the leash to his collar, tugged, and pulled him back out into the hallway.

Down the corridor, several women were already approaching. They quickly called out. Samuel did his best to understand what they were saying, but Marina smiled and answered with her same confidence.

The women came over to him, seemed to eye him, and they soon found themselves laughing.

Through all of this, Samuel had to just stand there. He did his best not to feel like a dog with his owner. And yet, he swallowed, felt the tension from his collar, and couldn’t help but glance down at the be leash stretching from that red band to her grip.

She held the end of his collar so lightly, like this was easy.

Not just easy: normal.

Finally, the other women left, Marina pulled on his leash, guiding him down the hall in the opposite direction, and Samuel worked up the courage to speak. He was naked, and yet those females hadn’t reacted at all. In fact, they thought it was normal.

“What was that about?”

“Just the ship’s physician,” Marina said. “I had to explain your position.”

“What did you tell them?”

“That you are sometimes prone to fits of confusion. That’s why you snuck out of my cabin without your collar, but I promised them that you would be punished severely.”

“But you won’t really do that, will you?”

He glanced over at her as some of the moisture drained away from his mouth. A woman like Marina wasn’t supposed to intimidate him. She was slender and gorgeous, more like a model than a warrior. As a man, his naturally broader shoulders and superior height should have given him some kind of evolutionary advantage.

But it didn’t, not here, not on this airship.

“Let’s go to the dining car. I’m hungry.”

“But I need to see if there any scientists aboard,” he said.

“I know,” she replied. Strolling forward, she allowed her boots to click on the deck as she guided him to a small elevator. They took it up another level, the doors opened, a bell chimed, and she continued to escort him.

Samuel found himself admiring the women. The fashion seemed so strange. It reminded him of something the Victorians might’ve worn, although maybe their skirts were a little bit shorter. He saw plenty of bodices, all of which were beautifully embroidered.

At the same time, he tried not to notice the other males on leashes. Some of them were allowed to walk freely, yet they followed eagerly behind, almost as though this taste of freedom left them uncertain and unsure of themselves.

They went into the dining car, and Samuel had a little flashback from getting tripped.

He wanted to complain about that, but Marina had already sat down, a server came out, and she pointed to the spot next to her chair. He expected to see a second seat, but there was just an open space.

“Boys sit on the floor,” she said simply in her accented English.

Samuel couldn’t force himself to do it, not at first.

She continued, “If you make a scene, I will be forced to punish you here. You wouldn’t like that, would you?”

“No!” Samuel squeaked.

At this point, Samuel glanced around and realized that several of the women at the other tables were looking in his direction. He was causing a scene.

Reluctantly, he dropped down to his knees. Almost immediately, most of the other women looked away.

A server came back, presumably took Marina’s order, and scurried away. Only seconds later, they brought her a glass of orange juice and another filled with sparkling water.

“Can I have some?” Samuel asked.

“Are you sure? I’m not sure you’ll like it.”

“It’s just water, isn’t it?”

“It is,” she said with a little smile.

“Yes. I’m sure. I haven’t had anything to drink in quite a while.” He didn’t have the exact numbers, but the roof of his mouth felt dry and close to crusty now that he thought about it.

“Okay,” she replied, taking a carafe of water from one of the servers along with something else. He didn’t see the bowl until she set it on the floor. Even then, his eyes widened. Yes, he could see precisely what was happening as she poured the water into the bowl on the floor, only there was something different about the design. The brass edging flared downward into a broader base.

This wasn’t the kind of bowl someone would eat soup out of.

It was a dog bowl.

“You can’t be serious,” he said.

Another woman leaned over and said something to Marina who just giggled.

“What? What did she say?”

Marina reached down and touched one finger to his lips. Her touch was soft and alluring, even as he felt himself get silenced like some little kid. Again, he thought about how ridiculous this was. He was a trained archaeologist, a skilled photographer, and the kind of man who deserved respect.

Finally, Marina pulled away from her comrade. “She was saying that you’re very talkative boy. And I agreed. She suggested I put a muzzle on you.”

“What?”

“A muzzle,” she said. “It’s a specific kind of equipment you use on boys, especially when they insist on talking just a little bit too much.”

“You can’t be serious.”

“Look around,” Marina said with a wave her hand. “Do you think I’m serious?”

In those first moments, Samuel refused to answer.

“Well?” Marina prompted.

“Yes. Yes, I think you’re serious.”

“And you would be right. But I know you’re thirsty, and you’re probably hungry, so drink.”

He reached down and started to pick up the bowl.

She nudged him with the tip of her boot. “No,” she chided, smiling down at him like he was a silly pet who didn’t understand how this was supposed to work. “If you want to drink, you need to stick your head down. That’s the custom here.”

“I’m not drinking out of this bowl like a dog!”

“Not at all,” she agreed. “You’re going to drink out of that bowl like a slave.”

“I’m not a slave!”

“Unless you want to go to the brig, you’re going to act like one,” she reminded him.

He bit down, contemplated that fate, and knew how much he had to avoid it. If he ended up in the brig, he wouldn’t be able to conduct any research or talk to anyone on board who might be able to help him.

“But if you’re good, maybe I can give you reward later,” she said, grinning down at him.

“You’re teasing me,” he said.

“Yes,” she replied unapologetically. “Yes, I am.”

When she flashed him another one of those smiles, the joy seemed to radiate from her face.

He was naked and on his knees, down below a table, but his insides still tensed. How was it possible that some part of his body could surrender to this feeling? How was it possible that a girl could still entrance him like this?

She reached down, brushed her fingers along the back of his head, and pushed his face toward the bowl.

Like an obedient boy—like the other males in the dining section— he started to drink. He sipped from the water even as Marina leaned over and start whispering something to another woman who laughed moments later.

At first, Samuel did his best to discern what they were saying. Obviously, he couldn’t pick out any particular vocabulary, but maybe he would catch a specific syllable or some sound that might tell him something. Back in college, he had friends who joked about how Spanish and English were basically the same. There were so many cognates!

But here, he couldn’t pick out anything. Worse, he felt his mind wandering. The women talked, the boys stayed silent, and Samuel relaxed on his knees.

Later, the servers brought Marina a roast beef sandwich, steamed carrots, and a side of chips. She poked her fork into the carrots, held it down, and Samuel felt himself get hungry.

He reached out, thinking he would pull the carrot off of the fork, but she drew it back, only to tap the tip of his nose with the back of her silverware. It didn’t really hurt, but he still blinked, surprised that she would do that. “Hey, what’s wrong?”

“You’re a slave with your owner. You don’t use your hands. You gratefully accept what I give you.”

“Why?”

“It denotes your trust in me. You aren’t down in a cage getting fed slops. You are up here with me. You are at my table.”

“I’m beneath your table,” he grumbled.

“You’re a boy,” she replied, making it sound like the most natural thing in the world.

He bristled, wished he could argue, but endured another pang of hunger, so he raised his head, leaned forward, and snatched the carrot between his teeth. It was good. Flavorful.

He chewed and swallowed, glad that he had something in his stomach.

Moments later, she ripped off a small piece of bread from her sandwich and held it down in the palm of her hand.

This time, he didn’t try to reach out or take it since he already knew what the consequence would be.

He had already sipped from a dog bowl and eaten off of her fork. He wondered if this would really be that bad. Besides, it wasn’t like anyone he knew would be able to see him. These people were all strangers. More to the point, they expected him to act this way. Unless he wanted to draw attention to himself, he had to behave like a…slave boy.

“Good,” she cooed, reaching down. “That’s right. You’d like another piece?”

“Yes, please,” he said.

“You forgot my title,” she said, chastising him with another little tap of her fork against the tip of his nose.

He bristled, suddenly hating that gesture. It wasn’t supposed to bother him; it didn’t really hurt. And yet, it felt like an invasion of his personal space. At the same time, he recognized the simple fact: as far as these women were concerned, he wasn’t entitled to any personal space or anything else for that matter. He swallowed, felt the collar around his neck, and he knew exactly why he wore it. It was a reminder, a demonstration of his subjugation. He, like the other boys had been conquered.

How had they let this happen?

“Please, Mistress. Please, can I have some?”

“You may,” she said, sounding quite magnanimous.

He dipped his head down again and ate from the palm of her hand.

She was the mistress, and he was the pet. If she was the owner, and he was the slave. These simple statements flashed through his head, so he tried to shrug them off, but there was something about doing all of this that felt like so much more than playacting.

Then he looked down between his legs, saw the chastity cage again, and some of his frustration came surging back.

She glanced down from her seat.

It was only a chair, yet she seemed so much higher and more powerful.

“What are you thinking, chicosh?” Obviously, he didn’t understand that last word, but he could guess it’s meaning easily enough.

“I was wondering how this all happened.”

“Which part?”

“Nothing,” he said with a dismissive shake of his head. “It’s not a big deal.”

She gently placed her hand on the back of his head again. Then her fingers drifted down to his collar, and she pulled on it. She forced him up and looked down into his eyes. “As far as these women are concerned, I am your owner, which means you will answer my questions.” Her eyes hardened, her lips tensed, and he felt like some high school kid again. This was the head cheerleader, she was beautiful and relentless, and he had to do whatever she said.

“Yes, Mistress,” he answered faster than he thought possible. There should have been reluctance or skepticism in his tone. But there wasn’t. He uttered those words, and they sounded so…natural.

“Tell me what you are thinking,” she instructed again right has she released his collar.

He dropped back down, stared at the expensive carpeting, and wondered what he would tell her.

Theoretically, he could have just lied. He could’ve come up with some sort of faux answer and kept the truth to himself. Instead, he glanced up at her again. She aimed her green eyes down at him. They seemed crystalline and cold in that particular moment, only then she started to smile as she watched his defenses break down.

“From what I understand, the Queens took over, and I don’t know how they were able to succeed.”

“It took centuries,” she said.

“Yeah, but didn’t the men fight back?”

“They tried,” she allowed. “There were moments and movements, but there were never successful.”

Had the same thing happened in his timeline? Had the same thing happened where men gathered in secret and worked to undermine their female competitors? He knew of female monarchs in Russia, England, and elsewhere. Queens were relatively common, but they had never been able to provide much inequality to the female half of the population.

“I still don’t understand,” he said.

“And you don’t need to. You’re just a boy.”

She held out another piece of food.

He didn’t feel like this conversation should have come to an end, but it was obvious she had no more interest in asking him about his thoughts.

He could have insisted, Samuel paused. His stomach grumbled again because a couple of pieces of bread weren’t enough. That’s why he continued to eat from the palm of her hand like a well-trained hound.

He ate and he drank. He felt a little bit better now as another idea occurred to him. “Does this ship have a library?”

“It does,” she said.

“Can I see it?”

“But you don’t know how to read,” she said.

“Yes, I do.”

“A literate boy? How novel,” she said.

“I can read quite well. I have written and published papers,” he said.

“I’m sure you have,” she agreed placidly, although he could tell she was just patronizing him.

“But even if you can read in this English, I doubt you would be able to get much out of our books.”

His shoulders slumped. It was true. Without access to a real database or a library, he didn’t even know how to begin researching some way to get back to his own timeline.

“Can you let me off of this leash for a minute? I think, I think I just need to spend some time alone. I need to go for a walk or something,” he said. Normally, when Samuel had to clear his head, he could jump in his car, drive out to a state park or go explore the wilderness. He could take pictures, marvel at the lush shades of green, crystal blue streams, and so much more.

He didn’t know what to do when he was surrounded by iron, mahogany, and these beautiful women, all of whom glanced down at him and dismissed him as nothing but a pet…

“I don’t think that would be a good idea,” she replied.

“I’m serious,” he snapped. Several women looked in his direction. They whispered back and forth. As this happened, Marina hardened her glare at him.

Attempting diplomacy, he continued, “Look. I’m not trying to be rude, and I don’t want to make you look bad. Please, I’m wearing the collar. I’m also wearing the…” He motioned down toward the chastity cage. As hard as he tried, he couldn’t bring himself to say the words. “You can let me off the leash.”

Samuel couldn’t believe he was saying any of those words.

As a man, his freedom and respect for his basic rights had never been in doubt. He had never worried about someone coming along and treating him the way men had treated women throughout history.

“I can,” she allowed. “But I don’t think it would be a good idea right now.”

Tightening his teeth together, he forced himself to politely ask, “Why not?” Each word came out as an angry pulse of air.

“Because you’re an emotional boy, and I’m not confident you will be able to control yourself. That’s why you’re wearing a collar. That’s why you’re wearing a leash. I can ensure you make good choices.”

“Let me off this thing right now!” His voice rose.

He just shouted!

Not only that, Samuel had jumped to his feet.

Now there were women in every direction looking at him.

Marina rose to her feet, grabbed him by his collar, and pulled. She didn’t even bother with the leash. With expert precision, she wrapped it around her wrist even as she dragged him from the dining car. She pulled him down out into the waiting area, along one hall after another, and finally to the elevator.

Along the way, Samuel tried to stammer his apology, but he knew he had messed up.

“Look, I’m sorry. I’m sorry about my outburst.”

“You embarrassed me in front of my friends and colleagues,” she snarled. “There have to be consequences.”

He didn’t understand what any of that meant, not until the elevator doors pinged open again.

She brought him to another set of double doors. They had gone down. They were somewhere in the bowels of the air ship.

But where was she taking him? What did she have in mind for him?

He tried to apologize again and again, but he didn’t know what kind of words would soothe her irritation or anger at him.

“I had hoped I wouldn’t have to show you this room,” she said. “After all, you seemed like such a polite boy. You might be ignorant of the ways of the world, but I was willing to teach you. Now, I think we are going to have to do things the hard way.”

As he stumbled forward into this new chamber, Samuel looked around and froze. In those first moments as his heart kicked in his chest, time seemed to slow down. He saw manacles around the walls, each one adjustable for the different men who might need to be disciplined here. Then there were the shelves with whips, crops, and other implements. Fresh collars, and other tools lingered about.

Samuel didn’t want to think about the wide trunks and what other devices they might contain. To one side, he even saw cages near a stack of neatly folded black sheets.

She grabbed his leash, attached it to a bench, and pulled a brass rod.

“What are you doing?”

The gears inside of the benches started to move.

Samuel still didn’t understand, not until he realized that the slack in his leash had started to disappear. The leash was getting pulled down into some kind of slot, and now it pulled him toward the bench.

“What is this?”

“If I had asked you to lay down across that bench, would you have obeyed? Would you have been an obedient boy for me?”

“What? No, of course not!”

“Precisely,” she answered.

Samuel is still didn’t understand, but he tried to pull the leash off of his collar. He searched for a button or something he could use. Instead, he found the opening for a key. “Are you looking for this?” Marina asked as she held up the silver key.

She dangled it just in front of him.

Samuel tried to swipe out, to grab it from her, but she pulled it back at the last instant.

“No, no,” she said with a whack of her finger. “That is not how this works. You are going to lay across that bench, and I’m going to discipline you for your very bad behavior.”

“I just asked if I could go for a walk!”

The automatic gears continued to turn, pulling more and more of his leash into the container within the mahogany and leather bench. He only had a few feet left!

“You raised your voice to me. In public, no less.” She shook her head from side to side. “I don’t know how women handle men in the world you are from, but here, I own you. That’s what the collar around your neck means.”

“It’s only supposed to be a temporary collar!” Samuel called back.

By this point, he was within inches of the bench. That’s when he looked down and saw the shackles, two toward the front and two more for the back. He would be bent over, his ass on display, his face forward and his arms and legs down. She would have access to him in so many ways. She would be able to punish him however she saw fit…

“True,” she said. “But that doesn’t mean you get to disrespect me.”

“I’m sorry!” When that didn’t seem to work, he tried a different tactic, “I apologize. I apologize for disrespecting you in public.”

The gears continued to turn. They mechanically drew him closer and closer until he had no choice. His chin was forced down against the soft, yielding leather. The clean aroma wafted up his nostrils even as he kept pushing away.

Marina crouched down in front of him. She looked into his eyes, and he waited for her decision. “I accept your apology,” she said.

He relaxed.

As the tension left his body, he assumed she would free him from the bench. Instead, she grabbed his hands while the tension left his body and she pushed his wrists against to pressure plates to the left and right of the bench.

The shackles snapped into place, wrapping around his wrists.

Instantly, he tried to tear himself free, but the shackles held him in place.

“No, no,” she said. “That’s not how this works.”

“Let me up!” Samuel snarled. Ridiculously, he called out, “I’m a citizen of the United States! You can’t do this to me!”

“The United States?” Marina teased. “A magical land where boys have rights?” She laughed.

“It’s real!”

“Relax your legs,” she commanded.

He kept his knees braced against the sides of the bench and his feet up in the air.

When he refused to obey, she kicked down, pushed his leg into place, and he felt another pressure plate. A third shackle ensnared his right ankle. Then she did the same thing with his left. Now his appendages were all trapped. Bent down and powerless, he didn’t know what she had in mind.

“I understand how boys clearly aren’t appropriately disciplined in your world, but I’m compelled by curiosity to ask, when was the last time you were punished by a woman?”

When he didn’t answer, she snapped the tip of the crop down against his right butt cheek.

The pain flared across his skin. A thrill of agony shot through him, making him jerk against the bonds, but the bench was far too heavy for him to move it even half an inch in any direction.

Whether he liked it or not, Samuel was trapped, and this woman stood above him like a goddess capable of inflicting her wrath however she saw fit.

“That was just one,” she said. “Are you ready for more?”

“I already apologized!”

“So you did,” she agreed as she slashed the crop down. The malleable leather bit down with one angle after another. Each time she struck, another rush of pain shot along his nerves, blasting up his spine and straight between his ears.

“What did you do wrong?”

“I already told you!”

That wasn’t to the right answer.

Marina demonstrated her displeasure again by unleashing another round of strikes from her crop. By the time she finished, red lines crisscrossed his backside. Then she stopped and she brushed her fingers along his collar and down the length of his back. “I want you to know that I am very ambivalent about punishing you.”

“What, what you talking about?”

“In truth, I don’t consider myself to be a sadistic woman. In fact, I don’t own any slaves. My family is quite wealthy. We have done incredibly well with the manufacture of certain training implements.”

Always curious, Samuel couldn’t stop himself. He had to ask, “What training implements?”

“Most of the equipment in this room,” she said. “Don’t worry. I’m not interested in running Castillo Industries. I have left that to my older sister. Rosana is an amazing entrepreneur. In fact, she keeps coming up with new reasons why women should muzzle, collar, and leash the men in their lives. Plus there are the contraptions such as this one. I just slip the leash into the mechanism, pull the rod, and suddenly I will have a boy who is utterly helpless.”

For an instant, he wanted to snarl back that he wasn’t helpless. And yet, he pulled on the steel bands around his wrists and ankles…

He couldn’t stand. He couldn’t get up or leave or do anything to stop her.

Yeah, he was helpless.

“Are you ready for another dose?”

“I don’t need—”

The tip of the riding crop snapped down against his backside again and again. She made sure it stung. She picked the different spots, and she marveled at those little gasps of surprise, especially because this boy couldn’t determine exactly where she might strike next. Sometimes she went for the same area two or three times in a row. Then the pain jumped as the crop lit down into a different spot.

“Apologize,” she ordered.

“I already did!” Samuel complained. But then he understood his mistake and tried to backtrack, “Wait. No! I’m sorry!”

Marina’s voice cut through the air, “You are a fascinating creature. At my boarding school, we worked with boys. Of course, those were prime candidates for slavery and subjugation. They understood their place. You, however, are a much more interesting creature.”

“Just let me up, and we can talk about this like—”

“Like equals?” Marina tittered, “No, we aren’t going to be talking about this like equals because I’m a woman, and you’re a boy. Say it.” As she spoke, she pressed the crop down along his naked buttocks.

“You’re a woman, and I’m a boy,” he gulped back his own frustration.

“Not bad,” she said. “But what does that mean?”

“It means you’re in charge,” he grumbled. Obvious resentment resonated along every sound he made.

He should have known better.

Samuel liked to think of himself as a fairly intelligent young man, but this woman tightened her grip on her crop, and she swiped it down. She unleashed her aggravation until she started laughing.

“Wow,” she said as she finished. “That was quite satisfying.”

“Does that mean, does that mean you’re going to let me go now?”

“That depends. What have you learned?”

His fingers pushed down into the palms of his hands, and he tensed up.

This was another mistake. Samuel should have recognized that an obedient boy would have answered immediately. His mistress (even if she was only supposed to be his temporary owner) had asked him a question, so he had to scramble to answer to her satisfaction.

But he didn’t.

He hesitated.

He allowed his doubts to cloud his response. This wasn’t instinctive or reflexive, not the way it needed to be…

She stepped back in front of him, and he stretched his neck, straining. She reached down, stroked his cheek and slid the pad of her thumb underneath his chin. “I know this is difficult for you. You are trying to learn a new skill. You are trying to understand what kind of boy you are supposed to be.”

“I’m a man,” he growled back.

“And that’s why I don’t think this is going to work,” she said. She took the crop and slid it into his mouth. “If this falls out, I just might take that red collar off of you.”

He didn’t really understand, not at first, not until she explained, “At which point, I could push you out into the hallways and tell everyone that you are a stray boy. A wild male. Do you know what that would mean?”

He grumbled something about ending up in the brig.”

“That’s a possibility,” she said. “But what if someone slides one of those black collars around your neck? You’re cute boy, Samuel. I’m sure there are lots of women who would love to own you. They could. And it’s not like you have the paperwork to prove you belong to someone else…” She allowed her voice to trail off as the implications sink deep into his psyche.

He bit down into the crop, she rose to her feet, strolled back behind him, grabbed his ass, pinched, and reveled in the nervous heat playing off of his flesh.

“What shall you do?”

Although Samuel glared at her, he couldn’t say anything, not while he kept the crop wedged between his teeth.

“That’s right,” she said. Then she retreated back to one of the shelves. He watched her skip away, playful and grinning. For her, this was just a game, a way to have some fun.

He dipped his head down, closed his eyes, and wished he had been more diplomatic. Although he still didn’t have an explanation for what had happened, it hardly mattered. Clearly, she was in charge. He had to rely on her and depend on her. As such, he had to do everything she said…

Samuel wondered if she just wanted to hear that simple admission from him. Ultimately, however, he didn’t get to say those words.

THWACK!

Samuel flinched as that noise washed over him and reverberated through the air.

He tried to turn around, to see exactly what she held. He hadn’t felt anything. She hadn’t struck.

Not yet.

Samuel didn’t have long to wait, however.

“Remember, I don’t enjoy punishing you. I don’t enjoy inflicting pain, but I will do it when you need it. Like right now, I think a paddling will be better than the crop.”

He grumbled something.

It was just a paddle. It was little more than a spanking, he told himself.

But even as those thoughts pulsed behind his eyes and he tried to reassure himself, Samuel tugged against the shackles.

If he wasn’t scared, then why did he bother trying to pull away?

Ultimately, it didn’t matter. He could do nothing to stop her.

Then she pressed the smooth, polished wood against his backside, rubbed it down, then up, and said, “Too often, boys forget their place. In your case, the situation is especially severe, wouldn’t you say?”

Samuel couldn’t have answered.

She chuckled, “Oh, that’s right. You don’t believe you are a slave, do you? You think you’re an archaeologist!”

Another round of laughter washed over him.

She jerked the paddle back, held it in the air for just a moment, and brought it down hard. It cut through the space between them, struck hard, and he howled out.

The crop fell from between his teeth. He had forgotten all about that other implement between his teeth.

“No,” he growled. “Not again. You can’t do that again.” Then, because he was an arrogant boy who just had to speak, he continued, “I am an archaeologist! I trained for years! I know what I’m talking about!”

“No, no,” she chided. She struck again. He gasped, crying out as the pain darted through his body. “You’re not an archaeologist. You’re a slave. You have a collar around your neck. You’re naked and locked in chastity. As far as the law is concerned, you belong to me, so I can reward or punish you however I see fit. If I chose to, I could march you out in front of the other ladies on board this vessel and put you up for sale.”

“You wouldn’t dare,” he said without any real vehemence.

Normally, Samuel thought of himself as a fairly quiet, respectful individual. And yet, his backside throbbed.

Just as importantly, the helplessness of his position made him angry! The jagged frustration burned through his body and scraped along every inch of skin. He tugged and pulled, twisted and wiggled. He fought his hard as he could, but he stayed right there, chained down to that bench.

“I think someone needs another paddling,” she explained with a chuckle. She touched the smooth surface of her wooden implement to his backside.

She jerked her hand back, didn’t hesitate this time, and unleashed a barrage. The onslaught was sharp and unstoppable. The pain washed over him, one burst of agony after another even as the sounds drummed against his psyche.

THWACK!

THWACK!

THWACK!

He heard each blow. Even so, he kept fighting the chains. He had to understand he wouldn’t be able to rip himself free from those fetters. Even so, he kept trying until his face turned damp from the effort.

“Would you like to try again?”

Try again?

Samuel couldn’t even figure out what she meant, only then she chuckled, “The crop.”

She expected him to ask for it.

With his head bowed down, his vision blurred, and his skin still throbbing from the paddling, Samuel said, “Please? Can we talk about this?”

“Talk about what? You don’t seem to understand your status on board this ship. I’m helping you with that.”

“It doesn’t feel that way,” he groused.

“I’m sure it doesn’t. Retraining is always a difficult experience. Considering that I’m probably the first woman to chain you down and punish you, this must be incredibly difficult. But don’t worry. You aren’t boring me.”

She stepped in front of him, crouched down, and grinned.

She was so beautiful!

Beautiful. Beautiful and cruel.

Those thoughts echoed at the back of his brain even as he tried to come up with some way to convince her to stop this.

Within the next couple of seconds, Samuel had to acknowledge the truth. He really was helpless. He tugged halfheartedly at his restraints one last time, but it didn’t do any good. He couldn’t slip his hands free, nor could he break the bolts holding the shackles to the sides of the bench.

“You’re figuring it out,” she said. She spoke with a condescending tone of a teacher or maybe even a babysitter talking down to some little kid.

“Fine,” he said.

“What do you want right now? Or to be more precise, what do you need?”

“The crop,” he said.

Once those words jumped from his mouth, he parted his lips, lowered his jaw, and he got ready.

She didn’t just slide it in, not right away. Instead, she gave him a reward. She touched one hand to the underside of his chin, forced to close his mouth, and then she leaned in.

Some of her hair fell forward, and he could feel it brush along his cheek as she started kissing him.

Instinctively, he tried to push forward, especially when she drew back, but he remained trapped.

Her eyes sparkled as she teased him, “No. If I decide to kiss you, I decide when it starts, how long it lasts, and how much pressure to apply.”

He didn’t want to say anything, but an answer jumped from his mouth anyway. It felt automatic and instinctive, “Yes, Mistress.”

He grimaced. A mixture of shame and frustration swirled through his chest, only then it dissipated altogether because she gave him another reward.

Another kiss.

Her lips pushed against his, and he lost himself to those incredible sensations. When she slid back and smiled at him, he marveled at the color of her lips, the shape of her cheeks, the angles of her nose, and the bright evanescence glowing along her green eyes.

He wished he could touch her, run his fingers through her hair, hold her tight, do so much more…

But she was in charge. She was the owner.

As far as these women were concerned, he wore a collar for a reason: he was a slave, little more than livestock.

“You look like you want to say something.”

“Please, please don’t send me out there without a collar,” he answered, his voice strained.

When she laughed at him, and the tickling sounds seemed to gently caress his back, arms, legs, and buttocks.

“You see, you have so much potential. I knew it. You are like not the other boys. You are educated. You’re interesting and defiant. I think some work with you can make you an incredibly valuable slave.”

“But, but you’re still going to help me escape, right? You will help me get back to my world?” He knew it had to be a stupid question, but Samuel still had to ask.

She reached up, held the crop in front of his lips, and he instantly knew what to do. He took the crop between his teeth and bit down, just like before. In this way, he “voluntarily” took the gag. And as she punished him, he had to keep it in his mouth. Because if he failed, she would be disappointed, so there’d be consequences.

“Are you ready?” Marina whispered into his ear before slipping back a pace or two. This time, she didn’t give him the warning of a soft caress with the paddle.

THWACK!

It struck. Hard!

“I want you to think about this the next time you contemplate your position here,” she said.

THWACK!

“I have been a generous hostess. Think about how lucky you are. I could have let them throw you in the brig. And then, after landing and realizing you don’t actually have an owner, you would have been put up for auction. What you think of that, cute boy?”

THWACK!

“I don’t think you would like that. You could have ended up on a farm somewhere. Then again, you are handsome.”

Samuel attempted to prepare himself for the next strike.

It wasn’t just one. It wasn’t the accentuation for another comment or lesson.

THWACK!

THWACK!

THWACK!

THWACK!

THWACK!

The archaeologist soon lost track of how many times she struck as the paddle jumped from one side to the other. He had never known true helplessness like this before.

And yet, through all of it, Samuel still bit down on the crop, just as she had commanded.

Then it seemed to come to an end.

She walked back in front of him. She pulled the crop from his mouth, and she just looked down at him. She was waiting for his answer. She was waiting to see how he would behave and absorb this lesson.

“Are you an archaeologist?”

“No,” he said. “Not here.”

“You’re equivocating,” she said.

Samuel would have marveled at the fact that she understood that concept, both in her native tongue, and English. But now, she tightened her grip on the paddle, and she unleashed it.

THWACK!

THWACK!

Tendrils of pain shot through his body, squeezing at his nerves and making him cry out. He didn’t have the crop, so he started begging and pleading. He tried to amend his answer, to tell her what she wanted to hear, and finally to satisfy her.

THWACK!

THWACK!

THWACK!

Finally, she stopped, and she gave him another chance. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry I messed up. You’re right! You’re right. I’m not an archaeologist.”

“What are you?”

“I’m a boy. I’m a boy, and boys are slaves.”

“Keep saying that,” she commanded.

She stood behind him now, beyond his line of sight. Even so, he thought he could hear something open and close. He wasn’t sure. Still, it didn’t really matter, not when her authority couldn’t be questioned, not in this room and not on this ship.

As the fabric shifted and rustled, she listened to him call out, “I, I’m a boy. I’m a boy, and that makes me a slave. I’m a boy, and I, I need to be owned. Thank you. Thank you for owning me. Boys are slaves. I’m a boy, and boys are slaves.”

“Keep going,” she instructed.

“I’m a boy. I’m a boy, and boys are slaves.”

“Very true,” she said as she stepped in front of him.

She had stripped out of her dress. She still wore her boots, and she had tied her hair back into a bouncy ponytail. Even so, he marveled at her new outfit. Her arms and legs were bare, yet she wore this silvery leotard embroidered with different swirling patterns.

His eyes drifted down, and he saw the toy that now stretched from that spot right above her slit.

“What, what is that?”

“I may be wrong in terms of the nomenclature,” she replied, “but I believe this is called a dildo.”

As though he needed the explanation, she grabbed him, pushed his head back, and peered right down into his eyes. “And right now, you’re going to use that cute mouth of yours to suck on it. You know why? Because I am commanding you to.”

“But why? You’re not even going to feel it,” he protested.

“So, is that how they work where you are from? You see, this particular toy is curved, and I will feel it when I slide it into your mouth.

The pressure is going to be delicious, especially when I push forward.”

Samuel didn’t really understand, yet it hardly mattered.

She still had the paddle, the crop, and the other implements in this punishment chamber. If he refused to acquiesce or cooperate, then she would simply discipline him until his resistance fractured and broke.

This was helplessness. This was genuine powerlessness. A woman could order him to do whatever she liked, and she would break him. He could cooperate and surrender to this beautiful siren or try to argue.

He knew how futile an argument would be, so he simply nodded. When that didn’t seem to be sufficient, he added, “Yes, Mistress.”

She put one hand on his forehead, pushed him so his chin lifted, and then she shoved the smooth cylinder right between his lips.

Rounded, beautifully polished glass pushed into his mouth.

“Suck,” she commanded. “Demonstrate your subservience to your superior.”

Samuel understood the words, yet he had never imagined any situation where he would hear something like that.

Even now, he sucked as his lips hardened around the glass phallus.

At first, she moved slowly, thrusting forward, pulling back, and teasing him with every movement.

Samuel hadn’t expected this, but there was something so incredible about worshiping her like this. It wasn’t even her body, yet she wielded this wild authority.

Besides, it wasn’t so bad, he told himself. If he didn’t fight, then she would have her fun, and he wouldn’t need to be paddled again…

Only then she pulled back, and she grinned down at him.

She gave him another kiss. She made out with him, pushing her mouth to his as their lips and tongues seemed to flirt and dance with one another.

Through all of this, his shaft throbbed as he tried to get hard. His instincts roared through his body, yet he couldn’t move his shaft, not while it remained imprisoned under those layers of metal and leather.

“Are you ready?”

Bent forward with his legs spread, He knew what was going to happen next.

Samuel may not have been able to envision it, nor could he articulate the words, but the reality of his situation must have settled in, especially as she grazed his vulnerable skin with her fingertips and nails. She just barely, almost lovingly, scratched him, sending fresh sparks of need racing through his body.

“I think you’re ready,” she said.

His breathing quickened, and then she grabbed him by his hips, pushed forward, and thrust into him. Her dildo was slick with his saliva as she pushed into him, penetrating him.

He tried to hate this, to resist, but the friction of her toy against his body made him gasp and cry out.

She pulled back, only to thrust forward again.

At the same time, she started to moan.

He didn’t want to think it was possible, yet he thought of the pressure, the push and pull of her toy as it rubbed against her sex.

Unlike Samuel, Marina could enjoy as many orgasms as she liked. She pushed forward, drew back, and started pumping him, working him hard and fast as her hair swayed with every movement.

She pumped into him, going harder and faster now! She buried that toy deep within him.

His breathing quickened. Like a wild animal, he tried to break free from his shackles, yet the steel bands held him right where she wanted him. He could wiggle and try to fight, but it didn’t matter. He could clench, but her slick toy broke through his defenses, once again reminding him of his inferior status.

If she wished to play with him, then she could play with him.

If she wished to pump him, then she could pump him.

There wasn’t anything this woman couldn’t do to her boy.

In his red collar, he was a slave.

He started begging. The words tumbled from his mouth, and he didn’t even know where they came from. But he didn’t plead for his freedom. Instead, he called out, “Please. Please, let me out of the chastity cage!”

She answered with a peal of laughter. The playful, girlish sounds slammed down into him.

He tried to remain impassive, like he didn’t care, but it felt like having the most beautiful, popular girl in school laugh at him right after he had asked her out.

Only then, he wasn’t asking her out, and she hadn’t rejected him. Instead, she had decided to use him.

As she pumped him, she came to her first orgasm.

It wouldn’t be her last.

At this point, Marina slowed it down. Then she explained, “Having you just like this is exciting. It arouses me in a way you could never understand. But that’s okay. We are different people. Women and men were never meant to be equal. We are not the same. Women are destined to rule. I can’t speak for your homeland, but I know the truth here.”

Another chuckle hit the air as she started to speed up again.

Samuel opened his mouth and got ready to retort. He needed to believe there was something he could do or say to make this woman change her mind. But there wasn’t.

She was having fun, and she wouldn’t stop!

With another thrust, she brought herself across the edge of another orgasm. Hot pleasure coursed through her. At the same time, she tightened her grip on his hips.

He listened as of the sounds of her satisfaction roiled across the air.

Another orgasm swept through her. She savored the climax, reveling in that power. He couldn’t see her face, not while she pumped him from behind, yet Samuel still imagined the glorious, blissful expression. Her beautiful face probably shifted between satisfied, relentless, ruthless, victorious, and content.

Then she pulled the toy away.

Samuel hadn’t done anything. He couldn’t, not while she kept him restrained. But now, he didn’t struggle.

She had taken him, used him, and taught him something.

Helplessness. Powerlessness. This was what it meant to be a boy and a slave.

“What do you have to say for yourself?”

“Please, would you please let me out of this thing? Please, would you let me out of the chastity cage?” The words jumped from his mouth, one after another.

“I could…” Marina allowed. “But I’m not sure you have learned your lesson.”

He couldn’t explain the arousal pumping through his body. Seriously, he was supposed to be an independent young man from another timeline. He was supposed to be able to grab a girl, push her down, kiss her, and run his hands along her body as he took control.

That wasn’t what Marina wanted for him.

She was the owner.

She had him.

These realities seemed to beat down against his psyche, one after another.

His shaft had hardened as much as the narrow confines of the cage allowed, so he didn’t think about freedom. He didn’t think about trying to convince her to help him either. Instead, he clenched his eyes shut. “Please, Mistress. Please, would you let me out?”

Gliding her nails along his back, she purred, “Boy, there is something you need to do. Hold onto this moment. Focus on how you feel right now. Until I take that collar off of you, this is your world.”

Samuel knew he needed to ask about his chances of getting back to his own timeline, but something stopped him. Instead, he dipped his head down, closed his eyes, and seemed to embrace these new sensations.

“Yes, Mistress.”

True to her word, she gave him a tour of the rest of the airship. The vessel was enormous—far larger than he had ever envisioned a blimp actually being. And yet, it felt like a series of train cars, one after another. There were different levels and rooms for seemingly every need.

When she showed him the library, he peered hungrily at the different books. “Go ahead,” she said, unlocking his leash and letting him rush forward.

Immediately, he picked up several books, scanned across the text, and couldn’t recognize anything. For the most part, the lettering seemed to be Roman, although he spotted a couple of symbols he couldn’t identify.

Other texts were written in Arabic?

He couldn’t be sure one way or another, but he just wandered around the empty room.

Then Marina turned, locked the door, and sauntered forward. He turned back to her, surprised.

He had been good.

For the last three days, he had been utterly obedient. Although she hadn’t given him very many commands, he had followed them when directed. For each meal, he kneeled beside her. He stayed quiet in the presence of other women, and he never complained.

He didn’t even ask about trying to get back to his own world.

But now, she sauntered forward, and he had to marvel at her blue, silken dress. The skirt seemed to shimmer under the light, and he saw the tips of her black boots. She looked so amazing, especially in her bodice. It hugged her waist, slid up along her torso, all the way to her cleavage.

She grinned at him, playful and teasing.

“On your knees,” she commanded, pointing to the floor.

She sat down in one of the large, leather chairs, she spread her legs, and then she started to roll her skirt back, exposing her naked sex.

She wasn’t wearing any panties!

This revelation seemed ridiculous to Samuel. He wasn’t supposed to be impressed by those tiny details, and yet Marina had appeared to so formal and businesslike only moments ago.

She beckoned him forward with a curve of her finger.

At once, Samuel scurried forward. She indicated a spot a few feet away, but now he crawled.

She looped one finger underneath his collar, looked down into his eyes, and said, “I want your mouth on me.”

“Yes, Mistress,” he said. But then he blinked, and he looked up at her. “If I do a good job, do you, do you think you could let the out of the cage?”

“Is a boy trying to negotiate with his owner?”

He contemplated that question for a moment or two. If she noticed his hesitation, she didn’t seem to mind. If anything, Marina seemed to bask in his hesitancy, like she loved how he could no longer make a decision.

“No, Mistress,” he finally said, dipping his head down.

But then she had her hand on the back of his head, and she pulled him forward. He crawled, and then he marveled at the proximity.

Her legs were beautifully smooth and toned. The lines seemed perfect to him, like he was close to a work of art, not a real woman. And yet, he could also feel the heat of her skin. Not only that, her legs were so soft…

His shaft tensed again.

It wasn’t fair.

Samuel wasn’t a guy interested in casual sex, but he could pleasure himself when the desire struck. Or at least, he had been able to back in his timeline. Here, he had remained trapped in that chastity cage for days!

The desires had built, swirling and spinning through him.

But they had another effect on his mind, one he hadn’t anticipated.

Because she had the key to his cage, he suddenly felt deferential toward her. Yes, he understood she could drag him back to that punishment room, chain him down again, and discipline him, yet that was only half of his newfound obedience.

In his more arrogant moments, perhaps Samuel tried to tell himself that he was just tricking her. Yeah, that was it. She wasn’t really training him or reconditioning him. He just needed to satisfy her for a little while until he managed to escape.

It was a beautiful fiction.

“Tell me something,” she commanded.

“Yes, Mistress?” Those words leapt so naturally from his tongue. He couldn’t decide whether or not they were natural or part of some deception. Deep down, he must have known the truth…

“I’m about to give you a command. I will tell you to serve me, and you will use your mouth to make me feel very, very good. I want you to lick. I want you to try your hardest. My pleasure is all that counts. Understand, chicosh?”

“Yes. Yes, I understand,” he said with his head bowed down deferentially.

She slid a fingernail beneath his chin and forced him to look up at her. Damn it. Excitement fluttered through his body, making his shaft strain against its prison. It wasn’t fair! He wasn’t supposed to lose control like this.

“And yet, I’m also curious about something,” she continued.

“Yes, Mistress?”

Back in his world, most men would have laughed at the idea of surrendering so completely. And yet, for Samuel the instinct to satisfy her seemed to course through his veins. He could feel it from his toes all the way up through the rest of his body.

“In your world, do men frequently serve the women in their lives?”

He bowed his head down. “No, Mistress.”

“Really?”

“In my world, men are still generally in charge. There have been some political movements to give women more power and economic control over society, but they are still largely dependent.”

“Interesting,” she said. “So sexism is directed toward women?” She uttered those words like she had to really concentrate because the syntax or grammar had to be wrong. It was a sentence she had simply never expected to say.

“Yes, Mistress.”

“Fascinating,” she replied. But then she grinned and chuckled, “I guess that means there are quite a few injustices perpetrated against women, aren’t there?”

“Yes, Mistress,” he whispered.

“And that means someone will need to be punished for those injustices. I think you would be a good scapegoat.”

Some of the moisture drained away from his mouth, but he looked up at her. He stared for several more seconds, and he still couldn’t resist that combination of attraction and intimidation. It wasn’t fair! A woman this beautiful should have triggered some other instinct within him. And yet, she knew how to train him.

“Serve me,” she ordered.

Her grip tightened along the back of his skull as she pulled him forward.

In the next moment, the tip of his nose and his lips slid along her sex.

He opened his mouth, and he tentatively started licking at first. He didn’t quite know exactly what she expected or how he should please her. Even so, Samuel did his best, gliding his tongue up and down.

“Slower,” she commanded.

He obeyed.

“Deeper,” she ordered next.

Again, he complied with her wishes.

In that moment, he didn’t feel like a man capable of thinking for himself or making his own decisions. Like always, he could feel the tension of the collar around his neck, never entirely uncomfortable but always unforgettable.

Pressing forward, he served her to the best of his ability. He licked and lapped, sliding his tongue up and down. He worked the pressure from the left to right, in circles and little stars.

“Good boy,” she purred as her chest resonated with satisfaction.

If anyone had walked into the library, they would have seen this boy on his knees with his head pressed beneath her skirt.

For her part, she seemed utterly composed.

“Very nice. That’s right. Keep going. Keep licking. Show me where you belong, boy.”

He licked a little bit faster now.

“Slow down,” she commanded.

Samuel realized he couldn’t try to take control. He couldn’t force her to climax, not until she was ready—not until she made the decision.

While his body may have felt like it had been taken over, Marina still had utter control over him.

He swallowed and kept licking.

“Faster,” she ordered next.

This time, he obeyed with eager anticipation.

He brought her closer and closer to that point of release.

Then he thought about it. What if he stopped? What if he pulled back?

Maybe he could make her feel just a taste of his subjugation. Perhaps that would be enough to get her to start negotiating?

It was a beautiful idea and a wonderful fantasy, yet he couldn’t take the risk. He thought back to the bench, of being chained down and powerless.

No. He wouldn’t take that risk. No, he wouldn’t wager another trip to the punishment room.

“Good boy. That’s right. Lick. Serve me. Give me your obedience. This is who you are, and this is where you belong,” she said.

Samuel had to believe she would have said those words to any slave. And yet, she didn’t own any other boys…

As she enjoyed herself, he kept working. His neck and jaw got tired, but he didn’t pull back or complain.

She panted. She shivered. There. That had been one orgasm. He started to pull back, but she chuckled. “Where do you think you’re going?”

Obviously, Samuel couldn’t answer.

She tightened her grip on the back of his head and pulled him down deep between her inner thighs.

He kept licking. He kept serving her, just as she expected and demanded.

As the minutes ticked by, he surrendered. He showed her precisely what kind of man he would be: obedient and ready to serve her every whim.

After that first session in the library, she had him go down on her several more times as the airship lazily made its way across the continent.

Samuel soon lost track of time, both in terms of hours and days.

At night, he slept on the floor with his leash connected to the corner of her bed.

But then, she sometimes called out, “Climb in here.” The room seemed warm enough, but she wanted him. She wanted to wrap her arms around him, to rest her head on his shoulder, or sometimes to slide her hand down between his legs and feel the outline of his chastity cage.

On those nights, his eyes remained open through much of the night.

“Interesting,” Marina said on the morning of their arrival.

The captain, a woman (obviously), made an announcement over the intercom. Or at least, Samuel had to assume it was the captain of this steam powered airship.

“May I ask what’s interesting?” Considering she had decided to remark in English, he hoped that might be an invitation for his question.

If it wasn’t, she might decide to pull him across her lap and give him a spanking. The idea should have felt ridiculous, yet shivers ran down his back when he contemplated a return to that bench. He knew exactly just how ferociously creative and powerful she could be when it came to punishment.

“Apparently, the captain decided to tell us about another storm.”

“Another storm?” It took him several seconds, but then he started to wonder about the bolts of lightning and bursts of thunder on the night when he appeared on this ship.

“That’s right,” she said. “After we land, the passengers will disembark, but she’s taking the ship back out with a group of scientists. I guess she thought this would be an interesting factoid for us.”

“The ship is going back into a storm?”

“That’s right,” she told him.

“I have to be on this ship,” he said. The words jumped from his mouth before he could think about what they meant or how his owner might react.

“Oh? Is that what you think?” Her eyes sparkled with mischief.

“Yes!”

“No,” she said.

“But, but if it’s another storm like the last one, then maybe I can get back to my world!”

“You might,” she allowed. “Or you could get yourself hurt. It’s much too dangerous.”

“But that’s not a decision you should make,” he said. “I’m my own man.”

“What are you wearing?” Her hand reached down, and she brushed her fingers along the red collar encircling his neck.

He looked at her hard.

After days of subjugation, he didn’t want to believe he had lost his sense of self. And yet, he could only match her emerald stare for a few more seconds before he dipped his head down. “A collar. I’m wearing a collar, Mistress.”

“Yes, yes you are. You’re wearing a collar because you are owned. And I’m telling you right now that I will not allow you to rush off into danger.”

“But this could be my only chance!”

“I don’t care,” she said flatly. “You will have to find another way back.”

His eyes widened. “But how my supposed to do that if I can’t take any risks? I can’t read any books, and it’s not like any scientists are going to speak English!”

“It’s time for you to be quiet.”

He stared at her again this time with nothing but shock written across his face.

“Do you need another trip to the punishment room?”

His lips moved automatically, “No, Mistress.”

“That’s what I thought,” she said.

As he bowed his head back down, Samuel knew he couldn’t just give in like this.

For the rest of the morning, he followed her around obediently. At one point, she let him off of the leash, and he stayed close, so she didn’t bother reattaching it. He was quiet, and perhaps she simply thought he was sulking.

If so, she decided she didn’t really care. Or maybe she just wanted to give him time to adjust to his new reality.

She’s going to try to keep me. She’s going to try to own me. Permanently. Those thoughts kept fluttering through his head.

He didn’t know if being on this airship in the middle of a storm would get him back to his world, but he couldn’t think of anything else. He tried to listen to the other women as they talked. Many of them seemed concerned, almost like they just wanted to get their feet back on the ground. Yeah, they were talking about a storm. Something big. Something different and unusual. That’s why the scientists were coming.

If it was that interesting, that meant it might get him back…

Or at least, it was his only reasonable hope.

“I’m not going to be a slave,” Samuel mouthed to himself while his Mistress had an interesting discussion with some of her friends. While they chatted, he stood back like an ornament.

But how? How is he going to get away?

Then he saw his chance.

Later that morning, they were back at her quarters. She packed her bags, and she was ready to disembark.

A few seconds later, they heard the thud as the airship landed. An announcement came over the intercom, and Marina smiled, “We are here. I will be interested to hear your thoughts on my estate.”

This must have been some sort of test, but he just gulped and said, “Yes, Mistress.” Maybe his intentions worked or weren’t obvious because he genuinely didn’t know what he would do. A few flickers of a plan had flashed from one moment to the next, but it wasn’t a fully fledged idea.

Besides, it seemed ridiculous.

And yet, it might be his best chance.

“I’m going to go say goodbye to my friends. Will you be okay here, chicosh?”

“Yes, Mistress,” he said.

She patted him on the cheek, smiled, and leaned forward for a kiss.

Another bolt of arousal flared through his body.

In that instant, he knew that he would have just given up if she had let him out of the cage, pushed him down onto the bed, and ridden him hard. She would have been able to drain every iota of defiance and willpower he still possessed.

Instead, she stepped out of the cabin and headed off to see her friends.

She trusted him.

Big mistake.

Samuel quickly scrambled back onto his feet. He stepped forward, reached down for the handle, and pressed his ear to the door.

He could hear the sounds of her retreating steps.

This was it. This was his chance.

He could go hide, stow away on the ship, and make it back into the center of the storm.

An announcement came over the intercom, and he had to hope it was something standard, like maybe it was time to disembark.

Technically, she might lose him, but Samuel doubted they would delay for long. The storm couldn’t last forever, and the scientists would be impatient to leave.

If he stepped out of her quarters and she caught him, he’d be punished. Severely. She would make sure she broke him the next time. She would shred the last vestiges of his willpower and turn him into the slave she craved.

His heart started beating faster.

Not only that, he would disappoint her.

Samuel smirked. He burst out laughing.

This woman wanted him as a slave! And yet, some instinct told him to remain, to fall into this new life, and to accept his subjugation. He could be a subservient plaything for her, eager to serve. He would be a loyal hound, ready to stroke her back, lick her slit, and worship her however she demanded.

Biting down, Samuel told himself he wouldn’t be her property. He tightened his grip on the handle, jerked it open, and quickly stepped out into the hall.

He bowed his head down even though he knew any number of women could walk by at any moment.

Luckily for him, he had the red collar. It was only temporary, but it meant he was probably on an assignment for his Mistress.

Besides, most of the women on board had already seen him with Marina Castillo, meaning they would trust him. They would see him as just another well-trained male.

At least, that was his hope.

Within the next few seconds, he passed several women. Each time, he bowed his head down, stepped out of the way, and waited for them to pass. He was appropriately deferential and subservient.

They didn’t even seem to notice him.

Deferring to most of these women seemed easy enough. He stepped aside for an older woman, and another female who looked like she was in her 20s, and then he saw a young girl. She was probably twelve or thirteen, yet she sauntered by, and he still stepped out of the way.

As far as the people of this society were concerned, that young girl deserved more respect than he did. Mostly naked, Samuel had been marked with his chastity cage and collar.

Knowing he probably only had a few minutes before Marina returned to her quarters, he quickly stepped from one hallway and corridor to the next.

He worked his way down into the deep recesses of the airship, always in search of a good place to hide. One possibility glowed bright behind his eyes, but he didn’t want to go there if he could avoid it.

Unfortunately, Samuel didn’t see any great nooks or crannies where he could disappear.

Instead, he had to rely on his first choice.

He came back to the punishment room. He stood in front of those doors, glanced to the left, the right, and he knew no one would look for an escaped slave here. This was the last place any man would willingly go.

That made it perfect.

He opened the doors, stepped inside, and exhaled. He looked back to the bench, shivered, and stepped over toward the closet.

He sat down in the corner, made himself into as small a ball as possible, and he proceeded to wait.

This was probably the worst part of hiding.

The minutes ticked by, but they seemed to take their time, lazily drifting from one second to another.

With every moment, he was surprised and relieved that he didn’t hear any kind of alarm. But then someone seemed to run down the hallway outside of those doors. He held his breath, freezing up in place. His heart kicked, but Samuel didn’t make a sound. Ridiculously, he lifted his hand and pressed his palm over his mouth like that might make some difference.

The sounds of those footsteps quickly faded.

Samuel exhaled, grateful.

In the next few seconds, he rose to his feet, walked over to the door, pressed his ear, and waited.

Nothing.

Just silence.

An announcement came over the intercom. It sounded professional and businesslike, but did he hear a note of urgency in that voice?

Were they searching for him? Was this some kind of announcement or alarm?

Several more minutes went by. He tried to count them out as best he could, but he didn’t have a watch, and his cell phone hadn’t been working (not that he had anywhere to keep it).

This deep into the ship, he couldn’t even try to use the sun to track how much time had elapsed.

Fresh sounds echoed down the hallway.

Then he heard something. Engines? The vessel started vibrating, and he still didn’t know what was going on.

With all of his time, Samuel took careful inventory of the room. He checked out the closet, the cages, and the different implements. Most of the room was fairly open, but he knew he would be able to get under cover within just a few seconds if need be.

Finally, someone started to turn the handle on the door.

He had to put his plan into action.

He rushed across the floor, pulled himself into one of the cages, and he reached out, grabbing a black sheet and pulling it down.

Then he held his breath and hoped he had been wrong. Maybe these women were just going to stick their heads in and glance around.

He heard their footsteps. He refused to move. He couldn’t see anything through the opaque fabric, so he bit down on the inside of his mouth, breathed in and out and told himself that he just had to stay still and quiet.

Really, he couldn’t do anything else anyway.

The women spoke back and forth in their language. He couldn’t understand a single thing they said. For all he knew, these women were in here to have some private conversation, and they weren’t even looking for him…

Samuel could only hope.

Then he heard another voice.

Marina?

His heart kept beating harder and faster. It was strange. He pushed his palms down against the bottom of the cage, heat played across his body. He could feel the surge of warmth down his neck, along his back, over the contours of his buttocks and deep within his legs.

His skin was hot, his heart kept kicking, and yet he didn’t move. He stayed perfectly still, like some prey animal terrified of attracting the notice of a predator.

Marina Castillo. A businesswoman. A linguist. Beautiful and capable of training him.

No, he told himself. No, I’m not going to let her train me. I’m not going to let her break me!

“Come out, come out, wherever you are,” she said.

Marina.

Her voice sang out as she called to her errant slave.

His head jerked up, and he nearly banged the top of his skull against the cage’s lid.

This was ridiculous! It was never going to work! How did he possibly think he would be able to hide in a cage? A cage!

And yet, he heard the footsteps, she walked closer, then farther away. He did his best to will her to leave.

If he got lucky, she wouldn’t remember that there were cages underneath these sheets. Instead, she would just view them as boxes or crates. Or more likely, she didn’t even think he was here. The uncertainty had to be gnawing at her, especially because this couldn’t be the first place she had looked.

Better yet, the scientists would want to depart soon.

The door opened and closed. He heard nothing.

Still, something told Samuel to remain utterly still.

It was a smart move, but it didn’t help him. She grabbed the sheet, yanked it back, looked down into the cage, and said, “There you are.”

But then, Samuel grinned. Triumph surged through him because he felt the rumbling all around them. Not only that, he may not have had any windows, but he could feel the shifting momentum as the airship rose.

“Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t want to be defiant or rude, but I need to get back to my own world! I don’t belong here!”

“Samuel, this is exactly where you belong,” she said.

She grabbed him by his collar, pulled him forward, and shoved him all the way against the wall.

Samuel thought of trying to call out, but he already knew what would happen. If he shouted, he might attract the attention of the crew members, all of whom would be loyal to Marina Castillo, the wealthy heiress.

If he shoved her, then Marina would just call them herself.

Unable to defy her, he let her push him all the way back against the wall.

With one hand braced against his neck, she looked into his eyes, “What do you think you were trying to do?”

“I need to get back to my world,” he said again.

“No, you don’t.”

Then he grinned.

For once, when dealing with this beautiful woman, he would be able to defeat her! “I don’t even care what you do to me. Tease me, spank me, paddle me, whatever. You might be able to make it sting, but I’m guessing that we will go through that storm, and I will get sucked back into my world.”

“What makes you so sure?”

Samuel stared her down. It took all of his determination and willpower, but he managed to stay stoic and silent, as though he wasn’t really scared of her.

“You’re wrong,” she said simply.

“You can’t know that,” he growled back.

She smirked and chided him, “Well, then I guess I should punish you for as long as I have you.”

She grabbed his wrists and pushed them up against the walls. He felt the pressure plates again, and now the fresh bands snapped into place.

“We are going to try something new,” she said. “Something different.”

“I don’t care,” he growled back at her.

“You say that now,” she teased, “but you really have no idea what you’re talking about. You still insist on thinking like some independent man. But those don’t exist here. There are no independent men. They don’t exist.”

“They do on my world!”

“So you say,” Marina answered blithely, like it couldn’t even matter. “But guess what? You’re not on your world.”

As those words soaked into his psyche, she brushed her fingers down along his neck, past his chest, all the way to his shaft.

“Should I get the crop?”

“I don’t care,” he growled back.

“That sounds like a yes to me.” She winked at him, patted him on the cheek, and sauntered back to one of the shelves. “Do you remember this crop? You had in your mouth just a couple days ago.” She smirked, smacked it hard across her palm, and marched back to him.

It wouldn’t matter.

It wouldn’t change anything.

Even if she disciplined him for days, he wouldn’t break because he was heading back to his reality!

Samuel held onto this simple notion as she stroked his naked body with the crop. She brushed it along his shin, past his knee, and along his thigh.

Then she yanked it back and swung.

Hot stinging raced along his nerves. He hissed through his teeth. He had tried to remain completely detached and unaffected, but this was pain. It slid through his defenses and ignored his silent protestations.

“I’m fascinated by your escape attempt,” she said.

She struck three more times, swiping the crop along his flanks and thighs. She left those pink lines of hot flesh.

“Why?” Samuel demanded. “What would be so fascinating about my determination not to be a slave?” He met that with a biting, sarcastic question.

“The other boys don’t seem to mind. In fact, many of them embrace subjugation.”

“They grew up with it! They have been brainwashed!”

She answered by striking three more times, two lines along his thighs, another right across his navel.

As he gasped, she brought the tip of the crop up and tapped it gently against her chin.

“No…”

This time, Samuel remained quiet.

She seemed to wander through the different possibilities. “As a university student, I interviewed quite a few slaves. I asked of them probing questions. I got to know them. And do you know what I discovered?”

Samuel still refused to answer, so she swiped the crop down with another trio of blows. They crashed against his legs, just above his knees. He hissed, and that’s when she grinned. “I bet you want me to take this off, don’t you?”

He stayed silent.

“Right now, if you had to choose between amazing sex and freedom, what would you pick?” His lips parted, but she put her hand over his mouth. “Don’t answer. Allow yourself to stop and think about it. Right now, you’re confused. You truly believe your old life was superior. But this is the thing. I don’t need to know about your friends or your family. I can look into your eyes and see the truth. You are a boy. And boys were meant to be slaves. Males crave subjugation.”

He tried to shake his head, but she just grinned and mimicked those movements. “No, you don’t want freedom. No, you don’t want independence. I bet you were unhappy when you had to make your own decisions.”

Finally, she pulled her hand away, and Samuel glared at her.

As she gently caressed his cheek with the crop, she waited for him to say something. As hard as he tried, he couldn’t summon any real words.

He was an archaeologist, which meant his opportunities for professional success were relatively limited. He could work as hard as possible, attend every conference, publish, and it still might not be enough.

Besides, Samuel never thought of himself as a politician. The most successful archaeologists (just like individuals in any field) were those who could communicate and manipulate. They were the ones who knew how to bend other people, to create those ideas that might jump from one clique to the next.

“You’re thinking about it, aren’t you?”

“No…” Samuel lied. But even as the word fell onto the air, she reached into her pocket and drew out the silver key.

He didn’t understand what was about to happen.

For a moment, he yearned to ask, “You’re going to let me go?” The hope fizzed and fizzled inside of his chest, but she reached for the chastity cage. She unlocked it, pulled it off, and freed his shaft.

His erection felt so good! When his manhood hardened, he embraced that delicious sensation. It was potential and so much more.

But then he shivered as she reached down and stroked his stiffened appendage. Her fingers lightly darted and danced along his circumference.

Then, because she seemed to understand exactly what it took to turn a boy like Samuel on, she reached underneath his balls and gently teased that soft patch of skin.

Clenching his eyes shut, he tried to think of what they could do together. In his fantasy, he wanted to grab her, shove her up against the wall, and show her what he could do.

But then her voice seemed to invade his mind as she said quietly, “You want to be down on your back. You want to feel me on top of you. You can’t help yourself. It’s a craving. It’s desperation. You want to be leashed as you look up at me. You want me to be the one to hold your leash.”

He tried to speak, but his mouth was dry, and he still couldn’t form the words or force them out.

“No. That’s, that’s not true,” he stuttered back.

Only then she gave him a delicious squeeze. Her fingers tightened around his most sensitive part. A gasp tore from his throat, and he lifted his head. He pushed back against the wall even as he tugged against his restraints.

Samuel needed freedom; he craved it like nothing else.

He wanted to be down on his back, but he needed this beautiful woman.

Then she teased him. She reached back, unzipped her dress, and allowed the garment to fall. Her corset remained there, squeezing her torso and showing off her gorgeous body. He couldn’t tear his gaze away from her waist, the point of her panties, the curves of her neck, and that delightfully wicked smile.

“Are you sure you want to keep arguing with me? Are you sure you don’t have something else he would rather say?”

“You can’t do this to me. I’m not going to be a slave. The storm will come, and I, I’m going to get back!”

“Back to freedom?”

“Yes!”

“Would you rather be alone and free or enslaved by a woman like me?”

Luckily for Samuel, he didn’t actually have to answer, not while she continued to glide her fingers along his shaft. She teased him with every moment, sending fresh spirals of arousal pulsing through his body.

She squeezed until he might climax. Then she pulled her hand away.

“You, you’re never going to get away with this,” he said.

His automatic answer didn’t make any sense, he soon realized, especially when she just smirked at him as though he had said something delightfully adorable and completely naïve.

Of course, she would get away with this. She was a woman, and he was nothing but a boy. According to the laws of this timeline, he was already property.

“You know what you want,” she said. “Just beg for it. Plead.”

Those words washed over him. They seemed to invade his thoughts, to crawl between every other idea.

And he closed his eyes and pondered what it would be like to wear a collar slipped around his neck by this beautiful girl. She would hold his leash, train him, and turn him into the obedient boy she craved.

But he was educated! He was supposed to think for himself!

When he glanced at this woman, he marveled at her mastery of a supposedly dead language.

She could do so much more. She could condition him, train him to be everything she craved and expected. And in return, he might see her smile. He would taste her excitement and occasionally get those soft caresses of gratitude.

He tried to shake his head, but then she pulled her hands away.

He bent forward, stretching from the wall as far as the shackles allowed before she turned and sauntered back to one of the unopened crates.

“Are you familiar with electricity?” Marina asked.

Samuel brows creased with confusion. “Yes,” he said simply.

She pushed the lid aside, reached in, and pulled out a black piece of steel encircled by simple rubber. She held it up, and he saw the cord.

“Personally, I’m not sure what to make of this newfound development. The potential applications seem fairly limitless, but I never had any particular aptitude for engineering.”

He didn’t really believe that, yet she pushed a button, and that’s when the tip of her corded baton sparked with blue electricity.

“I’m going to use this on you, Samuel. I’m going to use it to make you cry out. And then, I will break you.”

“You spanked me before,” he growled. “You really think this is going to work?”

“This since just about pain,” she promised.

As Samuel tried to ask what she meant, Marina stepped forward, jabbed him in the side with her baton, and the first sparks of electricity darted through his body. It was a new sensation, which he had never experienced. Perhaps it felt a little bit like a spark of static electricity, only this was twenty-thirty-forty times stronger!

His eyes widened, he arched his back, and he shoved his shoulders against of the wall.

He jerked against his shackles as he tried to free himself, but those bonds held him right where she wanted him.

“That was one,” she said. “I think you would like another.”

Samuel didn’t answer fast enough, so she jabbed a different spot.

A fresh storm of agony washed over him, destroying every other thought and idea this boy might have possessed.

Then she lowered the baton, and he could hardly think clearly, but she slid one hand between his legs and started touching him. She played with his balls, teased the base of his shaft, and even twirled the tip of one pinky around the tip of his manhood.

He had already been panting, but now his eyes opened and he looked at this dark-haired woman.

“No. Please,” he begged.

“You don’t want me to touch you?” She shrugged like she didn’t really care one way or the other, pulled her hand away, and his eyes got huge again as the baton came closer and closer.

Theoretically, she could have just a jabbed him again. It could have been a quick movement, only she decided to take her time. He had to watch as the inches between his vulnerable flesh and the electric bite disappeared.

Deep down, he wished he could beg. He wanted to plead.

For a moment, he even thought back to that businesswoman on his flight and how she probably walked into one conference room after another, explained her demands, and watched as the men around her crumpled and gave up.

He could do it. He could give up. Samuel’s defenses could crumble, and he could give Marina everything she desired and expected: himself.

She brushed the baton along his body, forcing him to writhe to the left, then the right. Locking his teeth together, he tried not to make any sounds.

Then she poked him in his thigh before sliding the torturous device up to his flank.

With a grin, she stopped, and she used both of her hands. She set the baton aside, stood there in front of him, and worked one hand along his balls and the other over his shaft.

Evanescent desire buzzed through his body. She brought him to the verge of a climax. Then she stopped. She brought him back to the edge. Then she stopped again. Over and over, she gave him the tantalizing glimpses of how good this could feel before coming to a stop.

“Please…”

“Where do you belong?”

“I belong on my own world!”

“Sweet boy, you’re never going back.”

“The storm!”

“The storm was a test,” she said.

She pulled her hands away because she wanted him to understand exactly what she had done.

He bowed his head down, sputtered, and asked, “A—a test?” As hard as he tried, he couldn’t put the pieces together or comprehend how she’d tricked him.

“I suppose you could call it an experiment,” she replied. “Did you really think I was going to leave you alone in my room? Did you think I would allow you the opportunity to just run off?”

“But, but how did you find me?”

“You’re predictable,” she said simply. Then she shrugged. “When I told you the storm was coming and that scientists would be getting on board for the return trip, I knew you wouldn’t be able to help yourself. But this way, I can wear you down, can’t I?”

“But we are headed toward a storm,” he said meekly.

“There is no storm. There are no scientists.”

“But we landed!”

“A refueling stop,” she said with a smile.

The disappointment must have been etched across his handsome face because she leaned forward and kissed him. As she did, her hand rushed along his cock. She teased him, slowly caressing him and working him up.

Again, she brought him right there to the edge. He was on the border of no return. He needed to climax so badly. He tried to clench down, to rub his shaft against her palm. He would have done anything for that extra iota of pressure.

But she drew her hands back. Even as she kissed him, she only touched him when she knew he wouldn’t be able to get off.

“Where do you belong?” Marina asked.

This time, he knew the answer.

Still, he couldn’t quite bring himself to say it. He dipped his head down, and he hung there from those restraints for several more seconds. He felt like a scarecrow, helpless and foolish in this woman’s world because he would never be able to compete with her.

“On my knees,” he said.

“Where?” She gave him another tantalizing squeeze.

He jerked his head up. Eyes wide, he looked right at her. “I belong on my knees and at your feet!”

“Yes, you do,” she replied as she slid the key into a slot just a few inches from his right wrist.

She turned it, the gears clicked, and the shackles retracted into the wall. He fell forward, and that’s when she grabbed him. She pulled out another leash, attached it, and pushed him down to the soft, padded floor.

When Marina straddled him, her boy looked up. He tried to think of something he could say, some way to recover some semblance of his dignity.

Right as his lips started to move, she kissed him again, silencing him.

Then she broke off for just a moment to say, “You don’t need to speak. Your mouth is better for kissing anyway.” She batted her eyes, grinned down, waited for his acknowledging silence, and brushed her fingers along his body.

For those next delicious minutes, she kissed him. She touched his neck, his chest, and she could feel the way his heart pounded.

“An obedient slave is a grateful slave,” she purred. “And I’m going to make sure that you are a very, very grateful boy.”

This collared, leashed male may not have been chained down or restrained against the wall, but he knew he was still a prisoner in this room and on this ship. At any moment, she could have called out for help, and a dozen women would have rushed in, ready to tie him up or strap him down.

Knowing this, he surrendered.

He surrendered to the soft give of her lips, the tension of her body, and the exquisite ecstasy of being so close to her.

Then she pulled away, slid off her panties, and slipped forward. She pressed her sex down against his mouth and commanded, “Lick, boy.”

Another couple of minutes went by as he raised his head and eagerly lapped at her slit, just like before. He worshiped her with everything he had.

He worshiped her the way a slave concentrated everything on pleasing his Mistress.

My Mistress, he thought.

With every movement of his tongue, he felt like he gave her something.

After all, he could never get back. He wasn’t a quantum physicist, and he didn’t know how or why he had appeared here.

Could he try again? Could he try to escape again?

Before Samuel could answer, she pulled away, grinned down at him, and looked along his length. “Should I play with this? Should I have sex with you?”

“Yes, Mistress. Please? Please, use me!”

“Only because you begged so prettily,” she said, shifting her position and holding his shaft in her hand.

Just as she held his manhood, she held the rest of his identity.

And now, she lowered herself down.

Her opening was slick with his saliva and her juices. She enveloped him completely, sliding down before pulling herself back up. Connect with me:

“That collar is going to stay locked around your neck. You will follow me as an obedient boy, and I will teach you. I will train you. I will show you what to read and tell you how to think.”

Before he could stop himself, he surrendered, “Yes, Mistress!”

“You will learn to respect women as your superiors,” she said even as she started to go faster. He watched as her hair bounced. With her eyes locked on his, she made it clear that he would never get away.

She brought him closer and closer until fresh pleas shot out onto the air, “Please, Mistress? Please, can I come? Can I—I want to serve you! I surrender! I’m yours!”

“What are you?”

“I, I’m a boy! I, I’m your boy, your slave, whatever you want!”

She heard the truth in those words. Better yet, so did he!

As she rode him, she took her time. Despite his desperation, he managed to hold out until that instant when she leaned down again, kissed him, held on tight to his wrists, made him feel powerless and finally called out, “Now. Now you can come for me!”

As his member started throbbing and pulsating, she cried out. She screamed at the top of her lungs, savoring the sensations he provided even as she lost herself to that rush of satisfaction.

And when he finished, she looked down at him. “Put your arms around me,” she instructed as she cuddled her head against his shoulder.

He obeyed now, just as he knew he would obey forever.

The End
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