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The Powers

Book I

Anna Ritter


Prologue: Catching Up

From Jennifer Wright’s Blog, Fresh Times

On one Friday afternoon, White House spokeswoman Jennifer Sands formally announced the conclusion of the President’s Investigative Committee on Strange and Unusual Powers. Although originally touted as a way to dispel the rumors of odd abilities creeping up in the American population, the committee instead announced that these new powers were indeed real.

Jennifer Sands told the press corps, “Although it seems hard to believe, scientists have now verified the existence of specific powers in some segments of the population. Specifically, some individuals seem to have developed forms of telepathy and telekinesis.”

When she made this announcement, there was complete silence in the room. For once, seasoned journalists and professional reporters were unable to figure out precisely what they wanted or needed to ask.

If you go back and watch the video, you can see this strange moment for yourself. The men stayed quiet as they pondered what this might mean. The women looked back and forth at one another. Perhaps they had all awakened. Perhaps only one or two really understood what she was capable of. And yet, here it was, coming from an official source: the powers existed. They were real.

No one knows exactly when it started. Perhaps historians would be able to go back and trace some specific moment when verifiable abilities started to pop up online, and Facebook posts, Instagram pictures, and in YouTube videos.

Not likely.

The internet had become rife with different propaganda, misleading interpretations, falsified information, and prank evidence. Too many individuals searched for influence in one form or another, which makes it almost impossible for historians to pinpoint some specific moment.

And yet, it all started about three months before Jennifer Sands stood up at the podium and made the announcement.

Some historians have questioned the timing. Three months didn’t seem like an especially long time, but people had been clamoring for information. Nervous men wanted to know why some of their most deeply held secrets seemed to drift out into the public even though they had said nothing.

At first, people suspected some massive hacking scheme. Perhaps the internet’s firewalls had been breached by some sort of skeleton key. Maybe Russian, Iranian, or Nigerian hackers had somehow figured out a way to break through a key encryption method. In companies like Google and Microsoft, some of the most intelligent and determined programmers spent weeks or months chasing this possibility.

After all, why would a pharmaceutical CEO in England reveal some of his company’s darkest secrets? Why would another executive from the weapons manufacturer talk about their hopes that civil war might break out in Tunisia or even Iran? A glut of leaks seemed to spread across the web.

Lots of people hardly noticed.

For decades, hackers had remained an amorphous threat, and it seemed like there were always new bursts of information available online. If you hated the President of the United States, you could find salacious headlines touting some deep, dark, recently revealed secret. And since most people only read the headlines anyway, could you really understand the implications of what was happening?

But there were whispers.

Strangely enough, these first fluttering rumors seemed to come from different directions at once.

A few women started to type out their questions online. They did this in anonymous forums. They started to wonder why they were hearing voices—men’s voices. The guys in question weren’t actually speaking. In fact, a woman could be in her college classroom taking a test in an otherwise silent room, and she might sit up and stretch her arms above her head, only to hear the frantic, nervous thoughts of some of the boys around her. Elsewhere, a reporter might start asking questions at another boring interview, only to hear some whispered secret. All across the world, women picked up these strange words and voices.

Obviously, these females refused to acknowledge an odd possibility: perhaps they were hearing these males’ thoughts. This took a little while for anyone to really consider.

First, even the women who indulged and considered the idea of telepathy couldn’t quite figure out what would make this so strange. Lots of comic books, novels, movies, graphic novels, and TV shows included telepathy in one form or another. Superheroes could transmit information back and forth. Maybe this represented some deeper level of intimacy or it was just a cool ability. Either way, telepathy didn’t only work on one gender.

Even then, it was usually communication, not simple mind reading.

Anxiety pulsed through the female population as they started hearing voices. Many probably feared schizophrenia or some other mental illness. But then, a few of these more confident women started to test out their abilities.

This seemed especially common in the younger populations. Young women with little brothers might be eating breakfast and hear his voice. After telling him to be quiet several times and after hearing him protest that he really hadn’t said anything, she might have started to believe him. Or maybe she would decide to test him by asking a question and focusing on him.

Perhaps the panic was pushed back by the fact that lots of women intuitively figured out how to block the voices out. That is one truly fascinating and amazing component of female telepathy: women don’t have to hear the constant noise of male thoughts. They can focus on any boy they can see and pick out precisely what he’s thinking. Not only that, they can delve deeper and search through his memories. Granted, this takes longer, and the process can be convoluted, especially for boys who actively try to resist, but females have won in every single recorded instance.

As these girls became more confident, they started posting their questions. Some worried about mental illness, but many more were interested in seeing if anyone else developed these powers.

Then there were the videos.

Few women asked about telekinesis, but there were plenty of girls online who sought more views, likes, and follows. They created some amazing footage. At first, it started out with a few simple scenarios. A girl might pick up an apple with her mind. In the comments, there was always the accusatory chorus: this had to be fake, it was CGI, or maybe people even claimed to be able to see the strings she used to make the apple “float”. But then the girls got more ambitious. They started to lift bricks, hundred-pound weights, and eventually cars.

As these videos proliferated online and as more and more women started to understand what they could do, it became evident.

Hence the investigation and eventual announcement by Jennifer Sands.

Lots of people have wondered exactly why the President didn’t come out himself. Wasn’t this a moment when he needed to lead the nation and talk about how they would proceed? Obviously. And yet, American presidents had never been especially good at dealing with innovations, especially one that came on in a matter of months and seemed so wildly meaningful.

That’s a really important part to remember.

In the history books, the transition might get numerous names. In England, they’ve already started to call it The Takeover. In the United States, it’s The Powers Revolution.

Besides the leaks, we have seen other effects. Again, determining exact causes becomes tricky. Numerous CEOs have already started to retire. Entire boards of directors, once completely dominated by men, have resigned all at once.

What’s causing this?

The most cynical and jaded citizens might assume that these men have been somehow blackmailed or otherwise forced to give up their positions of power and status.

A few rumors have indicated women are even capable of reaching into a man’s mind and usurping control. By focusing her telepathic abilities, she can force specific movements. None of this has been verified, not even by the White House, yet the implications are clear.

Of course, there are other women who might feel more generous. These are the wives, sisters, daughters, and friends who recognize the danger and want to take care of the men in their lives.

For centuries, they say, men have protected women from many threats. Perhaps it’s time for the female population to come forward and defend the boys in their lives. Or not.

We really don’t know what’s going to happen, especially if the rumors about telekinesis are true.

Thus far, academic institutions have begun formal studies of these reports. We have various YouTube videos and other social media reports, but no one really knows what’s happening.

Individually, women will have to decide what’s best for them, their families, their friends, and every boy in their lives.

Because the patriarchy is very much alive in the gendered power dynamics we see in corporations and governments, men still have influence. But if The Powers persisted, we are all right to wonder how long that will last.

All of this might lead to some fantastic utopia, one where women assert themselves and forge a new equality with men by their sides. Perhaps, finally, the war of the sexes will finally come to an end. We can have an amazing peace, one where women and men are truly equal with neither side having a meaningful advantage. Yes, men are stronger physically, but women will have The Powers, which will enable them to defend themselves.

Or this could bring us to a new dystopia—for the men. As hard as I think about all of this, I don’t see how men could truly fight back. If they resist, push, or struggle too hard, then there could be problems. There could be a backlash. I don’t see politics allowing for any kind of return to slavery, at least not in the United States.

Elsewhere?

Who knows?

Even then, Americans are really good at hypocrisy. (I get to say this about my home country.) It’s possible women here will take power, just as we are hearing they may have done in England, New Zealand, and elsewhere. Maybe certain policies will be put in place to make sure men are obedient.

Just think of it, what’s the definition of assault?

For a moment, let’s assume women really do possess telekinesis. If a woman hits a man with her mind, knocking him down, holding him in place, or even humiliating him by yanking off his shirt or pulling down his pants, does that qualify as assault? She hasn’t touched him.

Traditionally, the legal system has had a difficult time keeping up with new technologies, but how would it adjust when one half of the population gains a set of powers never witnessed before?

These are the questions we have to face. Utopia or dystopia?

Equality? Or something else for the boys?

Book 1: Aubrey

Twenty-five-year-old Aubrey Sivan stared at her screen as she contemplated different strategies to encourage user engagement. No, she wasn’t the first. No, she didn’t think of herself as brilliant or wildly intelligent. And no, she didn’t get any wonderful spark of insight.

Tech companies had been thinking about these questions for decades now.

Dropping her head down to her desk, she pressed her forehead to the back of her arm and felt some of her dark red hair graze her skin. In her slate blue dress, tight around the chest and waist, loose around her thighs, professional and fashionable enough, she breathed in and out.

If she wanted a promotion, then she needed to come up with a real idea. But what?

Her head kept spinning in the same directions.

Obviously, advertising in its myriad forms was a possibility, but the CEO hated spending money. This was one of the few technology companies that existed in the middle ground. Yes, they were profitable, but they weren’t some gigantic behemoths like Google, Microsoft, Amazon, or Alibaba. They didn’t generate a couple extra billion per month, and they couldn’t take stupid risks just to get some attention.

And even if they did try advertising, what would that look like? Aubrey didn’t have any new examples. Hire some corporate drones to go online and extol the virtues of their app? Send out salespeople to visit the users? Just buy keywords in search engines?

After all this time, no one really knew which advertising techniques worked best. No one really could say which methods generated the most returns or loyalty or whatever because the consumers always made the decision, and no one knew what they were thinking, not really. Sure, there were plenty of statistics she could have used, but Aubrey and so many other marketing analysts really weren’t certain which ones truly worked. Just because someone clicked on a link didn’t mean that was what prompted them to download the app. And just because they downloaded the app, that didn’t mean they would use it.

I wish I could just force them, she thought vindictively. A little spark of frustration shot through Aubrey has she sat up and stretched her arms over her head.

If she really believed the rumors drifting around online, then maybe it was possible. Maybe telepathy had jumped into the human race somehow.

Yeah, right.

Telepathy didn’t exist. Telekinesis didn’t exist. Healing crystals and magical thinking would never be a viable alternative to facts and science. Aubrey didn’t think of herself as a STEM woman, but she still believed in an objective reality, no matter what people said online.

That’s why she dipped her head back down and tried to think of another way to get her numbers up. She closed her eyes and tried to let her thoughts drift. Maybe in this position she would get that glorious insight maybe she could try—

“Hey, are you okay?”

Aubrey jerked her head up. A couple of loose bangs drifted down her forehead. She blew out, puffing them up as she glanced toward her friend. “I’m just trying to solve an ancient problem,” Aubrey confessed.

“User engagement?”

“Yup.”

“Come up with anything good?”

“Nope,” she said with a sardonic pop of her lips.

“Sorry,” Ruby replied. In one word, she dropped her volume, glanced down, and her lower lip seemed to harden.

“Hey, are you okay?” Aubrey asked, suddenly concerned. Considering they both worked at a tech startup, they didn’t get a lot of free time. This was the kind of company where growth and advancement were both possible, but they didn’t make much, not unless their stock options kicked in. If that happened, both of these girls could be millionaires, but they were essentially getting paid in lottery tickets.

“Not really,” Ruby said.

All thoughts about user metrics, MAUs, and other arcane data points disappeared from Aubrey’s head as she jumped to her feet again. She took a step closer, and Ruby lowered her eyes even further. She sniffled once, “I have to break up with Jason.”

“What’s going on?”

“I’m scared,” she said. “I’m really scared.”

“Have a seat, take a breath, and talk to me.”

Ruby glanced up for just a moment, and her eyes shined with barely contained tears. Acting on instinct, Aubrey leaned in and hugged her best friend. The two girls worked at a tech startup, which meant they were surrounded by young men. Sure, the guys were nice enough, and most of them made an active effort to resist some of the sexist impulses that drove other companies, but these girls were still a minority. They were still outnumbered, which meant they needed to take care of each other.

If Ruby lost control here, she could get a reputation. The men might look at her with concern, but they might lose confidence in her too.

That was the really annoying thing. The men might say something like, “Take some time. Go home. You need a break. That’s okay. This is a stressful job.” They wouldn’t ask about her personal problems, nor what they offer any kind of real solutions. They could just send her home and not have to worry about her. So what if someone else took her workload? So what if someone demonstrated they didn’t really need her?

Sometimes, the best intentions could have the worst effects. Both Aubrey and Ruby understood this, so they kept their voices down as Ruby lowered herself into the other seat.

Aubrey sat down too just before she scooted over to her friend. She grabbed a tissue off of her desk and held it out, “Take a breath, and just tell me what’s going on.”

Although her friend needed a few extra seconds, Ruby inhaled, exhaled, and took control of her emotions. She pushed them down because one of their colleagues could walk by Aubrey’s cubicle at any moment.

“Things are bad.”

Aubrey waited. She would let her friend process and figure this out. If she needed a couple of seconds or couple of minutes to formulate the right words, then she could be patient.

“Do you think it’s true?” Ruby finally asked.

“Do I think what is true?”

“The whispers? The rumors? C’mon, you know what I’m talking about,” Ruby said insistently.

The rumors. Telepathy. Telekinesis. Women somehow doing extraordinary things: reading men’s minds, plucking their surface thoughts or maybe even delving deeper into their memories.

Aubrey carefully licked her lips, mostly because she’d learned to respect other female friends in the past who ended up believing in the absurd. Sometimes, this meant wacky ideas about tarot cards or zodiac signs. Since she didn’t want to lose her friends, Aubrey had kept her opinions to herself.

“I think I could hear Jason’s thoughts,” Ruby said, just barely whispering the words.

“That’s not possible,” Aubrey said instantly, only to regret it.

Fortunately, her friend had been just as skeptical, “That’s what I thought. But then, we were together the other night, and I heard some of his thoughts. Or maybe I felt them? I don’t know. It was like you hear your own voice inside of your head, but I heard another voice. It was his.”

Very carefully, Aubrey said, “That could be something else.”

“Normally,” Ruby said, “I would agree with you. Seriously, I would. I would be down at the hospital getting a CAT scan or an MRI or whatever. I would be talking to a psychiatrist and trying to figure out exactly what was going on, but this was different. It felt different.”

“That’s probably true in most cases,” Aubrey pointed out.

“It was true, and I saw it on his face.”

“What did you hear?” Aubrey was proud of herself for not asking something more skeptical like, “What you think you heard?”

“While we were together,” she began, “He started thinking about another girl—Alicia—my sister.”

“Your sister? Wait a second, isn’t she like seventeen?”

“Yup,” Ruby said. “And honestly, I thought it was just a glitch in my brain at first. I mean, we were having sex, and it felt pretty good. But…”

“But what?”

“But I kept hearing Jason as he was thinking about this. I didn’t feel the sounds in my ears. It wasn’t a real noise. I don’t know how to explain it. But the details were so specific. He was thinking about Alicia in a bikini, a black one with white polka dots. It was so weird. He was imagining what it would be like to hold her down and rip her clothes off. They’d be by the beach. He imagined the waves, the sand, all of it.”

As Aubrey listened, she came to a conclusion: this wasn’t some insecure nightmare. It wasn’t some errant train of thought. Sure, a girl might worry about her boyfriend checking out her younger sister, especially if that sister happened to be gorgeous like Alicia, only this sounded different.

“So what happened?”

“I asked him about it. After we finished, I asked him what he had been thinking about, and he got quiet for a couple of seconds. Then I heard even more. This is the part that really freaked me out. Before he said anything, he came up with a couple of different lies.”

“Lies?”

“That’s right. He was going through the different answers. He needed just a second or two to figure it out, but he paused. Normally, I wouldn’t have noticed. We were both panting after sex, so he had some cover. But then I knew exactly what he was thinking. He could have told me about that time we got the cabin, our vacation to Florida, or the sex we had our first anniversary. He went with that last one. And this is a weird part, Aubrey. I knew it. I knew exactly what he was going to tell me.”

“So you were right…”

“I was.”

“Okay, so that might be a little bit creepy, especially if he was thinking about Alicia, but what he going to do?”

“I have to break up with him,” Ruby said, “But not for that. It was something else. Maybe it’s just because I was tired or still stressed after the day, but I couldn’t really take this. I couldn’t really just accept the idea that my boyfriend was thinking about another girl, so I asked him about it.”

“Really? What did you say?”

“I asked him if he had ever checked out Alicia. I tried to keep it playful, like I was just curious or whatever. But then he tensed up. He shot out of bed. It was so weird. Had this strange look on his face, and then he started accusing me.”

“Accusing you? Accusing you of what?”

“Reading his mind,” she said.

“You’re kidding.” Yes, Aubrey had noticed some of the men on the subway behaving differently. For one, they didn’t seem to check her out as much, but she assumed that was caused more by her professional attire. Or maybe it was just her age. Sure, she was only in her twenties, but maybe guys really were disgusting dogs who only wanted younger girls. Now she started to consider another possibility: maybe the men were getting nervous. “So what did you do?”

“I tried to talk to him, but he went ballistic. It was bizarre. I have never, ever seen him act like that before.”

“Tell me what he did,” Aubrey said.

“He was just shouting. He was shouting and knocking things over and telling me to get out. He said I was some dirty whore who invaded his privacy. He said he couldn’t trust me and that he didn’t love me anymore. It was just bizarre. Seriously, I have never, ever seen him like that. I mean, it scared me, but it was almost funny?” She chuckled without any real mirth in her voice.

“Funny?”

“Well, I guess I could just tell that he was scared and upset, but he was still saying these awful things.”

“Please tell me you’re going to break up with him,” Aubrey said. Way too often, she watched her female friends stay in terrible relationships with lame or terrible dudes.

“Oh yeah,” Ruby said, wiping her tears away. “After what he pulled last night, we are not staying together. There is exactly zero chance of that happening.”

“That’s a relief,” Aubrey said with a nod.

“But that’s why I need your help.”

“Anything,” Aubrey promised as she reached out and took her friend by the hand.

“I left a bunch of stuff at his apartment. I had to get out of there pretty fast. I took my wallet, my phone, and that was pretty much it. I mean, I had to drive back to my place in my nightgown.”

“When do you want to go?” Aubrey said without hesitating.

The plan was simple. Jason worked a night shift that evening, so Ruby could use her key, they could sneak in, grab her stuff, and that would be it.

Even so, Ruby still braced herself for some ugly confrontation. No matter what, however, she would take care of her friend. They parked, found the enclosed stairwell, and took the steps up one by one. The stifling, uncirculated air made it harder to breathe, and both women were damp with perspiration by the time they made it up to his floor.

Aubrey had never been here before, which only added to the percolating adrenaline running through her veins.

Her friend pulled out her key, slid it into the lock, and that’s when they both heard his voice, “What the hell are you doing here?”

“Oh, crap. I’m sorry. I didn’t think you would be home.”

“So what? Were you going to rob me or something?”

“I just came for my stuff,” she said.

Aubrey blinked, genuinely surprised. Somehow, she expected him to be on his knees, groveling and offering apologies. Wasn’t that how it usually worked? A guy would throw a tantrum, get upset, and apologize. Even though women had the repetition for being overly emotional, it seemed like men were the ones who usually got upset, especially since they didn’t know how to express their emotions in a healthy way.

“There’s nothing here that belongs to you,” he said.

“Bullshit,” she shot back. Aubrey couldn’t help but smile. Yes, she stood back because she recognized how she was only here for moral support, yet she remained proud of her best friend for standing up to him like this. Ruby didn’t stop, “I need to get my clothes, and I left my necklace here.”

“Fine. Go get what you need. You have five minutes.”

Giving her a time limit seemed childish, but Ruby marched into the bedroom and started to gather up her stuff, which left the two of them alone.

“Don’t try it,” he said.

“Don’t try what?” Aubrey asked, careful to keep her voice icily polite.

“I know what you can do,” he said.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she answered.

“You can read my mind,” he stated flatly.

Her brows creased with surprise, mostly because she never expected a man to admit something so ridiculous. Finally, she told him, “I really can’t.”

He stared at her with obvious skepticism.

That’s when Ruby came back, “Where is it?”

“What?” Jason asked. He spun on his soon-to-be ex-girlfriend.

“My necklace,” she said. “The one with the jade pendant. My grandmother gave it to me, and I want it back.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he said flatly.

“Jason, that necklace is worth a lot to me.”

He sneered, “So what? Do you think I’m going to keep it and try to trade it back for a night with you?”

Aubrey was just standing there, her arms crossed as she waited for some moment when she might need to leap forward. Realistically, she had no idea what she would do. Maybe grab a lamp and slam it hard across the back of his head? Actually, yeah, that could be pretty satisfying.

It was so strange. The three of them had gone out before; they had spent time watching movies, hanging out, and just generally being friends. Sure, Jason and Aubrey always had a barrier between them. Like so many other girls, Aubrey never, ever wanted to give her friend a reason to suspect anything or get jealous, so she had been polite and friendly without ever getting really close to Jason. They would never be good friends, but they still liked each other well enough.

Until now.

Her loyalty would always be to Ruby.

“How dare you?” Ruby asked.

Oh yeah, I could grab you, force you down, and maybe shove that necklace in your mouth. I could rip your panties off of you and fuck some sense into you. God, I would love to make you pay for all of this. You little bitch.

Aubrey was about to ask, “What did you say?” But those words weren’t sounds. She didn’t pick them up with her ears. Instead, they seemed to reverberate behind her eyes. But that wasn’t possible. So what was it? A delusion brought on by stress? Some kind of psychosomatic fantasy caused by reading articles about telepathy?

“Don’t worry,” he snapped. “I wouldn’t want to be with a dirty slut like you anyway. Now get out of my apartment.”

“Where’s my necklace?”

Aubrey didn’t know what prompted her to try an experiment.

“If you lost your dumb necklace, then that’s none of my concern. Now get out before I call the police.”

“You won’t call the police,” Ruby said.

You’re right. I wanted to call the police. I would just make you pay. I’d love to have you on that couch, your hands tied behind your back as I fuck you, bitch. Despite those thoughts roiling behind his eyes, he somehow maintained his threadbare composure.

The anger. The misogyny. Even if he still cared about her, those impulses morphed into something angry and ugly.

“What makes you so sure?”

He pictured: Your dumb friend runs out of here to go call the police or whatever, but back here for a couple of minutes I’m alone with you. You’re my girlfriend. No one would believe you it if you said it wasn’t consensual.

“Just tell me where the necklace is.”

Ruby stared at him hard, then turned around and strode back into the bedroom, but he called out, “You’re never going to find it!”

Only Ruby returned a few seconds later with the necklace now securely fastened around her neck. The jade pendant hung there just above the neckline on her shirt.

“You did it again,” he said. “You bitch! You lying, cheating, manipulative bitch!”

Aubrey took a step forward, but she didn’t know what she would do, not really. Fantasies and aggressive images aside, she didn’t have any coherent plan. More importantly, she wasn’t a trained fighter. Too many people assumed that they would know what to do in combat. They saw action movies and assumed they would be able to fight somehow.

Radiating unfiltered rage, he reached past his couch and grabbed a baseball bat. All of a sudden, Aubrey froze.

He lifted the bat, and that’s when Aubrey held out her hand. She thought she was reaching for the bat, like she would just grab it, only her fingers stopped, and she felt something else.

Strange tendrils of energy or force seemed to coalesce in the air and her mind’s eye. Instinctively, she knew no one else would be able to see it, but then she yanked on those invisible ropes, and the bat was suddenly torn back.

Jason didn’t let go.

He spun on her and seemed to understand as he snapped, “You’re one of them too.”

One of them. Some kind of monster. Some kind of creature.

“You’re going to get locked up,” he said. “I swear, I’m going to make sure they drag you off to some lab, lock you up in a cage, and figure out how to fix you.”

For just a moment, Aubrey believed him. She could picture it now. Government agents bursting in here. Men in white suits. They’d grab Aubrey and Ruby, strip them, force them into straitjackets, and sedate them. She could almost feel the prick of the needle against the side of her neck.

No. That wasn’t going to happen.

Just as she made this promise to herself, those invisible ropes grew stronger, she pulled back, and the bat flew from his grip.

He stared down at his hands, almost as though he couldn’t comprehend what just happened. His brain didn’t know how to process this.

“I think we have what we came for,” she said.

Ruby still stood on the other side of the room. Jason spun on her, and he snarled, “You aren’t going anywhere. You and I need to talk.”

Aubrey laughed, “I think it’s pretty clear we don’t have to do anything you say.”

He probably meant to sound intimidating and powerful, yet he growled back, “I’m the man. I’ll tell you what to do.”

He reached out to grab Ruby. He probably thought he would run his fingers through her hair and take a solid grip on her scalp. Men had loved taking advantage of women’s fashion for centuries. Women had long hair. It made them easy to grab, for you to hold down. Their hair could be used like a leash.

Aubrey concentrated again. She didn’t understand how she could do this. She didn’t understand why these abilities existed or how it happened, but those invisible cords wrapped around his wrist, she pulled again, and this time he was thrown off balance. He dropped to the floor.

“We can leave,” Aubrey stated emphatically.

Ruby walked over to her fallen boyfriend. She looked down at him. “Tell me something,” she demanded. “Did you always fantasize about my little sister?”

Yes.

Aubrey heard the answer, and she felt her throat tighten with disgust.

“We shouldn’t just leave him here,” Ruby said.

“What’re you thinking?” Intellectually, Aubrey understood they couldn’t do anything to him, not really. They were both well behaved women who couldn’t commit any serious crime. Besides, when they looked down at him, they didn’t see some angry, aggressive man who could really be a threat.

That was a strange sensation, especially for two women.

Both Aubrey and Ruby were beautiful by most standards. Guys glanced in their directions all the time. With their clear skin, small noses, and slender physiques, their curves attracted attention. Maybe the men didn’t realize how obvious their stares had become, but those same boys knew the women wouldn’t complain. If they tried, the girls would seem overly sensitive, perhaps even vain or delusional. Those same men might just throw up their hands and say they never checked out either girl. Besides, how could the women prove it?

Jason was thinking about taking control. All of his instincts told him to jump up, grab the women, hold them down, and assert himself. He was a man; it was his right. After a lifetime of living in a society built for men, he couldn’t imagine a scenario where these two women could overpower him.

“Screw you!”

“We should make you pay,” Ruby said.

Aubrey glanced over at her best friend. If she could really hear what Jason was thinking, then shouldn’t she be able to read her friends thoughts as well? Perhaps women would evolve past the need for verbal communication.

But Aubrey didn’t hear anything, not from Ruby.

“Screw you!” Jason snarled again from the floor.

Clearly, he wanted to leap up, but something held him back: fear.

For the first time in his life, he was scared of women. For the first time, he recognized them as a threat.

This giddy ecstasy started to bounce through Aubrey. She didn’t know why she was smiling or laughing. This was entirely inappropriate, especially because Jason actually wished he could hurt them!

Before she realized it, she said, “Face it. I’m stronger than you.”

“The hell you are!”

“I am,” she told him. Ruby glanced over at her friend, apparently surprised. Her lips parted slightly, but Aubrey couldn’t help herself.

“If you really think you can take me, then come on. Bring it. Show me what you’ve got.”

Jason glanced over at Ruby, almost as though he was asking for permission. Aubrey’s friend said nothing. Instead, she just watched, intrigued but not worried.

Again, the lack of fear, the lack of anxiety was utterly exhilarating. It was like they were playing a brand-new game.

Even back in college, she had had a great teacher. He was a kind professor who helped her with some of her math equations. She had struggled so hard, but she recalled visiting his office hours once. Another student had been there first and closed the door on his way out. He probably hadn’t even thought about it.

But then, Aubrey was alone with her teacher.

Did his eyes glide along her cheeks and down her neck? Did he try to sneak a glance down her blouse?

Aubrey had never seen anything, but the possibilities were there. And what if he just decided to make her an offer or encourage her?

Aubrey had been a good girl, so she wouldn’t have gone down on him for a good grade. No, she really intended to learn the material. And yet, this was a powerful man, the door was closed, and no one would know…

Nothing happened. She’d been good, and her teacher happened to be an honorable man, yet the tickle of fear and possibility stuck with her like an afterglow behind her eyelids.

This time, Aubrey held sway over what happened. She and her friend could do whatever they wanted, and she had no idea whether or not the police would even believe him.

Ruby stepped over her ex-boyfriend and hardly glanced down at him. Beside Aubrey now, she leaned over and whispered, “Should we just leave?”

It would be so easy. They could depart, leave him there on his hands and knees, knowing he had been humiliated.

Or they could play with him…

Back in college, one of her teachers had Aubrey and the rest of her class discuss and describe the concept of privilege. Although some people mistakenly believed privilege to mean some wild boon which would guarantee automatic success, Aubrey knew otherwise. Male privilege, for example, didn’t mean that men were simply handed success, nor did it imply that they didn’t have to work for everything they had (not counting the rich boys who just inherited their wealth).

Rather, privilege meant that men didn’t have to worry about sexism. They didn’t have to worry about some woman coming up behind him, squeezing his ass, and feigning confusion if he got upset. Male privilege meant that men didn’t need to worry about making less because of his gender or getting skipped over for a promotion because he might get pregnant at some point.

Oh, and male privilege meant that most men didn’t need to worry about walking down the street at night. Yes, men could be assaulted, attacked, or robbed, but the chances were lower. Even if something bad happened, the consequences would likely be less severe…

For the first time, Aubrey sensed her own power and what it could mean to be female. She had no idea where these powers came from or how long they might last, but she licked her lips as she considered the different options.

“I’m going to make you pay for this, both of you,” he growled as he pushed himself back up onto his hands and knees. Eyes blazing with undisguised rage, he glared at Aubrey and her best friend.

“Down on your stomach,” Aubrey said.

She saw the flicker of transparent cords wrap around his torso, his neck, and his thighs. With a thought, she pulled the telekinetic force down, knocking Jason to his stomach. The air flew from his lungs, which forced him to gasp and wheeze.

“We can leave right now,” Aubrey said casually, talking to her friend. She enjoyed taking her time and knowing she could make this decision. “Or we can stay. If we stay, I don’t think the police are going to be able to do very much about this. What’s he going to tell them? A pair of girls came in here, beat him up, and forced him to crawl with their magical powers?”

“That’s exactly what he could say,” Ruby replied.

“Would the cops believe him? What would they even do?” As she spoke, lilting joy slipped into her voice. Before she realized it, Aubrey knew exactly what she wished to do.

“Good point,” Ruby said. “What you think of that, Jason?” She crouched down and looked into his eyes. “Do you want to tell the cops you got beaten up by a pair of girls?”

He didn’t answer, not with words. Instead, he stumbled back to his knees, rushed forward, and rose as he lifted his fist to throw a punch. He wanted to connect with her face or her stomach. He wanted to see his ex-girlfriend double over, drop to her knees, and finally acknowledge his physical superiority.

Before he made it halfway to his target, Aubrey marveled at the ease with which she swiped her hand through the air. No one else could see it, but that flickering energy washed over him, knocking him away. He stumbled, landed on his butt, and glared at her.

“You should probably stay down,” Aubrey told him.

“Go to hell!”

“Stay down, boy,” Aubrey told him.

Boy. She loved that single syllable and everything it implied. Too often, males failed to recognize the potentially demeaning or degrading implications associated with calling grown women “girls”. Now she addressed him as a boy, and damn, it felt delicious!

Obviously, he failed to listen. Like so many other stubborn males, he thought he could win if he just tried hard enough. After a lifetime of movies about successful heroes—almost all of whom were men—Jason truly believed he could overcome his gender limitations.

Feeling creative, Aubrey knocked his legs out from under him.

Another telekinetic tendril shot out, slapped against his ankles, and suddenly his feet went sliding out from beneath him. He landed on his stomach again.

His face brightened to a shade of painful scarlet, but Aubrey forced him to roll over. Again, she swiped her hand across the air, and he flipped over onto his back.

She walked over and looked down at him. Ruby flanked her ex-boyfriend from the other side.

“Why were you attracted to a seventeen-year-old?” Aubrey asked.

Surprisingly, he decided to answer. Between wheezed huffs for breath, he called out, “She’s hot.” Then he licked his lips and closed his eyes, “She’s just a really hot girl. You know?”

Aubrey glanced over at Ruby.

His ex-girlfriend shook her head with obvious disgust written across her face. “You will never talk to her. You will never go anywhere near her. Understand?”

She raised one hand, her fingers tensed. Aubrey didn’t understand how these abilities worked, but one thing had become incredibly clear. Controlling the powers was easy and intuitive. Unlike men who might need years of physical training to become truly skilled combatants, women just learned to master these abilities.

Fine. Fine, I’ll stay away, he thought through a haze of humiliated aggravation.

“Good boy,” Ruby chirped.

“You did it again,” he complained, his voice trailing off like he really thought this was wrong or just unfair.

“She did,” Aubrey said. “Sorry, boy, but you don’t get to hide anything from us anymore.”

“This is so messed up,” he growled.

“No,” Ruby replied.

Catching on instantly, Aubrey added, “This is the new order. This is how things are going to work. You boys had better be just a little bit nervous and very, very respectful.”

“Yeah,” Ruby taunted. “You always liked talking about how important respect is, right?”

“Screw you,” he mumbled.

Aubrey savored this moment as she concentrated on those telekinetic cords, tightening her power around his wrists, his ankles, and his chest. Perhaps he had a hard time breathing, especially as it must have felt like an invisible squid had latched on and now slowly squeezed him.

“That wasn’t very nice,” Aubrey said.

“Just let us know when you’re ready to apologize.”

“Never,” he growled back.

Aubrey couldn’t see her friend’s energy, yet she saw the way his face started to turn red. It wasn’t from embarrassment, not this time. Instead, his eyes widened, and his lips parted as he struggled to breathe.

Aubrey glanced over at Ruby. For a moment, she expected some surge of sympathy while Ruby choked her ex-boyfriend, only she remembered the bat, the wild aggression, and his desperate rage.

If given the chance, Jason would have hurt them. He would have slammed that metal bat down against their heads, their shoulders, their sides and their legs. He would have knocked them to the ground and—

No. Aubrey refused to think about it.

“I’m sorry!” Jason choked out.

At once, Ruby released some of the tension. He tried to bring his arms up to his neck, but his hands were still pinned by Aubrey’s force of will.

“What was that?” Aubrey asked. She had strange instincts; she had wanted to go to this man and help him. Whether this was the natural impulse of a nurturer or the socialized programming of a girl who’d always been told to be kind, Aubrey expected to drop to her knees to see if she could help him.

Instead, she started to smile.

Perhaps a small voice the back of her head wondered if the source of her abilities also influenced her reactions. Did she treat Jason differently because of these changes? Maybe. Maybe not.

Right then, she decided she didn’t care.

“I’m going to release you,” Aubrey said. “And that’s when you’re going to get up on your knees and apologize. You’re going to tell both of us how very sorry you are for being such a brat.” She walked over to him, looked right down at his face, and their eyes met. She saw something there, something wild, energizing, and addictive: his fear. “Understand?”

“Yes!”

True to her word, Aubrey let the energy fall away. Suddenly, he wasn’t trapped there on the floor, pinned like a bug. He scrambled up, got onto his knees, and immediately rubbed his wrists. He took several deep breaths before turning to Aubrey.

“No,” she said with a shake of her head. “Not me. Her.”

“You never were very intelligent, were you?” Ruby teased.

He clenched his jaw as he worked to stay down and “respectful”.

Ruby didn’t even need to crouch down and touch the underside of his chin. Instead, she held her hand out, palm down, and she gently stroked the air. As she did so, he felt the caress of her telekinetic energy.

Like something out of science fiction, she could tighten her grip around his neck. Instead of provoking her, he cooperated and looked right up at his ex-girlfriend.

“Hi,” she teased. She grinned, flashing her teeth, and he must have shivered. When he saw her, this girl wasn’t some dainty or small woman he could control. At this point, he couldn’t imagine grabbing her and holding her down. A few inches meant nothing when compared to the strength of her mind and will. “Do you have something you want to say to me?”

“I’m sorry,” he forced out.

This time, Ruby walked up to him. She reached down, grabbed his hair with her hand, and forced him to look up along the length of her body. She didn’t wear anything especially flattering or impressive, just jeans and her T-shirt. Even so, his degraded and humiliating position on his knees made their different statuses abundantly clear. She was in charge because she was stronger, and he had to obey.

If he didn’t please her, there would be consequences.

“Try again,” she said.

“I’m sorry. I’m really sorry,” he growled.

“Not good enough,” Ruby said. “You know, getting choked probably taught you that we’re stronger than you, but it hasn’t given you the right incentive. I have an idea. Strip for us.”

“What? No!”

For such a long time, men had enjoyed basic nudity. They weren’t ashamed of their bodies, and they never worried what their bare flesh might mean to any spectators. People might not enjoy it, but men had never been socialized to worry about being naked.

This time, if he lost his clothing, Jason would feel utterly vulnerable. He would feel as though they could see something special, something he should try to hide. Basically, he understood what women felt when they worried about being on display.

“To be honest, I could probably use The Powers to rip your clothing from your body,” Ruby said in a small, dangerous voice. “I’m not sure I’m good enough at it yet. It’s really easy to control you, but more precise movements? I might accidentally break something. Or rip something off. Is that what you want?”

“No!” Jason squeaked. Up until this point, he probably never imagined his voice could get that high or sound so sharp and squeaky. He blushed brightly, the girls grinned, and Ruby stepped back.

“Are you going to do it?”

“Yes!”

“Go ahead,” Ruby commanded.

With an audible swallow, he pulled off his shirt. Once his hands started moving, he didn’t have to think about it. They had given him something to do, so now the adrenaline made him go faster and faster. He lost his shirt, his belt, shoes and socks, then his pants and boxers.

Aubrey had never really been enticed by seeing a naked man before, but this was different, probably because it was more than just bare skin. It was power. It was control.

She inhaled slowly and wanted to step forward to talk to him some more, but she resisted the urge. This was Ruby’s boy.

When Jason looked up, he couldn’t possibly ignore the differences. They stood while he kneeled. These two young women were dressed while he was naked. They could control him, and he had to cooperate. Because if he didn’t, they could punish him.

Yes, they could punish him. They could exert their wills over him, and he had no chance of fighting back. He had already tried.

“Now,” Ruby said with vibrant confidence, “I think you are ready to apologize properly.” Aubrey had no idea what “properly” was supposed to mean, but she hardly cared.

“I’m sorry I was a bad boyfriend.”

“Not just a bad boyfriend,” she said. “A dumb boyfriend.”

His brows creased with confusion.

“Oh? What’s wrong, Jason? You don’t understand? You don’t know what you did wrong?”

As Aubrey listened to the teasing, she waited for some kind of sympathy to course through her. She should have felt the prick of guilt, but she remembered how he came at them with a baseball bat and what he wanted to do.

Now, he couldn’t look sympathetic, not when she could peer into his mind and see the barely contained rage. Was this why men had been such sexist assholes for so long?

“What did you do wrong?” Ruby asked.

“Please, just get out of here,” he said, only now he begged them.

Ruby walked around her ex-boyfriend. She sauntered from one step to the next, taking her time and reveling in the fact that he couldn’t force her out. Before they returned to his apartment, he must have believed he could grab these girls and just throw them out into the hallway. Better yet, he could have grabbed them by their hair and thrown them out to the curb like garbage.

No more. Those images had become fantasies.

“No, no, no,” she said with a wag of her finger before stopping in front of him again. “I need to make sure you really understand. I’m teaching you a lesson. I’m doing you a favor.”

“Please…”

“Apologize for being such a jerk.”

He dipped his head down. “I’m sorry I was such a jerk,” he said, fast and frantic.

“Apologize for your infidelity.”

“But I never cheated on you,” he protested.

“Cheating doesn’t have to be physical, Jason,” she said with an air of professorial authority. “You broke my trust by imagining other girls, not just other girls. My little sister.” This time, she really didn’t sound upset or offended. Again, she was just teaching the silly boy an important lesson.

“I’m sorry,” he told her, his voice strained and desperate.

“Oh, I know you are,” she said. “You’re sorry because we’re stronger than you. Aren’t we?”

He hesitated.

“Say it,” she commanded.

As far as Aubrey knew, they should have been able to take control of his body and force the words from his lips. Even so, she didn’t. These abilities were still new and strange, so she didn’t know if she really trusted herself to do this.

“You’re stronger than me,” he said, dipping his head down again as he stared at the floor like he couldn’t face these beautifully powerful women.

“Yes,” she said. “We’re stronger than you. Say it again.”

“Why? What’s the point?”

With just a tap of telekinetic energy underneath his chin, she forced him to look up. Then, because Ruby felt like it, she slid that cord of invisible energy around his neck. She didn’t tighten it, not this time, but it must have felt like a snake slithering around his throat.

“The point, my dear boy,” she told him, “Is that I want to do this. And if I want to play with you, you can’t stop me, can you?”

Nearly frantic now, he jerked his head from side to side.

She let the cord around his neck disappear. “Now say it.”

“You’re stronger than me,” he growled back. But as he said those words, something inside of him broke. Some psychological dam gave way, and fresh words flooded out. “You’re so much stronger than me. I can’t fight you. Why can’t I fight you?”

“Actually,” Ruby told him, “I’m going to let you figure that one out for yourself.” When she grinned, the corners of her eyes crinkled slightly.

As all of this happened, Aubrey wondered if she should try to stop her friend. Were they going too far?

No. This was how Jason thought women should be treated. It’s time he got a dose of his own medicine, she thought with a vindictive smile. Maybe she would feel guilty later. Probably not. In fact, the idea made her smile again.

“Go on,” Ruby coaxed. “Why can’t you fight us?”

“You’re stronger than me,” he said.

“We’ve already covered that,” she said with an air of bored disdain. “Come on. We’re stronger than you, what else does that mean?”

His lips parted, only he couldn’t find the words. He didn’t know what she expected from him.

“You can’t figure it out, can you?”

He gave a halfhearted shake of his head this time.

“You can’t figure it out,” she explained, “if you’re not smart enough. Just face it, Jason. We’re better than you. We’re your superiors now.”

“You’re just people,” he said.

“No,” she replied. “We’re women, and you’re a boy, so that makes us better than you.” In some ways, she sounded like some little girl arguing about the merits of one gender over another. Even so, Aubrey didn’t interject or try to stop her friend.

“Fine,” he said, only to pause again.

“Go on,” Ruby said.

“You’re better than me.”

“Use the big word,” Aubrey taunted.

He sucked in air through his nostrils and teeth before giving in, “I’m a boy, so you’re my superiors.”

“That’s right,” Ruby said before she reached to down and patted the naked boy on the top of his head. “And remember, you don’t get to go out and treat some woman badly because of what’s happened here. Why is that?”

Jason needed to think about this for a second, but the pieces fit together. In a small and surprisingly timid tone, he said, “All women are my superiors.”

If Aubrey had reached into his mind and explored his thoughts, she would have been able to discern the truth. He didn’t really believe this, not yet. One session with these girls wouldn’t be enough to break him of a lifetime of habits, but it was a good start. More importantly, the next time he got disciplined, he wouldn’t be able to say they hadn’t warned him. In fact, Aubrey and Ruby could probably think of this as something of a public service.

“Last apology,” she said. “Tell us about how you are such a jerk and that you deserve everything that happened to you here tonight.”

His chest pumped, his shoulders tightened, and he hated every second of this. Aubrey didn’t need to be able to read his mind to know that. And yet, he glanced from one woman to the other before swallowing and surrendering, “I deserved all of this. I was a jerk. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

“Good boy,” Aubrey said. “Now go stand in the corner for an hour. And if you step away before then, we will now.”

His brows creased with confusion, and even Ruby glanced over at her.

As far as the girls understood their new abilities, they couldn’t just monitor him from far away. It didn’t work like that.

With a glance, Aubrey made one thing clear to her friend: he didn’t know that.

Ruby started to smile, suppressed her laughter, and the two friends left.

By the time the door closed behind them, Jason was in the corner, naked, standing and waiting for his punishment to be complete.

“Oh, that was amazing!” Aubrey laughed. Before all of this started, maybe they would have worried about making so much noise in this hallway. Men wouldn’t have had that kind of concern. But then, the rules had always been different for them.

“Thank you so much for coming with me,” Ruby said. “When I first showed up, I was so scared.”

“I don’t think you needed to be,” Aubrey said. The girls looked right back at one another before laughing. They started, but then they couldn’t stop. The sounds rushed out onto the air as all of the tension dissipated from their bodies.

They only started to catch their breaths when they made it back to Ruby’s car.

That’s when they both stared out the window and started to contemplate what just happened. They had completely controlled Jason. They had manipulated him at every step. They made sure he gave up completely. They could have taken anything and everything from him, and he couldn’t stop them…

“That was incredible,” Aubrey said. She left the rest of it unspoken.

“Hey, you tried to get more responsibility at work, right?”

“Yeah, why?”

“I know I’m not supposed to help you because of our friendship, but I owe you now. I didn’t want to do this alone, and I don’t know if I would’ve had the courage. So thank you. Please, let me talk to Jack. I’m sure I can get you more responsibility. You deserve a promotion so much. You deserve it. You’re amazing, Aubrey.”

Aubrey leaned back against the seat.

After just a couple of seconds, she said, “Okay. Do it.”

“I’ll talk to Jack tomorrow,” Ruby promised.

It was time for these women to take control.

Book 1: Mackenzie

When Mackenzie was still in preschool, her parents sat her down and talked to her about the Women’s March. As a little girl, Mackenzie didn’t care about the politics. In fact, she didn’t really understand what “politics” meant outside of some old people, almost always men, in suits, standing in front of podiums.

Mackenzie would have rather talked about horses and ponies. She loved her plastic figurines, holding them up and prancing around.

But still, it seemed important to her parents, and they weren’t going to let her get back to her games of pretend until she listened, so she sat quietly and did her best to at least pretend to pay attention.

Her mom and dad crouched beside her with Mackenzie on the floor, and they said, “Mackenzie, this is important. You see, at some point, you might hear about this thing called a Woman’s March. It’s supposed to be a really big deal, but it’s not. And I want you to know why we aren’t going.”

Mackenzie didn’t know, and she didn’t care either.

“These women are misguided. You see, they think there’s all of this sexism in the world, but there really isn’t. As a girl, you can do whatever you want. Male privilege? It doesn’t exist. It’s a piece of propaganda and nothing more.”

Propaganda? Mackenzie considered asking what this long word filled with P’s meant, but then she decided she didn’t care because she had her favorite colt right there, and she wanted to imagine him running from a forest fire, but she couldn’t do that until her parents finished.

“Don’t let anyone tell you that sexism is real. Don’t let anyone tell you that misogyny is a problem,” said her dad. “Those people don’t understand how the world really works.”

Her mom agreed, “Yeah, if women make less, it’s because they take jobs where they get paid less. The Gender Wage Gap? It’s a myth.”

Gender? Wage? Mackenzie didn’t really understand those words either, but whatever. Her parents couldn’t go much longer, could they?

“You have any questions, sweetie?”

“Can I play with Samantha now?” Samantha was her favorite horse, a white Lipizzan and her oldest figurine.

“Sure thing, sweetie,” her mom said.

At the time, Mackenzie didn’t really understand what that meant, but she heard more about it over the course of her life. The phrase popped up in different classes from time to time. Her freshman math teacher in high school was an ardent and self-described feminist. Her equations often required the students to consider situations where women might make less than men.

Mackenzie didn’t really make the connection right away, but when she did, she felt this sickening tightness in her stomach. That happened from time to time, especially when she had to deal with a progressive teacher.

She didn’t really understand why, but the educational system seemed loaded with these people who disagreed with her parents.

Mackenzie, like most high school kids, liked to think she could think for herself. But then, her opinions frequently lined up exactly with her parents’ beliefs. Sure, they argued about whether or not her skirts were too short or her jeans were too tight, but that was it.

After high school, she went to college.

Then, at nineteen, she took a course in macroeconomics.

When she first signed up for the class by typing it in her student portal, she had no idea what macroeconomics really meant. Something to do with money probably?

But then her instructor came out on the first day, and he announced, “This course is an analysis of wealth and assets as they exist in various societies. As such, we will consider different forms of economic inequality, social injustice, and how different groups interact. Specifically, we will consider individuals, corporations, and governments.”

Social injustice? Economic inequality? Were those the terms of propaganda her parents had warned her about of one point or another?

By the time she was a teenager, Mackenzie couldn’t remember the discussion about the Women’s March, but something in her primal brain told her this was wrong.

Sure enough, she learned to distrust and dislike her economics professor. Even if he had a PhD and had spent years studying this stuff, she just felt like he was wrong.

So, during the third week of class, he pulled up his PowerPoint, and he was about to start lecturing on the Gender Income Gap. Mackenzie thought she should probably just keep her mouth shut, learn whatever he wanted her to put on the test, and get through her course. Instead, she raised her hand.

“Yes, Mackenzie?” Professor Joseph Lange was actually fairly attractive by teacher standards. He was younger, somewhere in his late thirties or early forties, and he dressed well, especially compared to the freshman boys. When he walked into class, he had on nice suits with tailored jackets and pressed shirts. A little bit of stubble lined his cheeks, but it seemed neatly trimmed, and he exuded the easy confidence of a man who spent his time talking to groups of people for a living.

When he used her name, a little shiver ran down her spine. But then she remembered how her parents wanted her to think for herself (by repeating what they taught her).

“I’ve heard that the Gender Wage Gap is a myth,” she told the teacher.

“It’s not,” he stated simply.

What? That was it? She blinked, surprised, but he kept his eyes on her as he waited for her to say something.

“But isn’t it true that women consistently work in professions that are just paid less. If women are nurses instead of doctors, then it makes sense that they won’t make as much.”

“If the data were based on that kind of sample, then you would be correct, but that’s not how economists operate.”

A strange sensation crawled beneath her skin. She didn’t know how to respond because there was something she had been taught all her life. Even when she was a little girl playing with her plastic ponies, she had learned about how teachers like this would try to lie to her. Sure, her parents recognized the value of a degree, but they disagreed with almost everything the professors might say. That’s why they had done their best to gird their daughter against this kind of thinking.

Finally, she asked the obvious follow-up question. It tasted bitter her on her tongue, only she didn’t see any other option, especially as that awkward silence stretched out second by second. “What do you mean?”

“This is an important lesson for everyone,” he said, addressing the class. “You need to be very, very careful about how you read data, especially when it comes to online sources. Pretty much every piece of information and research can be manipulated horribly. If you want a president to look good, you can find very specific interpretations that will make the economy look stronger. For example, you could ask how people feel about the economy and only talk to billionaires. Or you could only talk to his supporters. Essentially, you’re cheating. The same thing is happening here, Mackenzie.”

Not cool.

She hated having the attention of the class back on her. “The point you made about comparing all jobs like that would be problematic and probably inaccurate. But that’s not what economists do. Instead, they control for specific variables. Instead of comparing apples and oranges like doctors and nurses, they look at specific professions. But are there any other ways they should control their research?”

Mackenzie felt slightly better when no one raised a hand.

Professor Lange continued, “Common economic controls need to be adjusted for things like location. Some areas are more expensive, so it’s not fair to mix this kind of information without considering getting a final conclusion. For example, the cost of living is higher in California because more people want to live there. There’s higher demand for real estate, which in turn drives up the prices. Because the prices are higher, workers tend to demand more pay, so the average wages tend to be higher in this area than you might find in a less popular state like Idaho or Iowa.”

Mackenzie crossed her arms over her chest. She glared at her teacher. By this point, she knew she wanted to say anything else. She didn’t see the point, especially since her teacher obviously wouldn’t listen to her.

“You have something you’d like to add, Mackenzie?”

“I disagree,” she snapped back.

“Oh? Do you have any additional evidence you would like to present?”

“It just my opinion,” she said. “I can think whatever I want.”

“You are entitled to your own opinion,” he agreed, “But not your own facts.”

Hot blush brushed along her cheeks. At this point, the teacher went back to his PowerPoint. He started to show different kinds of data, studies, and research on the Gender Pay Gap. While it had been closing for decades, it remained persistently high, somewhere around fifteen percent, yet Mackenzie barely heard a word her teacher said.

Instead, she dragged out her phone and started texting people.

She wanted to go online and find some good information about why the Gender Wage Gap was a myth, but another piece of her education got in the way. During her freshman seminar, her teacher talked a lot about different sources and what made one reliable over another.

Yeah, there were dozens of websites online talking about why women made just as much as men and why sexism didn’t really exist in modern society. There was just one problem.

When she started checking them out and really considering the information in front of her, she saw problems with the sources themselves. The writers had no training in economics. They used data from decades ago. Sometimes there weren’t any citations at all.

By the end of class, she could just shove her phone back in her pocket as her teacher called out, “Remember to read Chapter 5 before next week’s class. Now, have a great weekend.”

Irritated with everything that happened, she started to stomp out toward the door along with the rest of her classmates when she heard the teacher’s voice again, “Mackenzie, can you come here for a second?”

She froze, her shoulders tensed, and she was genuinely tempted to just ignore him. It would have been easy to saunter out through the door. But still, she was only a college freshman, which meant the automatic obedience she learned back in high school still reverberated through her behavior.

Dragging her bag a little bit higher up her shoulder, she turned around and went over to her teacher. “Yes?”

“Look, I know this class can be challenging, especially if it comes to deeply held beliefs. I just want you to know that I appreciate the effort you’re putting into this class.”

“I’m not going to believe something just because you tell me it’s true,” she said.

“And I’m not asking you to, but I will point out that this is my field of study. Look, I know it’s hard, especially because it probably makes me sound like a jackass, but I’ve been examining these questions for a long time. Sometimes it’s hard to let go of prior beliefs. I get that. I’ve had to question my own assumptions about the world many times before, but that’s why you’re here.”

Before she could stop herself, she said, “I’m here to get a degree.”

“Be that as it may, I just wanted to congratulate you for working hard today.”

“What if I don’t agree with you?”

“On factual questions, you’d be wrong,” he said.

“Right,” she said. She probably should have stayed calm but then couldn’t hide the snide aggression from her tone as she said, “Look, this has been great or whatever, but I really need to get going.”

Her teacher nodded, and she stomped away.

The second she stepped out into the cool air, she looked out at the rest of campus. When she first arrived, she thought it had been so amazing, if only for its size. Her high school had seemed so, so ridiculously small when compared to the majesty of a university campus. Just one of the buildings probably had as many classrooms as her high school.

More than that, she remembered the tour and seeing the thousands of students with their backpacks, books, and determined expressions. Maybe she had imagined it, but there was something so fascinating about seeing all of these specialists. The air seemed to crackle and spark with a different kind of energy.

It had been amazing, she loved it, and she wanted to experience more.

But this time, she just looked out and felt the irritation of dealing with a teacher who didn’t reinforce what her parents taught her. Sure, she could have gone to a more conventional college, one where the teachers would have avoided sensitive or political topics, but she thought she could handle this.

Unlike so many of her classmates, she couldn’t zone out, memorize details, and just answer questions. She tried, but the arguments kept swirling through her head.

For a moment, she wondered if maybe she should change her major to Economics. Maybe she could prove him wrong…

But what if she looked through the information and arrived at the same conclusion?

Grabbing her phone again, she pulled up her boyfriend’s number and typed in the digits.

No answer.

“Come on,” she growled, whispering the words. A random guy walking by glanced up at her and gave her an odd look.

When she met his gaze, he quickly turned away.

Did he look scared?

Whatever. It didn’t matter.

Mackenzie shook her head. Deciding to blow off her next class, she headed back to the dorms, dropped her bag, and decided to walk to her boyfriend’s apartment. She could have gotten a ride, but she wanted to save some money.

As she walked back across campus, then down the tree-lined streets leading to the small building with her boyfriend’s apartment, she tried to clear her head.

First, she just looked around.

The campus was beautiful, especially with the various murals. But then, she had learned these works weren’t just random colors or pictures of snakes and monsters. Instead, her art history teacher had taken her class on a tour and talked about how each piece had been designed as a protest against the mistreatment of indigenous populations.

Why did everything have to be political?

It made this blonde’s head hurt.

Since she couldn’t talk to her boyfriend, she sent William a text and hoped for an answer.

She hoped the screen might light up with another text saying he read her message and was now typing a response. Nope. In fact, he was probably asleep or something.

Still aggravated, she needed a distraction. As she walked down the street, Mackenzie smiled because at least she was getting some good steps in. That counted for something, right?

Granted, she was a slender girl with nice big breasts and her wavy blonde hair. She knew she was pretty, but like so many other young women, she saw her faults. Maybe her cheekbones could have been higher or sharper. Her legs could have been longer.

Again, she tried to find something else to think about. Then she remembered that stupid road trip she took with some of her male friends between high school and college. They spent three days out on the road, driving through states and generally just messing around.

Then a question popped into her head.

It was a dumb one, something someone asked to waste some time. But that’s what she got when she did a road trip with three boys. If you broke up with someone, would you still want to have sex with her?

The rest of her friends looked at the boy and snorted out their answers. No way. Obviously not. Why even ask?

“Look,” that friend explained, “I’m not talking about trying to get back with her or whatever. I’m just talking one last fuck. You know? Like if you could just do whatever you wanted, would you?”

Mackenzie always worked hard to make sure she didn’t sound like “the girl” in the group, but she brought her hands over her mouth and cried out, “Ewww! No, that’s gross!”

Seconds later, someone else said, “Can I just do whatever I want? And I don’t have to see her again?”

“Yeah,” said the guy who asked in the first place.

Mackenzie couldn’t remember what her friends said, but she smiled at the conversation along with the rest of the road trip. Sure, they got tired, and they ate garbage for three days, but it had been amazing just watching the world drift by as they drove, listened to music, and those moments when she heard her favorite song and started singing.

The first time that happened, the boys clapped when she finished. Her cheeks flared red, but she had still given a little half bow from the back seat.

Yeah, that had been fun.

She wondered if maybe she could do another road trip this summer after she successfully finished her first year of college.

Up ahead, she saw the building with her boyfriend’s apartment. When he first showed her the small space above a bar, she marveled at his independence. All she had was her dorm room, he had an entire place all to himself. Above a bar? It amazed her!

William. He was probably the brightest spot of her time in college.

As she headed to the small parking lot behind the building, she saw a girl turn the corner. Her hair was mussed, her lipstick smeared, but she looked happy enough, especially with her eyes aimed down at the phone in her hands.

Mackenzie had to step out of the way to keep from bumping into this random girl.

The security gate leading up to the stairwell to his apartment was unlocked, so she skipped up the steps and made it to his front door. She knocked before turning the knob and heading inside. “One second,” he called out from the living room.

“Everything okay?”

“Yeah,” he said. “I was just hanging out with Cole last night. We kind of made a mess.”

She stepped down the hall and found him in the living room, quickly carrying a couple of wine glasses back toward the sink.

Glasses? Really? The boys usually just downed a couple of beers straight from the can, but she shrugged because it didn’t really matter.

“Aren’t you skipping class or something?” William asked as he turned around from the small kitchenette.

His place wasn’t big by any stretch, but it belonged to him. It was his apartment. Not just a room he had to share with another person.

“It’s just Biology, and I have an A in there anyway,” she said as she plopped down on the couch. “Besides, I wanted to see you.” She flashed a warm smile along her pink lips, reached up, and brushed some of her wavy blonde hair back behind her ear.

“It’s good to see you,” he said with less enthusiasm than she first expected.

“Is everything okay?”

“Yeah,” he said. “I guess I’m just having an off-day, you know? Like I said—I was up late.”

Fuck. Cool. She doesn’t suspect.

The strange words popped into her head, but she just looked around. Somehow, Mackenzie didn’t put the pieces together even if she had watched some pretty funny videos online of girls tormenting boys with weird abilities. What are they called again? Yeah, The Powers, not that it mattered.

Mackenzie knew those videos were fake. They had to be.

Like her parents, she didn’t really believe in evolution, mostly because she couldn’t conceive of a way humans could develop from primates or how primates could come from rodents or how rodents could have come from amphibians. It just didn’t make sense to her, no matter what the majority of the scientific community believed. So women using telepathy? Reading minds? Or what about that other so-called “power”? She didn’t remember the name, but she knew people couldn’t move things with their minds.

“Right…” Mackenzie said. “Anyway, I just had a really hard day.”

“Tell me about it, babe,” William said.

Mackenzie sat down on the couch, flexed her fingers, and rolled her shoulders.

“Oh, it was nothing big. I guess I just got into an argument with one of my teachers.”

“Yeah,” he said without asking any follow-up questions. “That happens.”

“So I was hoping maybe you could distract me,” she said, her eyes twinkling. The light glinted along her blonde hair, her bright blue eyes were so vivid and distinct, especially as they practically glowed with desire.

He licked his lips, “You know, I don’t think that would be a good idea right now.”

“Really?” William was a guy. Weren’t guys always horny?

I just have to tell her I’m tired. That’s it. She’ll believe me.

Again, those strange, almost alien thoughts popped into her head, but the voice didn’t sound like hers. It wasn’t the silent, psychological tone of her inner monologue. So what was it?

His voice.

But how is that possible?

“Are you sure everything’s okay?” Mackenzie asked. A darker thought popped into her head, “Is everything okay between us?”

“Oh yeah, babe. If you want, we can watch some TV.”

That wasn’t why she skipped her classes. That wasn’t the kind of comfort she expected either.

“I understand if you’re tired. But maybe you could take care of me?” Mackenzie asked. For just a moment, an image flickered through her mind, one where her boyfriend would worship her body. Maybe he would stroke her feet, massage her legs, slide his hands up her body and touch her all over. He could gently work his palms over her breasts and feel her hardened nipples. He could stroke her neck, pet her, and run his fingers through her hair. Then, once she was truly relaxed, they could kiss before he would get down on his knees while she positioned herself on the edge of the couch. Perched in place, she could do something as simple as spread her legs and feel his tongue right there.

“Sorry, babe. Like I said. I’m really tired.”

“What’s going on?”

Shit. She knows.

“William, what are you even saying? She knows? She knows about what?”

“I didn’t say anything,” he told her, looking honest and innocent at the same time.

“Tell me what’s going on. Something strange is happening here,” she said.

As long as she doesn’t look under the cushions, everything will be fine. Again, his tone seemed to invade her thoughts. It was like hearing something, only she was clearly looking at him, and his lips weren’t moving. How was this possible? What was happening?

The cushions?

Turning away, she glanced down at the crevice between the two couch cushions. She started to reach for that gap, but his hand shot out. He may have been tired a second before, but now animal panic flashed across his face. He grabbed her wrist, his fingers tight and powerful.

She almost wished he could hold her down, push her to the floor, and have his way with her.

“Let go of me,” she said.

“What are you doing?”

“I think I dropped something,” she said breezily. She tried to shrug him off, but he refused to release her. “Come on,” Mackenzie said, “I’m serious. Let me go.” She tried to jerk her hand back, but he wouldn’t release her.

She tried twice as hard. “I’m serious. No messing around!” Something close to panic or anger edged into those words.

If anything, his grip just tightened. “You’re hurting me,” she said.

“Just relax,” he said.

“Let me go!” Mackenzie growled twice as loud now. She looked at him hard, her eyes narrowed, and she felt a strange force. For some reason, she pictured an enormous hand forming in front of her, shoving forward, and slamming right into his chest.

He flew from the couch, his fingers torn from her arm as he sailed across the room and landed hard against the wall. He stumbled down, hit his knees, and collapsed.

For just a second, she looked down at her hands as though she had done that. But that wasn’t possible.

That stupid bitch. How, how did she do it?

As confusion, anger, and wild fear coursed through her body and fought for dominance, Mackenzie grabbed one of the couch cushions and yanked it off before throwing it to the floor. That’s when she saw them, a crumpled pair of panties. Hot pink.

They weren’t hers.

“What is this?” Mackenzie demanded as she pinched the elastic and held them up. “What the hell is this?”

She stomped across the room. At this point, William put his arm out, he braced himself on the wall, and he rose unsteadily to his feet. “What the hell is going on here? Tell me!” Mackenzie was practically screaming now. Her eyes were wet, and she stared right into his face. Yes, he was several inches taller, and she had to look up at him, only it hardly mattered.

More than that, she saw something else in his handsome features.

William was the kind of guy who could go out to any club and pick up five or six phone numbers. Women couldn’t help themselves; they were attracted to his strong features, his broad shoulders, and his muscled physique. Girls loved the way he flirted and how confident he always seemed. Even if he got rejected, he could just shrug it off and laugh.

But right here and now, she stared up at him, and his bottom lip trembled for just a moment.

“What are these?” Mackenzie asked again, ferocious and undeniable.

Even though he had just been knocked across the room by some strange force, he seemed snide as he said, “Those are yours.”

“These are not my panties,” she insisted.

“Yeah, they are. I remember. We were making out a while ago, you were drunk, and you pulled those off. Those are your panties, Mackenzie.”

“No, they aren’t!”

Just keep telling her they are. She’ll believe you eventually. Look confident. That’s all you have to do, he thought.

Yes, those were his thoughts. His girlfriend couldn’t explain it or even understand how something like this could possibly happen, yet she couldn’t deny the truth. It was so clear and obvious.

“I can read your thoughts,” she whispered.

Bull. This bitch is just crazy. Or she is trying to trick me, he thought.

“Now you’re thinking I’m crazy and that I’m trying to trick you,” she said. As she spoke, she watched some of the color drain from his cheeks.

William believed her.

As hard as he tried to remain nonchalant, she saw him swallow. The nervous gulp ran up and down his throat even as she said, “You not going to trick me, and you don’t get to lie to me. I know what’s going on, William.”

“What? What do you think is going on? Because seriously, those panties are definitely yours.” A little stutter reverberated through his protestations.

“You cheated on me,” she said. As she spoke, her voice remained solid and steeled. “You cheated on me, and now you think you can get away with it. I bet you just had sex with that girl, the one who was walking down the street.”

“Now you think some random girl was having sex with me? Listen to yourself, Mackenzie. You know how crazy you sound right now?”

“I’m not crazy. Quit trying to gaslight me,” she snarled back.

Despite flying across the room, he held out his hands, palms up, and put on a smile that would have made a used car salesman proud, “I’m not trying to gaslight you. No one is lying to you here, McKenzie. I’m just telling you the truth. Those are your panties.”

“Have you texted her? Have you talked to her?”

“Talked to who?” he demanded, feigning innocence. “Some girl who doesn’t exist and who I’ve never met? No,” he said, making that last syllable sound ridiculous. “I haven’t been talking to anyone. You know me. You know how much I care about you.” He sounded so emphatic.

The panties should have been enough. Mackenzie understood that, yet she still had to know for sure.

Perhaps this next step really did seem crazy, but she had to try. They had only been dating for a couple of months, so she had never been bold or brave enough to ask him for the password on his phone. But now, she looked at him hard. “What’s the password to your phone?”

6969.

“I’m not telling you,” he said. “That would be an invasion of my privacy, and we can’t have a real relationship without trust anyway.”

Fortunately for Mackenzie, she had spotted his phone on the nightstand by the door when she first walked in. Without a word, she moved fast enough to make her hair flip up and land down against her shoulder blades. She marched across the room, reached down, and grabbed the phone.

He took a step forward, but she lifted one hand.

William froze. Maybe he didn’t understand what had happened, but now his eyes widened with obvious uncertainty.

“Let’s see if this works,” she said as she typed in the digits: six nine, six nine. Immediately, the screen activated, shifting. “Really? Six nine six nine? Come on, William. How old are you?”

His lips hardened into a line as he tried to process what was happening. Sure, the videos, blog posts, and rumors had been spreading around online, especially in social media, for months. But then there were boys like William who would rather run around, play video games, and see how many girls he could hit on.

She should have seen this coming. She should have known better.

Despite understanding precisely what came next, Mackenzie opened up the text messages. She saw the thread between them. She found other conversations between William and groups of his friends. Then she saw her name: Naomi.

There it was, a long conversation between them.

Hoping against all evidence that she was wrong, Mackenzie opened it up and started to scan across the texts.

U up?

Hey babe.

What r u up 2?

Cmon. Send me the pix.

Damn girl! That’s hot!

Interspersed between those texts, she saw the images, pictures of some girl with black hair. In a few, she pouted sexily as she kept her phone poised above her. In others, she lifted her top to reveal her pink, silk bras. Other pictures had her topless, sometimes holding her breasts, some with her arms behind her back.

For a second, McKenzie’s eyes watered. Her whole world seemed to blur before she blinked back those tears and forced the universe back into focus.

“You cheated on me. You damn slut. You cheated on me!”

“It’s not like that,” he said.

“Then what’s it like?”

She stomped up to him. She thought she had been angry during her economics class, but this was real rage. It burned bright inside of her, almost as though she might ignite at any moment.

For a second, she lifted her hand, and she was genuinely tempted to tap into her newfound capabilities. She almost pictured that invisible hand pulling him into its grip and squeezing until she heard bones crack.

But no.

She wouldn’t do that. She wouldn’t really hurt him—but that didn’t mean she could hold back entirely. Her hand flew up, and he tried to make another excuse, only to feel the words get cut off by the stinging slap as it crossed his face and left a red print along his skin.

“You cheated on me,” she said. “You knew I loved you, and you cheated on me.”

Perhaps realizing he really couldn’t get away with this, he straightened his back. “So what? I had some fun. It’s not like you would do whatever I wanted.”

Really?” She threw her head back and laughed. “You seriously think you can blame me? You really think you can make yourself sound like the victim?”

“Hey,” he said. “A man has needs,” he told her.

“Needs,” she repeated bitterly. “Is that what you like to call them?”

“Just get out. If you’re going to be a stuck up bitch, you might as well leave.”

“Oh, I’m going to leave,” she promised. “But first, I need some stress relief.”

“You’re not going to get it here,” he growled back at her.

“Who said you could stop me?” Mackenzie asked. When she flashed her sweetest smile and batted her eyes, he took a step back as he finally realized how a girl like this blonde nymph could be far more dangerous than he ever imagined.

“Just, just get out,” he stated again. He must have hated the stutter in his voice, but the words threatened to crack against every syllable. For a second, he didn’t speak like the articulate and charismatic young man he had been for the last five or ten years. Instead, he sounded like the scrawny, prepubescent kid from elementary school who still didn’t know how to talk to girls or adults.

“No,” she said through the playful grin of a spoiled Princess. “I’ll leave when I’m ready. But for now, I think you owe me.”

“Owe you? What the hell are you talking about?”

For a second, he started to move forward, shifting his weight like he thought he might be able to grab her and yank her across the room before shoving her through the front door.

But nope. He thought better of such a reckless move and instead held back at the last instant.

She touched her fingers to his chest and walked her digits up his torso until she caressed his neck. “I’m thinking you’re going to massage my feet, rub me all over, and make sure I’m nice and relaxed before you go down on me. Then I’m going to leave.”

“Yeah, right. You know I won’t go down on you,” he said.

She raised her hand and concentrated. Between heartbeats, she felt silly, only then the Powers surged through her, and she shoved him back.

“You sure about that?”

“Let me go!” He sounded so pathetic and whiny, more like a little kid. Throughout their relationship, he always liked to go on about what “real men” did and said and how they sounded. But here, the panic slid back into his voice.

“No,” she said again. “So unless you want me to really mess with you, you’re going to be a good boy and do whatever I want. Because that’s what boys do. Isn’t it? You’re a lying, cheating slut, but that doesn’t mean you can’t be useful to me.”

Then she grinned and chuckled as she remembered her road trip and that ridiculous question. If you had the chance to have sex with an ex, would you do it?

Mackenzie knew the answer now: yes. Absolutely!

She loved watching him twitch there against the wall as William tried to pull away from her invisible grip. As the kind of guy who spent a lot of time at the gym, he probably thought he could do anything.

Only here, he learned the true meaning of weakness. With a little bit of effort, she pushed against his chest, making it harder for him to breathe. His face started to turn red…

“If I let you go, will you get down on your knees and tell me you’ll be a good boy?”

He stared at first, but then she increased the pressure. Now he couldn’t breathe at all! It must have felt like getting pinned and held tight beneath someone big and powerful. It didn’t matter if this hundred-and-five pound blonde standing before him managed to control him.

“You know what you need to do,” she said.

“Please…” Desperation rang through his gasped plea.

“Are you going to be a good boy?”

Good boy. She made him sound like a dog!

“Yes!”

She lessened the pressure; he filled his lungs, gasping. “What are you going to do?” McKenzie questioned her ex-boyfriend.

“I, I’ll get down on my knees!”

She let go of him. He straightened his back and wobbled for a moment. But then he fell at her feet.

“Hold your hands together, and promise you’ll be a good boy.”

His nostrils twitched involuntarily.

“You hate this,” she said playfully. “But that’s okay. I don’t know how I’m doing this, but guess what? It really doesn’t matter. I’m in charge now because I’m stronger than you, oh, and I can read your mind. That means you have to do whatever I say.”

William remained sullen and silent.

“Say it.”

“I’ll be a good boy,” he mumbled.

She grabbed his hair, pulled his head back, and peered right down into his eyes. “Louder,” she commanded.

“I’ll be a good boy!”

“Yes, you will,” she said. “But right now, I think you should take off some clothing. Remove your shirt for me, slave boy.”

“What did you call me?”

Mackenzie blinked, a little bit surprised herself, only she had no intention of backing down. In fact, she tilted her head to the side and grinned, “I called you a slave boy. Until I leave here, you have to do whatever I say, so what does that make you?” She tapped one finger against her cheek as though deep in thought. Then she snapped her fingers, “Oh! I think that makes you a slave boy.”

“I’m not a slave!”

“Do I need to hold you down for a while?” She smiled and revealed her teeth. They were perfect and white against the pink of her lips, “Because I can. I can throw you to the ground and make sure you stay there for as long as I want. Hey, I could just grab your laptop, maybe do some homework with you on the floor. Or better yet, maybe I should use you as a footrest.”

“No!”

“Then you had better do what I want,” she said.

“Fine,” he agreed.

She turned around, strolled to the couch, and sat down. “Crawl over here,” she instructed as she demurely crossed her legs. In jeans and a powder blue T-shirt, she didn’t look like an actress or model. Despite the shine and waves in her yellow-blonde hair, she exuded a really-pretty-girl-next-door vibe. She could’ve been a sweet, sexy babysitter or maybe the local middle school’s resident mean girl.

In her eyes, the curves of her cheeks, and the pout of her lips, William saw potential.

A shiver echoed through his frame as he lowered himself to his hands and knees. Like some petulant child, he had to ask, “Do I have to?” Before she answered, he kept going, “This is ridiculous. I’m not going to crawl—I can’t!”

She reached out and wrapped the unseen force around his waist, arms, and legs. With a flickered thought, she could’ve lifted him from the floor, suspending him midair…

“Crawl,” she said with a smile.

Mackenzie pulled her powers back, which allowed William to make a decision. He was already braced on his hands and knees, but what could he do? Would he embrace his inferiority to this girl?

For as long as he could remember, he knew he was bigger and taller and stronger than the women around him, which had always given him an edge. Not only that, he grew up in a world where knowledge and power belonged to men first. Sure, there might be a random female prime minister in some other country, yet that hardly mattered.

“Do it,” she said. Other girls might have grown impatient, yet Mackenzie felt this wonderful thrill run through her body. She was getting really, really excited now as he made his decision.

He crawled forward.

William grimaced, clenched his eyes shut, and crawled forward on his knuckles and knees. He made his way toward her, but she grinned and said, “Strip down to your boxers for me.”

I hate this. How is she doing this to me?

Simply because she enjoyed invading his thoughts and scaring him with her newfound abilities, she said, “Obviously, women have evolved. I guess those videos weren’t fake after all. Who knew?” She shrugged like this was some silly revelation, not something that could reweave the fabric of society itself.

As so many other men would discover, William didn’t really have a choice, not when facing the power of a woman like her. If she could really do all of this, what did that mean for him?

It meant he had been demoted. They were no longer equals.

He pulled off his shirt. He stripped off his pants and his socks. Soon, William was down to just his boxers as she had demanded.

“Look at that,” she said with a chuckle. “You’re turned on.”

“What? No?”

She looked into his eyes for just a moment, and she saw the sincerity there. He really couldn’t believe this. For so long, he had fantasized about being in control and seizing power, especially when it came to women. That’s why he had enjoyed holding her down when they had sex. He wanted to climb on top of her, pin her, and tighten his grip around her wrists. He always expected her to understand that he could take her if he wanted to. He could be brutal and rough, and she wouldn’t be able to stop him.

“Look down, slave boy.”

He didn’t want to do it, yet he could feel it. That much became obvious as the shame splashed across his handsome face.

She never saw these expressions before. He was always so confident, so now she could giggle as he saw his erection push out against the thin fabric of his boxers. The black fabric had always looked so sexy. And when he stood shirtless, he always seemed so powerful, reminding her of some powerful creature like a wolf, tiger, or lion.

Not anymore. “I think you remind me more of a bridled pony,” she said.

“What?”

“Yeah,” she said as she reached down and pulled off her shoes, then her socks. After that, she stood up and explained, “You definitely remind me of a bridled pony right now. You know what a bridle is, right? It’s the face piece you put on a horse to control him.”

“I don’t look like a pony!”

“Whinny, whinny, little pony,” she teased.

“Stop it!”

“Or what? What are you going to do, William?” She giggled. “William. I don’t know why, but that even sounds like a pony name.”

“William is a dignified name with a long history of strength and power,” he said.

“You know, I don’t think I like you talking right now. You should be quiet for me.”

“You can’t make me,” he growled back. Sure, those words were immature and childish, but he had no other recourse.

“Can’t I?”

She reached out and stroked his neck with a telekinetic caress. He felt that force there, almost like a gentle breeze, yet he knew exactly what it meant.

“If I was feeling really mean, I could start calling you something silly like Billy. Oh, I could call you my Silly Billy,” she told him.

“Go to hell!”

“Oh, that was a bad idea. Now you’re going to have to serve me and worship me and get punished,” she said.

He didn’t know what she had in mind, not until she grabbed him. Like the other females experimenting with The Powers, she had to marvel at the ease and simplicity. No training, no thought. She simply did it. This felt like breathing or blinking because she didn’t have to plan or consciously imagine what she wished to do.

Invisible, psychic bands of force wrapped around his arms and legs. He was yanked into the air, inches off of the floor. He tried to break free at first, yanking and twisting, but there was no escape for him.

“What’s wrong, slave boy? Are you upset?” She flashed him another smile, one that could have been interpreted as cruel or mockingly sympathetic, “Poor slave boy. You don’t really understand how things work now, do you? If this is happening all over the world, just do the math. You boys used to be so big and strong, but that’s obviously over now. Mother Nature has decided we are going to be in charge.”

“That’s never going to happen! You freaks are going to get locked up and studied. We are going to fix this!”

“Really? You think any doctor could get a blood sample from a woman who didn’t want to give it up?”

In a breath, William tried to answer, only she manipulated the suspended boy. As he levitated, she twisted him on the air, spinning him around slowly as she discovered precisely what she could do.

The fear shut him up.

Then she flipped him over. She hung him upside down. He felt it, those bands around his ankles lifting him. He looked over at his ex-girlfriend as his heart pounded and he gasped for air.

“Sorry, slave boy. But I think lots of women are going to make some changes in their lives. You’re going to see it in relationships. You’re probably going to see it in business and government and education too. Isn’t that what they’re doing over in England and Australia?”

“Stop this!”

“Tell me you’re inferior,” she ordered.

He said nothing.

With a little bit of extra concentration, she applied force to the underside of his chin and nudged his face closer to the floor. He looked down at the carpet and knew she could drop him at any moment.

“Okay! I’m inferior!”

“Yes, you are. Now apologize.”

“I’m sorry!”

“Are you sorry for being rude to a woman who is stronger than you?”

“Yes!”

“Do you need to learn to be more respectful?”

“Yes!”

“I’m glad to hear it,” she said cheerfully before she lowered him back to the floor.

She studied him for a few seconds as he panted. She allowed him to collect his thoughts as he scrambled to understand what happened and the fear that had coiled through his body and gripped his chest so mercilessly. He had never experienced dread like that before, but he had never been this powerless either.

“Get over here,” she said.

He crawled forward this time without hesitating.

“Tell me why you’re hard.”

His erection had never dissipated or gone away. Even with that fear gripping him, he had remained hard the entire time.

“I don’t know!”

“I believe you,” she said. A sigh of relief escaped his lips. But then fresh anger kindled behind his eyes as she reached down and touched the tip of his nose. He remained on all fours, he didn’t know what to do as she said, “That’s okay, slave boy. Lots of boys are going to have a hard time figuring out how they feel. But since I’m psychic now, I can just tell you.”

He peeked up at her.

If she wanted a reason to punish him, she could have peered back into his mind, listened to his thoughts, and learned all about the rage bouncing between the neurons in his brain. Then again, she didn’t really need a reason to punish him.

This was true superiority, she thought. This was the unmitigated ability to exert her will over someone else: this boy in front of her.

So many people sought power. Lawyers, doctors, teachers, managers, soldiers, and bullies yearned for the ability to influence and control other people. For a long time, Mackenzie could always get the boys to listen to her. Flirtatious and sweet with her bright smile and cute body, she knew how to flirt and play with the guys in her life.

If she forgot her pencil, there’d always be a boy willing to lend her his. If she went out and didn’t feel like spending any money, guys offered to buy her drinks. If she got bored, there’d always be a man eager to talk to her.

But now, she didn’t have to manipulate or tease or flirt.

She could simply take.

“You’re hard,” she purred, “because you want this.”

His head jerked up, and he stared at her with big, uncomprehending eyes. “What? No. No way. I don’t want this!” William insisted.

“Yes,” she said. Really, she had no idea if this was true or not, yet it hardly mattered because she could force him down to his back or lift him into the air. She could smack him across the face without worrying about the consequences because he couldn’t do anything to her. “You want this, William. Deep down, you must understand that you really are weak now, and that means you want to be taken by someone strong.”

“That’s garbage! There’s no way that’s true!”

“Isn’t that what guys have been saying for years? I bet it’s more of your vaunted locker room talk,” she commented. “Boys love their rape jokes. They love going on and on about how women secretly want it. Well, I guess you have your own secret…but you’re not very good at keeping it a secret when you get all hard like this.”

“That’s not true,” he said again and again. “It isn’t!”

“If you’re a very good boy, I might decide to play with you. But right now, you still owe me that foot massage.”

She raised one foot and wiggled her toes in front of him.

Although he must’ve hated himself for giving in like this, he nonetheless straightened his back and reached down for her dainty left foot. He supported her leg with one hand on her ankle. With the other, he began to gently stroke the top of her foot.

“That’s not bad,” she said, “Except I don’t want just a petting. I want a massage. Gently work your fingers against my heel, my arch, and the ball of my foot,” she instructed as she leaned back on the couch and relaxed.

He looked up along her smooth, bare legs. She wore her panties. Of course, he had seen her naked, but not from any angle like this. His shaft hardened even more. The excitement raced through his body, but he obeyed her commands instead of trying to stand or pounce. He knew he couldn’t just take her.

Even if the thought enticed him, this boy needed to remain there on his knees and do what she wanted.

Maybe if I wait until she isn’t paying attention. I might be able to—

“Really?” Mackenzie asked. “You think you’re going to sneak up on someone who can read your mind? Come on, William. I thought you were smarter than that.”

He gulped and waited for some fresh punishment. He anticipated his stomach dropping out again as she yanked him up into the air. But this time, she didn’t even open her eyes, so he redoubled his efforts and concentrated on massaging her foot.

He worked his fingers along her toes, the ball of her foot, her heel and arch.

All the while, he kept his head down and studied the bright pink of her toenails. She was the kind of girl who loved getting her nails done. Pedicures and manicures could have qualified as one of her favorite hobbies.

“Don’t try to think, William,” she said. “Just make me feel good.”

She never would have been this mean if he hadn’t provoked her by cheating, but that just meant he deserved this.

Strangely, McKenzie didn’t experience the same anger from before. Maybe later, when she got home, she would feel hurt. But now, the anger seemed somehow distant since she could actually punish him. She could exert her will and make him pay for his transgression.

She was fascinated by this dynamic, especially because so many girls had been accused of being overly emotional over the decades and centuries. Wasn’t that one of the supposed justifications for sexism? Women were supposed to be irrational. But maybe they only seemed irrational because they got so upset because they couldn’t do anything to change their circumstances.

Maybe the rage diffused when she could humiliate and punish the boy who had wronged her.

His fingers continued to brush, press, and stroke her skin. As the tension left her body, she leaned her head back, pulled her foot away, and lifted the other one for him.

He resumed the massage.

“This feels right for you, doesn’t it?”

“What? No,” he said.

“Sorry, William. But if you’re hoping to be my permanent slave boy, I don’t think this is going to work. As far as I’m concerned, we are done. But I still want to enjoy you one last time before I kick you out of my life.”

He swallowed without saying anything.

“Oh? Are you regretting your decisions? Too bad.” She still didn’t open her eyes or look down at him.

He kept quiet again.

“It’s funny. When I first walked in here, you were such an arrogant jerk, but look at you now. Just a few minutes of training, and you’re almost naked and on your knees, doing whatever I want. Okay. Start massaging my legs now.”

He had to crawl closer. He positioned himself on his knees right between her calves as he brushed her shins, her knees, her thighs. His fingers glided up and down her naked skin.

As he kept his eyes mostly downcast, he occasionally glanced up toward the bright pink of her panties. He saw that triangle and imagined what it would be like to hold her down.

“You’re still thinking like you have control,” she said with a chuckle.

She still wouldn’t look at him; she still didn’t open her eyes because she didn’t need to. This boy couldn’t pose any kind of threat, so why not relax and allow him to work his subjugated magic over her legs?

“Sorry,” he said, only to flinch.

“No,” she told him with another chuckle. “That’s something you should get used to doing. I bet boys are going to start learning to apologize a lot more from now on.”

Hoping to maintain some veneer of dignity, he stayed there on his knees and continued to serve her.

“Stop,” she ordered.

He froze immediately. “Back up,” she commanded.

Again, he followed her orders.

“Very good. You see, this isn’t so hard, now is it?”

“No…”

“Stay right there,” she said as she rose to her feet, hooked her thumbs into the elastic of her panties, and pulled the thin layer of bright pink fabric down the length of her toned legs. She kicked them off and grinned at him before she sat down on the edge of the couch.

When their eyes met again, he saw the hunger blazing there in the blue of her irises.

“You know what I want. Come here and give it to me,” she said.

He glanced over at the door for just a second.

“If you really want to try to run, you can,” she told him, “But we both know that will end badly for you. You don’t want to make that sort of mistake, now do you?”

William answered with a disheartened shake of his head.

“Smart boy,” she said before beckoning him forward with two fingertips. He crawled back to that spot between her legs, and then she gently placed her hand on the back of his head.

“What is it with boys? You all expect blow jobs. You think you’re entitled, but then you don’t like going down on us? Does that seem pretty hypocritical to you?”

“We can talk about this,” he said as she nudged his mouth closer and closer to her slit.

He had never been this close to her, not like this.

“There’s nothing to talk about. Besides, your mouth is going to be busy with something else,” she said, smirking down at him.

He knew exactly what she meant, just as he understood how he couldn’t stop her.

“Lick,” she commanded.

His nose nuzzled up against her pubis, and then she forced him down another half-inch until his mouth pushed against her opening. He inhaled, caught the aroma of her arousal, and felt another shiver ran down his back.

Worst of all, he remained just as hard as before. His blood pumped, and his body ached for release, but he wouldn’t have sex with this girl. No, she wanted something else from him: his dignity, his self-respect, and his free will.

She took all of it.

“Lick,” she said. “Because if you don’t, I might get angry with you.” She sounded playful, but the threat was real. If she wanted to hurt him, she could do it…

Parking his lips, he opened his mouth, stuck out his tongue, and licked her pussy for the first time. When they first got together, she had asked him at several points. She had even given him amazing blow jobs in the hopes that he would reciprocate.

But no, he didn’t. He wouldn’t because of some macho, misogynistic belief about the roles of women and men.

Now he had no choice. She spread her legs, rested her arms of the back of the couch, and leaned her head against the cushion as he started to lick.

“You’re going to have to do better than that,” she said. “Lick deeper. Lick faster. Lick harder. You can start out slow, but you don’t want me to get annoyed. If I think you’re half-assing this, you’ll be in trouble.”

Another spark of fear jumped through his torso.

Like an eager boyfriend, he started licking her slit. His tongue darted up and down her length. He pushed his tongue in and tasted her. He experienced the heat of her body and couldn’t help but hear the little moan that vibrated from her chest.

“Good boy,” she said. “That’s right. Very good. Keep going.”

He licked almost eagerly now. His head started to move up and down. It wasn’t just his tongue. He looked up then down, left and right.

He felt the swell of her clit as he served her. He pressed down with the tip of his nose, and he kept going. With his eyes closed, he might have been able to pretend he was somewhere else.

Halfway through, William decided he couldn’t do this. He tried to pull back, but she didn’t even need to place one of her hands of the back of his head. With a thought, she detected his reluctance and locked him in place with a telekinetic push against the back of his skull.

Just like that, she locked him in place, ensuring he wouldn’t pull back or stop.

“Good boy,” she said, making it sound like this was his choice.

His tongue flew along her opening. He worshiped and pleased her with everything he had. Before long, he was breathing hard.

But at least she would let him stop soon, right?

Wrong.

Instead, she issued other commands, “Slow down.”

Later, she said, “Speed up.”

Before long, he understood exactly what she was doing with him. She introduced him to the status of a sex toy. He had no choice but to light his tongue up and down, to the left, to the right, all for her pleasure. She didn’t care about what he was thinking or the ache in his knees. She didn’t worry about the tension playing along his neck so long as he continued to worship her.

With a really good blow job, a guy could lose control in the span of a few minutes. But Mackenzie seemed determined to show this boy just how long she could endure and enjoy.

Worse, she climaxed.

At first, hope bloomed inside of his chest because she gripped his hair, pumped his face, and used him. He kept his tongue rigid while she savored the sensations playing through her body.

At least it was over, he thought.

Wrong.

He tried to pull away, but she giggled, “Where do you think you’re going, slave boy? I’m not done with you. That was just the appetizer!”

His eyes widened, and he looked up at the length of her body. His gaze flew across the fabric of her shirt, the contours of her perfect breasts, all the way up to her neck, then the vivid azure of her eyes.

“Oh, you really thought I was going to finish like that, didn’t you? I’m not some immature boy who needs a few minutes. I’m going to take my time with you.”

Actually, this word surprised her. Like so many other girls, she had become accustomed to disappointment in bed. William may have thought of himself as some exquisite lover, but he didn’t really know what he was doing. He liked to finger her for a couple of minutes, maybe kiss, then jack-hammer like some kid who had no idea what he was doing.

In the club or at the bar, he could be charismatic and sweet. In bed, he stayed selfish just like so many other men.

“Get back to work, slave boy,” she said. Resuming her position, she spread her arms and closed her eyes. With a flicker of thought, she forced his head back down between her legs. And once again, he started licking as she set the rhythm for him.

“Faster.”

“Slower.”

“Oh, yes. Just like that. Keep going.”

How much time went by? Minutes? An hour? More?

William had no way of knowing one way or the other, but he kept at it. He served and worshiped his ex-girlfriend because this woman had power and he couldn’t stop her.

Finally, she grabbed him by the back of his head. She pulled on his hair and looked down into his eyes. “You know, I think I want to fuck you.”

“Yes, please!” The words popped from his mouth before he could even think about stopping them.

“Get on your back,” she told him.

“That’s not how we do it,” he said.

She peered back at his handsome face and studied him for a few seconds. Almost immediately, she could hear the noise of his thoughts. Perhaps he didn’t even mean to do it: she’s on her back, in my bed, and I’m on top of her. I’m holding her down. I’m kissing her neck, licking her breasts, and stroking her skin. I’m pinching her nipples and making her moan like a slut. I can do whatever I want with this girl. I’m going to fuck her hard! I’ll ram my cock deep into her tight slit and make her moan!

“That’s not how sex works right now,” she said with a grin and a little shake of her head. Those movements were so insultingly patronizing, like she was talking down to some little kid.

He locked his teeth together and said nothing. Then she stood over him, but some animal instinct took hold of his body. He scrambled back and jumped to his feet.

“I could just hold you down,” she said. “But I want to try something else.”

“What?”

“You can make this easy on yourself by just laying down on your back and letting me take what I want.”

His nostrils flared. How could she speak to him like that?

“This is how guys have talked to girls for a very, very long time,” she reminded him.

He glanced back at the door.

This time, he couldn’t help himself. He may have been hard and horny, but she actually scared him. Or maybe he just needed to prove to himself that he still retained some modicum of control. If he ran off, he could still escape! He could stop this girl from taking what she wanted!

He didn’t care if he only wore his boxers.

William ran. He darted to the left, right by her. He worried she might try to trip him or something with those freaky mind powers, but she did something else. She reached out and wrapped him with her hand. Her fingers wrapped around his wrists, and he tried to tear his limbs from her grip.

It should have been easy, only she smiled and reinforced the strength of her hands with her telekinetic powers.

Suddenly, it felt like trying to pull away from a statue which had grabbed him.

“Where do you think you’re going?”

He nearly ripped his arm from his socket. His momentum stopped dead, and he fell back.

She grabbed her boy and started dragging him. He fell down, so the backs of his heels slid across the carpet until she liked the spot. She pushed him to the floor, yanked his boxers down the length of his legs, and looked at his stiffened shaft.

“Not bad,” she said. “I think I’m going to have fun with you, slut.”

Getting called a slut had never hurt his feelings before. After all, he was a man. Weren’t men supposed to go out and get with as many girls as they could?

When she grinned at him, there was something predatory and hungry in her expression, something that made him feel truly helpless.

Because he wanted to feel like he still had some control, he tried to reach up for her, but she locked his arms to the floor. She held him down, arms and legs spread. He may as well have had iron shackles around each limb.

This boy wasn’t going anywhere.

She leaned forward, kissed the tip of his nose, and smiled. “I can do this to you whenever I want.”

“You wouldn’t,” he said.

“You’re right,” she said. “Think of this as a nice goodbye. I want you to remember what you did and what I’m doing to you right now.”

His body writhed beneath her as his ex-girlfriend took him. She lowered herself down inch by inch. As she wielded The Powers, she kept him in place as she enveloped his shaft. She took the tip, squeezing her body against him.

“By the way, you really don’t want to come before I give you permission.”

“What would you do?” William asked, panting his question.

“You really, really don’t want to find out,” she chirped back.

Now she had him buried to her hilt. She pulled up, lowered herself down again, and closed her eyes as she raised her chin.

Oh yes, this felt magical.

The orgasms from before had been lovely, but there was something else here.

Glancing down at her boy, she understood just what kind of power she could have over him. She could take it whatever she wanted. Not just him. Any boy. She had grabbed him and held him down. In fact…

“Try to get away,” she said as she leaned forward and locked her fingers around his wrists.

He had to understand that the physics—no matter how evolved or seemingly magical—worked against him, so he couldn’t possibly win. But he was a boy. And boys almost always overestimated their talents and abilities.

“You’re kidding,” he said.

“No,” she replied as she savored the turgid shaft between her legs. Every time he moved, it rubbed against her. The friction of his body was delicious, only she craved more. “I’m really serious, William. Go on. Show me what a big, strong man you are. I’m just a girl. In high school, I was a cheerleader. I’m sure you would have loved to see me in my uniform.” When she smiled again, he saw the edges of her teeth.

I can do this. I’m a man. I’m bigger and stronger. She’s just some little bitch. It doesn’t matter if she has powers! I can do this!

This time, Mackenzie resisted the urge to laugh. He could think whatever he wanted, but she would show him the truth.

That’s when he tried to pull his arms out from beneath her palms. It didn’t work. His muscles twitched and bulged, but he couldn’t slip free.

Shutting his eyes now, he imagined himself back at the gym. He focused as hard as he could and tried to let himself drift into that perfect state of focus where he could lift more and endure.

It didn’t work.

“What’s wrong?” Mackenzie teased. “You don’t like being held down by a cheerleader?” She pouted her lips. “Are you embarrassed? Are you humiliated?”

I can do this!”

“No, you can’t!”

He tried to say something else, but she just leaned down and kissed him. Then she licked his neck, ran her teeth along his skin, and eventually sat up before she rode his shaft harder and harder. With the excitement burning through her body, she pumped her tight walls against his shaft.

“Please, I can’t take this,” he started to gasp.

He really worried what she would do if he came without permission.

“Don’t you dare,” she said.

She looked down, saw the frenzied desperation on his face, and it pushed her over the edge.

An incandescent burst of pleasure exploded through her body, hot, wild, and undeniably powerful. It subsumed every other thought and concern until she threw her head back and moaned into the pleasure.

Then she pulled away. She looked down at him.

“Why did you stop?” William asked as his voice freighted with that mix of desperation and need.

“Stay down,” she said, locking him in place with another set of telekinetic energy. The bands forced into the floor, pinning him like an insect.

She picked up her jeans, her panties, and she got dressed.

He could only watch helplessly, naked there on the floor while she did whatever she liked. When she finished, she ran her fingers through her hair and grinned down at him. “Yeah, you are a slut, but that’s okay. I’m sure some nice girl will find you and train you and fix you.”

“We aren’t done,” he said in a flustered grunt. In spite of everything, he still had a hard time thinking with his head, not his dick.

“Silly boy,” she teased, “Sex isn’t about a boy getting off, not here and not now. You know what it’s about? It’s about making me feel good. And guess what, William? You did that. So congratulations. You made yourself useful.” Then she couldn’t help herself. She grabbed her stuff and headed for the door. Just as she opened it and glanced back at him, she said, “or rather, I made you useful.”

Book 1: Brooke

“Leo, where are you?” Brooke asked in that sexy, alluring tone he loved.

Or at least, he used to love it when she spoke this way. As she opened the door to the home office they supposedly shared, she hoped he would spin around in his chair, look up, and reveal the arousal pumping through his body. He was supposed to see her in this black négligée.

She loved the way the shining black showed off her flat stomach, slender arms, and muscled legs. She had shaved, put on some perfume, and now she expected a spark of desire on his face.

But Leo didn’t even turn around.

“I have something for you,” she said in her sexy purr.

Her husband still didn’t turn around.

Refusing to get frustrated, she pranced across the floor, reached down, and placed her hands on his shoulders. “I think someone needs a break.”

“No. I’m busy,” he said.

“Busy with what?”

“Just busy,” he said.

Thirty-five-year-old Brooke glanced back at his screen, only to see the digital cards there. He was playing a game. It wasn’t solitaire. It was something more elaborate with carefully drawn wizards, starships, and other characters. Every time he moved a card, red or green numbers appeared as the CPU calculated damage and effects.

“Come to the bedroom with me. It’s been a while,” she said. “Let’s have some fun.”

“Look, I’m really just not in the mood,” he said.

“What’s wrong?” She lowered herself to her knees and tried to look up at him. “Please, Leo. Just talk to me.”

“Maybe I’m stressed out,” he said.

“If you come to the bedroom, I can give you a nice long massage,” she promised. “I can make you feel better.”

“No,” he said, polite but firm. “Thank you, but I’m not interested right now.” Just like that, he dismissed her like she was a waitress or something, not his wife, not the woman who knew him better than everyone else and loved him more than anyone else could.

“What’s going on?”

“Nothing. It’s just—” For a glimmering moment, Brooke really believed her husband would tell her the truth. He would open up and share his feelings.

Damn it. What was it with these men? Why did they always feel like they had to hide their feelings? Intellectually, she understood the basic principles. Boys were socialized from a young age to hide their feelings and pretend nothing affected them. But still, that understanding didn’t help her when she had to deal with a reticent husband who insisted on bottling up every feeling and emotion.

“Nothing,” he said again. “You should probably get dressed. You look cold.”

“You’re acting like a bastard,” she said before jumping to her feet.

She thought she heard him take a breath, like he wanted to say something. When she paused at the doorway and glanced over her shoulder, she saw his back turned to her again. He had his eyes on the screen as he drifted back into his imaginary card game.

Brooke hated putting on her sweatpants and T-shirt. Yeah, this was comfortable, especially when she just tied her hair back into a simple ponytail, but she wanted more.

For a few minutes, she was tempted to pleasure herself. It would have been easy enough. She had her vibrator right there in the nightstand, but she resisted the temptation, if only because it would have been depressing. She wanted to be with her husband, the man she loved.

Was he cheating on her?

No.

Leo wasn’t that kind of guy.

Then what? What made him hide in his office?

Leo had always been such a good man, especially when they first started dating and even after they were married. They used to play games, flirt, and tease one another. He called her silly little pet names like Tiger, Mouse, or some other animal name.

But he had stopped.

When?

Frustrated, Brooke realized something: she couldn’t pinpoint the exact moment when his behaviors changed. Perhaps she started to focus too much on work and the infinite number of variables which went into the political process.

As she considered this, a stupid idea tempted her. She could have jumped up onto her feet, marched back into the office, shut down his computer, spun his chair, and stared down into his eyes. She could have demanded that he talk to her and tell her what was going on in his head.

Only she didn’t. Instead, she reached for her tablet and started to scan through the news.

There were always more data points to consider, fresh variables as the tumult and roar of the internet wrote and got written by politics. She needed to know about the latest controversy, even if it would only last for a few minutes.

Occasionally, Brooke marveled at how the information ecosystem had evolved so dramatically. Once upon a time, it was so simple. Reporters went out, discovered facts, and reported on them. Sure, a local newspaper might be more liberal or conservative, a new station might skew something slightly, but the differences were marginal.

Now, if you hated a specific political party, you could go on and find a professional and successful website discussing how their politicians ate children, kidnapped women, and drank the blood of virgins. Seriously, Brooke had come across dozens of them.

And that was just one, one among so many.

Every time she read about that sort of BS, it made her need a drink, a shower, and maybe a plane ticket to another country.

She wasn’t a Luddite by any stretch, yet she understood just what kind of effect the web had on people and communities, especially when it came to information. Since distribution had become free, people could write whatever they wanted. In theory, this should have been amazing. Marginalized groups should have been able to tell their stories. And they had. But then, other people could live. For just a few million, foreign powers could create teams of bloggers, writers, and manipulators to screw around with the electoral process.

Half of the population couldn’t even recognize the dangers. After all, if one party recognized that they had been helped by the Chinese or Russians or Iranians or whoever, didn’t that mean the legitimacy of the last campaign didn’t quite count? And of course, both parties could be helped by foreign powers, making the entire thing so much more complicated.

Or what about the simplicity of the web?

How many people only read the headlines? How many people grabbed a few sentences and assumed they understood the situation? If nothing else, they would see something, get angry or excited, and make up their minds before even clicking on a link.

It was hilarious. It was pathetic.

Brooke shook her head again. Oh, damn. She really didn’t feel like working, but with her husband back in the office hiding from her, she didn’t see any of the choice.

“If I’m miserable, I might as well be productive,” she whispered to herself.

Invariably, she came across fresh rumors about The Powers.

Brooke still didn’t know what to believe about this, especially when it came to her job.

She didn’t really have a title. If she double checked the paperwork at the office where she worked, she probably would have come away with something like Consulting Analyst, Political Consultant, or another equally vague title.

Nope.

She knew what she needed to do: help specific politicians get elected.

She was good at it.

Brooke could be fierce when it came to understanding different constituencies. After reading just a few articles, browsing a few discussion boards, and maybe talking to a couple of people, she could understand what they wanted to hear.

That was politics: figuring out what people yearned to hear. Sure, they could pretend they craved accuracy, science, and improved living standards for everyone involved, but that wasn’t true. Perhaps it had been at some point. Or maybe the country had just been a lot better at pretending.

Now it came down to proving the other side wrong, winning another argument, and justifying the rage people felt as they played around on social media.

So what was she supposed to do with this information about The Powers?

Fresh videos. Fresh articles.

She even spotted some information from overseas, not that she really cared about what the New Zealanders or British did in their countries. And yet, sometimes the English-speaking nations mirrored one another in weird ways.

She puffed out her cheeks and scoffed because she didn’t see any scenario where “The Takeover” could happen here.

Misogyny and sexism, although she hated them, were far too deeply entrenched in the national psyche. Men could joke about rape, pay women less, and objectify any female, all without consequence.

Only the grossest and most obvious cases of harassment had brought a few men down when it came to certain political movements and hashtags.

If anything, the sexism would only become more subtle.

At least Brooke could feel good about the candidates she supported. She may not have had a concrete title, but she knew what she did for a living: she was a fixer; it was her responsibility to negotiate deals behind closed doors and in back rooms. It was her job to get information, word things properly, and help push the political conversation in the correct direction.

So what was she supposed to do with these videos?

Before she tried to answer the question, Brooke opted to simply experience the videos. After all, that was what everyone else was doing.

First, she saw a bodybuilder and a cheerleader.

The video started out pretty ridiculously. There was this huge guy with a beard and these enormous muscles. His arms and torso rippled. His muscles bulged as he walked in front of the camera and said, “Hey, everyone. My best friend, Tina, has offered me a little challenge. She thinks she’s going to be able to pin me to the mat. What do you all think? Be sure to like, subscribe, and leave a comment. Let’s get this thing started!”

The camera cut to the other side of the gym.

The girl, Tina, had blonde hair with her brunette roots showing. She wore a generic cheerleading uniform, meaning it probably came from a Halloween store or some costume website.

Brooke couldn’t help but roll her eyes. Then again, at least it wasn’t some fetish costume.

The bodybuilder called out, “Are you sure you want to do this? Really?”

Tina smiled at the camera, stuck her tongue between her teeth, and grinned cheerfully, “What’s wrong? You scared?”

“I’ve been wrestling for years. I know what I’m doing,” he said.

“And I’m a cheerleader,” she said, making that sound like it explained everything.

The camera wobbled a little bit. This was obviously an amateur performance. Despite that, the video already had more than three million views, although Brooke suspected that had more to do with the cheerleading uniform than anything else.

Tina was pretty. She seemed somehow normal, especially with her dyed blonde hair, the small birthmark on the right side of her neck, and the little bit of makeup she wore. There was something endearing about the blush on her cheeks and that purple eyeshadow.

The cheerleader bounded forward like some little deer prancing through the woods. She stopped on the left side of the mat and asked cheerfully, “Castle how does this work?”

“You need to get me down on the mat for three seconds. Both of my shoulder blades need to be pinned. Think you can do it?”

Considering this bodybuilder should have been able to pick Tina up with one hand and hold her for a couple of minutes suspended from the floor, it seemed impossible.

By this point, Brooke assumed most of the viewers would have clicked away to something more enticing, maybe a puppy rolling around in the grass or a kitten trying to fit into a slipper.

“Oh yeah,” she said with her hands on her hips. Then she pointed one finger at him like some enemy character and called out, “I can do it!”

Tina sprinted forward, and she shoved him as hard as she could. She threw out her palms, knocking all of her momentum right into his chest.

The cute blonde bounced off, landed on her feet, and looked at him with this adorable, pouting expression. Squinting her eyes at the screen, Brooke started to wonder if maybe this video had nothing to do with those so-called “Powers”. Or maybe The Powers had more to do with luring people into a specific set of videos where women were said to have powers, only it turned out they were docile blonds.

Brooke wouldn’t have been surprised. She could imagine a genre of online video where women purportedly had superpowers, the boys logged-in to watch, only to be reassured when it turned out these girls were helpless and adorable the whole time.

As a feminist, Brooke couldn’t help but shake her head.

So much of society functioned this way. Even when the mainstream entertained ideas about quality and feminism, they usually got it wrong. She remembered one phrase that used to be popular couple decades ago, “Girl Power.”

It was supposed to be empowering. It was supposed to be impressive. Instead, it sounded immature and pathetic, like children running around shouting, “Kid Power!”

Tina tried again. With this apparently sexy pout on her face, she put her head down, ran forward, and threw herself at the bodybuilder.

She bounced off of him again. In fact, Brooke started to suspect she had planned this.

Brooke was just about to click over to another video when Tina said, “Okay, last chance. I’m going to let you surrender now.”

“Why should I surrender? Look at me and look at you.”

“Exactly!”

Brooke arched an eyebrow. Really?

The banter was absurd, and yet it seemed somehow compelling. That’s when Tina balled her fingers into fists, looked right at him, held up one hand, and seemed to concentrate. The look on the bodybuilder’s expression shifted. Was that genuine surprise?

Tina tightened her fingers into a fist, jerked her arm back, and suddenly it looked like the bodybuilder had been knocked from his feet. Brooke leaned forward as she studied the screen. He fell.

When he dropped, he looked up and tried to rise to his feet, only she turned back to the cameraperson and said, “Don’t stop recording!” The bodybuilder scrambled to rise, but Tina skipped forward. The hem of her pleated skirt bounced up and down, flashing some of the black athletic shorts she wore underneath.

Just as he started to get up, Tina launched herself down, and she grabbed him, straddling his chest and pushing her hands down against his wrists.

Considering that his biceps were thicker than her thighs, the bodybuilder should have been able to stand without any problem. In fact, he should have been able to lift her with one arm.

At first, it really looked like he would succeed. He would pick her up, and he would reinforce just how much stronger and more powerful he was. As a man who clearly lifted weights every single day, he would have no trouble dealing with a girl like Tina.

“Down,” she commanded.

Despite the high pitch of her voice, the command reverberated from the speakers in Brooke’s laptop, and a little shiver ran down her back.

The bodybuilder dropped down. There were no signs of what was happening. Brooke studied the images even more intently now as she tried to discern some inconsistency or discrepancy. She wanted to find some piece of evidence to prove that this had been faked. Thin strings. Plastic cords. Some twitch on his face to show he was just acting.

But now, his lips parted, his eyes widened, and his nostrils flared. Altogether, that was a look of genuine panic.

Before he said anything, the bodybuilder twitched. His muscles rippled, tensed, and bulged as he undulated beneath her. This had to be acting, right?

If so, they were doing an amazing job.

Brooke liked to believe she had a really well calibrated BS detector; working in politics, she needed it. On a daily basis, she probably heard hundreds of lies, false promises, equivocations, and other deceptive rhetorical strategies.

But this guy seemed genuinely sincere as his eyes widened and he stared up at his partner.

“Okay, Tina, you proved your point,” he said. “You can let me up now.”

“I could,” she allowed with a giggle. “But should I?”

“Yes! Let me up!”

“Only if you give me the passwords to our accounts,” she said.

“What? What’re you talking about?”

“We get millions of views every week, and you don’t share the revenue. Does that seem fair?” Her tone made it clear: no, it wasn’t. She flipped her hair back, grinned down, and revealed her teeth. “You keep telling you going to pay me at some point, but you never do. And I’m sick of it.”

“Megan, stop the camera,” he said, glancing back toward the cameraperson. Apparently that was Megan. And apparently, she didn’t listen.

“No, keep recording,” Tina called out without looking away. “Todd, you think you’re so big and special. But you’re not. You’re not as smart as you think. And guess what? Now I’m stronger than you.”

“Let me up right now!”

“As soon as you give me the password.”

“This is my channel!”

“Oh really? When you first approached me, you said it would be our channel. You said we could work on this together and you said we would be equal partners. But I don’t think we ever were equal partners, I don’t think we can be. I think this is going to be my channel, and you get to be my sidekick.”

“Go to hell! Seriously, Megan, turn off the fucking camera!”

The camera continued to record. In fact, it was easy for Brooke to imagine some young woman standing behind the camera with the device poised in her hands as she continued to record everything.

The bodybuilder seemed so confident and poised when all of this began, but now he growled like some wild animal as he tried to throw the petite cheerleader off of his chest.

“What? You want me to get off of you? Maybe if you ask nicely,” she teased. “Only then she added, “Obviously, you have to give me the password first. Go on. You can just whisper it to me, Todd.”

Like some petulant child, he pounded his fist down against of the mat, he kicked his heels down, and he thrashed as hard as he could. Then he threw his arms up and tried to shove her by her shoulders, yet she remained right where she wished to be. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t move this girl.

“Come on, Todd. You know you’re not stronger than me, not anymore. I have The Powers!”

“This isn’t happening,” he said, almost as though he needed to convince himself. “This isn’t real.”

The blonde laughed out, “It’s real! And what’s that password or I might decide to spank you on camera.”

Brooke blinked a couple of times even as she started to smile. Although she knew this could have all still been staged, she nonetheless marveled at how quickly she had fallen into the narrative. Professional filmmakers probably assumed every video needed certain high-end characteristics to qualify as “good,” but the audience for this website clearly didn’t care.

And right then, neither did Brooke.

She just needed to know what would happen.

“You can do it, Todd. Come on. Just tell me what I want to know.”

He tried to push away. By this point, the blush had coursed down his cheeks and expanded to his neck and even his shoulders. His body shined with desperation and perspiration as he kept working at it. Perhaps he had pushed his body to new heights of endurance throughout his career, yet that hardly mattered. He was getting held down by a girl half his weight, and he didn’t know what to do.

“Go on. You don’t want me to get impatient. You don’t want me to have to spank you, do you?”

“You wouldn’t dare!”

Brooke creased her brows. Were they just teasing the audience, or would they actually do this?

The cheerleader hopped off of her bodybuilder friend. She stood over him, her knees held together as she swayed back and forth with her hands held together. When she smiled down at him, he must have looked up toward her features to see her cute nose and rounded cheeks beneath the curtains of her hair.

“Get up!” Tina sounded so cheerful and perky!

When he didn’t obey right away, she reached down and flexed her fingers. Suddenly, he sat up with another look of confusion on his face. Then she pulled forward, and he was suddenly knocked to his hands and knees.

“Obviously, this is a family-friendly video,” she explained, “So I can’t pull down his pants or anything, but I think I can still spank him. Don’t you, Megan?”

The camerawoman didn’t say anything. Instead, the lens simply rose and fell: yeah, Tina could spank him if she wanted. Tina could do anything she wanted!

The redness gathered along his neck as he grunted, “Don’t you dare do this!”

“Just a quick spanking. Or what’s wrong? Are you worried all of your bodybuilder friends are going to see this and know that you got beaten up by a girl?”

He didn’t answer. Clearly, he was trying to move, however. Every few seconds, she could see his joints flex or his tendons pull as he fought the invisible hold pending him on his hands and knees.

Brooke started to wonder. Were these people just amazing actors?

It seemed improbable. And yet, the alternative seemed equally fantastical. The Powers? Really?

Broke glanced down at her coffee table. With her husband off in the back room, she saw the coaster right there, a rounded piece of cork. She wondered if maybe she should try to move it with her mind, only then she would feel ridiculous when it obviously wouldn’t work. She wasn’t some little kid in a Star Wars commercial.

Breathing out slowly, she turned back to the screen.

Tina grinned and said, “Last chance. What’s it going to be?”

“I’m going to make you pay for this! I swear to God, Tina! I’m going to make you pay!”

“Hear that, everyone? He wants to be spanked in front of the whole world! I bet we get ten million views on this one. Just think about that, Todd. Ten million people are going to see me spank you!”

Perhaps those numbers finally clicked inside of his head. “Please, don’t. Please, just let me up!”

Were his eyes wet? Was he actually on the verge of crying?

Brooke knew what it would take for an alpha guy like that to surrender. He was already pleading, but he still hadn’t given her what she wanted. As the drama unfolded, Brooke forgot about the rest of the world.

“Tell me the password,” she said.

“Fine…” His head slumped down.

She crouched beside him, and he whispered something into Tina’s ear. “Pause the video,” she said to the camerawoman.

It blinked out for just a second. Brooke couldn’t help but feel a surge of disappointment, but she glanced down to the bottom of the window and saw the video still had several more minutes.

Sure enough, the picture resolved itself, and Brooke now stood there. And Todd? He remained on his hands and knees, his head bowed down, his eyes shut, like he needed to hide from the rest of the world.

“Okay, everyone,” she announced, “I’m happy to let you know that I’m now in charge of this channel. It’s mine. All mine.” She definitely came off like a spoiled cheerleader, but Brooke still found herself rooting for her.

“Now, what are we going to do with Todd?”

“I gave you the password!” His head snapped up, and he stared at her with big, worried eyes.

Brooke couldn’t help but grin. She had experienced that sort of anxiety before. Back in college, she took a bunch of night classes, and she remembered the creeping nervous energy that would crawl along her back and down her legs every time she had to traverse the campus in the dark. She imagined someone lurking behind every building.

And people didn’t necessarily help. There had been times at parties when the guys would get drunk and raucous and aggressive. Something would change in their expressions; they wouldn’t look like well educated young men any longer. Instead, they became almost predatory as they stared at the girls.

Their thoughts were obvious: they wanted to get laid. They didn’t care how.

“Yup,” Tina agreed. “You gave me the password, and now you get spanked.”

“You can’t do—” Todd started to say, but she put her palm underneath his jaw and pushed upward. Just like that, she silenced him. Even after she took his hand away, it was obvious he needed to open his mouth, and he made a few quiet growling sounds while he tried to speak, only he couldn’t get the words out.

By using The Powers, Tina just muzzled her former partner.

It seemed impossible. Seriously, a girl wasn’t supposed to be able to do something like that, but he kept trying to speak. Every few seconds, he made another sound. It wasn’t much. It wasn’t even enough to ruin the quality of the video, but Megan seemed intent on his face as he fought whatever force held his mouth shut.

Just as Brooke and the rest of the audience might have gotten bored, Tina stepped back behind him, reached down, and grabbed his ass through his gym shorts.

“Now, this is important to understand. I’m not spanking you because you were a bad boy or anything like that. After all, you gave me the password. Sure, it took some coaxing, but that’s okay. Oh, and don’t worry about trying to change it back. This channel is mine now, Todd.”

She grinned down at him, and an idea seemed to occur to her. Maybe this had been planned ahead of time. Perhaps she had known precisely what would take place, or maybe it was all improvised. Either way, she asked, “You don’t mind, do you?”

She flexed her fingers, flashing her hand, and waved from left to right. As she did so, his head matched her movements. He shook his head, so no, he “didn’t mind”. He didn’t say anything, but he didn’t need to, not when Tina could manipulate him like he was a puppet.

“And you think I’m going to do a really good job with the channel, don’t you?” Now she turned her palm flat and waved her fingertips down then up again. At the same time, he nodded like he agreed with this.

“Oh, that’s so wonderful! Your faith in me is so important!” She clapped, jumped around, and her blonde hair splashed against her shoulders.

The men watching this could probably still believe it was a fake. And yet, they would have this wild impulse to believe her and like her. They wouldn’t be able to help themselves, not when a girl like Tina was so cute and confident at the same time.

Brooke marveled at this new version of femininity.

A girl like Tina never could have gotten into politics, not yet. She was too young, too vivacious, but in a couple of years, if she maintained this kind of energy while assuming a more mature tone, then she might have been able to do really, really well for herself. Mayor? Definitely. Congresswoman? Possibly. Senator? Definitely within the realms of possibility…

“Do you want me to spank you?”

She forced him to nod again. His head dipped down low, rose, and fell again.

“Okay!”

She slapped his ass. It must not have hurt very much, not with the layers of his underwear and those gym shorts.

But this wasn’t about pain.

Brooke could see it on his face: that abject humiliation. The embarrassment. The shame.

Throughout his life, he probably believed he was bigger and stronger, which gave him every right to do whatever he wanted. Sure, there were laws that might get in his way from time to time, but he was a guy. In fact, Todd was probably one of those jerks who truly believed the laws only applied if he got caught.

Now his muscles, money, and sex didn’t matter. A cheerleader was about to spank him! Again!

Her hand flew down, struck, and he tried twice as hard to say something. There had to be words he believed would change things. But no. This boy was pinned, held in place and utterly helpless.

She spanked him again and again.

Then she grabbed his hair, forced him to look at the camera, and she whispered something into his ear.

The rage finished, replaced by something else: naked fear.

“Go on,” she said, just barely loud enough for the camera to pick up.

“This is Brooke’s channel now,” he said. “And I’m just her sidekick.”

“And?”

“Be sure to like, and subscribe to Brooke’s channel,” he said before she released him, and the clip cut to black.

Brooke leaned back against the couch. Another video started up, but she just tapped the screen. No. She didn’t need to see more. That had been amazing, incredible, and utterly bizarre.

Rather than watch another video, she started thinking about all of this. She licked her lips and started to research some other sources. This time, she didn’t check out social media or any of the popular video sharing sites. Rather, she checked out some of her old academic pages, the ones populated by scientists and researchers, scholars and people who took the truth seriously. They weren’t there to get clicks, views, or make money. They just wanted to know the truth.

And so did Brooke. Because if The Powers were real, then everything would change.

As her page loaded, Brooke glanced down at the coaster again. Before she could lift her hand or make an attempt, the page materialized in front of her, and it was time to keep reading. She needed to understand The Powers and what would happen next.
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Brooke

She didn’t remember buying that coaster. It probably came from a department store, one of those shopping trips when she filled a cart without really thinking about it. Maybe it came from a point before she and Leo moved in together or got married. Maybe she got it after; she could have bought it from some website. Until now, the coaster had been a small detail in her domestic life, something useful that still went unnoticed.

Only now, she stared at it hard and wondered if she could really try this. Something blocked her, a pure skepticism.

Throughout her life, education, and career, she had almost always been at a disadvantage, especially as a woman in politics. She never pursued votes herself, but she advised, helped and worked with politicians all the time, so she knew how the rules worked in the favor of men.

An angry man? Awesome.

An angry woman? Terrible.

Any number of labels could be applied to female politicians. Bitch. Whore.

Men didn’t get the same kinds of insults. Sure, his opponents might whisper that he was a jerk, a jackass, or an asshole, yet those designations came off as complementary half the time.

If a man was intellectual, then he could be smart. If a woman put on a pair of glasses, she looked boring.

A woman could be told to smile. A man could glare at the camera, and in doing so, he projected strength.

All of these double standards made it almost impossible for women to lead, while someone would imagine “The President” and automatically picture a man. History was on their side, so women had to struggle for every vote and opportunity.

There were a couple of instances where Brooke had an advantage, especially when she dealt with her current employer, a political action committee dedicated to helping female politicians throughout the country. When she went to certain conferences, she would be surrounded by like-minded women. In those cases, Brooke actually had an advantage. At one point, she remembered chatting with a male speaker who looked at her and said, “This must be what it’s like for you all the time.”

For once, he was outnumbered.

She could only smile and say, “Yeah. Pretty much.”

Unfortunately, her organization’s budget wasn’t very big, especially compared with some of the other special interests. They couldn’t compete with the pharmaceutical lobbyists or the committees funded by billionaires who had no problem throwing a few hundred million dollars into their pet projects as they tried to win, whether or not that involved cheating.

But what if everything changed?

What if this coaster was really the first step?

She lifted her hand, reached out with her fingertips, and started to concentrate when her phone buzzed. Her shoulders slumped, she dropped her chin to her chest, and she felt some of her brown hair fall around her cheeks.

Really? Now?

As a political operative, she knew she couldn’t ignore her phone. She reached over, grabbed it, and saw a number she didn’t recognize.

“What now?”

Brooke sat up straight, held the phone to her ear, and asked, “Hello?”

“Is this Brooke Lawrence?”

“It is,” she said to the male voice which he didn’t recognize. “What can I do for you?”

“This is Tony Cart.”

As a political operative, it was her job to know the power players throughout the capitol, but his name didn’t click into any box right away. Another operative, perhaps a competitor? A politician? A lobbyist? Or a bureaucrat?

His name seemed familiar until she asked aloud, “Tony Cart, the congressman?”

“The very same,” he said. “I’m glad you’ve heard of me.” He had a smooth, friendly voice, one that probably worked well when it came to making deals.

“What can I do for you, Congressman?”

“I was hoping you and I could grab a coffee,” he said.

“Really?”

“Absolutely. There is something I think we should discuss, you and I. I’m sure we could do some great things together.”

“Are you sure about that? We don’t exactly see eye to eye,” she said.

“True, but there’s something I’ve been meaning to discuss with you for a while.”

“Okay,” she said. This would probably be a waste of time, but Leo wasn’t interested in spending time with her for whatever reason, so she could go out, meet a rival, and maybe get some insight into how he saw the world and what weaknesses she might be able to use against him during the next election cycle.

“Perfect,” he said. “I’ll send you the address.”

They hung up, and her phone buzzed a few seconds later with an incoming text message.

7756 Morganson Way, Room 103.

Room 103?

It was going to be at a hotel.

Brooke threw her head back and laughed. Some of these politicians could be truly insane. Yes, they stood up in front of people, often lied for a living, and pretended to work through ridiculously complicated scenarios and problems, all while listening to their analysts or (too often) lobbyists.

But he was a congressman, and they didn’t really know each other, so he probably had a real offer for her. Then again, she couldn’t be sure one way or the other. Fortunately, she carried a Taser in her purse.

Brooke went back to the bedroom, quickly got dressed in black pants, a white shirt, and a blouse. She put on a little bit of makeup, but not enough to make the congressman think she would really care about this meeting.

As she headed toward the door, she wondered if she should tell Leo where she was going. But then she decided against it, mostly because he probably wouldn’t give her more than a grunt, and she wasn’t in the mood to feel disappointed in her man, not again, not after their first “conversation”.

The coaster sat on the coffee table, untouched by The Powers.

The Moonlight Hotel had a skeezy name but a reasonably nice exterior with well manicured bushes and a clean parking lot. It wasn’t fancy by any stretch of the imagination, but it didn’t make her skin crawl either. Brooke slammed the car door and marched across the pavement with her high heels clicking on the ground.

Room 103.

She knocked and waited.

Fortunately, her position as a consultant meant she didn’t need to worry about her public image or persona. Yes, reputation mattered, but no one within her circles would care if she met with a congressman at some out-of-the-way hotel. Even if they were having an affair, it would’ve been more damaging for him than her.

The door opened, and the quintessential politician appeared before her. With one hand on the knob and the other resting on the door frame, he smiled at her. That smile had probably earned him more than a few votes. As was to be expected, he was younger, probably in his late thirties or early forties with thick brown hair, a smoothly shaved face, and a reasonably broad chest. Unlike so many other politicians, he hadn’t been fattened up by gala and fundraiser dinners.

“You’re here,” he said, making it sound like the best news he had heard all day.

“The Moonlight Hotel for coffee? Really?”

“What can I say? They have good stuff,” he replied.

She stepped across the threshold and into the small but clean hotel room. There was the bed, a flat screen TV mounted to the wall, and a small desk off to the side with an uncomfortable looking chair.

He closed the door, and Brooke held back the instinct to flinch. She had come of her own volition, and she needed to know what a politician from the opposition wanted from her.

“Why?”

“Straight down to business? Is that it?” Congressman Cart strolled by her and took a seat on the edge of the bed. He tapped the spot beside him.

“I’m not some idiotic intern who’s willing to believe you’ll save the world. Besides, I’m not even on your side,” she pointed out. “So why am I here?”

“I saw a speech you gave,” he replied.

“You are at one of my events?”

“No,” he said with a dismissive chuckle. “Someone recorded it and put it on YouTube.”

“And now you’re mad and want to argue with me?” Sarcasm dripped from every word.

“Nope,” he said. “I’m here because I think we can help each other.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I’m thinking a trade.”

His eyes sparkled with mischievous delight.

“What for what?” She stood there with her arms crossed over her chest, but he didn’t seem intimidated or put off by the obvious hostility in her stance.

“This is what you have to get out of it,” he said as he reached into his pocket and pulled out a white envelope. “Take a look,” he said.

She snatched it, opened it, and pulled out the single sheet of paper.

“This is an endorsement for Olivia Snyder,” he told her. “It will be released by you and only you.”

“Wrong party,” answered Brooke, yet her thoughts still turned as she put the different pieces together and made the calculations. She arrived at the same conclusions before him, but she allowed this pompous male the opportunity to explain. “In most cases, yeah,” he agreed. “I’m willing to grant that there is a lot of hostility and that the people of this country are pretty polarized.”

“Which is something you’re more than happy to build on and use,” she said. “I did some research on my way here. During the last election, what did you call your opponent? A terrorist-loving-traitor? And that was an unofficial speech. Off the record, you apparently called her a slut and a frigid whore. Tell me, how does that even work?”

Finally, his smile seemed to harden slightly. It took on a brittle, plastic sheen as he watched her. Still, his lips didn’t turn down into a pout or a frown. Good for him.

Because she enjoyed tweaking this guy, she continued, “A whore, by definition, should be sexually promiscuous. Same goes for a slut. But then you go and call her frigid. So she doesn’t have enough sex, but when she does, there’s too much of it? Is that what you’re thinking? Please, enlighten me.”

“There’s no reason to be aggressive,” he said.

“This is politics and my career,” she replied. “There’s every reason to be aggressive.”

He stood up, turned his back on her, and waited.

A man like Tony Cart probably expected her to say something, perhaps even to apologize.

Truthfully, Brooke often wondered about the women in his life. As a feminist, she understood specifically what kinds of boundaries she intended to establish in her life and career. But what about his wife, a woman who dutifully stood by his side while he called other females the worst names he could imagine? When he went on national TV and insisted sexism was a conspiracy concocted by the other party, what did his wife think? What did his daughter think?

She let him stay there a few feet away. She still hadn’t switched her own pose.

Finally, Tony turned around again, and his smile seemed warm, bright, and beneficent again. He was the kind to statesmen intent on helping someone, not a calculating politician determined to satisfy his cravings.

“Fine,” he told her. “Olivia Snyder is portraying herself as the nonpartisan politician. She reaches across the aisle as much as she can. Granted, this has caused some problems for her in the more extreme wing of your party, but that’s okay. She makes it work because she’s from a district where people still think democracy works.”

“And you don’t?”

He shrugged as though it didn’t matter.

“Cynical,” she said. She didn’t smile, yet the corners of her eyes crinkled slightly as though she wanted to.

“You’re a beautiful woman,” he said. “The moment I saw you in that video, I knew you and I could have something special.”

She arched an eyebrow, stared at him hard, and had to ask, “Really? Is that really why you invited me here?”

“What can I say?” Because he isn’t that good.

“This could destroy your career,” she said.

“It won’t,” he replied with a dismissive wave of his hand. “My voters are angry.”

“Yeah,” Brooke snorted. “Wealthy, middle-aged men. The most oppressed population in our nation’s history.”

“Besides, if anyone said that you and I had slept together, I would just call you a slut and move on.”

“Is this how you really want to woo me?”

“Not at all,” he replied. “I’m offering you an endorsement for Snyder, plus a favor.”

“What kind?”

“Any kind you want,” he said. “If you need some information, I can help. If you want something to go away, I can probably help with that too, or maybe one of your allies will be desperate for a vote, and you’ll be able to make yourself look good. If you check the political landscape, the two parties are pretty much deadlocked. At this rate, nothing is going to get done for the next ten years.”

Brooke pressed her lips together and ran her teeth along her lower lip. As she pondered all of this, he snatched the letter from her hand.

It had been signed by his hand and with his stationary. Sure, he could have called out some sort of bizarre conspiracy theory, but it probably wouldn’t have worked. She could plaster that one image all over the internet, and he would be humiliated if he tried to lie and say he never saw it before.

“You’re intrigued,” he said. He stepped closer.

Brooke didn’t step back. Instead, she studied him. Endorsement was nice, but favor was so much more powerful.

“Tell me what you really want.”

“What I want? What I really, really want?” He punctuated each word with another step in her direction. His eyes twinkled, and he didn’t pull his gaze away from her.

Brooke wasn’t the youngest or most beautiful woman. He probably could have had any number of interns, hot little college girls who liked bouncy ponytails and probably owned slutty schoolgirl uniforms. But right then and there, he craved something else: a rival. He wanted to be the conquering warlord. He yearned to ravish her, to hold her down.

“Yes,” she said. For just a second, she was almost tempted, except for the fact that she was married and she loved Leo. She would always be loyal to her husband.

“I want to tie you to that bed right there. That’s another reason why I chose this hotel.” Only a few inches separated them, so he lowered his voice to a scandalous whisper, “Bedposts. I could strip you naked, tie you down, and play with your body. I could make you come again and again. When was the last time your husband did that for you?”

It had been too long, so Brooke felt something tighten in her chest. There was this pulse of desire and anticipation.

When she stared at him, she had just one question: could she trust him?

At many points throughout her career, she had to look at a man and try to figure out what he really meant.

But this time, something strange happened. Yes. This dumb feminist is really thinking about it. I’m going to have her on her back. Oh, I’m going to get to pound that hot little pussy!

“What?” She squinted at him. “What did you say?”

“I just asked when the last time your husband did something like that for you,” he replied.

No, that wasn’t what he said. Only then she reconsidered the memory, and it didn’t feel like sound. Yes, the words had been clear and distinct, as though he had spoken, but they were different. The texture. The memory. The sensation. It was all just a little bit different.

If Brooke hadn’t been watching videos about The Powers, then she wouldn’t have imagined this as a possibility, only now she tried something else, “Think of a number. It doesn’t matter what number.”

“What kind of game are you playing?”

“Just do it,” she said.

“Fine,” he said with an exasperated sigh.

Tony Cart, one of the most dynamic and electric politicians, studied her as he came up with something. She focused on him and tried to do it again. She needed proof that this wasn’t some kind of bizarre delusion or a mistake. It was real. It was actually happening.

1776.

“Very patriotic,” she said.

His eyes widened.

“What? What did you do just now?”

She cocked her head to the side, scratched her neck, and told the truth, “I think I just read your mind.”

No way. That’s just a bunch of feminist propaganda. Women can’t really do that. They can’t!

“I think we can,” she told him.

“No. No way. Look, are we doing this or not?”

“Not,” she said.

I need to get her out of here. This bitch is going to be trouble, especially if she ever learned about those pictures on my computer.”

“What pictures?” Brooke didn’t mean to sound sweet, snide, or mocking, yet she succeeded at all three anyway.

Suddenly, she saw images. Images flashed through her mind like a dream. Ephemeral and ethereal, there were distinct pictures of women in shining black catsuits, each one latex and tight against her perfect body. Some of the women had long brown hair, others short, blonde bobs. Some of them smiled gently while more glared.

Brooke noticed the females first, but those images had more. As she processed all of it, she could easily see the men on their knees with their hands behind their back and collars around their necks.

“You like the idea of being owned,” she said, squinting at this man as though she had never really seen him before. “What is it about guys on your side of the aisle?” Brooke asked with a chuckle. “Seriously. You go around moralizing and talking about how we need this very specific kind of family with women who obey and men who are the head of the household or whatever, but here you are, secretly wishing your wife would chain you to the bed, put you in a…” She paused, mostly because she wasn’t familiar with the concept, “A chastity cage?”

He immediately thought of the plastic tubes, iron belts, and metal cages which could encapsulate a man’s penis, removing his ability to climax or even get an erection.

Brooke never stumbled on those over the course of her online travels, but now she couldn’t help but smile. “You love that, don’t you? You want to be completely owned.”

At some other place or time, hearing a woman like Brooke talk about this might have actually triggered genuine excitement in him. But now, he had lost something important, and even if jolts of arousal burrowed through his body, there was something else on the surface. Anger.

Like so many other boys who didn’t know how to control their tempers, he jerked his hand into the air, and he was about to slap her hard across the face. He didn’t care about the consequences. He couldn’t think of them.

His entire world became a red haze.

She threatened him.

If she threatened his career, she needed to be broken and destroyed.

Right before his hand could connect, she stopped him.

His hand crashed against something solid. But he didn’t see anything. He may as well have tried to smack a statue or slap a steel pillar. He pulled his hand back, and that’s when he understood.

“They’re real,” he said.

“I guess so,” she replied.

“No,” he said. “That can’t be right. That’s not how the world works!”

That’s when he threw himself at her. He lunged forward, ready to tackle this woman and push her to the floor. Simultaneously, his shaft hardened and a different sort of excitement burned through his body. He wasn’t thinking about his chastity fantasies or even those nights where he had asked his wife to penetrate him with a dildo.

Men could be complicated, and this wasn’t a fantasy.

A yearning for raw destruction pulsed through his body. He wanted to grab her, throw her down, rip her out of those tight black pants, tear the buttons from her vest and play with her breasts. He would ram down, thrusting his thick, meaty cock into her.

He would make her pay. He would make her cry.

And after this, she would always know that he was a real man, someone she couldn’t fuck with.

With a casual wave of her hand, she remembered the coaster, the one she had wanted to move with her mind. But now a different sort of instinct took a hold of her, and she knocked him to the floor. It was like he tripped on something, so he fell to his hands and knees.

“What are you going to do to me?”

Fuck you hard, he thought instantly.

“Oh, Tony, that’s not how this is going to work.”

You’re just like those other bitches, the girls who lead men on and then go whining to the police after. I swear, I’m going to put you in your place! With the red mist clouding his thoughts, he couldn’t come up with a coherent idea, nor could he really calculate what was going on.

Like so many of his followers, he channeled that rage and didn’t even care if it led him to the most ridiculous conclusions.

He tried to jump up, only to feel an invisible force shove down against his shoulder blades, the back of his neck, even the crux of his knees.

Practically chained in place, he couldn’t get up. That didn’t keep this man from trying. As a politician, he understood the importance of maintaining a strong physique, especially for his followers. The men never would have admitted it, but they didn’t want to follow some fat-ass pussy— even if half of those angry, entitled males were overweight themselves.

“You and I need to have a conversation,” she said.

“Go to hell, you stupid bitch!”

“Be quiet,” she said as she exerted her will on this man. All at once, his mouth shut. She didn’t use that invisible force this time. Instead, the compulsion just ran through his brain, triggering all of the right neurons in the correct sequence to make him tighten his jaw and relax his vocal cords.

“Wow,” she said, marveling at the ease with which she could control another human being. “This is amazing.”

Knowing he couldn’t speak now, she crouched down in front of him and started asking him questions. “Who are your biggest donors?”

The names filtered through his mind. There was so much information!

“What’s your email address and password?”

He shook his head as he glared at her. His eyes alternated between wide and disbelieving and narrow and enraged. Even so, the data continued to flow.

She took out her phone and started typing in notes. “What else do you want to keep me from finding out?”

Another image flashed through her mind: Tony Cat, age nineteen. He was on his knees in a pink, frilly dress with tight panties between his legs, a chastity cage beneath the satin, and a snug collar locked around his neck. A beautiful girl, Jasmine, stood above him. She held the end of his leash and smiled down at him. “Face it, Tony. You’re nothing but a little sissy slave now. I can do whatever I want with you. And you know you’ll always obey me. I’m better than you, aren’t I?” Even as she asked, he dipped his head down low and got ready to accept her training.

“That’s really the person you wanted to be, wasn’t it?” Brooke whispered, only she was surprised by something: the sympathy in her voice.

She reached down and stroked his cheek like he was some feral, abused animal discovered in the home of his negligent owner.

Pleasure. Contentment. Satisfaction. This warm sense of knowing he was exactly where he belonged permeated his body. Yes, he was owned. Because he was owned, he was loved. He was Jasmine’s favorite possession, so nothing else mattered.

“It’s okay,” she said. “I know this is going to be hard on you, but you get to surrender now. Don’t worry. I’m not going to destroy your career, but if I ever need anything from you, I will take it.”

She relaxed her hold on his vocal cords. “Tell me you understand.”

His mouth opened, and there was this obvious moment where he wanted to argue or fight her. Perhaps he dared hope bright, acidic rage would be enough to burn through her hold on him. “Yes, ma’am,” he said.

“Good boy,” she said as she patted him on the head. “I want you to know that if you try to change any of your passwords or do anything different, I will come and find you.”

His eyes widened. “If I want to break you, I can. Say it.”

“If you want to break me, you can.”

“Good boy,” she replied. “Now go stand in the corner, count to a hundred, and then you have permission to leave.”

With her notes safely stored on her phone, she got up and left. The door closed, and he was already in his corner, counting like the obedient slave he had once been for a girl back in college.

While Brooke Lawrence got dressed up for her husband before he rejected her and she ultimately received a phone call from a misogynistic politician, Mackenzie Rove was back at “work”.

Actually, did this count as work? She didn’t like her economics professor very much, but she did admire one question he had brought up in one of their early classes. What even qualified as a job? She was paid well as a babysitter, but she didn’t get a W-2, there wasn’t any official paperwork, and she didn’t even have official hours. All across the world, people got money for doing stuff, but when did someone actually have a job?

She would have loved to write a paper about those questions. Instead, she found herself on the porch while Sierra and Christian ran around the front yard.

For the last hour, she had played in the warm sunlight with them, running around, darting behind trees, and playing pretend.

In their first game, Christian and Sierra were a pair of space warriors who needed to rescue a captured princess: Mackenzie. She strode over to the corner of the house, crossed her hands behind her back, and kept her knees together as she pretended to struggle against invisible rope or shackles.

“Oh no,” Sierra called out, her childish, squeaky voice reverberating in the neighborhood atmosphere. “There’s a monster!”

“I’ll shoot it with my Ultra Laser!” Christian shouted.

As she listened and checked from behind the corner, she saw the kids dart around, jumping from side to side as they avoided imaginary claws and talons.

Sierra, with her platinum blonde hair and big blue eyes, could probably be a model someday. Her little brother, Christian, looked like her mirror opposite. Not only was he a boy, but he had short, intensely brown, almost black hair, and equally dark eyes. Together, they looked like a matching set, especially since they were the same height.

After they rescued Mackenzie, she told him she needed a break but asked if they wanted any snacks from the kitchen.

These were good kids; they knew they needed to play in the yard and stay within the boundaries of the white picket fence.

“Apple juice!”

“Crackers!”

Mackenzie promised to be back in a few minutes and returned with the snacks on a tray. When she returned, she found them playing some more tag. He swung his arms and ran, shouting with his high-pitched voice as the kids squealed.

They came up for snacks. Everything seemed normal.

But then Christian reached for a cookie and stopped when Sierra called out, “Ladies first!”

Oh no. This sounded like the start of an argument, and they’d behaved so well up to this point.

Since they were both little and really immature, Mackenzie took a breath and got ready to calm them down, only something strange happened.

“I understand,” Christian told her. He pulled his hand away, kept his knuckles at his sides, and waited with an odd look on his face.

“Christian, are you okay?” Mackenzie asked as Sierra cheerfully grabbed a cookie and started eating.

The little boy didn’t answer right away. Instead, he kept glancing at his blonde sister.

“Can I have a cookie now?” Christian asked, and those words should have been aimed at his babysitter. Instead, they were directed toward his sister.

Not only that, Sierra seemed completely content with this arrangement as she touched a finger to her bottom lip, kept chewing gleefully, and took several long seconds to consider it. “No, not yet.”

“Why not?”

“Because I said so,” she replied.

“Sierra, what’s going on?” Mackenzie asked.

“I’m not supposed to say!”

“Christian?”

“I’m not supposed to say either,” he replied, looking forlorn as his eyes drifted between the ground and the cookies on the tray.

Mackenzie narrowed her eyes slightly, and a possibility occurred to her, only she couldn’t quite accept it. After all, what happened between her and William almost seemed like a dream, a series of memories which didn’t quite come off as real.

“Yeah,” Sierra said. “You don’t get to tell anyone. That’s what Mom and Dad said. Remember?” The little blonde looked up at Mackenzie and smiled.

“Oh, so it’s a secret?” Mackenzie asked.

“Yup!” Sierra nodded her head down and up emphatically, making some of those blonde waves brush along her narrow shoulders.

“And who said it has to be a secret?”

“Mom. And Dad, but I’m not sure he likes the idea very much.”

“Oh,” Mackenzie said. At moments like this, things could be awkward for the babysitter. She didn’t wish to violate any family rules, but some dynamics could get weird.

“Do you really want a cookie?” Sierra asked as though the matter had been settled, so she could turn her attention back to her brother.

“Yes, please?”

“Only if you play Dog Catcher with me first.”

“But you know I hate that game!” Christian whined.

Sierra grabbed another cookie, took a big bite, and chewed it loudly. With an exaggerated hum of delight, she enjoyed the crunchy, sugary goodness. “That’s a really yummy cookie!”

Mackenzie blinked a couple of times, surprised to see all of this. Remembering she was supposed to be the arbiter and referee for these two, she looked down at Sierra and asked, “Aren’t you being a little bit mean to your brother?”

“It’s okay.”

“Really? When is it ever okay to be mean to someone?”

“When you’re in charge!”

“Well, I’m the babysitter, so I’m in charge. Does that mean it’s okay for me to be mean to you?” Mackenzie asked, doing her best to help this little girl understand the importance of kindness.

Sierra’s brows knitted as she seemed to really ponder this question like it was some differential equation or philosophical conundrum. Then she came upon her answer, “No, this is okay.”

“And why is that, sweetie?”

“You shouldn’t be mean to me because I’m a girl, and you’re a girl, but he’s a boy, so it’s okay to be a little bit mean to him.”

“No, it’s not!” Christian whined.

“Shush,” Sierra called out to him.

Mackenzie almost grinned, thinking there was no way a precocious little boy like Christian would listen to an order like that. And yet, he tightened his fists, pouted his lips, and stayed quiet. Wow.

“I don’t think you should be mean to anyone,” Mackenzie finally said.

Sierra looked up at her babysitter like the adult wasn’t making any sense. “It’s okay,” she said again. “He’s a boy. The rules are different for boys, right?”

“Where did you hear that?”

This time, Sierra shrugged. But then she added, “I said he could have a cookie if he plays Dog Catcher with me. Oh, and I know what Mom and Dad would say.”

“What’s that?”

“I’m in charge. Because I’m a girl. We mature faster,” she announced, only this last part sounded like a direct quote. Sierra didn’t really understand what those words meant, but she had no problem repeating them for the benefit of anyone who would listen, especially a beautifully powerful role model like Mackenzie. But then Sierra couldn’t stop herself. “Oh, and we also—”

The little girl froze, her lips still parted for a moment. But then she grinned and said, “Never mind! That’s supposed to be a secret.”

Mackenzie studied her for a few seconds. Then she turned back to Christian. “Is it true your parents gave you the special rules?”

Although he didn’t seem happy about it, he nodded.

“Do you think it would be a problem for you to go play Dog Catcher with your sister before you have a cookie?”

Again, Christian didn’t look at Mackenzie when he raised his head. Instead, his eyes drifted over to his sister, as though she were really in charge.

“Yes. Fine,” he murmured.

“Okay, kids. Then you go play.”

“You’re the dog!” Sierra called out. She pointed at him, and he must have been able to see this coming, only Mackenzie marveled at the hungry, almost predatory look on her face. Usually, people thought of children as sweet and angelic, but they had these wild, primal sides to their personalities too.

His lips wrinkled with a mix of fear and frustration, but Christian ran down the steps. He darted out into the yard and dashed toward the lawn on the side of the house.

Mackenzie watched all of this but relaxed as the kids started to giggle and laugh.

Were there really new rules in this home?

Again, she put the different pieces together and wondered if maybe this had something to do with how she treated William. Breaking up with her boyfriend had been one of the best decisions she had ever made. In fact, it felt more like he made the choice for her. Since he cheated and lied and had those awful thoughts, she didn’t actually feel heartbroken.

That was different.

Back in high school, she had dated one of the football players during her sophomore year. He was a senior. Shane McCullough. Tall, black-haired, and amazingly strong, she remembered cheering for him so hard during every game. Her friends used to laugh at her when she would jump up and down, swinging her pom-poms and screaming at the top of her lungs. They called her the Manic Pixie.

But as a senior and as a football player, he could get with any girl he wanted. After their first three weeks of dating, he decided he liked a Junior girl more. Vanessa had bigger breasts, long, cherry-red hair, and a navel piercing. That girl looked like some sexy goth pin-up…

The worst part?

Wondering why had to be the most difficult aspect of getting dumped. It wasn’t the awkward conversation where he looked into her eyes and said, “I really care about you, and I hope we can be friends. You’ll always have a special place in my heart.” It wasn’t even seeing him with her in the hallways. Nope. She always struggled with wondering what it was about Vanessa that made her a better choice.

What she edgier? Sexier? Funnier?

For weeks, then actual months, Mackenzie wandered through those terrible thoughts as she compared herself to Vanessa. She stalked the redheaded girl on social media, viewing and reviewing her pictures, studying her, and analyzing every word to figure out what made this other girl better.

At some point, the worries dissipated, another boy asked Mackenzie out, and she turned him down, but she started to feel better about herself.

Yeah, she didn’t have any of those problems with William. That bastard was out of her life, and she liked to think she gave him something hard to think about before he might cheat again on the next girl.

Or if there did happen to be in next girl, she might not be as generous or kind or merciful as Mackenzie had been.

The next girl might find William and decide to keep him for herself. It would be easy enough with The Powers. It wouldn’t be difficult for some beautiful girl to see William, decide he had potential and take him for herself. She could hold him down, spank him, train him. If he misbehaved, there could be consequences…All thanks to The Powers.

The Powers.

Although Mackenzie hadn’t experimented more with her abilities, not when they made her nervous, she couldn’t ignore the rumors swirling around online. Now she thought she heard those whispered syllables whenever she walked around on campus. Girls were chatting, whispering, giggling, and trying to figure out exactly what would happen next.

No one knew.

Just as Mackenzie tried to guess for herself, she heard a squeal come from the side yard.

“No, I don’t want to wear it!”

“Come on,” Sierra chided playfully. “It’s not a big deal. Besides, you’re the dog. And I’m the Dog Catcher. You know the rules!”

“I don’t want to wear it!”

Whether or not Sierra and Christian’s parents created some new rule in her family dynamics to put their daughter in charge, Mackenzie didn’t think it would matter. Kids would misbehave in one way or another. It’s just what they did.

Mackenzie got up from the bench and circled around the side of the house. That’s when she saw Christian on his knees, braced before his sister. Sierra held something up, a dark blue ring of nylon.

A collar?

“What have you got there?” Mackenzie asked, doing her best not to sound confrontational because she didn’t want to upset either of the kids.

“The collar!” Sierra said, making it sound perfectly normal. “It’s part of the game, but the naughty dog doesn’t want to wear it. And if he keeps fighting me, then he’s not going to get a choice.”

“Mackenzie, this isn’t fair! Tell her she can’t do this!”

Before Mackenzie could intervene, Sierra interrupted, “I can do it! You heard Mom and Dad. Remember, I’m in charge because I’m the girl.” She put her hands on her hips, straightened her back, and haughtily raised her chin like some noblewoman from a bygone era.

“Sierra, where did you even get that?”

The little girl shrugged like it didn’t matter before saying, “We found it in a box a while ago. Dad used to have a dog, I guess?”

“And you want to put that on your brother?”

“It’s part of the game!”

“I don’t want to wear a collar. It’s a dog collar, and I’m not a dog!”

“You are in this game,” Sierra replied with a giggle, which sounded different. Normally, their arguments were tense, like two mini-nations trapped in the bodies of children. This time, Sierra was laughing because she knew she would win.

“I don’t want be the dog.”

“Too bad. I decided. And I’m in charge!” She sang out those words like they were part of her favorite song.

“Mackenzie!”

Before the babysitter could say something, he tensed up. His voice became flat and mechanical, but he said, “Actually, it’s okay. I know I’m supposed to be the dog, and I should do whatever my pretty sister tells me. She’s smarter and stronger than me.”

“What did you say?”

“It’s okay. I want to wear the collar,” he stated in a flat tone.

Mackenzie slowly turned her gaze back to Sierra and saw a look of focused concentration on her face.

With a deliberate swallow, Mackenzie parted her lips as she searched for the right thing to say. Part of her really, really wanted to bring up The Powers. Could it be? Was it possible?

As a babysitter, it was her job to keep these kids entertained, to watch them and make sure they behaved themselves, a job description which didn’t include regulating telepathy or telekinesis. “Are you sure?” Mackenzie found herself asking.

“Yes, I am sure,” he said.

Mackenzie crossed her arms over her chest. She was obviously skeptical, and she knew she could say something, but another impulse held her back. What if she let Sierra do this? What if she let his sister control him so thoroughly that he felt utterly powerless before her?

It might be good for him…

Mackenzie never anticipated a thought like this to jump into her head, but she knew guys could be jerks. Maybe she didn’t really believe in sexism or feminism for that matter, but he might have more respect for women if his sister played with him just a little bit.

Besides, it was a collar. It wouldn’t really hurt him.

“He’s sure,” Sierra said sweetly. Then she turned back to her brother, and the same look of dedicated focus played across her usually innocent features.

Christian turned around, lowered himself to his hands and knees, and he crawled across the grass. Within moments, he found himself right in front of his sister, and he sat up, raising his chin.

Did his eyes water? Mackenzie couldn’t be sure, not from this angle, and not with the glint of the sun playing across his face.

“There we go,” she said. “This way, when I catch you, I’ll be able to check your tag and see where your owner lives.”

She slipped the collar around his neck. It clicked into place as she snapped the connectors together.

“Now remember,” she said. “You’re just a dog now, so you can’t take this off. You need a girl to do that for you.” Mackenzie couldn’t help but notice how she said “girl”, not person or human.

“Go run,” Sierra continued.

He turned around, jumped to his feet, and apparently this followed the rules because his sister didn’t chide him as he darted off. Within seconds, she leaned forward as she pulled something from her pocket.

“Is that a leash?”

“It is!”

If she let Sierra put a collar on her brother, then a leash should be fine too. Mackenzie felt surprisingly good about her decisions as a babysitter.

Christian darted around the yard. By most measures, he was probably faster and more agile than his sister, especially because he tried so much harder. She could see it every time he ducked to the left around one of the thick trees or tried to jump and roll away from her agile, grasping hands.

There was just one problem.

Their game of Dog Catcher might have been a modified version of tag, only she didn’t need to play fair.

Sometimes she ran after him. And when he got away, she would get tired, stop, plant her feet against the ground, brace herself, and stare at him.

At first, he laughed, even going so far as to glance over his shoulder to see her. This slowed him down, but Christian needed to know he was winning.

Whenever she felt like it, she stopped him.

This little girl was using The Powers. She had taken control of her brother, forcing him to stop. And just like that, she could stroll up to him as his body quivered. It was obvious he fought her hold on him. Mackenzie watched and wondered if she should interrupt, but why?

Technically, Sierra was following the rules according to the kids. As a babysitter, Mackenzie was always in the awkward position of being an adult, but she still had to follow their parents’ dictates.

If a set of parents decided one sibling should be in charge and outranked the other, who was Mackenzie to disagree or argue? It didn’t help that Mackenzie herself was still a teenager, technically an adult, but she hardly felt like one, especially since she lived on campus in a dorm and made extra money as a babysitter.

“Look at that,” Sierra announced proudly. “I caught the dog!”

“You cheated!”

“I’m a girl,” she said. “I didn’t cheat.”

Mackenzie smirked, marveling at what Sierra just said and how unfair it could make the world.

“You cheated!” Christian said, almost as though he assumed this could make some difference.

“No, I didn’t. Tell me I didn’t.” This time, she sounded genuinely annoyed or maybe hurt. After all, she was a little kid and would enjoy a game where she was destined to win, especially when her brother kept squirming beneath her hold and authority.

Christian maintained his silence for several long seconds, but he wiggled with nervous energy under his sister’s aggressive gaze. “You didn’t cheat,” he said. This time, his voice sounded natural enough because she wasn’t actually controlling him.

She was just training him.

“Okay, puppy. It’s time for you to do some tricks.”

“Sierra?”

“What is it, Christian?” Sierra asked as she sweetly batted her eyes. “Do you think you could let me off the leash?”

“But I just caught you!”

He locked his teeth together, glared at the grass, and obviously wished he could say more, but something held him back. Actually, Mackenzie was pretty impressed. This boy was learning a new kind of self-control.

“Go on. Get on your knees. Oh, Mackenzie! Come here. You should see this!”

“Not in front of her!”

“Why not?”

“Just not in front of her!” Christian reiterated. The dark-haired little boy looked genuinely horrified as Mackenzie walked over.

“If you have a trick to perform,” Mackenzie said, “I would love to see it!” She did her best to sound cheerful and enthusiastic because she wanted to encourage him.

The boy just answered with a frantic shake of his head. He couldn’t even look up at his sister or babysitter.

Sierra cocked her head to the side and asked with a surprisingly strong note of patronizing concern, “What’s wrong, Christian?”

He shook his head again.

“If you don’t tell me, I’m going to figure it out for myself,” she reminded him.

He jerked his head up, looked at her, and he whispered, “Please. No!”

His eyes were definitely watering now.

Sierra ignored the frantic, frightened look on her brother’s face because she was a girl, and she had decided what the best course of action would be. Sure, he could beg and plead in protest, but she’d be the one to make the choice.

Mackenzie watched all of this, fascinated. She couldn’t help herself. Again, she relied on the excuse that their parents had set up a new rule for their sibling dynamic, but Mackenzie just needed to observe how this played out.

“What are you hiding?”

“N-nothing,” he stammered.

“Look at me,” she ordered with way more confidence than a little girl her age should have possessed.

Although Sierra didn’t tap into The Powers, it hardly mattered. Her brother, literally collared and leashed, plus intimidated, soon found himself meeting her inquisitive stare.

Mackenzie should have resisted the temptation, but she couldn’t quite help herself.

There wasn’t just one female inside of Christian’s head now.

Sierra asked, “You’re scared. You’re worried I’m going to figure something out. What is it? What don’t you want me to know?”

Don’t think about Mackenzie. Don’t think about how she’s really pretty or how you think it would be cool if you could hold her hand. She’s a girl. You’re not supposed to have a crush on her. She’s your babysitter. Everyone’s going to laugh at you.

Mackenzie couldn’t help but smile.

Sierra’s lips popped open as though she couldn’t believe what she had just heard. “Really? That’s your secret! Oh, that’s so cute, but you have to know you don’t have a chance with her! She’s an adult!”

Mackenzie stumbled to keep up and said, “Sierra, you shouldn’t be mean to your brother.”

“Don’t tell her. Please, just don’t!”

Sierra turned back to their babysitter and called out, “Guess what? My brother thinks you’re really pretty! He wants to hold your hand!”

Either one of the females could have stopped him, but he turned and sprinted toward the back of the house. When he disappeared behind the corner, Mackenzie knew she should give him a couple of minutes. Besides, she had to talk to Sierra. “Can you come up to me?”

“But I didn’t do anything wrong!”

“Don’t worry, Sierra,” Mackenzie reassured her, “You’re not in trouble.”

Apparently mollified, Sierra ran forward and walked beside Mackenzie. The two of them took the steps up to the porch where they sat down on the bench. Sierra’s legs barely touched the wooden planks beneath them.

“We need to talk about your brother.”

“It’s okay. Mom and Dad said that I’m in charge.”

“Why do you think they said that?”

Sierra shrugged.

“Do you think you could guess?”

“Well…” Sierra stared off into the distance and seemed to ponder this question like it was one of the universe’s darkest and most impenetrable mysteries. “I guess it has something to with The Powers?”

“You know about those,” Mackenzie said, not quite sure if she meant that to be a question or statement.

“Yup! I know all of the adults are kind of nervous about it, but Mom and Dad sat me down and talked to me about it. Then we all talked to Christian. I guess the boys don’t have the ability to hear thoughts? And they can’t move things with their minds?” Then she brought her hands up over her mouth. “Oh. I’m sorry. Look, this is supposed to be a secret. Mom told us not to talk to anyone about it.”

That made sense.

Humanity had zero experience with an evolutionary shift like this. Sure, new technologies might jump into society, but even those had some kind of preparatory period. A company would develop a computer, announce it to the world, and everyone could get comfortable to the idea. Some people might be frustrated, and others might fight it, but nothing had ever changed like this.

With a smirk, Mackenzie started thinking of the few places where people really wondered and worried about these kinds of developments.

“What is it?” Sierra asked with a child’s incessant curiosity. “What’re you thinking? What’s so funny?” She wanted to be like Mackenzie, so she needed to know what her babysitter was thinking, Mackenzie was a girl like her, so she couldn’t just read her mind.

“You know, The Powers are new.”

“Really? I think I have been able to do this for months,” Sierra said.

Okay, yeah. Time worked differently for small children.

Mackenzie smirked, “Well, for a lot of other people, that’s not very much time at all. But to answer your question, I just thought it was funny that people are still trying to figure out what this means. Often, you can go back to history.”

“I guess that makes sense,” agreed Sierra.

“But we’ve never seen anything like this before. I mean, most people were born one way, and then their kids would be born the same way, and they would be basically the same. That’s pretty cool, but The Powers? This is completely new.”

“Right,” Sierra agreed again.

“So where can we go? Where can we figure this stuff out?”

Sierra seemed to think about this for a few seconds, “Aren’t there some comic book movies about people like this?”

“That’s exactly what I was thinking,” Mackenzie said and held up her hand for a high five.

Bright enthusiasm lit Sierra’s face as she practically hopped up from the bench and slapped her palm against Mackenzie’s.

“There are stories. The X-Men is all about human evolution taking place all at once.” Human evolution. Mackenzie used to hate that phrase, but now she had to wonder if maybe people could develop spontaneously.

“Wait, does that mean The Powers are actually superpowers?”

“I guess you could think of them that way,” Mackenzie said.

“That makes me a superhero!”

Sierra jumped up onto the bench, put her hands on her hips with her fists down, and assumed the dramatic pose of a woman ready to save the world.

“Wait just a second. You need to remember what that last part means.”

“Last part?”

“If you want to be a superhero, then you have to help people, and that includes Christian.”

“Really?”

“Yes,” Mackenzie said with a smile. “Really. He’s your brother, and I know you love him, so you can’t bully him all the time.”

“Does that mean I can bully him some of the time?”

“Well, just do your best,” Mackenzie replied.

With the tray of apple juice and cookies, Mackenzie walked around the side of the house. With Sierra out front playing with a few of her dolls, Mackenzie searched for her second charge.

She didn’t remember babysitting being this challenging. Then again, she never anticipated taking care of kids in a world where women could move things with their minds or skim the thoughts of the males around them. Yeah, the world was changing, and they had to deal with it.

With his face pushed down against his knees and his arms wrapped around his shins, Christian formed an adorable little ball.

He must’ve sensed her approach as her shoes crunched against a few fallen, dried leaves. Then she sat down beside him.

“I have cookies,” she announced.

That made him perk up, especially since he didn’t get any before.

“Go on,” she said, holding one out for him.

He took it, sat up, and nibbled on the edge.

“You didn’t take off the collar,” she said before she could stop herself.

He paused, gulped down the chunk of cookie in his mouth and stared toward the grass. “Sierra said I’m not allowed to take it off.”

“But she’s not around.”

“But she would know if I did it,” he answered, sounding sorrowful.

“What was her rule exactly?”

“Only girls can take collar off of boys.”

“Wow,” Mackenzie said, just a little bit impressed. “But hey. I’m a girl, so it’s okay for me to take it off. Would you like me to remove your collar?”

He glanced over at her and nodded again. Simultaneously, he sniffled and swiped some of the tears from his eyes.

“Hey, I’m really sorry about what happened back there, but it’s okay. I love being your babysitter, and I love hanging out with you.”

He didn’t say anything at first, but he looked into her eyes. On some level, he must have known that a girl like Mackenzie would want someone bigger and stronger.

“Okay,” he said.

“I talked to your sister. I think she’s going to be a little bit nicer to you.”

“Really?”

“Really,” Mackenzie said. But because she didn’t want to get his hopes up too high, she added, “But that doesn’t mean you should misbehave. She’s your sister, and if your parents say that she’s in charge, then she’s in charge.”

“But it’s not fair,” he groused.

“Why not?”

“She’s only in charge because she’s a girl!”

“So?”

“Girls aren’t supposed to be in charge. Men are supposed be in charge. Boys are supposed to be in charge!”

“What makes you say that?” Mackenzie asked, although she could feel some of her temper flare. Sexism could be especially frustrating when it came from a child.

“It’s just the way things are.”

“Christian, I think things have changed. That might be how things used to be, but if boys can’t keep any secrets and if girls are stronger, then who should be in charge?”

He didn’t say anything. He didn’t want to face the truth. All across the world, especially if The Powers had truly gone global, the male half of humanity would need to face these questions and accept the inevitable truth.

“I don’t like it,” he stated.

“This might not be about what you like. But it could be about what you need.”

His brows creased with confusion as he turned to her. He took another bite of his cookie.

“Just think about it. There’s nothing wrong with letting a girl tell you what to do.”

“Why not?”

“Did you know the girls mature faster than boys?” Mackenzie said. “It’s true.”

“But that’s not fair.”

“This isn’t really about fairness, Christian. Lots of things in life aren’t fair, and I don’t want to just sound like another adult who tells you that, but it’s really true. I mean, just look at me. I take college classes, and I am at a disadvantage compared to some of my classmates.”

“Really? How?”

“Okay, so there’s a girl in one of my math classes. Her name is Heather, and she’s really, really good at math.”

“Is she cheating?”

“Not technically, but guess what her parents do for a living?”

“I don’t know,” he said with a quick shrug. “What?”

“They’re both math teachers.”

“That’s not fair!”

“No, it really isn’t, but there’s nothing I can do about it,” Mackenzie replied. “Sometimes people get advantages. I guess girls get to read minds and move things without really trying.”

“Does that mean I’m always going to be the dog when we play Dog Catcher?”

“That depends on Sierra,” she said. “But you know, if you behave yourself and do what she says, she’ll probably be nicer to you.”

“She’s my sister,” he complained, making that sound like the most important detail ever.

“Oh, I know,” she said. She nudged his shoulder, and he looked up at her.

“Would you like another cookie?”

“Yes!” He started to reach for one, but Mackenzie acted first. Before all of this, she might have just chided him or told him to stop. Invariably, his reactions would have been too fast, he would have had the cookie, and he wouldn’t have listened to her.

Not this time.

Mackenzie didn’t make a conscious effort or plan this out. Instead, a new instinct awoke, and she froze his hand in place. His eyes widened as he felt the intrusive influence of a female who had just stolen control of his body.

Making sure to keep her voice warm and caring, she said, “You don’t just take cookies. You have to ask for them. You have to say please.”

He tried to pull his arm back, but he couldn’t do it. His body didn’t belong to him, not while Mackenzie took control. “Please, can I have a cookie?”

“Yes, you may,” she said. She released him, and he tentatively picked out one of the smaller cookies.

“Thank you, Mackenzie,” he said.

“Good boy,” she replied. Her tone became more patronizing, not that Mackenzie noticed. It was just easier to talk to him this way. “Now go play with your sister. Oh, and don’t forget to bring her back the collar and leash.”

“But what if she wants me to wear it again?”

“If you don’t want her to bully you, what should you do?”

“I should do as she says?”

“That would probably work,” Mackenzie said with a smile.

He finished his cookie, picked up the collar and leash, and headed back to the front yard where they could play some more.

Aubrey

An all-hands meeting on a Saturday.

A freaking Saturday.

This didn’t qualify as a war crime, but it came close.

As far as Aubrey was concerned, something like this should’ve been completely illegal. Then again, the rules were different at startups. Since they only had about thirty regular employees, when something came up, especially something time sensitive, the CEO could bring everyone in all at once.

While thoughts of corporate rebellion roiled through her head, someone bumped into her. His shoulder collided with her, he bounced back, and quickly apologized, “Oh, so sorry! I wasn’t looking where I was going.”

She turned and saw a young man in glasses.

Her first thought: He’s cute.

“Sorry!”

“No problem,” she said. “I don’t think we’ve met. I’m Aubrey.”

“Oliver,” he said, taking her hand and gently shaking it.

“Any idea why we’re here?” Aubrey knew she was generalizing and probably stereotyping, but he looked like a programmer. He carried himself with the neutral, analytical air of a man who didn’t mind losing his weekend since he would have been thinking about complicated programming structures anyway.

“No. It’s something top-secret though,” he said.

“Does that mean if you told me, you’d have to kill me?”

“No, it means I would tell you if I knew,” he said and grinned.

“Are you teasing me?”

“Maybe a little,” Oliver replied.

Throughout the office building’s atrium, the employees fell into a hushed quiet. Oliver, Aubrey, and the others looked up because the CEO had appeared.

With Ruby beside her, Aubrey watched as Jack Rushman jumped a couple of steps, landed above his workers, all with his eyes still on his phone. He finished typing out his message, glanced out at the assembled programmers, associates, analysts, and engineers. But at a company as small as this one, those titles meant very little. The programmer might spend hours working on some algorithmic architecture, only to be asked to fix the coffee machine a few minutes later.

Jack Rushman certainly worked hard to look like the CEO of a tech startup. He wore glasses with buttons along the frame to control the electronics within, a smart watch, and he held his phone between his hands.

This man definitely appreciated his gear.

But right then, he seemed distracted. This was the kind of guy who dealt with dozens of complicated questions every day as he searched for a path to profitability for his company.

So what happened today? What would this special project be?

Having decided he was ready, Jack cleared his throat and said, “Good morning.”

For a second, Aubrey and some of the other employees were probably tempted to say good morning back to him, chorusing the greetings like little kids in a kindergarten class. Reminding herself that she was annoyed that her day off had been taken from her, she instead continued to watch and wait.

“First, I absolutely understand how much this sucks. I want you to know that I was here last night, and I’ve been here since five this morning. I won’t ask you to do anything I’m not willing to do myself.”

Okay, that actually took some of the edge off of her anger.

“We have an amazing opportunity here, something really special. The exact details are going to have to he kept under wraps for now.”

Then why are we here? Aubrey wondered with another spike of aggravation.

“Essentially, our workload has tripled. I have already assigned special teams to the new project, but I’m going to need everyone else to help keep up. You’ll find your assignments in your email boxes. Any questions?”

Aubrey looked out at the rest of the room, and a thought occurred to her. If The Powers really worked as they did back at Jason’s apartment, then she could pry into his mind and figure out everything she wanted to know.

But wouldn’t that be illegal? Wouldn’t that be wrong?

Who would know?

Someone raised her hand and pulled Aubrey’s attention away from using her abilities, “Why is the program secret? Isn’t transparency supposed to be one of our main goals at this company?”

Jack nodded, “Normally, yes. Absolutely. But right now, things are a little bit more complicated. I’m sorry that I can’t go into greater detail, but I can promise you we will continue to work with the same focus on ethical achievement.”

Someone else asked a question.

Ruby leaned over and whispered, “This is wild. Do you think it has to do with The Powers?”

“I don’t know,” Aubrey replied.

“I could try to read his mind,” her friend said in the same low whisper.

Aubrey glanced around, suddenly worried someone might overhear. “No, don’t do that.”

“I’m going to try,” Ruby announced.

“Don’t,” Aubrey hissed.

But it was too late. Ruby’s features tightened with concentration as she stared across the room of people and tried to read Jack’s mind.

“No,” she said after a second. She rubbed her forehead as though she needed to massage away a headache. “Oh, that wasn’t a good idea.”

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah, fine.” Ruby opened her eyes. “I guess it’s a lot harder to do in a room full of people.”

“I guess that makes sense,” agreed Aubrey. “It’s probably like trying to listen to one conversation at a party.”

“Okay everyone. Thank you for your time. Thank you for your Saturday. Thank you for being amazing. We are building something incredible here, and I am so grateful and thankful to have a team like you. Let’s get started!”

Right away, the employees headed toward the elevator and up the stairs. Before Ruby and Aubrey could pick one of those routes, a voice called out, “Aubrey, can I talk to you for a second?”

It was Jack—her boss’s boss and the CEO.

Shit.

Frozen in place like a deer caught by the stare of a hungry wolf, Aubrey froze. Jack Rushman wasn’t a household name like Jeff Bezos or Steve Jobs, but he was close. He was the kind of young, charismatic CEO members of the financial press absolutely adored. Not only did he always strike a humble and hopeful tone, he had a knack for explaining complicated technological questions to a mass audience.

And now he wanted to talk to her.

Ruby leaned over and said, “The Big Boss wants to talk to you. Go on.”

“Did you do this?”

“You’re welcome,” Ruby said as she batted her eyes. “And don’t think we are going to skip out on a detailed conversation about you and the cute programmer boy.”

“You are such a brat,” Aubrey shot back, but she knew she couldn’t keep her boss’s boss waiting, so she nudged her way through the dispersing crowd of people and marched up the steps.

“You wanted to talk to me, sir?”

“Sir? Really? Do I look that old?” Jack asked.

Her eyes flashed wide. “No! Of course not! That’s not what I meant at all!”

He chuckled, and she realized she was getting teased for the second time at this impromptu meeting. “It’s okay,” he said. “Please. I know we haven’t talked much since your interview, but I thought you were really impressive, and now Ruby is recommending you for some additional responsibilities.”

“Really?” She shouldn’t have sounded surprised. Instead, she should have exuded the authoritative confidence so many people seemed to naturally wield.

“Look, I don’t have very much time, but are you interested in running the intern program?”

“Absolutely,” she said.

“Good. I want you to evaluate our recruits and see what we should be using them for. They’re young, smart, and hungry.”

“Thank you,” Aubrey said. “I won’t let you down.”

“I know you won’t,” he said. Another employee stood off to the side, the woman with wavy red hair a few shades darker than Aubrey’s.

“What is it, Pauline?”

Pauline Cooper. She didn’t present at many tech conferences, but a few journalists had already profiled her as the next Sheryl Sandberg.

“The interns are ready,” she said.

“Perfect,” he replied. “Aubrey, I believe they’re in the main conference room. Go ahead and get started. Just touch base with them for now, and get them started on the Project Support files.”

“Okay,” Aubrey said. “I can do that.”

She turned and headed back down toward the main floor where she found Ruby again. Her friend grinned and asked, “So how did it go?” Ruby made it sound like she didn’t already know.

“He’s putting me in charge of the interns,” Aubrey said with an almost dazed grin.

By this point, pretty much all of the other employees had scattered to their various workstations and cubicles.

“That’s amazing,” Ruby said. “I’m really proud of you!”

“This is my first management position. Crap. I don’t know what I’m doing. What should I do?”

“A couple of things,” Ruby said. “First, be confident. That’s a big one. You belong there. Even if some of them look skeptical, just remember that you have experience, you’re smart, and you know what you’re doing.”

“What else?”

“Don’t be afraid to change your mind or accept feedback. If someone gives you a good idea, take it and run with it, but also give them credit for it.”

“Okay, sounds good.”

“And last, just relax. I know this is hard, and you’re really nervous, but that’s okay. You belong there, and you are now their boss, so just remember that.”

Aubrey gave her friend a hug before she turned and headed back up the stairs past Jack and Pauline.

A few seconds later, she saw the main conference room. At this point, Aubrey didn’t really know why they called it a conference room. Maybe it had been one in a previous incarnation, especially with its central location in the center of the office complex, but they had turned the space into another laboratory, only this one had been given over to the intern program.

The thick glass walls meant the entire space looked like some sort of fishbowl. Sometimes the older programmers liked to walk by, wave, admire the interns like they were exotic creatures at some aquarium.

As she approached, Aubrey could hear her shoes click on the tiled floor as she aimed for the door. She opened it, walked in, and immediately saw the five young men. Of course, they would all be male.

Tech companies tended to attract more men, she knew. Still, it was disheartening to see this in reality. So much of the world relied on technology, so knowing that only a small group of men controlled its development seemed wildly unfair.

“Hello, everyone,” she said. “My name is Aubrey, and I’m going to be your new coordinator.” She made sure to take a strong, crisp, clean tone of voice.

Even so, the boys didn’t look up from their computers. They were all teenagers, obviously, probably eighteen or nineteen at the most.

While Aubrey expected them to be staring at complicated lines of computer code, they were instead fixated on pixelated figures running across their screens.

They’re playing games, really?

Yeah, the interns came in on the weekend just like everyone else, but since they had been invited to the all-hands meeting, they wandered in here and started playing.

“It will only be a few minutes,” said one of the boys.

Aubrey couldn’t believe it. Did they really think they could just keep playing?

“I don’t think you heard me,” Aubrey said with a sharper edge than she intended, “I’m your coordinator. Your performance evaluation depends on what I say.”

Damn. Does this chick really think we care about her opinion?

Crap. Jose is trying to outflank me. Gotta move the bone ballista.

Stupid necromancers!

I love these ghosts! Doesn’t matter how many times they try to dispel me, I’ve got more coming. This mechanic is so broken!

The noise of five boys’ thoughts pummeled her head before she even realized what she was doing: reading their minds. She pushed it back, exhaled, and tried again, “I’m serious.”

None of the boys looked up from their screens.

Just as Aubrey wondered whether or not she should leave the conference room, go talk to Jack, or maybe ask Pauline for advice, one of the boys finally pushed his keyboard away. “Stupid bone ballista,” he muttered. Then he stood up. “Oh, hey.” He made it sound like he only noticed her just now.

“Are you an intern here or not?”

“I am,” he said. “We all are. “Who are you supposed to be again?”

“My name is Aubrey, and I’m your coordinator now.” As she looked at the boy, she searched through his mind and immediately found his name: Darren.

No, you’re not. You’re some girl. You probably got this job because of your boobs.

Aubrey recognized the casual sexism instantly, especially because it was so common in the tech industry. It started out with something really simple: could the women who worked with those exact same programming languages and lines of code actually do this? Were they really programmers?

Strangely enough, one of her English instructors back in college talked about this when discussing the idea of character and reputation. He pointed out that different people carry stereotypes based on their identities. If a guy with messy hair, glasses, and a collared shirt walks into a computer program class and sits down, no one will be surprised. No one will look at him and wonder whether or not he belongs there. But if a cute girl with long blonde hair, pink butterfly clips, perfume, lip gloss, and maybe a short skirt went into that exact same classroom, the people around her would wonder what was going on.

Even a question as simple as, “Hey, are you in the right spot?” implies something. It means something and tells the girl that she doesn’t belong there.

This was just one small example of how these dynamics could work, but Aubrey knew they were real.

“Darren,” she said, looking at him, “If you’re not interested in this internship, you can leave right now.”

“Oh no,” he said casually. “I want to be here. Please, coordinate.” His voice dripped with sarcasm.

Could she fire him?

Aubrey really didn’t know. She was in charge of the interns, but she also knew lots of these boys probably had personal connections of the company. Their older brothers, uncles, and cousins probably worked here. Or maybe the CEO handed out these internship positions as a part of some deal with a vendor or even a local college.

“Death Craft, right?” Aubrey asked instead.

“You’ve played?” It wasn’t Darren who asked. Instead, it was a different guy. She glanced at him, searched through some of his thoughts, and found his name: José.

“A little bit,” she said truthfully.

“I bet your boyfriend plays,” Darren told her.

Technically, his comments weren’t rude. He didn’t pull out any profanity, nor did he reference her body. But he didn’t have to. When it came to cruelty, it could be sharp and subtle at the same time.

“Actually,” she said. “I used to play in college.”

“It’s okay if you’re not very good,” he said. “There aren’t many women who really get this game, you know?”

“Actually, I don’t.” She smiled at him. Something occurred to her, and she asked, “Care to play?”

“What? A one-on-one match? That doesn’t seem fair, especially if you’re just a casual player.”

“Let’s see what you can do,” she said. Aubrey didn’t consciously formulate this plan, but she started to think it could work, especially because she knew the dynamics of the game and two advantages which would make an incredible difference. “Unless you don’t think you can handle me. I do have a lot more experience than you.”

The other four boys turned back to Darren. They stared at him hard. One grinned and covered his mouth. Another kept glancing over at Aubrey, like he didn’t know how to interpret this aggressive girl.

These were boys. They went online, shouted at each other, and vented all of their frustrations through their microphones, mice, and keyboards. If a female voice appeared during one of their games, they would probably shout her down or hurl insults. And it was all part of the game, so it was fine, right?

It wasn’t like they needed to be nice to the newcomer. These games were brutal.

Only now, Darren would have to confront some unseen voice streaming through his headphones.

“Are you sure you want to do this? Last chance to back out,” he teased. “I mean, there’s no shame in giving up now. I’m really good.” He enunciated the words again, as though she might not have understood the first time, “Really good.”

“Sit down and play,” Aubrey shot back.

Bitch. You’re not supposed to talk to me like that, he thought.

Aubrey sat down behind one of the workstations, she exited out of the current game, opened a new one, and picked a battle scenario at random.

Total Base Destruction.

She hadn’t played in a while and only vaguely remembered the differences, the Ghosts, Skeletons, and Zombies.

She opted for the Skeletons.

After another couple of seconds, Darren selected his army: Ghosts.

Ghosts are designed to destroy Skeletons, she heard in his head.

Her stomach tightened because she remembered that was something one of her friends had told her. The game was dynamic, partially because the armies were so well-balanced, but each one still had a slight advantage against one other. Ghosts were good against Skeletons, Skeletons were good against Zombies, and Zombies were good against Ghosts.

Hopefully, it wouldn’t matter.

She glanced up and around, thinking the other interns would crowd around their computer screens to see the battle. No. They were all on Darren’s side, literally and figuratively. They wanted to see what he did and how he chose to destroy this random girl who dared to walk in here and pretend she could take on one of their best.

She glanced across the space between them. She had a line of sight to part of his face, but that seemed to be enough.

She could read his mind and know exactly what he was thinking.

Okay, she had to do this right.

A loading screen appeared in the form of a gorgeous painting. A skeleton with a scimitar slashed down into a hooded spirit, its face clothed in darkness as a horde of zombies approached from the rear. On the screen, the tiny units didn’t seem that impressive. In these wild paintings, the combat seemed epic and amazing, like something an eighteenth-century baron would have imagined and commissioned.

After several more heartbeats, it resolved into the battlefield, and she saw her territory. She had her main command structure, a towering castle of pixelated bone held in place by glowing bands of dark magic along with four worker units.

“It’s all about the actions-per-minute,” someone whispered. “Look at her. She’s barely moving.”

From the other side of the computer screens, Darren clicked frantically as he set his units to work. His spirit drones would be gathering up minerals, wood, and magma to power his growing base.

It took her a few seconds to remember the interface and exactly how to play.

But soon, she started generating warriors.

A Bone Bastian appeared after several of her drones started construction.

This was taking too long, she knew. If she didn’t hurry up, he could rush her at any moment. There were tactics that involved summoning the weakest warriors but creating huge waves of them. Each one might be little more than a distraction, but massed together, they could overrun bases, especially in the beginning of the game.

“He’s going to wreck her,” said one of the boys. Another added, “She doesn’t have a chance.

“She’s still going to be boss after this?”

“Be honest, I won’t be able to take her seriously. I don’t care who she is.”

“Damn, that’s brutal.”

“Brutal, but honest.”

Her brow started to shine with perspiration. She may have really messed this up. What if she had to go back to the CEO and tell him she failed? No, she couldn’t be another example of how a girl couldn’t handle it in the tech industry…

Then she heard something.

I’m going to string her along, let her think she can win, and then I’m going to crush her.

Perfect.

If he had rushed her with everything he had right away, then she probably would have lost.

But little by little, she gathered her forces.

She thought through his plans and saw him build mighty Spirit Titans. On the screen, each one was about the size of a penny, massive in their pixelated universe.

It took him a long time, but with those frantic clicks, he managed to create six of them. And once they were ready, they started to march across the battlefield. These slow monstrosities lumbered forward, but she had another advantage.

He didn’t know where her base was.

She built several outer defenses in the forms of Shard Minds and Spike Traps. They wouldn’t do much about the Spirit Titans, but they might slow the monstrosities down for a few more seconds.

He sent the monsters to the east side of the screen. Her base wasn’t there.

He sent them down south, checking each corner.

It was a methodical, logical strategy, but her base wasn’t there either.

Then everyone in the room heard the whispered, ghostly warning, “Your base is under attack!”

“What the hell?” Darren must’ve clicked back to his base in time to see her Skeleton Warriors, boring, generic units rush into his base. Because he was an expert who knew that defenses just didn’t work and weren’t really worth the resources, he hadn’t bothered.

He didn’t even have any secondary troops left because his Titans were unstoppable, and this was a game of decisive action. Even leaving one behind would have been foolish, especially against a girl like Aubrey.

“What the hell? How did you find me so fast?”

She said nothing. Instead, she broke her small army up into different groups and sent them after various parts of his base. Several skeletons started to destroy his drones. Another went after his Ethereal Gateway. Within seconds, blue fires appeared on those buildings. His drones vanished as they were slaughtered by her army.

He didn’t have anything left.

One by one, the buildings were destroyed.

While his friends marveled at this sudden turn of fortune, whispering and going on and on about, “This is crazy. Darren never loses. Hell, do remember that one time he took on all four of us?”

The Titans couldn’t possibly make it back in time. That much was obvious, and Darren couldn’t do anything else. Even so, he kept clicking, staring down and jabbing at the keys in front of him as he tried to make some sort of miracle happen.

“You’re about to lose, Darren,” she said. “Because you never stood a chance. Face it. I’m better at this game than you are, and I’ve never even really practiced.”

No. No way. This bitch is not going to beat me! I’m not going to let her beat me!

Despite his frustrated protestations, she could see what he saw as the glowing yellow text appeared across the screen: You Lose.

Her monitor glowed with the opposite message: You Win.

Darren threw his chair back, sat up, and looked like he wanted to jump across the table. He wanted to grab her, throw her to the floor, and make her pay for humiliating him like this.

At some other time, she would have been nervous. Throughout history, lots of women had probably feared making men feel bad about themselves, but not Aubrey, not here, not now.

She stood, saw how his eyes shined, and she looked right at him. “I won.”

“I want a rematch,” he said. “That was nothing but dumb luck.”

“Are you sure? Are you sure you want me to embarrass you in front of your friends again?”

“Yes!”

“Why should I?”

“What?”

Clearly, with the anger and shame coursing through his brain, this boy couldn’t think clearly. Then again, male egos got in the way so, so often.

“Why should I bother playing against you? I’m sure to beat you.”

“If you win, I won’t just be an intern here. I’ll be your assistant. Your personal assistant. Day or night,” he said.

This dumb bitch is going to go for it, and then I’m going to beat her in the next game. I’m not going to be nice. I’m just going to rush her hard.

“Okay,” she said.

She sat down, chose a new map, and clicked on the same scenario: Total Base Destruction.

This time, she didn’t need to struggle to remember the different mechanics. She knew exactly what to click and how to build, repair, and sell different units. Maybe she didn’t have all of the costs for development chains memorized, but it hardly mattered.

“Come on, man. You can do this,” someone said.

“Seriously, you don’t want to be this girl’s assistant.”

Girl.

They didn’t see her as an authority figure. As young men in the technology industry, they had never really dealt with females. Sure, some their high school teachers and general education professors might have been women, but those were just hoops to jump through. These boys were fixated on coding and maybe the stock options they could get from a company like this. Women? No, not so much.

Girls were for sex. Objects. Pretty trophies and hot toys. Nothing else.

“You’ll make my coffee, fetch my dry-cleaning, and polish my shoes,” she promised.

Darren answered with a scowl as his lips pulled back to reveal his teeth like he was some sort of animal. As he tried to intimidate her, she demonstrated his pathetic failure by batting her eyes and waving her hand. At some other place or time, Aubrey’s response might have looked a little bit like flirting.

But here and now, he growled again.

Out of sheer curiosity, she studied his face for a moment and tried to read his mind, only she just found coursing, angry static.

He couldn’t think clearly. Beyond some base desire, he had no idea what should happen next.

He was angry.

He imagined himself slapping her across the face.

He could hear the sound of his palm connecting with her cheek. He pictured her looking up at him, a remorseful, contrite expression blanketing her features as her eyes watered.

“I’m so sorry. I could never be as good as you,” he wanted to hear her say. “I’m just some girl. I could never take on a man like you. That first time? It was dumb luck. I’m sorry. I’m really sorry!”

Darren actually wanted to hear her apologize…

Aubrey chuckled as he chose his army. Spirits again. She clicked on the Skeletons, and she realized something. If he only had anger, did that mean she wouldn’t be able to read his mind?

What if he just acted without thinking?

Crap.

This time, Aubrey had a better sense of what she needed to do in-game. Whichever boy talked about actions-per-minute had been right. In a real-time-strategy game like this, tactics mattered, but so did speed. In order to win, you needed a big army with lots of upgrades. You had to be able to pick the right units for your opponent and figure out exactly what to do.

She had outflanked him once. What could she try this time?

Fortunately, Aubrey had a few extra seconds at the beginning of the game. This would always be the slowest part. She needed to create more drones. That took time. She didn’t have dozens of workers mining and bringing back resources, not yet.

As her base began to grow, she considered the different expansions. Before, she used simple skeleton warriors. They were boring but they could be effective, especially if they could sneak into an opponent’s undisguised base.

Aubrey stretched her neck and glanced past her monitor toward Darren.

Anger. Frustration. Simmering humiliation deep within his chest. He could feel it all along his arms and the back of his neck. Sitting straight, every muscle tensed like he was about to go into war, he focused on the screen and nothing else.

Crap. Crap. Crap.

Her abilities gave her an incredible advantage, but not if he had this kind of anger as a shield.

Aubrey started to feel foolish for goading him like that. Maybe if she had played the helpless female who didn’t quite know what she was doing, then he would have relaxed, allowing her to read his mind and outflank him again.

But she could do more than just read his surface thoughts, couldn’t she?

As Aubrey tried to come up with a plan, she simultaneously found herself frantically clicking on different buildings, units, and text boxes to figure out exactly what she wanted to do.

Bone Lords.

Oh, that would be cool. Cool and risky.

Aubrey used to know how to use them back when she played for a couple of hours per week. Could she try that again?

As she clicked through her options, the different menus became more intuitive. The upgrade-trees didn’t seem quite so esoteric.

Minutes had gone by.

She glanced over at him.

Still nothing.

She had wasted time creating several defenses, mostly because she had expected a rush of spirit fighters.

She had to try something else. If they played a fair game, then she was doomed to defeat. There was just no question about that.

Aubrey tightened her grip on her mouse, glanced over at him, and she tried to read his mind, only to discover the same wall of hazy red anger. Nibbling on her lower lip, she tried to peer deeper.

His memories.

It was strange, inhabiting another mind. Yes, she was vaguely aware of her own senses like the plastic of the keyboard beneath her left hand, the smooth contours of the mouse under her right, the air-conditioned flavor of the air, and the sounds of the other boys snickering and waiting to see what he might do.

She impressed them the first time, but they were boys, so they couldn’t quite accept the idea that a girl had won on her own. Obviously, it had been dumb luck. A girl, using nothing but her natural abilities and talents, couldn’t possibly keep up with a guy like Darren.

But then she saw what she needed, flashes of memory.

He wanted an overwhelming force of flyers: Phantom Bats.

Just behind his base, he remembered corralling dozens of the things. They were fast and agile, capable of flying across even the largest battlefields in only a few seconds. They made amazing scouts and could be devastating in large numbers. The strange, semi translucent creatures constantly flapped their wings as they got ready to hiss their soul-acid down on their enemies.

Okay, Aubrey thought. She had some information.

What could she do with it?

She went back to the Bone Lords and considered their abilities. Bone Lords offered a different dynamic. She had only been able to create three so far, but they operated more like independent units with their own abilities. While the Phantom Bats were weak on their own, they became deadly as a swarm. A single Bone Lord, if fully charged and upgraded, could take out an entire army on his own.

She tapped his memories again, and she saw that he was almost ready. If he created many more of those Phantom Bats, she wouldn’t be able to hold back the onslaught. Worse, he might be able to overwhelm her defenses and wreck her base even if she timed everything correctly.

With a nervous swallow, she realized that there was one way she could get him to act prematurely, “I’m not seeing you on the map.” A smile curved her lips. Although she kept her eyes on the screen, she could sense the other boys looking at her. “What’s wrong? Are you hiding in some corner? Did you pull up your base and go running because you didn’t think you could take me?”

“Screw you,” he said even though Aubrey technically qualified as his boss. Like so many other boys, he fell into the flow of his game and forgot about everything else. That’s why a battle like this could be so enthralling.

“Not likely, little boy,” she shot back.

Aubrey didn’t even have to try; she sensed the surge of anger pulsating through his body.

Sure enough, she checked again, and she saw his memories.

Two thirds of his swarms had disappeared. She recalled the way he clicked the mouse as he sent them flying across the map.

One of the swarms found her base almost immediately. Some of her automated defenses activated, throwing shards of bone at the ethereal flyers.

Two or three of the bats disintegrated almost immediately, but then one of her defenses exploded. The swarm continued, pressing forward as he probed her defenses and double checked to make sure this was really her main base and not some secondary outpost.

This time, despite his seething frustration, Darren took his time. Methodical, he refused to let her trick him again.

She still needed a few seconds. She had selected fresh upgrades and recharges for her Bone Lords, but those three units would be hard pressed against his swarms, especially if he rebuilt them to full strength.

He didn’t.

A savage grin played across his face as he selected his other swarms. Not only that, the first one to engage may have been hurt by her defenses, but they weren’t completely wiped out.

She could have tried to rebuild some of those bone shard cannons. Instead, she concentrated on her main units. Just three units. That’s all she had besides the logistical buildings.

Seconds later, the swarms appeared again at the edge of her base.

They went for the last of her bone shard cannons. Fresh animations appeared. Sound effects dinged from the speakers as monstrous voices called out phrases like, “Dread Lord, we are under attack!”

“We have found the enemy base!”

“By your command!”

“Leave no survivors,” said another one of the units. Every other click or so brought another acknowledgment as he attacked.

Three full swarms. The bats destroyed the cannons within seconds.

Aubrey moved one of her Bone Lords into place. She clicked on the various options and he transformed. His body grew, and he became the size of a penny. Before the swarms could head for her workers and destroy her supply chain, her transformed Bone Lord started to destroy the bats.

Dozens of small units against one massive one.

Aubrey could only watch with a sickening feeling in her stomach as the life meter on her creature began to fall precipitously. Every few seconds, the bats let out another barrage of horrific acid. Sure, her creation could wipe out two or three of those in the same time span, but it wasn’t enough. Not nearly enough.

She sent a second Bone Lord, tapped frantically, and worked to heal the first one.

Her massive skeletal warrior managed to heal just before facing disintegration.

“I have returned!” came the corny voice.

That’s when Aubrey realized Darren was about to pull his attention away.

By this point, the anger had dissipated. Instead, he needed to go back to his base and summon another swarm.

Outflank me.

She sent the thought and had no idea if it would really work.

But then he looped around the huge warrior with just a few of his bats because that’s all it would take to start destroying her worker drones.

Sure enough, red sparks appeared at the bottom of her screen, indicating another one of her holdings was under attack.

He did it. He really did it!

Rather than go back to his base and allow the AI on his swarms to do as much damage as possible while he rebuilt another army, he fixated on destroying her drones.

When his attention returned to his own base, he would have tons of resources, but he would be lacking one major asset: time.

With frantic clicks, her skeletal colossus destroyed another couple of Phantom Bats. They disappeared from the screen. She tried to heal her creation again, only the other Bone Lord hadn’t recovered.

They were going to win.

Desperately, she clicked on her third Bone Lord and sent him running across the screen.

This could work. This had to work.

Retreat, she sent the silent command, not knowing if he would obey.

With this kind of focus, perhaps a boy would be able to resist a command. By this point, he had already destroyed most of her workers. He would set her back four minutes at least.

Only then, she watched as the Phantom Bats retreated, pulling back.

“Next time, I’m going to destroy you,” he stated, his voice flat. He probably meant those words to be some kind of taunt, but they didn’t quite work, not without any energy behind them.

“You can try,” she said. She clicked on the last of her Bone Lords, and she transformed him into a colossus as well.

“She had a third!” someone called out.

“What? No way.”

Following his lead, Aubrey went straight for the worker drones. Desperate now, Darren could only tighten his fingers around his mouse as he tried to get the workers to attack her colossus. The huge monstrosity destroyed them, four or five every second. He watched as the green icons at the bottom of his screen vanished.

Soon, they were all destroyed.

The last of his Phantom Bats made it back to their base. They attacked her creature, only their swarm looked pretty pathetic. Three times their number barely took down another one of these monstrosities.

They didn’t stand a chance.

Soon, he was out of units.

He rage-quit, exiting out of the application, jumping to his feet, and pointing a finger at her. “She cheated! She had to cheat! There’s no way she beat me without cheating!”

Aubrey rose to her feet and looked right at him.

Before The Powers had appeared, Aubrey would have gotten nervous. There would have been this little tickle of fear in the back of her mind if she had been alone in a room with a bunch of angry boys. Was there a chance something could happen? Absolutely. Would that probability have been incredibly small?

These were supposed to be good guys, boys who went to college, studied computer programming, and wanted to have solid futures. And yet, every girl had to wonder what kind of rage secretly simmered within a man like Darren or his fellow interns here.

A few of the boys looked at her with undisguised admiration. As far as they were concerned, she was beautiful and skilled. The rest stared at her like she was some kind of monstrosity, a creature of unholy grace which had stepped out of the game itself to mock them.

“She cheated,” Darren snarled again as his face started to turn red.




The other boys looked from her to him.

“Seriously, she cheated. You all know she cheated! There’s no way she could have beaten me without cheating!”

Aubrey diffused his accusation with just one question, “How?”

Darren blinked. He looked back to the other boys as he searched for help or reinforcement.

She had her hands on her hips as she raised one eyebrow and studied him skeptically. “Seriously, how would I cheat? I don’t come into this room. I’m not an intern, and I don’t really play this game that much. If there are special codes, I don’t know them. Obviously, I didn’t think this was going to happen, so I didn’t put software on these machines.”

Darren looked at her hard. Simultaneously, she could feel his thoughts scrambling and searching for some plausible explanation. Because obviously, she cheated!

“Darren,” she said before he could draw any kind of conclusion, “You agreed to be my personal assistant.”

“I—”

She raised a finger, stopping him instantly. That was unusual. Boys like this were used to talking over women. In fact, they hardly noticed when they did it. Interrupting a man? No, probably not. Maybe rarely. Interrupt a woman? Sure, why not?

“Up until this point, I have been very indulgent. I played your games, and I beat you twice. Now, it’s okay if you’re upset, Darren,” she said, talking down to him with every syllable. “But unless you want to give up your internship right now and leave, you will accept the terms of our agreement.”

“Fine…” Darren sounded like some petulant child.

“Good,” she replied. “Now go back to the coffee room and get me something to drink. I feel a bit like some orange juice.”

“But you aren’t done talking, are you?”

“I’m not,” she said. “Now go.”

Darren glanced back at the rest of his friends. Obviously, he wanted them to do or say something. They should have interceded on his behalf. But after everything that transpired, they were nervous in front of a woman like Aubrey.

Face down, Darren practically ran from the room.

She turned back to the remaining four boys. Crossing her arms over her chest, she studied them and waited to hear their appropriately servile thoughts.

Damn. She just put Darren in his place.

This girl is serious.

I can’t believe what she just did.

There’s no way she’s going to last a year. A woman just can’t function in the tech world. Right?

She hoped for some sense of subservience or obedience. Instead, she saw the simmering anger. Their faces remained placid because these were the kinds of boys who knew how to function in an office environment. Throughout their academic lives, they had written down what their teacher said, regurgitated the proper answers, and performed admirably. That’s why they had been chosen for a prestigious internship like this.

They may have appeared to be respectful, polite young men. But the same anger reverberated in their chests and behind their eyes.

The thoughts continued to stream out.

I’m going to make her pay.

If we work together, we can put this bitch in her place.

Oh, these boys had a lot to learn, Aubrey thought.

She spent a decent chunk of time going over their responsibilities and how they might be able to contribute to the company’s new project (whatever it happened to be). Normally, they worked on fairly simple app development. More importantly, their company was usually pretty loud about their goals and ambitions. So many technology startups ran on hype and promises.

Plenty of CEOs created entire empires by talking to investors and making wild claims. Most of the time, they failed. Sometimes they succeeded. The ones who succeeded could become incredibly rich.

As she outlined some of their goals, she expected the boys to feel the sparks of ambition. They didn’t. They kept listening to her and thinking about how she was a woman. Why did they have to listen to a girl?

As far as they were concerned, there had been no girls in their computer science programs for a reason. Women couldn’t handle the intellectual difficulties of programming.

As she picked up on those stray thoughts, she could feel the anger build within her.

Part of her really, really wanted to slam these boys down onto the ground. She could have pinned them like bugs and made them obey.

Even after Darren came back with her orange juice, she didn’t feel any better.

“Any questions?” Aubrey finally snapped.

Yeah, what color are your panties?

Can I get your number?

Where do you live? I’ll show you a good time and make you understand, got sent by another of the boys.

Her nostrils twitched with revulsion. If they could have had their way, they would have held her down and made her into their private sex toy for the afternoon.

Aubrey almost wished they would have tried, but the veneer of civilization didn’t crack. They shook their heads. No questions.

She stomped out of their conference room/office and went to Jack’s office. His secretary wasn’t at her desk, so she just knocked. No answer.

After that, she tried Pauline’s office. Fortunately, his second-in-command was there.

“Can I come in?” Aubrey asked.

Actually, talking to another woman might work well, Aubrey reflected. Then again, she understood perfectly well how aggressive and catty other women could be. Sometimes, Aubrey wondered if men had achieved so much power, not because of aggression or competence, but simply because women insisted on fighting one another. They were always socialized to compete and show off, to try to be the prettiest or sweetest or most popular.

“Absolutely,” Pauline said.

Aubrey walked into the office and said right away, “I think we have a problem with the internship program.”

“Oh?”

“The boys are a bunch of sexist misogynists.”

“Welcome to working in technology,” Pauline said. “You have a solution?”

Aubrey opened her mouth as the moisture seemed to drain away. Not only that, her stomach tightened. Then she blurted out, “I would like to recruit some more women to our internship program. Right now, we only have guys, and I think that puts us at a distinct disadvantage.”

“Your predecessor disagreed,” Pauline said.

“Be that as it may,” Aubrey said diplomatically, “I think we really need more diversity. Right now, we are designing apps for both women and men. We need more females on staff to provide real feedback. We might have some huge blind spots that we don’t even know about because all of our talent is male.”

Pauline seemed to consider this. With her hands folded on the desk, she watched Aubrey and made the young woman squirm.

Pauline was probably just a year or two older, but since she had been so much more ambitious, she had ascended the corporate ranks far faster. In fact, Pauline had been one of Jack Rushman’s first hires.

“Okay,” Pauline said. “You have my permission to go to some of the college campuses and try to recruit. But I need to warn you right now, you’re not going to get a lot of interest. The computer science programs are all dominated by men.”

“But maybe we need to expand. Maybe we should start training our interns to code in addition to having them work on other projects.”

“You’re in charge of the internship program now,” Pauline said with a smile. “Let’s see what you can do.”

Aubrey marched out of the office and bumped into someone. She slammed into him, glanced up, and started to stammer out an apology. At least it wasn’t Jack.

Instead it was that cute guy from before.

“Oh, hey,” he said. “Sorry about that.”

He apologized first. She liked that about him. Plus, there was something about his face. He seemed kind and gentle, unlike so many of the “programmer bros” who dominated the industry.

Then she noticed some of the fatigue in his eyes and the way his shoulders slumped. He smiled at her, but he looked pretty drained. “How long have you been working today?”

“Too long,” he said with a self-deprecating smile.

After her time with the interns and knowing she should leave them alone to work for a while before she checked up on them, she glanced toward the break room. “Would you like to get something and eat with me?”

He blinked once, and she didn’t mean to read his thoughts, but the words popped out onto the air, only detectable by a woman with The Powers. Really? Is she serious? A girl like her? She’s gorgeous! Okay, dude. Don’t screw this up.

Aubrey had to keep the smile from tugging at the corners of her mouth, especially because she would’ve been so nervous about asking a boy out. Then again, this wasn’t really a date, but he was cute.

Hearing all of his insecurities definitely made her feel better about this. In fact, Aubrey started to wonder if maybe women would become the sexual and romantic aggressors across the planet. If The Powers remained and women could know exactly what a boy was thinking, then she wouldn’t have to wonder about his intentions. Did he like her? Did he not? When he sent her that text message, did the period mean something? If he used an exclamation mark, was he just try to be nice, but he didn’t really like her?

“Yeah, that’d be great. I’ve been going at it for a while. I think a break would be nice.”

“Sounds great,” she said, holding out a hand to indicate he should go first.

Like most technology companies, the CEO was proud of his break room. First, it was an expensive space with comfortable leather couches and different recliners. Flat screens adorned the walls where programmers could play some video games to clear their heads or watch TV as they searched for new inspiration. Second, they had the Candy Wall. One full wall was covered in different shelves, each one stuffed with snacks of mostly candy. Sure, the cabinets were also stocked with healthier and more nutritious snacks, but the employees loved grabbing bits of sugar to keep them going. They also had refrigerators stocked with various sandwiches, fruit platters, and other options.

Oliver headed over to the fridge, grabbed a sandwich, an orange juice, and a bottle of water before taking a seat. Aubrey followed, although she settled for a bag of chips.

He stretched his arms over his head, yawned, and soon apologized. “It’s been a long day. I was working at home, then I came in to do some more, then we had the all hands meeting, it has just been a crazy day.”

“Well, I’m glad you could take some time out of your busy schedule for me,” she said and smiled at him.

Color danced along his cheeks. Someone else may not have noticed, but Aubrey knew what he was thinking, so she just smiled and wondered what might happen with this boy.

Mackenzie

Mackenzie may not have been an early childhood education major, but she was still fascinated by the evolving dynamics between Sierra and Christian. To start, these two were surprisingly well behaved for the rest of the day.

There were a couple of moments when she thought one of the kids might throw a tantrum, especially because siblings fought all the time. But not these siblings, not anymore. They had a clear hierarchy. Sierra was in charge, so even if Christian didn’t like something, he learned to swallow his protests like a good boy.

After playing in the yard, they all went back inside and watched a movie. By the time the sun started to set, Sierra fell asleep, and Christian asked if he could play some video games.

For a little while, Mackenzie had been surprised Christian waited to ask. But then she understood what happened. His sister wouldn’t let him play games, and since she was in charge, he needed to take his moments. He didn’t throw a tantrum or insist. What would be the point? He was a boy, and his sister had power.

Before Mackenzie could draw any conclusions about whether or not this would be good for him, the front door opened, and she heard the footsteps of the parents and their oldest, a boy in high school: Thomas.

In the soft glow of the TV screen, Christian played quietly. He held the controller in his hand and manipulated the hero on the screen. The first time she saw him play, he had been a rambunctious little boy, jumping up, hooting and practically screaming every time something happened. Since then, he had learned how to behave much better, probably because he didn’t want to risk waking up Sierra.

Perhaps she would make him sit back and watch her play. Or maybe she would put on her favorite show about unicorns or ponies…

No, Christian didn’t risk it.

When the front door opened, Mackenzie got up and greeted Monica and Stephen, the kids’ parents. She also saw Thomas who glanced at her then smiled, only to turn his eyes away.

Mackenzie thought he was cute. In fact, if he developed some confidence, Thomas could’ve done pretty well with the girls in his high school.

She’s so pretty, he thought innocently. Then, not so innocently, his instincts pulled him in a different direction, I wonder what it would be like to put my hands on her chest. Damn. I would love to squeeze her butt.

Mackenzie smiled at him again, only now she revealed her teeth. Some of the color dissipated from his cheeks as he scrambled to avoid her notice.

“How were the kids?” Monica asked.

“They were fine,” she said. “But there’s something I wanted to ask you about.”

“If it’s okay, I need to go check on something for work. Are you in a rush?”

“No, not really,” Mackenzie said. Although she had spent most of the day with Sierra and Christian, the evening was still hers to enjoy. Then again, she didn’t really have any plans, so she would probably watch some TV on her laptop or maybe play around online. It was nice to get to enjoy an easy weekend like this, one of those rare times when she didn’t have a paper or studying for a specific test to eat her time and attention. “And actually, there was something I wanted to talk to you about too…if it’s okay.”

“No problem,” Monica said before leaving Mackenzie alone with Steven and Thomas.

Thomas glanced down the hall. Once his mother was out of earshot, he glanced over at his father. “So, Dad, there was something I wanted to ask about.”

“Yes?” he asked with the skepticism honed after having three children.

“Some of my friends are going out tonight. It’s just going to be me, Jacob, and Ryan. We’re going to go hang out at the mall, maybe see a movie or something? Do you think I could go?”

It was adorable watching Thomas hold his breath as he waited for the parental decision.

“Yeah,” Stephen finally said. “I think that would be fine.”

Thomas exhaled, grinned, and said, “Thanks!” Then he sprinted up the stairs toward his room.

A few seconds later, Monica emerged from her home office. “Sorry about that,” she said. She also had out her purse and pulled some cash from her wallet. That surprised Mackenzie, mostly because Stephen was usually the one who paid her.

“Thank you,” Monica said. “We really appreciate your help, and the kids adore you.”

“They’re sweet,” Mackenzie said. They were alone in the hallway now since Monica’s husband had wandered off. “But there was a new family rule I wanted to ask about.” The college girl tried to keep going, only something stuck in her throat because this didn’t make sense, not in the world where she was raised.

“Sierra wasn’t supposed to tell you about that,” Monica replied without any real annoyance in her voice.

“It was kind of hard not to notice,” Mackenzie said with a smile. “And I didn’t really have a problem with it, but I just wanted to double check with you.”

“It’s different,” Monica finally agreed with a sigh. “But I think it’s really necessary.”

“Would you mind going over it with me?”

Monica pulled in a long breath of air before leveling her gaze on the babysitter, “Are you sure you want to know about this?”

“It’s not really a big deal, is it?”

“Well…I guess it depends on how you see the world now. But I trust you, Mackenzie. You’re a smart young woman, and I think you have a really great future ahead of you.”

“Thank you,” said the blonde, never quite sure what to do when adults talked to her like this.

“Actually, it’s pretty simple. Because of The Powers, Stephen and I decided Sierra should be in charge of her brother.”

“But they’re both so close in age.”

“I’m not sure that matters anymore,” said Monica. She lowered her voice again. “Have you started to experiment yet?”

It sounded like a conspiracy, some secret shared only by the female half of humanity because the boys weren’t capable of understanding. Or maybe the men wouldn’t believe. And even if they believed, then they would be scared.

“A little,” Mackenzie said as she thought of her ex-boyfriend, William. She still got special tingles when she thought of holding him down against the floor with nothing but the power of her mind.

“That’s excellent,” Monica said. “I don’t know when this is going to break out into the mainstream. I’ve been paying a lot of attention to the news, and there is still a lot of denial out there despite the mounting evidence. It actually makes me wonder if maybe the government is trying to hold the information back.”

“Why would they do that?”

“Well, just think about what this will do to the economy and the corporate world. I’m sure there are lots of CEOs and businessmen freaking out right now. Or the military. They must be just as terrified.”

“Because they could lose all of their secrets?”

“Exactly,” said Monica. “If every woman really can read the mind of every man on the planet, then what chance do the boys really have?”

“None,” Mackenzie said. “None at all.” She meant those words to sound grave and solemn, but then she started to smile. As hard as she tried, she couldn’t quite wipe the grin off of her face.

“No,” Monica said. “It’s okay. Feel good about this. I mean, we might be looking at the next stage of human evolution.”

“Could it really only happen to the women, not the boys?” Mackenzie never made a conscious effort to distinguish between men and boys. But now, she used the diminutive, making all of the males sound like children, whether they were her teachers, CEOs, prime ministers, or even a President.

“Have you heard of The Powers manifesting in any of the men?”

Mackenzie shook her head. “No. I haven’t.”

“And that’s exactly the kind of world Sierra and Christian are going to have to live in.”

“You put a lot of thought into this,” Mackenzie said after a few seconds.

“Absolutely. I love my son so much, but he’s going to have to learn to live in a new world. The same goes for Sierra.”

Both women stood there for a few more seconds. Christian continued to play, while Stephen was hidden in some other part of the house. Perhaps he embraced the new authority his wife casually wielded. Or maybe he needed to cloister himself away from the women who could own him with a flickered thought.

“Can I ask you something?”

“What’s that?”

“What about Sierra and her father?”

“Are you asking me if his little girl can boss him around now?” Monica asked. Mackenzie nodded.

“She can.”

Mackenzie fought so hard to make this seem serious, but she started to giggle. She couldn’t hold those sounds back and ended up covering her mouth with one fist.

“Don’t be sorry,” Monica said. “It is kind of funny. I mean, Stephen always thought of himself as this big, brash man who could get us to do whatever he wanted. Before all of this started happening, know what he used to like to say?”

“No, what?”

“When he really cared about something, he would threaten to put his foot down.”

“Really?”

“Oh yeah,” Monica replied. “It made him sound like he came from another decade or something, but he really believed that was supposed to be his right as a man in society.”

“That’s incredible,” Mackenzie said as she shook her head. Then she licked her lips and considered the implications of all of this. If even a little girl could manipulate a man like Stephen, what did that mean for the rest of the boys? “Can I ask you something else?”

“Go for it.”

This next part seemed strange, more like something out of science fiction. And yet, she still had to ask, “I’m sure I could find a lot of people talking about this online, but I know you, Monica. I trust you.” It seemed strange to use an adult’s name, but they were talking like equals. Besides, Mackenzie had to remind herself that she was an adult now.

“You’re not interested in some random conspiracy theorist ranting online?”

“Not really,” Mackenzie said, returning Monica’s smile. “So what happens next? You’re obviously preparing your children. What do you think is going to happen?”

“Gynarchy.”

Mackenzie knitted her brows together as she tried to understand the word. It sounded a little bit like an ecologist, but she wasn’t familiar with the term.

Monica started to explain, “We live in a patriarchy, a society that is centered on male expression and perception. Basically, the majority of the world as we know it is designed for men. If I start talking about a soldier, you imagine a man. If I start talking about a doctor, same thing. Men are in charge. Even if women have been making a lot of progress over the last couple of decades, it hasn’t been enough. Almost every major leader in the world is a man. Almost every CEO is a man.”

Mackenzie didn’t necessarily like this line of discussion, probably because it sounded like feminist drivel. And yet, Monica was an intelligent woman, so maybe there was something to these ideas…

Monica continued, “I think that’s all going to change now. Like I said, Christian needs to learn how to listen to the women in his life. No, he doesn’t just have to learn to listen to them. He has to learn to obey them.”

“Doesn’t that make you feel bad though?”

“Why would it?”

Mackenzie couldn’t help but shrug as she faced to that question, “Because he won’t get the same opportunities as Sierra.”

“Maybe not,” Monica conceded, “But the world is different, and I’m not going to cry over it. It’s my job to prepare both of my children for the world as it is, not as I want it to be. If women take over, then I will do my best to help him and guide him in this new world.”

“That makes a lot of sense.”

“Just think of it this way. So many men have had a hard time dealing with thinking of women as equals. Even when they say they are not sexist, they still view the women based on how attractive they might be. They don’t quite listen as much, and they employ all of these double standards without even realizing it. They go on and on about how women can’t enter politics because they aren’t likable enough. If a woman is too intelligent, then she seems boring. She needs to be dumb but smart, attractive without looking like a slut, all while meeting all of these other standards.”

“Okay, so there are double standards,” Mackenzie allowed.

“Most men don’t want to see it. Lots of guys think sexism is an invention, like it’s just a bunch of whiny girls complaining about how they aren’t good enough. So many professions don’t let women in. Computer programming, film directing, music producing, and a bunch of others are almost entirely dominated by men. Why? If you think women and men are treated in the exact same way, that means you think women are also inferior because inferiority would be the only way to explain the disproportionate numbers.”

At this point, Mackenzie was having a harder time following along. Obviously, Monica had thought about these ideas extensively.

“Anyway, lots of men say sexism isn’t real. They don’t believe in systemic bias or the idea that certain situations might favor them. If they succeed, it’s because of their own merit and absolutely nothing else.”

Mackenzie had actually been one of the people who liked to believe the world was pretty fair. If two people went for a job, gender probably didn’t matter. It was just a question of figuring out who had the best answers.

“Even now, men get so angry online. Obviously, it’s not all of the boys out there, but so, so many of them love to throw their tantrums online. They whine about what kinds of women become superheroes, how women want pockets on their dresses, whatever. Half the time, it’s not even any of their business, like these decisions will affect them, but they still get upset.”

“Right?” Mackenzie said, still uncertain. She hadn’t been old enough to vote during the last election, but she remembered seeing articles that focused on one female candidate’s smile and whether or not it was “cheerful” enough. Of course, the male candidate never had to deal with those kinds of questions. So many men, whether they realized or accepted it or not, created unfair standards and rules for women which meant simply didn’t need to follow.

“What happens when those men realize they are completely outgunned?”

“They could fight back,” Mackenzie said.

“How?” Monica asked.

Mackenzie never expected a discussion quite this intense. She figured she would trade a few comments with this suburban mother and get paid.

“With guns?” Mackenzie suggested. Firearms were always a good answer in her family. Whether this meant battling criminals or a potentially hostile government, her parents both believed firearms could be the key to their salvation and safety.

“Just stop and think about that. Let’s say you decide to rob a man.”

Mackenzie blinked for a second, probably because the idea never occurred to her. She was a good, law-abiding citizen. Besides, she was a girl. She had a hard time imagining any female becoming a serious criminal…

“Let’s say you rob a man,” Monica continued. “Let’s say it’s dark, and he decides to go walking out late at night. He’s all alone because he still thinks he rules the world. But hey, this boy isn’t completely foolhardy, so he brings a gun with him. You come up to him, you demand that he give you his wallet, and he pulls the weapon out. Would that be enough?”

“No…” Mackenzie said as she considered the different implications.

“Why not?”

“I could make him drop it.”

“You do better than that,” Monica replied. “Have you seen the Bullet Blocker videos?”

“No,” Mackenzie said, instantly fascinated just by the title. “What are they?”

“Okay, so you have to take this with a big grain of salt because we are talking about Internet videos, but basically, you get women who are shot at with guns, and they use The Powers to block the attacks.”

“That’s crazy,” Mackenzie breathed. “You really think that’s possible?”

Monica laughed, “I don’t know, but I don’t want to find out either.”

“Okay…That makes a ton of sense.”

“Ignoring the idea of creating some kind of telekinetic barrier or whatever, you’re right. You could just make a man drop his gun. Or better yet, you could force him to give it to you. Guns used to be a great equalizer, but if it’s a battle between a woman and a man, I think there’s only one way the guy would have any chance of winning. That’s if the woman doesn’t know he’s there.”

“But she might still pick up on his thoughts,” Mackenzie said.

“Exactly.”

“This is wild.”

“It gets better.”

“Really?”

“You believe in democracy, right?”

“Yes…”

Monica smiled, “What do you think this is going to do to democracy? If a woman can reach into her husband’s mind and force him to vote one way or the other, is that really a fair vote?”

“I guess not.”

“So should men be allowed to vote at all?”

“Wow.” Mackenzie didn’t know what else to say. The world whirled and spun around her as she contemplated that possibility. Sure, she remembered reading about suffrage in high school and how hard women and African-Americans had to fight to get the vote. But what if men lost it?

“You see. Lots of boys are going to throw their tantrums, but it won’t do any good. That’s what Christian needs to learn to understand. I let his sister boss him around because she is stronger now. As long as she recognizes there’s a line and she takes care of her brother, it’s fine with me. He’s going to need to learn to obey.”

“He was really well behaved today,” Mackenzie said.

“I’m sure,” Monica said. “This is the future. It’s going to be a gynarchy: a government where women rule.”

“I guess so,” Mackenzie conceded.

“Christian can still be happy. I’m going to help him find a girl to take care of him. He can stay home, be a nice househusband, and have a wonderful life.”

“What if he wants something else?”

“Can I tell you the truth?”

“Please.”

“I think the boys are going to start getting scared.”

“Really?”

“Like I said, some of the boys will throw tantrums. They will probably form up into militias or whatever, but what kind of chances do they really stand? A bunch of guys could buy some guns, maybe drink some beers in their basements, and then one woman decides to make them put down their weapons, put on aprons, and go make her a cake. They would have to do it. No struggle. No real fight.”

“He would have to sleep eventually.”

“You’re right,” Monica agreed. “One woman couldn’t single-handedly control every man in the country, but that’s not what we’re really talking about. If one woman can control five or six guys, then the men don’t stand a chance. Besides, some of the boys will learn to cooperate.”

“That hasn’t been my experience,” Mackenzie said as she remembered some of the wild parties from her first semester. Guys loved to run around, getting drunk, getting naked, having sex, and experimenting with drugs. The campus just couldn’t control them. Granted, the administration seemed to have an unspoken, “Boys will be boys” rule.

“Agreed. Men have been able to get away with so much up until now. But that’s going to end.”

“You might be right.”

“Once the boys figure out they’re powerless, they start getting nervous. Up until now, they have always told us to be careful. If a woman got attacked outside, late at night, that it was her fault for going out alone. Or maybe she wore the wrong outfit. It’s time for the boys to feel this exact same way.”

“They’re going to be scared of getting attacked,” Mackenzie said.

“And why not? If a little girl can control her daddy, what’s going to stop some random girl from grabbing some cash off of a guy? Oh, and even think about that. Will the boys get a curfew? Maybe they won’t even be allowed to go out on their own since they can be controlled so easily. Or if they are allowed out on their own, will they be permitted wallets? Maybe new rules will be put in place making it illegal for a man to have cash or a credit card since any girl could force them to buy her whatever she liked.”

“I never thought about any of this,” Mackenzie said.

“As long as we have The Powers, this is what is going to happen.”

Mackenzie fell into another thoughtful pause just as Thomas came down the stairs. He practically rushed past his mom, but she called out, “Where do you think you’re going, young man?”

Thomas, her eldest son, turned back to his mom.

Obviously, he never needed Mackenzie as a babysitter, not when he was already in high school, but she still witnessed a few of his interactions with his parents. A few months ago, he even snarled at them, rolled his eyes, and stomped away. He behaved like so many other angry teens.

Not here. Not now.

He stopped in the doorway, turned around, and swallowed nervously. “I’m going out with some friends tonight,” Thomas said. “Dad said it was okay.”

“Does Dad make those decisions?”

Mackenzie’s lips parted with surprise. Seconds later, she started to grin.

“No,” Thomas admitted.

“Who makes those decisions?”

“You do, Mom.”

“I do,” Monica said. She crossed her arms over her chest and asked, “Where are you going?”

“The mall.”

So many other high school boys would have been aggravated by this kind of interrogation. After all, he was close to adulthood, and he should have been able to make his own decisions. Or at least, that’s what he itched to believe.

“Who else is going?”

“Ryan and Jacob,” he said dutifully. He answered in a small, nervous voice.

“And?”

“No one else?”

“No, Mom.”

“I don’t think it would be a good idea.”

“What? Why not? Dad said I could go!”

His eyes widened with obvious frustration as he called out those words, only his mom looked right at him. She remained unflappable, as though his tantrum couldn’t affect her.

“Honey, I know this is hard for you to accept, but I have your best interest at heart. I love you, and I want you to be safe. It’s not safe for you to go out without a chaperone.”

A chaperone? Really? The idea seemed old-fashioned, but clearly Monica was willing to search through history for all of the tools needed to protect the weaker sex men were about to become. Mackenzie marveled at the concept even as she started to smirk again. Fortunately, Thomas didn’t see the guilty pleasure on her face, not while he focused on his mother.

“Please, Mom? I promise, I’ll be careful!”

“I’m sorry, but the answer is no. Maybe if Sierra was a little bit older, then things would be different,” said his mom.

Thomas blinked a couple of times. “Sierra? Really? She’s my little sister! You think she would be the one to take care of me? That’s insane!”

“She’s a girl, and you’re a boy, and you know the rules are different now.”

Thomas said nothing. Instead, he glanced back toward the hallway as though he wanted to rush off at any moment.

“Tell me you understand, Thomas.”

His affect shifted. These words were being forced from his mouth. He didn’t want to cooperate, but his mom was making a point. “The rules are different now,” he stated.

“Yes, they are,” she said.

He started to turn away, but his eyes met Mackenzie’s. “What if Mackenzie was my chaperone?”

What?

“I’m sure she’s busy,” Monica replied.

“Are you? Are you busy right now?” Thomas asked.

Monica turned to the babysitter and shrugged like she didn’t know what to do. “Obviously, I would pay you if you keep an eye on Thomas for me tonight, but you don’t have to. I asked if you were available for this afternoon, and you did such a good job with Sierra and Christian.”

“No,” Mackenzie replied. “I think I can put in a few more hours babysitting tonight.”

If Thomas, a high school boy, had any thoughts about being treated like some little kid in the same league as his baby brother and sister, he didn’t say anything. After all, this might be his one opportunity to get to go out.

Besides, he glanced up at Mackenzie, and she was this beautiful blonde with those bright blue eyes. In fact, he started checking out the contours of her body before he glanced down and started thinking through some song lyrics to distract himself. Clearly, he realized she could read his mind and he didn’t want to risk offending her. He could be punished, which he’d work hard to avoid.

“Okay then!” Monica turned back to her oldest son, “You can go out, but remember, you have to behave, be polite, and do whatever Mackenzie says.” She made it sound like he’d have a choice.

“So, are we going to walk?” Thomas asked just as the door closed behind them.

This girl is so pretty. Man. I don’t know if this is wonderful or terrible. She’s really hot. He practically broadcasted his thoughts out into the universe, but Mackenzie held back her smile.

At least he wasn’t one of those arrogant, obnoxious boys who assumed he was entitled to a girl. Way too many men believed that, just based on their gender alone, women should fight over them and be ready to get on their knees and worship them.

Yeah right.

Even before the arrival of The Powers, that would have been ridiculous. But now?

It seemed insane, but maybe the men really would become the objects. And maybe that was how it was supposed to be…

“No,” Mackenzie said with a smile. She pulled out her keys, and held them up, letting the metal glint in the light of sunset. “I’ll drive.”

“Can I sit in front with you?” Then he blinked, glanced around, and immediately felt like an idiot. Confused, Mackenzie instinctively started to read his mind, Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. Don’t ask something like that, not with her. Obviously, you’re going to ride in the front seat with her.

Her brows creased with confusion. “As opposed to the back seat?”

He licked his lips shyly as he stared toward the deck and wondered if he should tell her the truth. Finally, he made his choice. “Sierra likes sitting in the front.”

Apparently, his little sister’s authority didn’t only extend to Christian.

Mackenzie waited for some surge of self-righteous indignation. She wanted to believe that this new arrangement was unfair, especially for a boy like Thomas, only the pieces fit together, and she nodded like this was the most natural thing in the world.

“Come on,” she said.

He followed her down to the sidewalk. She unlocked her small sedan and got in the front seat. Just as she inserted the key, she glanced over toward him. “It’s okay,” she called out through the crack in the window, “I won’t bite.”

Thomas inhaled, got in the car, and pulled out his phone to text his friends. He saw her glancing at him and couldn’t help but think, I know. Mom might take away my phone any day now. That’s why I have to be on my best behavior.

“Smart boy,” Mackenzie said.

“What?” He looked up at her, clearly confused.

“Nothing,” she said with a grin. “Now where are we headed?”

“Stone Crest Mall.”

“Sure,” she said as she pulled away from the curb. She glanced over at Thomas and saw he had his seatbelt on. Good.

“Thank you so much for doing this,” he finally said.

“No problem,” she replied. “You should know, that attitude is really going to help you when you go to college.”

“Attitude?”

“You just said thank you. Lots of boys don’t do that.”

He blushed a little bit.

“So, are you dating at all?”

“No. Yes. I guess I’m not really sure?”

“Drama at Raley High School?” Mackenzie asked as she maneuvered the car down the street and into the traffic of a main thoroughfare.

“Something like that,” he said. For a few seconds, she wondered if maybe he would be shy. When she first met Thomas, when he was a middle school student, he had been rambunctious and aggressive. Apparently, spending some time with his little sister who could now control his mind, body, and hold him down with a few thoughts, had made him nervous and just a little bit tentative.

“Tell me about her.”

“Her name is Sasha,” he said. “She’s a sophomore, and she’s really pretty.”

“What does really pretty look like?”

“Pale skin, cherry red hair, and there’s just something about her. She’s like super dark, but also really cheerful? It’s weird.”

“I’ve met a couple of girls like that,” Mackenzie replied.

“Anyway, I’m not sure if she really likes me or not. At the beginning of the year, it felt like we are getting close, like we were flirting a lot, but then she started hanging out with these other girls, and things got weird.”

“Weird?”

“Yeah,” he said. “They got really…” He couldn’t find the word.

“Mean?”

“Maybe not mean,” he said. “Just aggressive? Like they really enjoy teasing us.”

“Us?” Mackenzie knew how to be a good babysitter. She asked lots of follow-up questions while she kept her eyes on the road and let Thomas work through his issues. With a smirk, she wondered if maybe she could be some kind of therapist. Heck, being a therapist and using The Powers on men would probably make her job ridiculously easy.

“Me and my friends,” he said. “It’s just so weird, you know? Like it used to be me and my friends going up to Sasha and maybe some of the girls she would hang out with, and we would flirt.”

“Flirt? Does that mean you would pull on her pigtails and run away?”

Fortunately, Thomas was smart enough to realize she didn’t mean that literally. He nodded sheepishly.

“And now the girls are pulling on your pigtails and running away, aren’t they?”

“Yeah, I guess so,” he admitted.

“Sounds fair to me,” she said in a playful, singsong tone of voice.

“I guess…” “It’s just sometimes, they get pretty harsh. Like the other day, they pulled down Jacobs pants! I guess they were taking bets on the color of his boxers or something.”

Mackenzie tried not to grin, only she failed this time.

“It’s not funny,” Thomas said.

She glanced away from the road for a moment and over at her charge, “It’s kind of funny,” she said.

Because he was intoxicated by the prospect of being in a car with an older girl, especially a beautiful, older girl, he flashed a shy smile.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “I’ll be here to protect you tonight.”

That definitely made him blush.

“I don’t need protection,” he said before he could stop himself.

Mackenzie just laughed. “Sure, you don’t.” Her eyes twinkled with amusement. “And we’re here.”

She pulled into the parking lot and got out. Their doors slammed as they headed toward one of the main entrances.

Up ahead, she saw two boys, both Thomas’s age playing on their phones by one of the fountains outside of the main entrance. They looked very relaxed, and then Thomas broke into a run and jogged forward. He started whispering to his friends, both of whom looked up and spotted Mackenzie as she strode forward.

“Sorry,” Thomas said, loud enough for her to hear. “My mom insisted I have a chaperone. Is that cool?”

Both of the boys glanced over at Mackenzie. Before everything changed, Mackenzie probably would have been nervous to be around three, adolescent boys, especially because they were all taller than her. It looked like Ryan worked out quite a bit, judging by the way his muscles bulged underneath his T-shirt. Yeah, they could have been threats.

Before.

But now? She could have played with all three of them, turning them into little more than puppets.

“So where are we going, boys?” Mackenzie asked.

“They revamped the VR Arcade,” Ryan said. He glanced over at Mackenzie, and he grinned at her. “Sound good?” He made her sound like a friend or maybe some girl he might want to hit on.

“I’m just here to babysit,” she said right back to him.

Some of the bluster left his face as his lips hardened into a frustrated pout. Maybe he was starting to realize Mackenzie was an older girl, and she would never, ever date a silly high school boy.

“Come on then,” Ryan said, reasserting himself.

He strode forward, slammed his palms against of the door’s push bar, and disappeared into the mall’s Promenade.

Mackenzie, Thomas, and Jacob followed.

Within seconds, the boys clustered together and seemed to ignore Mackenzie completely. That was fine with her. She enjoyed sauntering behind them, glancing at some of the window displays, and generally enjoying the atmosphere.

Malls always fascinated her, especially what they had become. She loved the silly eighties movies and old TV shows that took place in malls, mostly because they always seemed so extraordinary to her. Back then, malls were these huge bazaars and had everything anyone could want. Auto supply shops, pet stores, and anything else could be found in a mall. But now? Everything was a clothing boutique. Where were the bookshops? The toy stores?

Yeah, Mackenzie liked shopping at some of these boutiques, but she really preferred to shop online, especially since it meant she didn’t have to deal with salespeople or standing in line. Plus, the prices were so, so much better!

Mackenzie followed the boys all the way up to the VR Arcade, an open space surrounded by windows with different sections outlined on the floor by bright, yellow strips of tape. She saw one boy already geared up as he slashed a controller through the air at enemies only he could see.

The boys clustered around the front desk and started discussing which scenario they should attempt.

Thomas glanced over his shoulder and asked, “You want to play? I’m sure my parents won’t mind if I put it on the credit card they gave me.”

They gave him a credit card? This surprised her until she realized he was a responsible young man. More likely, Monica had forgotten about it since Thomas only used it sparingly. Eventually, she would remember and decide that a boy like Thomas couldn’t be trusted with a credit card, not because of the choices he might make, but rather because of how financial independence would make him a target.

“I’m good,” Mackenzie said.

She sat down on one of the benches in the middle of the Promenade and watched as the boys went to their different sections. A seemingly bored employee helped them put on their gear. Within a few minutes, they were hacking and slashing at another set of invisible monsters.

Mackenzie watched for a few minutes. She could actually see what they saw on some of the large screens behind the main desk. It was fascinating to watch, but then she pulled out her phone and drifted online.

She could let the boys have their fun, especially because they probably felt powerful and invincible in there. Well, maybe not invincible.

She heard one of the boys cry out as some kind of demon or monster leapt from a wall and tackled him, knocking him to the simulated ground before he managed to get up. One of his friends, probably Thomas, attacked the beast and saved his body.

They called out tactical suggestions to one another. “Go around, go around!” Later, she heard laughter followed by, “Give it everything you’ve got!”

They sounded so serious.

Mackenzie really couldn’t help but laugh.

As a little girl, she played with dolls and plastic horses. She had all of these scenarios she would run through again and again, simple stories that made her feel good as she lost herself to the fantasies. In one, a girl fell down a ravine and a kind pony had to come save her. It was all so dramatic and exciting.

But then Mackenzie had grown up. Yes, she still had her collection, and yes, she still admired some of those plastic figurines from time to time. She would even pick them up and wistfully smile at them.

But these boys?

They never gave up on their fantasies. Now they just played a different kind of fantasy as they lost themselves to a world where men could pick up guns and still be dangerous.

Good for them. As long as they remembered their games were just a fantasy, it would be fine. If a girl like her needed to remind them of how the world had changed, she had no problem doing that. Then again, Thomas was a sweet boy, and his friends seemed well-behaved too.

Social media didn’t hold her attention for long, so she decided to do the “responsible” thing and check one of her course websites. Her professor had uploaded a new assignment, so she started typing out a discussion post. It wasn’t much, but she figured she could get paid to do some of her homework.

Mackenzie shook her head as the battle ended.

Apparently, the boys had been victorious.

They hooted and cheered as they sauntered out of the VR Arcade. Grinning back and forth, they congratulated one another.

“We’re going to hit the food court and grab some pizza,” Thomas announced.

“Sounds good,” she said. “I’ll be right behind you.” She was almost done with her discussion post.”

As the boys wandered off, she finished her post and considered the implications of what she had written. Last semester, Mackenzie got in trouble for being too aggressive online. Apparently, she hadn’t struck the right “tone”.

She shook her head and double checked to make sure she wouldn’t lose points for coming off as unnecessarily hostile.

“Anthropology?”

Mackenzie glanced up and saw a handsome guy. He had short cropped hair, a warm smile, and he wore a T-shirt which clung to his muscles. This reminded her of Ryan for a moment, only this boy carried himself with a different kind of confidence. It was more mature: definitely a college guy.

“Sorry to eavesdrop,” he said. Then he tilted his head to the side. “Actually, does it even count as eavesdropping if you glance at someone else’s screen when they’re in public?”

“Yes, it’s anthropology,” she said with a smile as she tucked a loose bang of hair behind her ear. “And yes, I think eavesdropping still applies.”

“Are you a fan?”

“Of anthropology or eavesdropping?”

“Either? Both?” The boy shrugged. Clearly, he was interested in flirting.

With her boys headed off to the food court where they probably couldn’t get into any trouble, Mackenzie knew she could take her time.

More than that, Mackenzie decided to be brazen. She tilted her head to the side and ran her teeth along her bottom lip as she played with this boy. “I’m Mackenzie,” she said.

He held out his hand, “Darren.”

“So what you doing at the mall today, Darren?”

“Getting away from work,” he confessed.

“Work?”

“Yeah, I’m a student, but I also intern at a tech company.”

“What kind of tech?”

“Nothing interesting,” he said a little too fast. Obviously, he wasn’t interested in discussing this part of his life. That was fine with her.

“Then what are you studying?”

“Computer science,” he said. “I want to start my own company one day.”

“And what would you do with this company?”

“Make buckets and buckets of money,” he replied.

Mackenzie again thought of Monica and her predictions. If this one suburban mother could see how the world was changing, why couldn’t the men? They didn’t see it because they didn’t want to see it. Or maybe they couldn’t imagine a universe where they weren’t in charge and the center of attention. For so long, women had worked hard to support the men in their lives. Mothers, sisters, female friends, and more had always been supportive, doing the emotional labor of making sure the men succeeded.

“Sounds like a good goal,” she said, not because she agreed with him, but because she liked the curve of his nose, the tone and lines of his shoulders, and the sound of his voice.

“Why do I get the impression you’re placating me?”

“Because I might be,” she said. She put her phone away for a second, stood up, and invaded his personal space. Only a few inches separated them.

Unsurprisingly, he retreated back a step. She followed him. Pretty soon, he bumped up against one of the window displays.

“I think I want to kiss you,” she said.

Another flash of fear spread across his face, but then he didn’t tell her to stop, so she leaned forward and gently pressed her lips to his.

“Give me your phone,” she ordered. She didn’t want to draw on The Powers, but then she didn’t need to either.

He pulled out his phone and handed it to her.

With a smile, she looked at him.

“You’re not going to guess my password,” he said.

“What would I get if I do?” Mackenzie asked.

“Oh no,” he said. “I’m not making any more bets today.”

“What does that mean?”

“Nothing,” he said with a dismissive wave. “Like I said. Just a bad day at work.”

“Okay…” Mackenzie agreed. “But if I can guess your password, then you get to take me out on a date.”

“I think I can live with that,” Darren said.

It was so easy! She glanced at him, studied the blue of his eyes, peered into his mind, and found the information she needed. “2212,” she said aloud.

He blinked, shocked. “How did you do that?”

She flipped her blonde hair. “Isn’t it obvious? I’m psychic!” She giggled, typed in the numbers, and then she sent herself a text message from his phone.

“What did you write?”

She handed him back the phone, he glanced down at the screen, and started reading before he could stop himself, “I’m ready for our date.”

“Yes, you are,” she said as she reached out and patted him on the cheek.

She had never acted like this with a boy before. It felt amazing, knowing she could do whatever she wanted. Was this how guys felt all the time?

She turned around and sauntered away. Without even checking, she knew he was staring down at his phone, drinking in those pixels as he marveled at how lucky he had been.

About halfway down the promenade, Mackenzie worried about her discussion post. Flirting with the boy was fun, but her grades were more important, so she double checked the post. Yeah, it went through, although it didn’t have a grade yet.

Grades.

Mackenzie creased her brows and wondered how long her teacher would get to be in charge of the class. She followed Monica’s line of thinking. If men couldn’t be trusted with finances or voting because a female might be manipulating him, throwing his every decision into question, then what about the male teachers? Students really, really cared about their grades. How long would it take for a female student to realize she could cheat?

Mackenzie started to smile.

She could cheat.

But no, she wanted to earn a good grade the right way.

When Mackenzie arrived at the food court, she caught the mixed scents of pizza, tacos, gyros, tri-tip salads, sushi, and hamburgers all wafting together into a hazy storm of weird flavors.

Seated off to the side, Ryan and Jacob were talking in low tones. Mackenzie sauntered up to them and asked, “Where is Thomas?”

“He’s off with his girlfriend.”

“I didn’t think Thomas had a girlfriend.”

“You try telling Sasha that,” Jacob replied. He shook his head with a quick mix of fear and jealousy.

“Where did they go?” Mackenzie asked.

She doubted anything harsh or severe might happen, but Thomas was her responsibility, and he was just a boy in a mall surrounded by women.

“That way,” Ryan pointed down the other side of the hallway.

Mackenzie refused to run. That seemed excessive. Thomas may have only been a boy, but he wasn’t some toddler who wandered off.

Then again, people worried about toddlers because anyone could literally pick them up and carry them off. Were men really that different if women could use The Powers to seize control of their legs and forcibly march them out one of the exits?

Maybe Monica had been right to make sure her son had a chaperone.

Feeling like an idiot, Mackenzie knew she couldn’t mess this up. She ran, saw a couple of boys, scanned their minds, all while she searched for some memory of Thomas. If they had seen him, they didn’t notice him or couldn’t remember him.

Silently cursing, she broke into a jog.

“I don’t think this a good idea.”

Thomas!

She heard those sounds coming from one of the boutiques, a teen shop dedicated to cheerful rebellion and dark conformity. In the front window, the mannequins wore black, leather jackets, chains, and pleated skirts.

Mackenzie darted into the shop, let her eyes adjust to the gloom, and she listened.

“Just relax. We can have some fun,” came a female voice.

“Seriously. I shouldn’t—”

“Shush,” said the other voice.

Mackenzie glanced around, hoping to see an employee. But then she figured out what happened. The salesperson must have been a boy, so if someone wanted privacy, she could just send him away. Maybe he would go walk out to the parking lot, snap out of it, only to wonder why he had left his post in the first place. Or maybe she intimidated him, telling him she would beat him up unless he left.

Either way, the girl could have her privacy.

Mackenzie jumped between the different stands of clothing and display cases. At the back, she saw Thomas with his hands held up against the wall. A petite girl with cherry red hair, pale skin, and an eager mouth leaned in and kissed him, pushing her body against his.

“What the hell is going on here?” Mackenzie demanded.

Thomas couldn’t pull away. His eyes turned toward her, but the girl kept kissing him right until that moment when Mackenzie grabbed her hair and yanked hard.

“What the hell, bitch?”

“Sasha?” Mackenzie asked. The college girl wasn’t terribly tall, but she straightened her back and wielded all of her maturity over this girl. “You need to act like a lady when you go after a boy.”

A lady? Really? Did Mackenzie just say that? But with her gaze locked on the young woman in front of her, Mackenzie couldn’t back down.

“Who the hell are you?”

“I’m his chaperone,” Mackenzie said.

Thomas grimaced.

“Oh, it’s okay. He likes it. Trust me. I just read his mind. He loves getting kissed. Isn’t that right, Tommy?”

“Look, I know you’re having a lot of fun with the boys, especially because you know you’re going to win, but this isn’t cool. He’s off-limits. Understand?”

“And how would I get him then?”

Mackenzie blinked, a little bit unsure of herself. Then she started to chuckle. “Go talk to his mom?”

“You have to be kidding me.”

“Hey,” Mackenzie said. “It’s a new world.”

Sasha seemed to consider this for a few seconds. These girls were on opposite sides of one desire, but they were both women, and they could both marvel together at how much had changed. Together, they looked over at Thomas. The color dissipated from his cheeks. He knew he was helpless, trapped between two powers he couldn’t understand or ever hope to control.

“I’m taking this boy with me. I really hope you decide to talk to his family. You guys would make a really cute couple.”

“Spoilsport,” Sasha said without any real animosity in her voice.

It was unnecessary, but Mackenzie reached out and took Thomas by the hand like he was some little kid. Then she pulled, guiding him out of the shop.

“Care to tell me what just happened?”

“Not really,” he replied.

“That’s a shame because I’m sure your mom will want to know.”

“Fine. We were flirting, and she said she wanted to show me something.”

“You were flirting with her? Do you think you led her on?”

“I, I don’t know…”

“You have to be careful with what you say to women, Thomas.”

“What?” He glanced at her. “It’s not my fault.”

“I’m not saying it’s your fault, I’m just saying you have to be careful with the choices you make,” she said. “What if she pushed things farther? What would you have done?”

“We would have had sex,” he said.

“Exactly.” For once, she didn’t need to scan his mind to know what he was thinking. “We’re girls. We know what boys are like. We know how easy it is to manipulate you, so you have to be really careful. You don’t want to mess up your future just because you spent too much time flirting with a pretty girl. Do you understand?”

He didn’t, not really. She could sense the anger radiating from him, but she brought him back to his friends, let go of his hand, and looked at him.

She forced him to speak. “Thank you for saving me,” he said, even if those words didn’t really belong to him. They came from his mouth in front of his friends, and that was all that counted.

Brooke

Brooke was used to being the only woman in the room, but she didn’t need to worry about that, not this time. Fortunately, these were her colleagues, people who worked at the same lobbying organization.

“We need to know for certain,” one woman said, practically pounding her palm against of the conference table’s faux wood.

“It can’t be real,” said another.

“These new abilities are changing everything,” said the first woman. “Things are going to be different now. We don’t have to just strive for equality.”

“What are you saying?”

“I’m saying we could try for something else.”

“What? Say it. Tell us what you’re thinking.”

The woman glanced around the room like she couldn’t quite decide whether or not she should utter these words. “Supremacy. Gynarchy.”

“Doesn’t that go against everything we believe in? For such a long time, we’ve been arguing for equality. We’ve said men and women are supposed to be equal in pretty much everything. But now, because we have the chance to take control, we’re just going to take it like a bunch of dictators?”

“Have you used them?”

A pause. “No. I don’t think it would be ethical. Besides, when would I even use them?”

Brooke had a few ideas, but she remained quiet. Honestly, she had gone through these exact same arguments and discussions inside of her own head.

For centuries, men had explicitly argued they were better, the superior sex. Women may have made excellent incubators, and they could be beautiful, but that was pretty much it. Countless generations of young women had been forced to breed, cook, clean, and support their husbands while men did the real work of building civilization.

There had never been a real partnership.

Sure, new dynamics had evolved over the last few decades, but men had been given physical superiority, and they seized it. Now that women possessed literal superpowers, did they have to be nice? Did they have to be kind and respectful and pretend men were their equals?

Brooke didn’t know.

“You can use your powers whatever you want,” said one of the women. “If you see a boy in line in front of you, make him stand aside. If you have a bratty neighbor who keeps dropping garbage on your lawn, make him stop. Men aren’t strong enough to resist, so they might as well learn to obey!”

Brooke was only half surprised when she saw several women around the table nod their heads. The notion of equality hadn’t lasted long.

Then again, Brooke had to remember the cliché about power and corruption.

“What about the rumors?”

More rumors? Then again, as long as there were politics, there’d be rumors.

“It has to be conjecture. Seriously, most scientists don’t even believe The Powers are real yet.”

Because most scientists are men, thought Brooke.

“But this is a concern, right? If we’re really thinking about taking over, then we need a defense.”

“A defense against a defense?” asked someone else with a snide chuckle.

Another woman added, “Even if someone is trying, would it matter? We’ve all seen what The Powers can do. Those boys don’t stand a chance.”

“We can’t overestimate them,” Brooke said, standing up finally. “Look, I don’t know if this is true or not, but we need to pay attention. Have we heard anything about which company might be working on a defense?”

Several of the women glanced back and forth at one another. They were all capable, strong females, the kinds of women who understood the dynamics of power and what it took to pass bills, manipulate politicians, and provoke voters.

“We need more information,” Brooke said, bringing the conversation to an end. “Once we figure out what is really going on, then we can decide what we should do.”

The others agreed, and the group moved on to other business.

Budgets. Strategies. New advertisements. Potential outcomes in various off-term elections. Brooke became quiet again as she sat off to the side, but she marveled at the mass of information.

So often, people liked to oversimplify the electoral process. Politics could be mean and nasty, but they would never be simple.

A cynical voter might just snarl something about how democracy didn’t really work, only to have his faith renewed once one of his candidates won. At the same time, Brooke knew something very simple.

So many people in politics really did want to make the world a better place. Those on one side believed companies and free-market capitalism would make the world a better place because the government couldn’t be trusted while profiteers could. On the other side of the political spectrum, voters and their politicians believed in accepting humanity in its myriad and contradictory manifestations, all while they neglected governmental corruption and the possibility people could genuinely screw up or deserved failure.

Brooke knew how she saw the world, but she was perpetually fascinated by the constant chess game that was politics.

Back in college, she had an English teacher who brought up a very interesting question. It started out as part of a rhetorical choices exercise. “We’re coming up on an election, and Katherine Valenquist is running for City Council,” he said. “But here’s the thing: rhetorical choices pop up all over the place. You will face them in your essays, the resumes you write after you graduate, and elsewhere. They’re all over the place. Whenever you write or communicate, you have to make dozens of decisions. Right now, we’re going to focus on a very small one.”

While she sat toward the back of his classroom, Brooke had no idea she would go into politics herself. She never imagined making recommendations about questions exactly like this one.

“Imagine you are this woman’s campaign manager, and she will do whatever you say. When it comes to advertising on billboards, yard signs, and in her commercials, what should she use as her name?”

One student raised a hand and asked, “Katherine and you already said her name was Katherine?”

“I did,” he said, pointing out that student. “But that presents a bunch of different questions. Brooke, what kind of questions does that present?”

“Um…” she started, nervous and kind of hating her teacher for randomly calling on her, but that was the kind of teacher he had been. He wanted to make sure none of his students fell asleep because they could face this kind of Inquisition at any moment. “Katherine and Katie?”

“That’s a good start,” he said, writing the names on the board. “What else?”

The permutations piled up: Katherine, Katie, Kat, Kathy, Kate, and Kay.

“Right here, we’re just looking at one name, but this very real politician now has to make a choice among these six different possibilities. So what should it be? What should she do?”

Brooke distinctly remembered squinting at the board as the teacher went around the room and took votes. They needed to figure out which version of her name would be most effective. If she went with Katherine, she might sound too mature and stuffy. If she went by Kat, she could be seen as childish and unreliable. Kate might work, but Kathy sounded old, and Katie reminded a lot of people of their older sisters.

After their meeting, Brooke got up with that little smile on her face. She drove back home, dragged herself up the stairs, and into her home. Although the excitement of planning and strategizing had sustained her throughout the meeting, she could feel the weight of her day pushing down on her by the time she got home.

Heavy thoughts, complicated political strategies, and hundreds of choices left her raw, especially because she hated meetings. Yeah, she could acknowledge how they were necessary sometimes, but she still got tired of them.

“Leo?”

She expected to hear some grumbled grunt from his office.

For some reason, he was still upset and angry all the time. He focused on his games, refused to engage, all of which just sparked.

“Get out here right now!”

“I’m busy!” Leo called back from his office.

“Now!” Her voice came out like a roar. It didn’t sound shrill. The feminine tone reverberated along the air, and she knew he would obey. She could feel it just as she heard the sounds of his chair sliding back.

“Thank you,” she said when he finally appeared. “I had a really hard day, and I’m not interested in messing around. I don’t know why you have been in such a bad mood lately, but I’m not going to put up with it tonight.”

“You might not have a choice,” he said, sounding immature and snide.

“Really? Is that what you think?”

Leo started to answer, and an impulse swept through her. Before he could voice a single syllable, she jerked her hand up, pinched the air, and forced his lips back together. He tried to say something, only the telekinetic hold effectively muzzled his mouth.

“You know what? I’m not in the mood right now. I get tired of boys like you talking over women like me.”

His nostrils flared, his eyes narrowed, and he set his shoulders.

She relaxed her hold on him. “Are you ready to cooperate with me now? Please? I just want one night.”

“This is garbage. This is complete and utter garbage,” he shot back.

“What are you even talking about?” Brooke asked.

His eyes widened as he stared at her. “Don’t you see it? Women like you are going crazy. So what if you have these powers? You shouldn’t be able to just make a man be quiet.”

“Why not? Men have been doing it to women for millennia,” she said.

“That’s not true!”

“Last century, women were literally put in a silence when they demanded the right to vote. What you call that?”

“Ancient history,” he said.

“Leo, I told you I’m not in the mood.”

“Too bad,” he said. “Do you know what I’ve been doing back in my office? I’ve been reading. I’ve been watching. You know what I see? I see lots and lots of women who are stepping out of line. They’re acting like freaks, and they don’t even see it.”

“No, we are using The Powers to change the world,” she said. Brooke wasn’t even sure if she really meant those words, but they sounded so good as they jumped from her lips.

“The Powers? You don’t even know what these things are! For all we know, this is some massive problem. It could be a government or alien conspiracy or something.”

“If you’re going to blather about nonsense, then you need to just shut up right now,” she said.

She raised her hand again, but he jabbed his finger in her direction. “Don’t you dare!”

“You know what? I want to have a conversation about this, Leo. A real conversation. But for that to happen, I need some stress relief. Let’s get started with you stripping for me.”

He blinked, glanced down, almost as though he expected his outfit to get magically ripped from his body.

But no, his jeans and T-shirt remained on his body until that moment when he “chose” to start taking them off.

Leo didn’t say anything. Actually, his face remained fairly placid and serene as he peeled off the T-shirt and threw it to the floor. Next, he yanked off his socks. Last, he went for his belt, pants, and boxers. Within moments, he stood in front of his wife, naked.

“I’m sick and tired of how you have been acting around here, Leo. That’s why we need this conversation. But don’t worry. It will be good for you,” she promised.

Some of the exhaustion faded from her body as she strolled over to the couch and started to sit down before she reconsidered. She lifted her black, pleated skirt and pulled down her panties. She tossed them into the same pile as his clothing. Then she sat and crossed her legs. Back straightened with her hands placed demurely on her knees, she looked down at him.

“You don’t need to speak,” she said as she suppressed his control of his body.

“Leo, I’m sure you’re scared. I get that. You’re upset because women have The Powers, and you wish you could do something about it. You’re scared because you know how men have behaved, and now you’re worried women are going to treat men the way men have treated women for so long.”

If he had been allowed to speak or move, he probably would have protested, shaken his head, and said something about how she didn’t really understand what he was thinking.

But she did.

She could see it in his eyes.

“I can’t tell you exactly what’s going to happen, but I can promise you one thing, Leo. I love you. I love you, and I’m going to protect you.”

Just as she said those words, she released her hold over him. He blinked again, dazed for a moment as his neurons realigned and he gained control over his body and mind.

When he glanced down and realized he’d stripped, his face turned a bright shade of crimson. Brooke tried not to laugh, but she couldn’t quite help herself.

“This isn’t right!”

He jumped to his feet.

“Get back on the floor,” she ordered.

“And if I don’t do it, what? Are you going to make me?”

Without turning from her husband, she answered with one quiet word, “Yes.” This single breath made him stop.

There weren’t any coherent thoughts in his mind right then, no well sculpted words. Instead, there was just a desire, the urge to attack her. He wanted to grab her, hold her down, and show her he was bigger and stronger. He needed to do this. It was instinct, primal and animalistic.

And yet, Leo had been reading the articles and watching the videos. He understood what a woman could do. Hell, she had already stripped him, and he hadn’t even been able to put up any sort of fight!

This wouldn’t be a battle. It would be a girl playing with a puppet.

“Face it, Leo. I can make you do whatever I want. But that doesn’t have to be a bad thing.”

“What are you talking about? This isn’t fair!”

“No,” she allowed. “It’s not fair, and I’m sure it’s really frustrating. But get down on your knees for me.” As she reiterated her order, she felt a little bit like an adult talking down to a child.

And yet, he obeyed. He kneeled before her, so she rewarded him with a beneficent smile. With her hands still poised on her knees, she said, “I meant what I said before. I’m tired of your bad attitude, so I want you to tell me how you’re feeling.”

“I’m angry,” he said.

“Is that all?”

“What are you talking about?”

“I think you’re turned on. I think you’re really upset because you’re confused.”

“I am not turned on!”

But she looked into his eyes, she studied his thoughts, and she could feel the impulse there, lurking just beneath the surface of his psyche, buried and unacknowledged but there nonetheless.

“Are you sure about that?”

“Get out of my head!”

“Why?”

“Because I have a right to privacy!”

“Do you?” Brooke asked. “Do you really?”

“I thought you were a feminist! That you believed in equality.”

“I think equality only really applied when women and men were basically the same. But now, the world is different.”

“Please?”

“Sorry. I know this turns you on. I know that, deep down, you secretly yearn for me to take control of you. You’re scared, and you don’t want to face this, but it’s the truth.”

“No, it’s not!”

She motioned for him to stand, and he rose to his feet. He tried to hide his genitals beneath the palms of his hands, and he really believed he could protect some shred of modesty or decency.

Adorable.

With a flicker of telekinetic energy, she forced him to jerk his hands around his frame and behind his back. With hardly any effort, she made sure he stayed in this position.

“Look at me,” she commanded.

Leo couldn’t even know if he did this by choice or if she manipulated his mind, but his eyes locked on hers. At first, he experienced the little ripple of love because this was his wife. He remembered meeting her, asking her out, flirting with her, teasing her, and touching her the first time they spent the night together.

But now, she unlocked the arousal.

Desire coursed through his body, and his shaft started to harden.

“Look at that, Leo.”

“Stop it!” His eyes moistened.

“I know this is hard for you, but you need to face the truth. Deep down, you know you should belong to me. You know you can trust me to protect you.”

“I shouldn’t need protection!”

“But you’re a member of the weaker sex,” she said. “And that means they’re going to be changes around here.”

“No!”

“Crawl over here.” Brooke pulled her hands from her knees, gently spread her legs, and watched him.

The moment she released her hold on him, he turned and tried to run.

She held out her hand and gripped the air.

He felt the force of her mind. He was stopped. Not only that, she lifted him up. He tried to kick out, running adorably, only his feet couldn’t connect with the floor.

It was impossible for this young man to get away.

“You can’t win. Just face it.”

“Stop this! I’m not a toy! You can’t treat me like I’m your puppet!”

“And I wouldn’t have to if you just behave,” she said. “This is a conversation between a wife and her husband.”

Her husband. Her property. Her possession.

“Just take a moment, and really think about how you feel right now. Concentrate and tell me the truth.”

“Aroused,” he said. This time, he couldn’t lie, not even to himself. Between that single word and his erection, she knew she was about to make the best choice for both of them.

It was okay if he disagreed.

His opinion didn’t really matter, not here, not now, not after his petulant behavior.

“Crawl over here,” she said again.

Once she lowered him back to the floor, he fell to his knees. He panted for several seconds as he tried to get his brain to catch up with everything else that happened. With his heart hammering, he started to crawl.

“You should get used to that position. Don’t worry. I think I’m going to be a very generous wife with you. In fact, you should think of yourself as lucky. Just imagine what’s happening to the abusive or selfish husbands out in the world. Oh, I wouldn’t want to be one of them right now, you know?”

When he made it to that spot between her legs, she looked down at him. “Except for the last couple of weeks, you’ve been a pretty wonderful husband, Leo. I won’t forget that.”

“Please,” he pleaded. “Just let me go.”

“And what would you do?”

He shrugged, only Leo understood that wasn’t good enough. “Leave. I would go somewhere safe.”

“Leo, this is happening all across the world. And if you really stop and think about it, do you want to be an unescorted man? Would you want to be some guy driving down the freeway? What if you blew a tire? What if a woman stopped by and just picked you up?”

“That wouldn’t happen!”

“Really? What makes you so sure?”

“Kidnapping is illegal!”

“Do you think a female police officer would believe you?”

“Most cops are men!”

“For now,” she allowed. “But it doesn’t matter if you’re liberal or conservative. You have to admit, men are going to be pretty terrible cops. In fact, I doubt they’ll even be allowed to work for the police department much longer.”

“What are you saying?”

“Men can’t deal with criminals, not the female variety anyway. If I could just walk up to a cop and tell him to give me his gun, he wouldn’t be very effective in law enforcement, now would he?”

Part of Brooke’s job meant considering these sorts of variables. If one politician got elected, she needed to imagine how that would affect the legislative process, the national mood, and so much more. She didn’t know exactly what The Powers might do to all of society, but some of these questions seemed laughably easy.

Then again, Leo might have disagreed. He didn’t seem to understand just how much could change…

“I’m leaving,” he said.

“Tell me you want to stay. Tell me you can’t wait to go down on me.”

His expression became vacant and distant. On some level, he must have still been cognizant of what was happening, the movement of his lips and the sounds coming from his throat, yet that hardly mattered because he looked up at her and obeyed.

Of course, he obeyed; he was a boy. He couldn’t help himself.

“I want to stay, and I can’t wait to go down on you.”

She looked at him, and Brooke got a little bit playful.

Perhaps it was his erection or his barely suppressed desires. Maybe it was simple human nature which compelled her to grin and manipulate his body. Yes, she could force her boy to speak. But could she make him sound enthusiastic? Could she play with his vocal cords, his mouth and his tongue like he was some sort of elaborate musical instrument?

She didn’t just seize control of his mind. She used his body. “I want to stay! I can’t wait to go down on you!”

There. That was better. This way, he seemed to be really, really eager, as though he couldn’t help but yearn for the opportunity to be her boy.

“This is so much better than having you slink off to your office to play games and be all petulant.”

She peeled back her skirt, placed her hand on the back of his head, and she released her hold on him.

“Please, don’t make me do this,” he said, begging.

“Be honest with me, what you want right now?”

I want to be yours. The thought flashed through his head.

“It’s okay if you can’t admit it yet,” she said. “I know what you’re thinking.”

His lips parted, and he was obviously angry. His mind and his body seemed to betray his most cherished beliefs. After all, he never really thought about it, but he thought of himself as her equal. Or at least, he had before The Powers arrived…

But now she had her hand on the back of his head, and she nudged him forward.

He licked his lips, and then he kissed her most sensitive spot. His mouth brushed along her crevice, and she loved every second of this. Her heart started pounding faster as an old impulse ran through her body.

As a lobbyist and professional manipulator, Brooke had occasionally wondered about politicians’ collective propensity for demanding blow jobs from their cute staffers and interns. For a little while, she just assumed those men were charismatic and horny, like they couldn’t stop themselves. Only now, she discovered a new sensation.

The excitement of power.

The Powers allowed her to take whatever she wanted from her husband. She didn’t have to ask; he would always say “yes” like some programmed toy. A feral smile spread across her lips. “Lick me faster. Harder.”

This time, she didn’t even need to use The Powers. She knew her husband would obey. Deep down, he yearned for this. Perhaps he had always craved a firm hand on the back of his head. Maybe he had always known he was meant to be on his knees, servicing his wife.

But a lifetime of socialization made it impossible for him to ask for something like that. He was a man; wasn’t he supposed to be in charge of his own destiny? Wasn’t he supposed to be the sexual aggressor?

Not anymore.

As his tongue plowed between her legs, she savored every sensation. Each moment of friction, the sweeping glide of his slick appendage made her grin.

The authority she wielded here addicted her like nothing else. She had this boy on his knees, and she looked down at him. He had his eyes closed while his head bobbed up and down. He moved his tongue left and right, forward and back. Then he found the swollen curves of her clitoris, and he gently licked, teasing her.

Her breathing came hotter and faster. Her heart slammed against her ribs with every second, and she held onto his hair. She pulled.

If it hurt, he didn’t say anything. He didn’t make a sound. Instead, he kept licking like an obedient boy.

Then she threw her head back, let the orgasm roil through her, and panted as time lost all meaning. With those pulsating sensations, she grabbed onto his hair, pulled his face back, and relaxed. She dropped her elbows to her knees and worked on catching her breath.

“Brooke, I think we—”

“Quiet,” she ordered.

“I’m serious. We—”

This time, she shut his mouth with a thought.

Quiet now, her husband didn’t say anything because he couldn’t. His wife didn’t want to hear what he had to say, so she didn’t allow him to speak. It was as simple as that.

About half a minute elapsed before she lifted her head, ran her fingers through her hair, tucked some of those loose, brown strands behind her ear. “You know, that was really nice,” she said. “But we didn’t really get to talk, now did we? No. I think you should go back down on me.”

His brows creased with confusion. Perhaps he couldn’t speak, but he still shook his head vehemently from side to side.

“That’s the thing about being in charge,” she told him. “I get to decide when you go down on me. You did a really good job just now, and you’re going to do another really good job, aren’t you?”

He started shaking his head again, but she grabbed onto his hair. He could try to pull away now, only it would hurt.

“You don’t want to upset me, Leo. I love you, but that won’t keep me from punishing you.”

Punishing him?

She’s my wife! She can’t punish me! We are equals, and she has to give me the respect I deserve!

“I’m sorry, Leo, but that’s not the kind of respect you deserve, not anymore. Things are different now. Aren’t they?”

Because she felt playful, Brooke forced him to nod his head down and up. “And you wouldn’t want things to go back to the way they were, would you?”

With another playful impulse, she forced into shake his head from side to side.

Anyone observing would have assumed he genuinely enjoyed being owned like this. Then again, judging from his erection, maybe he did.

“I’m thirsty for you,” she said with a smile. Still perched on the edge of the couch, she leaned back, braced her palms on the soft cushions, and spread her legs again. “Get over here and do your thing.”

Your thing. Those words made this sound like some party trick he could perform only for her.

“Are you going to make me?”

“Do I have to?”

“This can’t last,” he swore.

“We’ll see,” Brooke said with a taunting smile. “Right now, you don’t need to worry your handsome little head about it.”

His eyes blazed with aggravation. He was a man; he shouldn’t have had to endure this kind of patronizing teasing.

She pointed down toward her skirt. What she really meant was the spot between her legs.

As he pressed his lips together and contemplated his options, Leo had to come to the obvious conclusion. He looked up at his dark-haired wife, and he asked, “Please? Please, don’t do this.”

“It’s what you want,” she said.

His nostrils twitched, and he nearly scowled again, yet he couldn’t argue with her. Maybe he was finally ready to admit the seething desire spinning through his core. Or perhaps he lied and tried to convince himself she forced him to obey. Either way, he crawled back between her legs, slipped his head under her skirt, and nuzzled her slit.

His tongue darted out before she could even give the command. He started licking again. So many men refused to go down on their wives, but this had never been a problem for Leo. Only it was different this time. It didn’t seem so much like a gift as a demand, something she was entitled to because she was a woman.

“Good boy,” she said. Using her abilities didn’t really require much effort, but she still stroked the sides of his head and ran her fingers through his dark hair as he serviced her. “That’s right. Keep licking. Make me feel good. Make your Mistress feel good.”

Mistress?

Brooke hadn’t intended to use that word.

It was an accident.

But she waited for regret or embarrassment, and it didn’t come. On the contrary, she enjoyed that title. “I think that word is going to become a lot more common,” she said.

He started to speed up, but she chided him, “No. Slow down. I’m enjoying this, and I want to take my time.”

Like a well-trained pet or some programmed object, he slowed his tongue. He continued to lick, gently lapping at her slit, but it lacked the frantic desperation from before.

As the arousal simmered in her body, she said, “I owe you that conversation.”

He tried to pull away.

She put her hand on the back of his head and chuckled. “No. This is a conversation where I speak and you listen,” she told him.

If he didn’t like that, it hardly mattered because he couldn’t stop her.

Instead of trying to argue, Leo went back to gently licking her opening as his Mistress spoke, “I know this is going to be hard for you to accept. I know this isn’t who you thought you would be or where you thought the world was going, Leo, but that’s okay. I’m going to help you through this. I will teach you to obey and accept your place. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

She still didn’t control his mind or body, which meant he attempted to pull his head back. With just a nudge, however, she pushed his face back between her legs. At once, he started licking again.

Leo probably told himself something about how he could listen for a little while. It wasn’t a big deal. And yet, he was already naked and on his knees, servicing his wife. He was naked while she wore clothing. Even without The Powers, their positions in the relationship had changed. Perhaps he couldn’t admit it yet.

He would have to eventually.

“You are such a sweet husband. I love you. You’re handsome, smart, and funny. But things are going to have to be different around here. From now on, I’m in charge.”

He tried to pull back again. This time, Leo really, really wanted to speak, only she didn’t allow him the opportunity. She was the woman, and she would decide when he was allowed the opportunity to talk. Not yet. Not for a little while.

“You’ve always been such a good man. I’m grateful for that. I know you’ve been loyal, and I know you love me. I also know your secret,” she said. She dropped her voice to a whisper. “You’re ready to be enslaved. You’re more intense than the other boys. I can see it in your eyes and in your mind.” She chuckled. “I can see it in your erection.”

This whole time, he had remained hard.

Leo didn’t want to think about what that might mean.

“I’m in charge now,” she reiterated. “This is my home, and you’re my husband, so you’ll do as you’re told.”

His eyes widened, but he couldn’t see much underneath the folds of her short, pleated skirt. “I know. I know. This is so frustrating. This wasn’t what you were expecting. But that’s okay. You can learn and adapt. I’m going to help you. I will take you in hand and guide you. That’s going to be my job. And your job is even easier. You have to obey, Leo. That’s all you have to do is obey. Do as you’re told, don’t worry, and maybe smile from time to time.”

Brooke took special pleasure in that last point.

“I will decide how we spend our money, what we do, and all you need to be is obedient for me.”

He started licking faster. She didn’t tell him to stop or slow down.

“I’m sure it would be difficult from time to time. You might even get orders you don’t want to obey, and that’s fine. You don’t need to want to be obedient. You just have to be obedient. And if you try something else, I can punish you.”

He stopped for a second.

She chose this moment to slide her fingers through his hair, take a firm grip on his scalp, and gently tug his face back. He looked up at her with big, shining eyes. Nervous energy coursed through his body as he searched for some sign of hesitancy or uncertainty on his wife’s face.

Leo found nothing.

Brooke believed in every word.

“I think it’s time for you to know something about me,” she said. “I’m not a feminist, not anymore.”

That had always been such a foundational point in their relationship.

She flashed him a warm, patronizing smile, “It’s fine. Feminism was great when women and men had a real shot at equality. The world was based on intellectual firepower, not physical strength, some men didn’t have an advantage, not really.”

Leo should have said something. He waited for the confidence to materialize somewhere inside of his head, only this woman was speaking, and he couldn’t argue, resist, or talk back to her. With the taste of her excitement on his lips and tongue, he needed to say something and argue with her.

Maybe he couldn’t stop The Powers or change what happened across society, but this was his house and his wife! He needed to do something!

Instead, he sat there like a quiet, obedient and pleasantly docile boy.

“I’m going to be responsible for every major decision in this house. Say it.” She gave him a command, only he didn’t feel her pull on those invisible strings within his mind. He could argue, talk back, or resist.

He waited for the defiance to dance along his lips and burn in his chest. Instead, he dipped his head down. “You’re going to be responsible for every major decision in this house.”

“Who is the Mistress?”

“You are,” he said. As he spoke, he couldn’t ignore the tantalizing desire between his legs. It was like an itch, a temptation, and need all mixed together right between his legs. If he glanced down, he knew the tip of his shaft would be damp with excitement. He couldn’t help it; he couldn’t fight it.

“That’s right,” she said. Then she grabbed his hair, pulled his face back between her legs, and she ordered, “Faster.”

Just like that, he obeyed. His tongue glided up and down her sex as he worshiped her. He moved fast with genuine, eager desire. It was like he wanted to serve, as though Leo had only been waiting for the excuse to give up his independence.

“From now on, I’m putting you on an allowance,” she said. “And when I take you out, you will have the opportunity to ask for things. I will approve your purchases. If you try to buy something without permission, they’re going to be consequences.”

Her voice broke apart as she panted for breath. Instructing her husband took a lot of energy.

He slowed down for just a moment, and she added, “Trust me, you don’t want to face those consequences. You want to be a good boy for me.”

His tongue danced between her inner thighs. He served and worshiped her body until she pulled on his hair again.

“I want you,” she said.

With a flick of her hand, she knocked him down to the floor. The carpet cushioned his fall, but then she straddled him.

He looked up from her skirt to her blouse, all the way to her smiling face. Some of her hair fell forward, surrounding her face like a curtain as she grinned down at him.

Her hand went between his legs, and she cupped his balls. “These are mine,” she announced. Leo couldn’t disagree.

Her hand slid up to his cock. She wrapped her fingers around his shaft. “This is mine.” Again, he couldn’t disagree. More than his body belonged to her.

She stroked him softly, her fingers starting up and down his shaft until she watched him wiggle and squirm beneath her. “Oh, I like that,” she said with a predatory purr.

She pressed her inner thighs down against his chest as she straddled him and grabbed his wrists, pinning him. “Struggle for me. Try to get up.”

“We both know I can’t.”

“You could surprise us,” she said with a chuckle. “Besides, if you get up, I will let you have whatever you want. You can be the Master of this household again. Wouldn’t you like that?” She playfully tilted her head to the side and smirked, like that was an actual possibility.

But Leo’s masculine ego came back to life as he tried to get up. She was just a girl. She weighed so much less. It should have been easy for him to roll her onto her back, grab her, and hold her down.

That primitive, desperate part of his brain took control.

His face turned red, his muscles bulged and his tendons locked in place as he fought to push her up.

Within seconds, she giggled, “Come on, Leo. I thought you’re going to try to get up!”

“I can’t!”

She leaned down, almost kissing him. Then she whispered, “No, you can’t.” She kissed him, held his right arm down, and pulled his left arm. She grabbed his shaft again, repositioned, and aimed the tip of his member for her opening. Then she took him, inching her body down a little bit at a time as she adjusted to his girth and enveloped him.

“Mine,” she said.

So often, men thought of sex purely in terms of penetration. As far as they were concerned, sex meant climbing on top of some girl and jackhammering into her. Penetration meant power. Sliding into a girl signified something special, like he had tricked her, seduced her, or simply taken her.

But this was different now. The boy was the one to be taken. He could feel her as she captured him, imprisoning his shaft between the walls of her opening. Her body was power. His became nothing but surrender.

“Mine,” she said.

The single word took on fresh meaning as she rode him. “You are mine. Every inch of your body belongs to me, Leo.”

She hung her head down for a second. Then she looked back into his eyes. “I really thought I was a feminist. But I’m not. I’m a female supremacist now! I can’t help it. It just feels so good. I love having you on your back just like this.”

He tried to say something, but she put her hand over his mouth, silencing him. “No, no,” she chided. “Don’t talk. Just lay there. Take it, Leo!” She threw her head back, laughed, and rode him. She lifted herself up, then slid back down.

With a glance, she saw something behind his eyes. He might lose control at any second. In fact, his instincts screamed at him to unleash his orgasm. His shaft could have started pulsating, but she seized control of his body and forced him to stay perfectly still.

It didn’t matter if some ancient instinct tried to seize control of his body. She was in charge. She had the power.

So she took her time, using her husband as though he was nothing but a living sex toy there for her pleasure and amusement. She moved up and down, sliding and taking her time. She savored the friction and enjoyed every moment. The desires became stronger and stronger.

“Women are stronger. Women are better and we are the superior sex,” she promised between panted gasps.

She leaned forward, pulled her hand away, and he tried to speak again, only Brooke wasn’t interested in anything her husband might have to say. She kissed him, pushing her mouth down against his. Their tongues teased one another. She felt the edges of his teeth. She loved every second of those sensations as her hands went along his trapped body.

Then she jerked up, straightened her back, and rode him hard. She enveloped his shaft and squeezed him from every angle.

His lips moved, but he didn’t dare speak.

Within moments, Brooke understood what her husband was doing. Begging. He couldn’t bring himself to try to talk, not without permission from his wife—his Mistress—but he still needed to attempt communication.

“Now,” she said.

On the cusp of her own orgasm, she forced his shaft to pulsate as the climax exploded through his body. His eyes widened, he jerked his hips up, thrusting into her. She took him and embraced the burst of ecstasy now running through her body. She experienced it in her feet, legs, arms, chest, even along her neck and lips. She felt that blaze of pleasure everywhere.

Then she finished with him.

She pulled away, looked down at him, and said, “You know, I think I’m kind of hungry. You can go make me a sandwich now.”

Neither of them knew what he would do.

But Leo rose to his feet, looked to his Mistress and asked, “May I put on some underwear? Please?”

“You may,” she said before sitting up and slapping his ass. He scurried away to go make his wife a sandwich.

And to think, this was just one house. Brooke couldn’t wait to see what The Powers did to the rest of society.
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Aubrey

Breathe, she told herself, which should’ve been a simple command, only her lungs kept locking up, especially as she watched the small lecture hall fill. Young women drifted in, looked around, and took their seats.

Aubrey had expected some sort of backlash from the male population. Her flyers and announcements had been fairly specific; the company she represented needed to increase the number of females in their internship program. Lots of men could have thrown tantrums, complaining about unfair advantages even though they already dominated the current program. It happened online all the time.

But no. None of the boys had come out to argue against her small recruitment drive.

At first, Aubrey wondered if this was just luck, only then she arrived on campus. She found the visitor parking lot, purchased one of the overpriced day passes, and headed along the beautifully paved paths. It took her a little while, but Aubrey noticed something.

While some of the young women grouped together and whispered excitedly, she didn’t see the boys doing the same thing. Granted, Aubrey had been out of college for a couple of years, but she didn’t think things could change this much.

Could they?

There were a couple of boys clustered together, but these groups were sparse and nervous. They kept glancing around, peeking over their shoulders, and they always kept their voices low, whispering back and forth like they didn’t know what might happen if they drew attention to themselves.

Aubrey creased her brows.

While she had been a student, diversity and respect had been two of the central features of campus life. The university made an active point of welcoming all of their students, especially those who came from underrepresented groups. Lots of students were nervous because they didn’t have much money, and they were the first from their families to attend a university. They didn’t enjoy any of those small advantages which gave the traditional students a head start.

So what did all this mean?

The Powers?

It seemed like an obvious answer, but Aubrey couldn’t quite accept it. It still seemed somehow miraculous even if she had wielded them herself. In fact, she glanced over at a boy. He had his head down as he strode toward her. He was just walking by. His backpack hung from his shoulders, but he held a thick textbook to his chest like a shield. Simultaneously, he had his eyes on the ground, although she suspected he was busy tracking the rest of the world.

Where had she seen that expression before? On women.

It was the same look so many women wore while they went down the street. Maybe they were just worried about common harassment and catcalls. Maybe they figured some random guy might come up to them and start chatting, only to get enraged when she wasn’t sufficiently interested or friendly. He might start shouting at her, calling her a bitch, a slut, or a whore because she wasn’t willing to smile and pretend she liked him that way.

It happened, Aubrey knew. It happened all the time.

Men dismissed harassment. They didn’t think about it. And why would they? Since they weren’t the victims, they never experienced it, so they never saw it, so they could pretend it didn’t exist. And if women complained about this thing guys didn’t see because they were nice and didn’t do it, that just meant those females were too sensitive, hysterical, or crazy.

That’s what happened.

Or at least, that’s what happened before The Powers. What about now?

The boy with the backpack and textbook strode past her. Aubrey couldn’t help but notice how he quickened his pace when he walked by.

She scanned his thoughts. Technically, his thoughts revolved around an Advanced Geometry quiz he had. Different equations, diagrams, and procedures flowed through his head, but Aubrey picked up on something else too.

Anxiety.

She stopped, concentrated on him, and learned a lot.

His name is Andrew.

Andrew had a girlfriend, Carly. Carly loved him, and he thought he loved her too. But three weeks ago, he showed up at her apartment, and he wanted to hang out. She said she had to study, but he wanted to be playful. He kept nuzzling her, kissing her neck, and stroking her. At one point, he pinched her ass. At another, he slid his hand down her jeans as he wanted to finger her, turn her on, and get her excited.

“Stop it, Andrew,” she had said.

“Come on,” he answered, stretching through every syllable. “Let’s just fool around for a little while. I’m sure you’ve been studying all day, and you could probably use a break.”

“No,” she said, grabbing his wrist and pulling his hand back. She looked at him like he was some little kid, so anger flashed through him. Andrew was handsome with his short, light hair, bright blue eyes, and strong physique. When he pulled off his shirt, girls turned in his direction. Yeah, they tried to hide it, but they liked checking him out.

And Carly was gorgeous, but he could probably do better. Besides, there were lots of girls on campus like her. She was an eight, maybe eight and a half when she did her makeup and tried a little harder.

“Stop it,” she commanded.

Andrew didn’t listen. He tried to pull her into his arms. He wanted to grab her by the hair, tilt her head back, and kiss her.

As far as he knew, girls needed it rough sometimes. They needed some hair-pulling and the tender application of force.

His lips pressed down on hers, and that’s when she shoved him.

Her palms came up to his chest, and she pushed into him.

Andrew nearly laughed, probably because this girl was dainty, feminine, and slight, just the way he liked them. Despite being a junior in college, Carly could have walked back to her high school campus, enrolled, and joined the cheerleading squad without anyone checking twice.

She shoved him, and he stumbled back, thrown with the force of five or six guys his size. He hit the carpet, landed on his ass, and supported himself on his elbows as he stared up at her.

Carly looked down at her hands for just a moment.

“They’re real,” she whispered.

Instantly, he knew precisely what she meant. The Powers.

“No way,” he growled as he jumped to his feet, made a pair of fists, and strode back to her.

Andrew didn’t have a plan. He acted on instinct. If he had stopped and considered precisely what he would have done, then he could have known. He wanted to grab her. Shove her against the wall. Pin her hands. Kiss her. Maybe bite. Strip this bitch of her shirt, yank down her jeans. Finger her. Get the slut nice and hot. Fuck her!

Carly looked scared for just a moment. But then she glanced down at her fingertips, made a decision, and turned her gaze upon her boyfriend.

“That’s what you want to do to me?” Carly asked as though she could skim across his thoughts like they had been written in a book or across her screen. “No.”

With that single word, she summoned The Powers. Telekinetic force gripped him, yanking him down to the floor. Suddenly, he was trapped, his arms and legs spread. He squirmed beneath her as he watched her walk up to him.

Andrew was about to say something, but she glanced at his throat, and suddenly it felt like some sort of band constricted against his windpipe, making impossible for him to breathe! His face turned red.

For the first time, he considered the possibility she could hurt him. She could really hurt him. It might even just be an accident. The girls didn’t know what they were doing with The Powers. This was all new.

He tried to beg. His lips formed the words, only he couldn’t get any sound past that telekinetic force pushing down against his neck.

Not only that, Carly lifted a foot and held it right against his crotch. She could have leaned to down and made it hurt. “From now on,” she said. “You’re going to respect me. From now on, you’re going to do whatever I say. Isn’t that right?”

Dark spots gathered and fizzed along the periphery of his vision. Andrew heard the words as the fear sparked and percolated deep within him. What if she messed up? What if she broke him?

He tried to nod his head.

Yes! Yes, he would do whatever she said!

Then the band around his throat disappeared. Carly seemed to consider him for a few seconds. “I thought you loved me. I thought you would want to take care of me. I had no idea this was who you really are.”

Before he realized what he was doing, Andrew gushed his apology, “Carly. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I messed up. Please, just give me another chance.”

She squinted down at her boyfriend and sifted through his thoughts, “You’re lying to me.”

“No, I’m not!”

A playful smirk tugged at the corner of her mouth. “Yeah, you are. I know exactly what you’re thinking, Andrew. I know what you’re feeling. Don’t try to lie to me.”

“Please…” His eyes watered, and his voice nearly fractured.

This was all it took.

Throughout his life, Andrew had been taller than most of the other boys, which garnered him respect. Over that time, he watched countless movies and played just as many video games about powerful men who were stoic, determined, and could overcome any challenge.

But now this girl pinned him to the floor, and he couldn’t take it.

“Please!” Andrew tried again.

“What? Should I let you up?”

“Yes!”

This all happened in the span of seconds as she watched Andrew walk away. Aubrey could have closed her eyes, turned back toward her destination, and allowed this boy his privacy. And yet, curiosity drove her.

Something more than curiosity drew her attention.

On some level, Aubrey sensed what would happen next within his memories, but she didn’t stop.

“Yes. You can just stop now. Let me up, and I’ll leave you alone. Let you study!”

“Oh, I lost my train of thought,” she said. That’s when she looked down at her fingertips again.

“No, don’t do it!” Andrew called out, although he couldn’t have guessed what she had in mind.

Her eyes drifted back down toward her boyfriend. He really was quite handsome. And now that she had this kind of power, the desire began to simmer just beneath the surface of her thoughts.

She swiped her fingers through the air. His shirt tore. His pants ripped. His clothing just slid from his body. Half of the shreds flew to the left, the other half to the right. They hit the walls of her apartment, only to drift back down to the floor.

Andrew couldn’t get up, not with her telekinetic grip holding him down beneath her, but he could still lift his head. As fear and adrenaline kicked through his bloodstream, he looked down along the length of his naked body.

“What, what are you doing?”

“Whatever I want,” Carly answered.

A blonde girl like her wasn’t supposed to be this aggressive. She wasn’t supposed to wear that kind of hungry, predatory expression on her pretty face, nor were her teeth supposed to look this sharp.

Throughout his life, Andrew saw blonde girls like her as damsels to be rescued and princesses to be saved. She was supposed to be his reward for all of his hard work. Wasn’t that how so many men saw women? A sign of success. A trophy…

“What, what’re you doing?” Andrew asked, even faster this time.

She looked down at his body. Then she unhooked the button on her pants. She yanked down her jeans along with her panties. Her shirt covered most of her crotch, but she straddled him, glided her fingers along his neck, and he tried to turn his head away, but he couldn’t escape her.

She leaned down and kissed him. Her lips tasted like mint gum.

Some of her blonde tresses played along his cheeks.

His muscles twitched and quivered while he tried to break her hold. Even as she kissed him, she could do whatever she wished.

Then she pulled away, stretched down, and whispered into his ear, “You came here to fuck. Okay. Let’s fuck.”

“No. Please, just let me go!”

She reached between his legs. Surprisingly, he wasn’t hard. She would have expected this hot jolt of fear to stimulate something within him. But perhaps his mind, body, or instincts had decided all of his blood should go to his muscles. Well, perhaps she could do something about that…

“What’s happening?” A bizarre tingling spread through his body.

At some other point in his life, it would have been an unusual sensation, nothing particularly strange. But stripped naked, held down, and completely powerless, he could only writhe as his girlfriend had her way with him.

“I want you,” she said simply, making it sound like the only detail he really needed to pay any attention to. “I want you, and I’m taking you, Andrew.”

“No!” He arched his back as he struggled against the invisible bonds locking him to the floor.

“I want you, so I’m taking you,” she said.

Her fingers brushed along his shaft, which should have been enough to stimulate him. But then she turned her head back toward this delicious boy, and she could see it in his face: resistance. He thought as hard as he could to keep his body relaxed because he didn’t want to give her the sex she craved now.

“What? You don’t like being on the floor?” She giggled, followed her impulses, and sent a burst of stimulation straight into his brain.

His shaft hardened instantly. His erection pushed up, fierce and firm as she wrapped her fingers around him and made him moan with unexpected desire.

“You’re hard,” she said. “That must mean you want this.”

“Stop it,” he said. “Please. You can’t do this to me!”

“This is what you wanted to do to me, Andrew,” she said.

“But, but you could be better than me!” As a philosophy major, Andrew thought he understood how the world worked. Not only that, he was used to arguing with people and winning. Not here. Not now. Not this time.

She puckered her lips in thought before grinning down at him. Her lips pulled back to reveal her teeth. That’s when she slid forward and said, “Lick me.”

The edge of her shirt brushed along his forehead as she sat on his face. She pushed her slit down against his lips.

Andrew had been a good boyfriend. He had gone down on her many times before, although he may have cut those sessions short because he always wanted to pump into her as hard as he could as fast as he could.

This time, he could only start licking. And as he did, he realized she hadn’t forced him. He willingly lifted his head and slid his tongue along her sex, almost as though it had been a preprogrammed habit. As he worshiped her, she started to moan. “This is what it’s going to be like from now on,” she said. “You’re my boyfriend, and I’m keeping you.” She sounded defiant, like she would argue with anyone who dared to disagree.

His eyes watered again.

He was licking her. He was serving her. As he serviced her body, giving her the pleasure she demanded, Andrew knew he couldn’t stop himself. Not only that, she made sure he enjoyed it.

She reached back and slid her fingers along his balls and up his shaft. She teased his base, worked her fingertips higher, and gently squeezed the top of his cock. He nearly climaxed right there, only something stopped him. It was an invisible, psychological wall deep inside of his head.

She was manipulating him again.

He whimpered beneath her, hating the kind of control she could have over his body. He felt as though he had been imprisoned, trapped there on his back as she turned him from an intelligent, articulate man with a bright future ahead of him into something else…

She supplied the word for him. Apparently, Carly had followed his thoughts, “Plaything! That’s what you are, Andrew. You’re a toy. You’re going to be my boy toy!” She flipped her hair back and laughed. Then she lowered herself down another quarter inch so she could enjoy the attention of his tongue that much more.

Finally, she pulled back.

“Are you ready for me to fuck you?”

For once, he would be the recipient. He would be the object. He would be taken and used for her satisfaction…

Knowing this would be a line they could never return from, he wiggled and thrashed as hard as he could. The Powers only pinned his arms and legs, so his torso shifted from side to side as he frantically fought to get away.

He didn’t have a chance.

There was no way for a boy like him to fight through The Powers. She wielded them with easy, expert precision, keeping him right where she wanted him. Then she shifted, she took his cock in her hand, and she aimed it to the right angle as she lowered herself down and took him.

He loved it. He hated it! He needed this to stop, but he craved so much more!

As Carly rode him, Andrew kept struggling. He told himself he begged, but the memories became hazy. He was panting. He had his eyes shut.

“Tell me how much you want this. Tell me how horny you were when you came here.”

“I showed up, and I was so horny!” Andrew couldn’t even tell if those words were pulled from his mouth by her abilities or if he said them on his own.

“And now you’re getting fucked, you lucky slut!”

Slut.

That was supposed be a word aimed at women. Even as so many guys on campus said language was neutral and it didn’t apply any more to women than it did to men, he felt that stab and knew the term would change now.

Men would dare call women sluts. But the boys who are pretty and got taken? The boys who got used? Owned? Yeah, they could be the sluts now.

He tried so hard to hate this. Intellectually, he knew he was better than getting used by his girlfriend, only Andrew couldn’t resist. There was no way for this boy to fight back.

For just a second, he thought of insulting her, attacking her. There were so many different words that pumped through his head, terms that only really applied to women. Somehow, he suppressed them, fighting them down because he knew if she heard his thoughts again, he would be in real trouble.

She rode him.

And as she pumped the sides of her opening against his shaft, he soon lost himself. He arched his back, tugging again against his restraints as she used him. She took what she wanted, gliding slow, then fast. Then she pumped him hard.

She brought herself closer and closer to that climax.

Then she screamed out and growled, “Oh yes!”

When she finished, she pulled back.

“Oh,” she said with a chuckle. “Look at that. You didn’t get off, did you?”

He gulped and shook his head.

“Do you want an orgasm?”

He nodded.

“Too bad,” she said.

That’s when she peered into his eyes, studied the architecture of his mind, and found precisely what she needed. With just an idea, she pulled his orgasm away. His shaft softened and turned flaccid. The arousal remained, pounding through him, but his body couldn’t get off, not now.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “I might let you play with yourself later. But right now, I need someone to do the dishes. Are you volunteering?”

Andrew didn’t answer. Instead, he just looked up at his girlfriend with this look of adorable confusion on his face. “Yeah,” she supplied for him. “I think you’re volunteering right now. So get up, go do the dishes, and I’ll call you if I want anything.”

“What would you want?” Andrew asked in an unsteady voice.

Carly shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe a snack? Like some chips or maybe you could cut me up some orange slices? Maybe a sandwich? Or hey, I might get horny again and want to fuck.”

Aubrey pulled away from his thoughts as he finally disappeared from her line of sight. Learning all of this only took a few seconds, but it had been intense.

Not only that, she took a few steps and realized something: she was aroused. That heat had sparked between her legs, and now she could feel just a tickle of dampness. In fact, it was easy to picture herself turning around, jumping back in her car, driving home, and essentially dragging Leo to the bedroom.

Their last session had been intense.

Fortunately for her, she knew she wouldn’t have to prompt any erections. When she took control, he got turned on. Maybe he felt reluctant or even frustrated that his body would surrender so completely to his wife, but Aubrey didn’t mind. She loved playing with her boy.

Yeah, the college boys’ quiet and reticence began to make a lot more sense. In fact, she had to wonder if the guy with the baseball cap or the boy in the green T-shirt had an experience like that.

Aubrey ran the tip of her tongue along her teeth as she pondered the possibilities. But now. She had to focus on work.

At this point, Aubrey couldn’t decide if beginning a few minutes after the official start time was unprofessional. On the one hand, she liked the idea of punctuality. On the other, she could still hear the door opening and closing as a few latecomers drifted into the small lecture hall.

“Ladies,” Aubrey said, only to pause. Because she worked in the tech field, she had attended numerous meetings where she had to start things off with, “Gentlemen”. She didn’t even get to say “ladies and gentlemen” because she had been the only woman in the room.

Not this time.

As she let the little smile curve along her lips, Aubrey continued, “Ladies, my name is Aubrey Sivan, and I’m here to talk about our internship program. As you know, we are one of the leading technology firms in this area, and the world is changing.”

Several of the young women started to murmur back and forth. Aubrey smiled, thinking maybe she could do this. But then, she caught a little whisper from her spot up on the teacher’s stage, “The Powers.”

These girls weren’t interested in technology, programming, or computer science. They weren’t thinking about how more integrated networks might affect their social media connections or buying stuff online. Rather, they were focused on the next stage of human evolution and what it might mean for the rest of the world.

Still, Aubrey continued, “Technology is going to change things, especially as we look at artificial intelligence. I don’t want to be gloomy, but it’s important for you to recognize where the world is heading. Lots of people go to college and learn how to process different kinds of data. Whether you’re studying engineering, business, accounting, or some other field, you have to ask what artificial intelligence is going to do to your industry.”

The girls were getting bored.

But then someone raised her hand. She had wavy blonde hair, wore a gray T-shirt, and a pair of denim shorts. Lots of guys probably would’ve catcalled her before The Powers came into the equation.

“Yes?” Aubrey asked. “What’s your name?”

“Mackenzie,” said the young woman. “This all sounds really exciting, but can I ask kind of a difficult question?”

“That’s why I’m here,” Aubrey replied as she opened her hands and smiled at the audience.

“Is it as sexist as it sounds?”

Aubrey paused, exhaled, and looked at the group. Sure enough, this question caught their interest.

“The technology industry definitely has its problems. And yes, most of the employees who work at IT companies are male. That, in turn, leads to quite a few problems.”

Someone else called out, “Why would I want to work on programming a computer if I could focus on programming a boy instead?”

Fortunately, Aubrey wasn’t the only “adult” in the room. The University dispatched a professor, someone from the business department to help settle things down. She strode forward. With her dark gray hair tied back into a braid, she glared at the young women from behind her classes, “Girls, it’s really important that you listen to our guest. Besides, I wouldn’t put very much stock in rumors.”

Aubrey glanced over at the instructor. This woman had probably spent a lot of time dealing with young men. Not only that, she came from another generation. Maybe it never occurred to her to try to experiment with The Powers. Or it seemed just as likely that she was the kind of teacher who lost herself in academic journals as she sifted through data to try to answer difficult, yet important questions.

The college students quieted down and Aubrey continued, “I’m not sure what else you’re thinking about, but technology will always play an important role in society. Even now, I can see a few of you playing with your cell phones.”

A couple of girls looked up sheepishly from their screens, almost as though they had truly believed their guest speaker wouldn’t notice.

“It’s okay,” Aubrey said. “I know that cell phones are intriguing and fascinating. It’s hard to put them down. Some people even say they’re addictive. But that’s another facet of working in IT. You get to consider these sorts of questions. And this is especially important now. If men are the ones building the products we use, don’t you think that will lead to certain kinds of systemic bias?”

A few of the girls nodded.

The blonde in the back, Mackenzie, seemed to stare and study Aubrey as though she were a creature from another dimension.

“This is why it’s so important for us to get more women in our company. Yes, the CEO cares about all of the users, but we need to get more perspectives. Just look at how harassment evolved on social media. For a long time, the CEOs didn’t realize what was happening. And why would they? They came from a certain background, and they didn’t have to worry about extreme hate. Sure, trolls might bug them from time to time, but the tenor was always different. There wasn’t quite the same level of violence or aggression that women faced.”

Aubrey paused.

Yes, she had their attention.

“Oh please. Consider an internship with us. Even if you decide you don’t want to work in IT, I guarantee you will learn a lot.”

Aubrey finished up her presentation, answered a few more questions about career advancement, and the girls got up to head to their next classes or to go get lunch.

About ten of the young women left their contact information on the tablet Aubrey placed on the desk.

But only one girl had any questions.

“Can I ask you something?”

“Absolutely,” Aubrey said. She really didn’t want to go back to Darren and his clique of coder bros. Controlling them was one thing, but she needed more females at the office. She wanted them to start at the bottom and work their way up, asserting control and showing the boys that they didn’t get to rule the company just because they showed up.

“Do you believe in The Powers?” This girl, Mackenzie, kept her voice down, probably because most people still didn’t acknowledge the new abilities.

Somehow, this seemed strange. They were demonstrable and obvious. People could record videos and write articles all about it. And yet, it was a totally new experience too, and most people had learned to distrust the internet. Most people couldn’t tell the difference between information that came from a government agency, some random dude sitting in a dark room, a doctor, or an expert. It was all noise online, so most people tended to pick out what seemed familiar and comforting.

Women suddenly had telepathy and telekinesis? No way. It could be dismissed along with so many other delusional notions wandering the web.

“I do,” Aubrey said in an equally low voice.

“If there are a bunch of boys at your company, why don’t you just use The Powers?”

Aubrey licked her lips and looked around. Fortunately for her, the Business Department’s observer had already left for her next class. Since Aubrey had given her presentation, the woman probably assumed she couldn’t do any damage.

“I have,” Aubrey said.

“Could I do it too?”

“Do you think that would be the right thing to do?”

Mackenzie seemed to consider this. Her head wobbled back and forth just a tiny bit as she pondered the different possible answers. “I guess I’m not sure? I mean, I saw a girl the other day use her abilities.”

“What was she doing?”

“I was chaperoning this boy, and another girl tried to kiss him. He didn’t like it, and he told her to stop, but she wouldn’t. I had to intervene.”

For just a second, Aubrey went to an automatic question: what had he been doing? What had he been wearing? Did he flirt with her? Did he lead her on?

Suppressing those urges, she instead chose a diplomatic option, “I can see where that would be a problem.”

“Exactly. I mean, if The Powers are real,” which was an odd thing to say considering both women knew they were, “What are our responsibilities? None of this is illegal, so what are we supposed to do?”

Aubrey knew there were a bunch of different answers she could offer. She could say they needed to act as they had always done. For so long, women had been taught to hold back their talents and abilities. They were told to let the boys go first. And even when women insisted on asserting themselves, the men came up with fresh insults: shrill, bitchy, bossy, and others.

Another temptation presented itself: Aubrey could tell this young woman to embrace The Powers. They could take control and do whatever they liked. As this thought occurred to her, Aubrey remembered Andrew and Carly.

“I don’t know,” Aubrey finally said. She opted for honesty. “I really don’t know what is going to happen. I don’t know how the world or societies are going to change. I think that’s a personal choice right now. Follow your conscience. Do your best. That’s all we really can do.”

“I think I’d like to sign up for an internship,” Mackenzie finally said. “I want to see what the boys are like.”

“Oh, you’ll definitely get that,” Aubrey said as the young blonde typed her information onto the tablet.

Aubrey headed back to the office, unsure about whether or not she should feel better about this. On the one hand, she had at least one recruit. Mackenzie seemed like she could be an amazing asset for their company. Smart, energetic, and determined. More than that, she was willing to ask difficult questions.

Aubrey strode back into the interns’ conference room/office, she put her hands on her hips and looked out at the boys. “How’s everyone doing?”

“Fine,” one of them said without looking up.

She heard their thoughts, the irritation, the reluctance, and the simple frustration. These boys hated the idea that a girl like her had beaten their best player.

“Where’s Darren?” Aubrey asked.

“He stepped out for a minute,” said one of the guys.

“He stepped out?”

She glanced over at one of them. “Jose, do know where he went?”

“Nope,” he replied without any of the respect he would have given to a male manager. No, he didn’t sound outwardly disrespectful, but the shift in tone could still be discerned.

“Go find him and bring him back here,” she said.

“Sure thing, boss,” Jose said as he pushed his chair back and headed for the exit.

After he left, she announced, “I want to see where you all are on your projects. Get ready to show me exactly what you’ve done and what your plans are.”

She walked from one station to the next as she evaluated their work. Technically, she didn’t understand a lot of the programming concepts, but she still needed to make sure they remained on track. These boys seemed inclined to let their attention drift to their favorite games.

Since Aubrey didn’t want to be the kind of boss who asked for information she couldn’t possibly understand, she tried a different tactic. After talking to the first intern, she came up with a good solution.

The boy stated his progress, and she searched through his mind.

“What are you concerned about?”

He thought of one logic chain in particular. He was worried the program might not be robust enough, like these lines of code might lead to a syntax error or infinite regress.

“Nothing. It’s good.”

“What about the potential for infinite regress?”

The boy blinked, surprised. She wasn’t supposed to know about that.

“I’m not a programmer,” she acknowledged, “But I’m good at managing boys like you.”

Boys like you. She hadn’t meant to use such a patronizing phrase, but it fit. And even though he tightened with anger, this boy knew he shouldn’t mess with a woman like Aubrey. Soon enough, these young men would learn they shouldn’t mess with any women at all.

The intern looked like he wanted to say something, only then he thought better of it.

Perhaps these boys didn’t talk about The Powers, yet they knew the truth anyway. Or at least, they could suspect.

Aubrey continued to work with the interns as she checked their work and made sure they stayed on task.

Halfway through, Darren came back.

“Oh, it’s my personal assistant,” she said, standing up straight. She crossed her arms over her chest and looked right at him. “Where were you?”

“Taking a break,” he said.

“Okay,” she allowed generously. “But right now, I want you to go refill the copier. I felt it was low on paper.”

“Isn’t that someone else’s job?”

“Not right now, it isn’t,” she said.

His lips parted, and he twitched his nostrils.

I quit.

Those were the two words he meant to say, but she seized control of his mouth and body. In front of all of his friends, he announced, “Okay. I will do whatever you say.” Did they notice the shift in his affect? His odd, almost mechanical tone?

If so, it didn’t matter. The boys kept their eyes on their screens.

He turned around and marched away.

Aubrey followed him a few minutes later. She found him in the copy room. He had refilled the paper as instructed, loading up each of the small containers.

“What did you do to me?” Darren demanded.

They were alone in the copy room.

“I’m working on you,” she said. “You have a lot of potential, Darren. I think you could make a really good employee, but you need to learn to be more respectful.”

“That’s not your job!”

Aubrey arched an eyebrow, “I’m the intern coordinator. This is exactly my job.”

“Back in there, I tried to quit,” he said. Now his voice became uncertain, especially because he was one of the boys who had a hard time admitting the truth: women had abilities men could hardly understand, let alone compete against.

“Did you?” Aubrey asked. “Because I didn’t hear you say anything about quitting.”

Fine. I quit.

She looked into his eyes and froze his mouth. She studied him. Not only that, she seemed confused, like she couldn’t understand why this boy had gone quiet even as she manipulated the muscles along his jaw, cheeks, and mouth.

When he finally gave up, she released him.

“What’s happening?” Darren asked.

“The world is changing. And you have to change with it, Darren.”

He turned, and he tried to walk away. Instead, his momentum shifted, he spun around, faced Aubrey again, but then his knees buckled, and he dropped to the floor. She strolled over to the single door, locked it, and returned to her spot in front of the kneeling boy.

He said nothing.

“Be honest with me,” she teased. “What are you thinking right now?”

Can’t you just read my mind?

Aubrey felt a slight twinge of guilt. After all, he couldn’t tell precisely what passed through her mind, yet she could read his thoughts as though they were written down right in front of her. Not only that, she could examine his memories and steal any secrets she wished.

It wasn’t fair, and he must have felt so outgunned.

Not just outgunned, she reflected, uncertain.

After all, he still had that skepticism. This boy didn’t believe in telepathy or telekinesis. Those were concepts for video games and movies about superheroes, not his life.

Besides, if special abilities presented themselves, why would they only appear in women?

Aubrey had wondered about this a little bit, only to decide she didn’t care. Maybe the universe finally decided to offer some balance. For so long, males had been in charge. They defined beauty, truth, and the “normal” experience. For once, they would have to rely on women to tell them how the world really worked.

“I’m thinking about going back and doing my job,” he said.

“Right,” she teased. “But when I need you, you wander off. And then, when I tell you to do something, you give me attitude. I don’t like that, Darren. That’s not how you should live your life.”

“I didn’t give you attitude!”

“Yeah,” she said with a smug nod of her head. “You did.”

His nostrils twitched.

“It’s okay, Darren. You can be honest with me.”

He took a hot, angry breath.

“I’m going to punish you now.”

“What?” He jerked his head up. Clearly, this idea had never occurred to him. This was a professional environment, after all. It wasn’t like a woman could punish him. At best, she could fire him, right?

He had no idea.

Aubrey slid her hand into her pocket, pulled out a pen, and tapped it against her palm. Then she tossed it off to the side. The pen rolled across the linoleum floor and hit the far wall.

“Whoops,” she said.

Still on his knees, he glared up at her, only now his lips separated as this boy did the calculations and predicted precisely what she might say next. “It looks like I dropped my pen. Go get it for me.”

Darren began to rise, only she held out a hand and said, “No.”

“How am I supposed to get it if you don’t want me to stand?”

The answer slid from her lips, “Crawl.”

“You have got to be kidding me. Do you know the education I have? You know what I can do?”

“Right now, I just want to see if you can crawl,” she replied.

“You can’t make me do this,” he said. His voice rang with the desperate desire to believe that.

“Can’t I?” She lifted a hand and gingerly waved it in his direction. Suddenly, he found his hands shoved down to the dusty floor. The grit and grime collected along his palms and between his fingers.

“This isn’t possible!”

“You’re right,” she said. “It isn’t. That must mean this isn’t really happening.”

She relaxed the telekinetic hold on him. Suddenly, he pulled his hands away, and he was about to rise again, only one glance at his boss made it clear she wouldn’t tolerate him attempting to stand.

“Go get my pen,” she ordered a second time.

“No,” he stated, one word, instant and determined because he thought he was a man who could do anything. He truly believed he would be able to resist her influence.

“Go get my pen,” she said for the third time. Only now a lilting, playful smile stretched her lips as her eyes glistened like dark pools. Aubrey flipped her red hair back, grinned, and waited for his determination to wilt.

She saw past his eyes and between his ears; she knew what he experienced and what the uncertainty did to him as he wondered if he could really hold out.

He was already on his knees, just like some ancient slave boy.

But this was today, and he was supposed to be an articulate, intelligent young man, the kind of boy who could glide through life because he was smart, good-looking, and willing to work hard.

He had never known anything like this; he had never truly understood the concept of oppression. If he went to a party, people liked him. More importantly, they wanted him to like them.

Now his body belonged to this girl, a stranger. And sure, she was older and more mature at twenty-five, yet that hardly mattered. She still looked like she could saunter into any one of his classes, sit down, and go completely unnoticed.

“Go get my pen,” she said with a singsong tone.

His resolve fractured. She could imagine the cracks snapping across those defenses, spreading and spider-webbing out with every second. His eyes dampened, and he hated himself for expressing this kind of weakness. Men weren’t supposed to be weak. Men weren’t supposed to be intimidated by some random woman.

“Go right now, boy.”

He had to tell himself that she used some strange ability, something like magic or mind control. Instead, he turned around on his own. Not only that, he crawled. He moved on his hands and knees, scurrying across the floor like an animal.

He made it to the other side of the room.

Paradoxically, time slowed down and sped up as his mind tried to retreat from his body. This was the kind of activity he could do without thinking. He reached down, only to feel something smooth and impenetrable against his fingertips a quarter inch away from the pen.

“No,” she said. “Not with your hands.”

Darren glanced over his shoulder, and he looked to his boss. He saw the light beat down and shine against her smooth red hair, her pale cheeks, and her bright lips.

“Then what?”

“Do it like a dog,” she said.

His eyes widened with a flicker before he jerked his head back down. Somehow, he couldn’t even maintain eye contact with a woman like this.

He gritted his teeth, endured the jack hammering of his heart, and wondered what he should do next. With a nervous lick of his lips, he reached down again, like he thought he could just ignore her order.

“What do you think the rest of your friends would say if they saw you crawl out of here, naked? What if they saw you on your hands and knees, barking like a dog, begging like a dog?” There it was again, that singsong cadence.

“I would never do that,” Darren said, only he didn’t really believe those words. He understood she could get him to do whatever she liked. That was her power. That was her authority. And no matter how much he hated her for it, he couldn’t change any of this.

“You don’t like being helpless, do you? But then again, you’ve never really been helpless. You have always been in control of your own life. I bet your parents respected you. You were their little prince, so they never even treated you like a child. They let you make your own decisions, and you grew up to be this successful boy. But that doesn’t matter here. You don’t get to grab a couple of beers and go drinking with your friends. You can’t get out of this by memorizing a few answers for a test. Do you know what you have to do?”

Darren’s eyes remained locked on the pen.

“You have to acknowledge my authority. Face it, Darren. I’m stronger than you, and I can make you do whatever I want.”

He tried to shake his head.

Only then it happened again.

Without thinking, something inside of him broke. Maybe he did it because he couldn’t stand the lecture. He couldn’t endure another moment of hearing this beautiful woman tell him that everything he had tacitly believed for so long had somehow changed.

Women were the objects of male desire and the masculine gaze. Women existed for men as helpers, cheerleaders, and supporters.

Or so he had believed without ever really thinking about it.

Then his head bowed down, he felt the dust of the floor against his upper lip, and he grabbed the pen between his teeth.

Without even asking or trying to stand, Darren crawled back to his boss. She crouched down and held her hand out, flat with her palm up. He knew how he looked: like a dog.

He dropped the pen into her hand, and she threw it away, letting it sail through the air and clatter to the other side of the room.

“Whoops.”

I’m going to make you pay for this. I swear, I’m going to—

She shattered that train of thought by asking a very simple question, “You think you’re ever going to make me pay for this?”

Darren opened his mouth, revealed his teeth, and wished he could launch at her. Before the world shifted, Darren would have been able to punish a woman like her. That option had always existed somewhere deep in his subconscious mind. If she really kissed him off, he could wait for her in the parking lot. If she challenged him on some primal level or said something truly offensive, and he only needed to take a step closer. The message would be clear: I’m bigger than you. I’m stronger than you. I can do whatever I want to you.

She just remembered, he was a clean-cut boy. If something happened, it would become “he said/she said”, which meant he got the benefit of the doubt because he was a good kid and people would want to trust him.

A shiver ran down her spine as she pondered all of this. But then she took control because she could. She stepped forward, leaned down, and smacked his ass.

It didn’t really hurt, but the embarrassment swept through him, raw, acidic shame born of the belief that a girl like Aubrey could never, ever get away with something like this.

But she could. And she had.

At a glance, he knew something else: she could do it again.

“Go get the pen, boy. And trust me. You don’t want to mess with me.”

He scrambled toward the other side of the room. As he crawled by, she asked, “Are you ever going to make me pay for this?”

He grabbed the pen in his mouth again. He scurried over to her, only she didn’t hold out her hand.

Instead, Aubrey looked down at him. Her eyes practically glowed as she waited for an answer.

Reluctantly, he swiveled his head from side to side. No, he couldn’t make her pay.

“No,” she agreed. “You can’t do anything. Maybe, among the boys, you can be a big man. But the world belongs to us now.”

Us.

He was someone else. He had become the toy, the supporter, the plaything, the reward and the trophy.

“And guess what? I have some really good plans for you. I think you’re going to be able to reverse some of the sexism you’ve enjoyed for so long.” She patted him on the head and he dipped his gaze down. He tried to stare at the floor, at her shoes, at that random speck of dirt stuck between two pieces of linoleum.

Only then, she used her abilities and forced him to raise his head. He felt the pressure just beneath his chin. Now he looked up at this woman, and she grinned.

“Tell me, are you going to behave?”

“Yes…”

“How?”

“I’ll do whatever you say,” he said.

“Yes, you will. You’re going to do whatever I say because I’m in charge. You’re a boy, and you can be a good boy. I’m sure of it. That means being obedient, quiet, and servile.”

Those words punched into him, one after another. He nearly flinched after every syllable.

“Now, we are going back to work, and you’re going to follow behind me like a good boy.”

Darren opened his mouth, and he wanted to answer with something snide like Fine or Whatever. Instead, he looked down at the floor and remained quiet, just like an obedient boy.

As Aubrey watched him, she wondered if this handsome young man would give in completely. At the same time, she wondered if she should start playing with him.

Again, she thought of Carly and Andrew—a random couple she had never officially met, but the idea of shoving this boy down to the floor and taking him certainly held some appeal.

No, she wouldn’t be that kind of boss. Even if he deserved it.

“Come along,” she said, speaking like she may as well be addressing a dog.

She sauntered out through the door, down the hall and back to the interns’ workspace. She walked through the door, saw the boys again, and grinned.

“There she is,” one of them said, glancing up from something else.

“Oh, hey,” he said. Oliver. His name popped into her mind, and she couldn’t help but smile. This time, her expression didn’t reverberate with the cruel intention to train him. Instead, she saw this guy, and she wondered what it would be like to kiss him, hold his hand, or just talk.

“I had a couple of questions about the interns. Specifically, I was wondering if I could borrow a few?”

“Absolutely,” Aubrey replied. “Take whoever you need.”

Oliver turned back to the other boys, all of whom now sat up a little straighter as they tried to impress this male authority figure.

At some other place or time, Aubrey would have been annoyed by this. Just because he was a man, the interns wanted to look better. They actually cared what Oliver thought. Then again, they saw him as a competent programmer, not just some random office employee.

Oliver pointed to three of the boys and they scurried away. They walked right past Darren who glared at them with obvious jealousy. If he hadn’t been stuck in the copy room, getting trained like an animal, then he could have been in here. He could have been the one to be chosen…

“Thanks,” Oliver said. Only then he lingered for a second as he glanced around the room.

Come on. She’s smart and pretty and you should ask her out. Come on. Just do it.

“Actually, Oliver, do you think you could come to my office with me for a minute? I would really like your help with a question.”

“Absolutely,” Oliver said, grinning.

Aubrey didn’t really consider herself to be an ardent feminist, not like some of her friends or the girls she met back in college. The word “feminist” just seemed too harsh. One of her teachers gave a lecture on this very issue. Feminism was only supposed be an ideology about respecting women’s humanity, but it had been redefined by sexists and misogynists, people who said women complained too much by demanding equal pay and fairer treatment or tried to fight harassment. These were the same people who heard stories about what women could endure in offices, entertainment, and elsewhere, only to shrug like it didn’t really matter.

But now, Aubrey walked back to her office, and Oliver stepped beside her.

Part of her really, really wanted to grab him, kiss him, and take whatever she liked. It would have been so easy.

Besides, he liked her too. That would make it okay, right?

Aubrey made it to her office, opened the door and sauntered in. She sat down and motioned for him to take a seat.

“What’s this question you’re worried about?” Oliver asked.

She leveled her eyes on him. Technically, his gaze seemed fixated on her face, yet she could sense the temptation for him to let his focus drift a few inches south. It would have been so easy for him to study the contours of her neck before savoring the curves of her cleavage.

Aubrey shut down The Powers; no, she shouldn’t just strip away his free will. He hadn’t done anything to deserve it.

What if she searched through his mind? Would she have spotted some dark desire, some primal urge to ravish?

Maybe. But Aubrey didn’t want to know.

As she held back The Powers, Aubrey hesitated. She waited for some sign that he was growing impatient. Instead, he seemed genuinely interested in helping her.

“I’m not sure I should tell you about this,” she finally confessed.

“Top-secret stuff?”

“Something like that,” she replied.

Oliver looked at her with those big, warm eyes. For once, she saw a boy, and he didn’t seem aggressive or hostile. He didn’t seem like he had to secretly fight back desires he would’ve rather embraced.

“I’m a good listener,” he said.

“Let’s call it a hypothetical then,” she replied.

“Okay.”

She licked her lips and wondered if she should really talk about this with a boy. Simultaneously, she knew she could ensure his silence if necessary. She could tame and tease him just as she had done with Darren.

Perhaps Aubrey could go farther with Oliver than she ever went with Darren…

“If you want, we could make it a game,” he said when she still didn’t say anything.

“What kind of game?”

“Truth or Dare,” he said. He blinked once and leveled his serene smile at her.

“You’re kidding,” she said, tossing her head back as she laughed at him.

“Yeah,” he replied. “It’s just a game, so does it really matter what we say?”

“Or what we do?” Her eyes twinkled with possibility, yet she still refused to take advantage of his gendered vulnerability. Just because he was a boy, that didn’t mean she should be mean to him, did it?

She couldn’t take advantage, could she?

What would a man have done in her position? The answer seemed obvious: whatever he wanted to.

“Truth or dare?” Oliver asked, just presuming she would play along.

“Truth,” she said.

“Do you like working here?”

Aubrey couldn’t help but roll her eyes. “Really? That’s what you want to know?”

“Maybe we are just getting started, and I’m just warming you up,” he said.

Again, the temptation simmered behind her eyes; she could have reached into his mind and pulled out every tantalizing memory and thought. She could have known everything about this boy in the span of a few seconds.

Resisting the urge, she decided to play because it would be so much more fun, “Yes. I really like working here. I guess I’m just annoyed by all of the secrecy.”

“Rushman’s project,” he said right away.

Aubrey assumed it would be a new piece of hardware, some gigantic risk that might destroy the company, but she didn’t get to contribute to those sorts of decisions, so knowing about it didn’t actually change anything.

“Exactly,” she said. Only then she squinted and asked, “Do know what it is?”

“Maybe,” he replied.

It was her turn.

She could have asked about the project. Instead, she looked at him and got bold. “Do you like me?”

The corners of his eyes crinkled with amusement just as he suppressed a smile. It was obvious and easy to read. He looked more flirtatious than deceptive, especially when he said, “Yes. I like you as a colleague and coworker. I think you are quite competent and professional.” He picked an obviously officious tone, one which made it very clear he was messing with her.

“Jerk,” she replied. In fact, she grabbed a piece of paper off her desk, balled it up and threw it in his face. He let it bounce off his shoulder without reacting.

“My turn,” he said. “Truth or dare?”

“Dare,” she said.

At this point, he swallowed.

She couldn’t help herself. She picked up on the surface thoughts. Am I going to do this? Seriously, if I mess this up, I’m going to end up doing some awkward interview or something with HR.

“I dare you to kiss me,” he said.

“Oliver, do you think that’s really appropriate?”

He held up his hands and shrugged his shoulders back. “What can I say? I’m just playing the game.” Simultaneously, they both knew it would have been easy for her to get up, walk around her desk, lean down, and give him a chaste kiss on the cheek. If she felt really cruel, she could have even taken him by the hand and brushed her lips along his knuckles.

Instead, she made a decision.

Aubrey rose from her chair, marched around the desk, and then she stopped right in front of him.

For a second, he started to stand, only she placed the tips of her fingers of her right hand against his shoulder to nudge him back down.

“Close your eyes,” she said.

“Is that a dare?”

“Just do it,” she said.

Maybe he was already accustomed to listening to women. Or maybe he really wanted to impress her, so he obeyed. He closed his eyes, and she saw the little pricks of red dance along his cheeks. He was nervous!

Tentative at first but growing in confidence, she cupped his cheeks, tilted his head back and to the side, and then she kissed him. She pressed her lips to his in a soft, warm embrace.

Their lips just barely touched, yet every second sent shivering tingles running along her mouth and straight to her brain. With her eyes closed, Aubrey lost track of time.

Their first kiss stretched and tightened into miniaturized eternity, one which still ended way too fast. Aubrey knew she had to let him go, so she pulled her hands away, and the boy blinked.

He could be mine, she thought. I could take him, bring him home, and just keep him. I could play with him and train him to be whatever man I liked.

But if she did that, she might destroy the boy who clearly had this amazing crush on her. Because when he looked at her, she saw something new within herself.

“Wow,” he said, nearly breathless. His cheeks had definitely turned a dark shade of red. It probably wouldn’t have been noticeable to anyone else, only Aubrey studied his features, almost as though she needed to memorize this moment.

“My turn,” she said. Only this time, she leaned back against the edge of her desk and crossed her arms over her chest. “If I have the power to control people, should I use it?”

Stupid!

Aubrey didn’t know what compelled her to ask. She should have been thinking about asking this boy on a date so they could see a movie, get some Mediterranean food, maybe walk around downtown, hand-in-hand.

What would they do when they saw women controlling their boys?

I’d protect him, she thought fiercely.

“What do you mean?” Oliver asked. He glanced at her, then away.

He knows, she thought.

But now, she saw a boy who recognized the truth, and he hadn’t gone running. That was the topic for another one of the articles she spotted online. Apparently, some men had decided to abandon their neighborhoods and hometowns. They wanted to run off to the wilderness and try to hide. Then again, these were also the kinds of men who had secretly been hoping for a zombie apocalypse or maybe some killer asteroids so they could prove their mettle.

The writer had been cruel, deriding these boys. If they ran off into the wilderness, did they really think they could hide from women who wielded telepathy?

These were the boys who needed to prove something, like they thought they had been born in a previous millennium, so swinging an axe or aiming a gun could still impress anyone who mattered.

“I’m talking about The Powers,” she said because she needed to know what a boy thought. More than that, she needed him to say the words without prompting, without coercion. She needed to hear his choices.

She saw the tension play along his throat as he swallowed and glanced down toward the floor. For several long seconds, Oliver didn’t meet her gaze. He didn’t say anything at all.

For a moment, she thought of a puppet whose strings had been cut.

“Are we supposed to be talking about this?” Oliver finally asked in a small voice.

“Please,” she said. “I want to know what you think.”

“Does it even matter?”

“Yes,” she said honestly. “It matters to me.”

They had only talked a couple of times. They had chatted in the halls, and she always smiled at him, and he grinned back, and she could feel the friction of attraction between them.

Still, Aubrey had to remind herself that they weren’t dating, they weren’t an official couple, and they had no reason to really trust one another. Despite this, she felt the urge to trust him.

“What do you want to know?”

“The Powers are real,” she said, testing the words. Although weeks had gone by, she still felt strange acknowledging this. Besides her best friend, Ruby, Aubrey hadn’t shared this concrete detail with anyone else, not really. Online comment threads and discussion boards didn’t count. “If the Powers are real, then I would like to know what you think about them.”

“Because this is all just a hypothetical?”

The game had come to an end, so she gave a slow shake of her head. “No,” Aubrey said. “They’re real.” And as she said them, that urge gripped her tighter: she wanted to protect this boy.

“Okay,” he said. He glanced up toward the ceiling. “If you have the power to make the world a better place, then you should probably use it.”

“Really?”

“Really,” he said.

“Aren’t you scared?”

“Terrified,” he said.

“Why?” Aubrey asked as a pang cut down her chest.

“Because I know how cruel people can be. Look, I know lots and lots of guys are jerks, sexists, and pretty much devoid of any sympathy. We see it online every day. Even supposedly nice guys go online and start writing the most horrific things. I get it. When women talk about their harassment and what they’ve experienced, I believe them.” He paused.

Aubrey waited.

“So what happens to those guys? What happens to all of us?”

“Some could protect you,” she said.

Oliver let out a little snort. “I’ve never been very good with girls,” he said. Then he glanced up at her, and she saw the hope in his eyes.

Aubrey pushed away from her desk, she grabbed him, her hands at his cheeks again, and she kissed him. She pressed her lips to his. It was gentle. Soft.

She didn’t mean to read his thoughts, not this time, but they seemed to shoot out onto the air, and she probably could have blocked them off, but she didn’t want to, not when they were so warm and fuzzy and amazing, She’s kissing me! She’s really kissing me! She feels so good! I’m so lucky! She’s kissing me, and I don’t want this moment to stop.

Ironically, she pulled back. She whispered, “It doesn’t have to.”

A look of flickering recognition flashed across his face, and she leaned in to kiss him again. She pushed her lips to his, savoring the taste of his mouth, and then she wanted more.

Drawing one hand away from his cheek, she reached down and grabbed his wrists. She pulled them up so he stood. Since he stood taller than her, she had to tilt her face up, but she didn’t mind. She pulled his face down and kept kissing him.

This was her office, no one would interrupt, and she could do whatever she wanted.

They just made out right there in the middle of her office like a pair of horny high school kids savoring a first kiss. She pressed her body to his. With adorably tentative concern, like he wasn’t sure he should really do this, he started to explore the back of her neck and her shoulder blades. His fingers brushed along the back of her shirt as he learned everything he could about the lines of her silhouette.

Aubrey broke off the kiss.

A look of worry flashed across his face. Did I do it wrong?

“I want you,” she said, nearly breathless. With her blood pumping and her lungs tight with excitement, she said, “I want you. I want to take you.”

Without meaning to, she thought of Carly and Andrew, a pair of random college students she had never met. And yet, those memories still burned bright behind her eyelids.

“Truth or Dare?” Oliver asked.

“Truth,” she said.

“Do you like having The Powers?”

Her answer could have popped out quick and flippant. Instead, she licked her lips and decided to tell the truth. “Yes. Absolutely.”

“May I ask why?” He seemed so deferential as he asked.

“Because they make me strong,” she said. “I’m not just talking about emotionally strong. Women have always had to put up with so much garbage, we don’t have any choice there. I’m talking about real power. They’re called The Powers for a reason. They make everything men have at their disposal completely irrelevant.”

“I’m not sure what we can do is completely irrelevant,” he said.

She narrowed her eyes and thought about scanning his mind. It would have been so easy, but she enjoyed playing with him. Besides, some ingrained sense of respect meant she didn’t want to pluck information from his mind if she could just ask. Luckily, they were already playing a game.

“Truth or Dare?” Aubrey asked.

“Truth,” he said.

“Do you know what project the CEO has everyone working on?”

“I’m not supposed to say,” he replied.

Aubrey let her head drift to the side as she looked down at him. “Is there any point in trying to keep a secret from me, Oliver?”

“No…”

“Then what should you do?”

He gulped, “Tell the truth?”

“Smart boy. Give him a prize,” she teased.

She didn’t read his thoughts, yet she’s could still sense the excitement and joy radiate off of him. He had a crush on her. That much was obvious. But would it last past anything else? Aubrey had heard about how men did this. They would promise themselves to someone or something. There would be some deep desire, and then they would climax. Once spent, they would start acting like any other smug, arrogant boy.

Men could be incredibly mercurial like that.

“He’s calling it Project Morpheus,” Oliver finally told her.

“And what is it?”

“They’re trying to come up with some hardware to block The Powers.”

“What?”

“Look, it’s all top-secret, and I have no idea if it’s even going to work.”

It wouldn’t. It couldn’t, could it?”

Aubrey reassured herself. If they had a viable product, then the rumors would have spread so much faster. Right?

Maybe. Maybe not. She thought of Pauline, the CEO’s second-in-command. Throughout history, women had to betray one another. Maybe Pauline saw a huge payday in blocking The Powers. Perhaps Pauline believed sexism had been just some sort of garbage, and excuse weak girls used to justify their own failures.

Lots of women hated other women. Lots of females undermined other females.

As those possibilities spun through her head, Oliver drew her attention again, “Truth or Dare?” Aubrey knew she could worry about this so-called Project Morpheus later.

“Dare.” With hungry, eager eyes, she stared right back at him. Thin centimeters separated them now, and it took all of her self-control not to throw him to the floor, climb on top of him, and take whatever she wanted.

“Take me. Take me however you want,” he said. His eyes glowed with something.

Curiosity. Yearning.

With little more than a telepathic glimpse, she saw his desire to understand what it would be like. She’s stronger than me and could take me and what would that be like? How would it feel?

If she could be really honest with herself, then Aubrey wanted to find out too.

She had already looked into his mind, but Aubrey still wanted to be sure. She saw this boy, but she didn’t think of him as some powerful warlord or soldier. He wasn’t a mighty protector, not any longer. She respected his strength, only she started to see him more like some prized stallion, a creature who could be strong and run fast with his masculine musculature, only he was vulnerable in so many ways. Like so many girls, she liked horses, but she recognized how vulnerable their legs could be and how they’d obey and eagerly serve once properly trained.

For so long, men had been treated like wolves: angry, dangerous and hungry creatures ready to pounce at any moment. Under that image came a clear belief in male power and independence. They couldn’t be tamed, not ever. Perhaps, if fed, they might behave themselves for a little while, but men would lie, cheat, steal, and ultimately betray the women who loved and supported them.

Were there exceptions? Sure. A random woman might get lucky. But most of the men couldn’t be trusted.

Only things could change. Men could become ponies, eager servants, ready to be played with and teased by the girls who now owned them.

Dare.

The word reverberated through her mind as she asked one more time, “Are you sure? I might be rough.”

Oliver glanced over his shoulder at the door as though he didn’t know what this might mean, not really. He was just a boy, after all. And even if she sensed his arousal and his desire to discover the truth about Aubrey herself, he knew this was his workplace.

Did that matter anymore?

Previous generations of women went to work in offices. They made decisions, completed complicated tasks and difficult challenges, but few men took them seriously. Those girls were secretaries and office assistants; beneath those titles, they were really toys and conveniences for the men to exploit. If a woman got a job, it was temporary, something she could do before she got to the real work of making her husband, whoever that might turn out to be, happy.

Oliver wondered if that was to be his fate…

Another wave of excitement pulsed through Aubrey.

But this time, she didn’t think about the cute boy from that college and his girlfriend, a woman she never saw with her own eyes.

Aubrey stepped forward, and Oliver retreated back a few inches. He grinned at her.

“So that’s how you want to play it,” she said.

He glanced down, then back up at her again. He took another step back, and she strode forward, pursuing him.

He bumped up against the door, and he was about to start to the left.

She used The Powers, drawing on telekinesis. His arms were suddenly jerked up toward the door, pinned, and he let out a little yelp of surprise. Maybe he never knew it could feel like this. Perhaps it was more intense than he had anticipated or imagined.

She brought his arms together, crossing his wrists with a thought. Then she leaned forward and kissed him. She touched her lips to his mouth. Then she drew down, kissing at the contour of his cheek, next his neck.

She heard him moan as he straightened and tightened his back. With her right hand, she brushed her fingers along his open palms and down his wrists. She marveled at how little effort it took to keep this man locked against her door.

She pulled away and looked into his eyes, “You tried to run,” she said with a chuckle. “Did you think you could get away from me?”

His lips parted, his breathing quickened, and he obviously had no idea what he should say.

His eyes moved along the contours of her red hair. He studied her pale cheeks and the soft glow of her eyes. She’s beautiful. She’s amazing, he thought with just a hint of fear.

“You don’t need to be scared of me, not unless you piss me off,” she said, adding that second part with a wicked smile.

“I won’t!”

“Are you nervous?” Aubrey already knew the truth, but she wanted to hear him say it.

“…Yes.”

“Good,” she said. Just like that, she leaned in and kissed him again, only he let out this adorable, panicked squeak as she grabbed his crotch with her free hand. Her shoulder pushed against his chest, and she felt the outline of his shaft.

Somehow, male genitals used to intimidate her. Now she could hardly remember why. Oh, it probably had something to do with how aggressive men got when they thought with their cocks. But now, she pulled back and looked into his eyes. “Mine,” she said, gently purring the word.

Like a hungry cat eager to play with the trapped mouse, she leaned forward and kissed him again. She closed her eyes and forgot about time, work, everything. It was just her and this boy, her desires, and his yearning to please her.

Then she stepped back, crossed her arms, and barely restrained the desire to rip his clothing from his body. It would have been so easy. She could feel those psychological muscles tense with the desire to strip him.

“Get naked for me right now,” she said.

“What happens if I don’t?”

“I strip you myself,” she said. “And then you won’t have anything to wear.”

Another nervous gulp ran down his throat. He scrambled to obey, pulling off his shoes, socks, shirt, pants, belt, and dark red boxers. Soon, he was naked, and she saw his erection. His hardened shaft drew her attention for several long seconds.

“I can do whatever I want with you,” she said.

That’s when she strode forward, grabbed him, pinned his hands to the wall, each wrist trapped under one of her palms. She kissed him again. His lips. His neck. His chest. She toyed with him, but then she glanced down at the doorknob, turned the lock, and stepped back.

She glanced at Oliver, studied him, and searched through his memory for just one question. Had he ever gone down on a girl before?

For just a moment, she was repulsed by the idea she even needed to ask. Why were so many men so selfish when it came to sex?

Lucky for Oliver, he had always been a considerate, eager lover who recognized that a woman’s pleasure should always be his top priority. Could he get off? Absolutely. But sex wasn’t supposed to be something a woman did for a man.

She ran the tip of her tongue along her teeth as she imagined what it would be like to have his face pressed between her inner thighs.

“Yes…” he whispered as though she didn’t already know.

“Good,” she answered.

“You—you can do whatever you want with me,” he agreed, only his voice came out in sputtering, almost breathless puffs.

“Good,” she said again as she took her time and started to unbutton her blouse. She pulled it off, revealing her black bra underneath.

She’s so gorgeous, he thought. Simultaneously, she could see herself through his eyes. She could feel the hunger, the desire. Like so many other women, Aubrey had been socialized to focus on her imperfections and flaws. But not here, not now. Instead, she could act like a boy and focus on what she deserved, at her own entitlement.

The corners of her mouth rose, and she kicked off her shoes. She pulled off her socks and even unzipped her skirt. She let it fall to the floor. Now she had on nothing but her panties.

“Come here,” she ordered.

“Yes, ma’am,” he said.

“Oh, I don’t like the sound of that,” she told him.

“But isn’t it respectful?” Oliver asked.

It was, she had to admit, only Aubrey wanted something else from him. But what?

She let her gaze drift off into the middle distance as she considered the different possibilities. For men, it was so easy. They could be addressed as “sir”. But ma’am? No. It didn’t have the same authoritative ring.

A grin spread across her lips as she picked out the term she wanted from this boy. “From now on, when we are alone and you’re serving me, you will address me as Princess.”

His brows creased with confusion.

“What? You don’t understand? Basically, you can think of yourself as a commoner. I will be royalty, and you will do whatever I say. Isn’t that right, peasant?” She grinned. Like so many other young women, she had grown up watching movies about princesses. In some of them, they were hapless and helpless, girls who had to be rescued. In more recent pieces, they became cunning and powerful in their own right.

As far as she was concerned, a princess was gorgeous, young, and able. She could do whatever she liked because she was too powerful for this boy or any boy for that matter.

“Yes, Princess,” he said.

“Good boy,” she said.

She hooked her thumbs into the elastic of her panties and started to pull them down. Only then she paused as she considered the naked young man in front of her. She enjoyed wearing her underwear while he was naked with his erection on display.

The yearnings continued to pulse through her body, but there was something else she wanted, something she had allowed herself to imagine once or twice. Granted, she had never confessed any of these desires to her boyfriends in high school or college because they probably wouldn’t have understood.

“Come over here,” she said.

He scurried forward, but she didn’t make him crawl. He didn’t need to be punished or humiliated. Oliver was a good boy and already understood his place. He realized he needed to obey and do as he was told.

“Kneel,” she ordered next.

He obeyed, getting down on his knees. Then she lifted her right foot.

“Suck on my toes,” she said.

Her breathing quickened. She watched as that look of discomfort played across his face, but he swallowed back his reluctance because he knew he had given himself to her.

He supported her foot with one hand on her ankle. With the other, he gently brushed the top of her foot before he leaned down and kissed her big toe. Then he opened his mouth and wrapped his lips around those contours.

“Oh, that feels amazing,” she said as he worshiped her foot.

Just as he heard those words, his tongue flicked out, and he did his absolute best. She could feel his eager drive to please her.

Oliver gently sucked on her big toe. He moved his mouth down, enveloping her soft skin. Then he pulled back. He tried something experimental, licking her between her toes. She giggled, jerked her leg back, and he looked up at her like a disappointed puppy.

“Take your time,” she said. “You went a little bit too fast just now.”

“I’m sorry, Princess,” he said.

Aubrey really believed him. She didn’t even need to use The Powers to understand he meant it.

A playful grin spread across her face as she lifted her foot again. He went back to massaging, nuzzling, and licking her toes. He worked his way down from the biggest to the smallest. He seemed to enjoy every second of this.

Aubrey had never considered why so many men had harassed their employees. Why did so many guys risk everything for a blow job from an intern or secretary?

But now, she started to understand the appeal.

That’s why she pulled her foot back, yanked down her panties, and let them fall to the floor.

She spread her legs, looked down at him, and nudged him forward with the power of her mind. This boy was suddenly thrust between her legs, his face gliding along the inner contours of her thighs.

She held him in place with that same effortless control.

“Lick,” she ordered. “Make me feel good. Make me feel wonderful.”

He dipped his head down, brought his tongue up, and did his best again.

I’m licking her. I’m really doing this. I’m making her feel good. Oh, I hope I don’t mess this up. I want her to be proud of me.

She pushed his thoughts aside even as that warm flickering satisfaction darted through her. She had a man who would put her first.

Sure, lots of guys knew how to lie and deceive. They could manipulate, only to cheat later. Not Oliver. She could trust to this boy because he really wanted to please and satisfy her.

This kind of security was amazing. It was the sort of confidence lots of men could enjoy without even trying.

He licked with eager desire. He licked like her pleasure counted for everything. He poured everything he had into satisfying her. Not only that, he really paid attention. He tried to listen to the sounds she made and the movements of her body. He worked to understand precisely what it would take to please her.

Before long, she climaxed. The excitement roiled through her body, forcing Aubrey to lift her chin as she savored that wild pleasure.

With a telekinetic nudge, she pushed him back.

“I want you,” she said.

If he worried maybe one orgasm would be enough for her, he must have felt relief, at least until he looked into her eyes. He saw that same hunger, that same eager desire.

She grabbed him with The Powers, only this time she pushed him to the floor.

“You can do whatever you want with me,” he said beneath those invisible restraints. She locked down his wrists and ankles. His legs were spread along with his arms. He couldn’t move.

“I can,” she agreed. “And you can try to get away if you want.”

Right away, he understood what she craved from him. She wanted to see him writhe and struggle beneath her hold. Sure enough, his muscles twitched as he fought those invisible shackles, all while Aubrey waited to feel some tension in her head. Maybe her abilities would draw on some deep reserve of strength.

But she could hear and feel it.

This boy tried to get away, yet she effortlessly held him in place.

“You aren’t going anywhere,” she said.

Still, Oliver kept struggling. He fought as hard as he could, tugging and twisting. He wiggled and squirmed.

She enjoyed every second of it. That’s why she leaned down, brushed her fingertips along his shaft, and teased him.

A different sort of frustration began to surge through his body. Yes, he could handle being restrained. He could handle being powerless, especially if that’s what his Princess wanted from him. But now, those desires became so much more powerful.

He had been aroused before she started teasing him. A few kisses had been enough to make him hard, only now he had this beautiful, redhaired girl stroking his balls and gently caressing his shaft.

Then she wrapped her fingers around his member while she watched him.

“You want something?”

“Sex,” he breathed out. He kept struggling, as though he truly believed he had some chance of breaking those bonds, grabbing her, and taking her.

He may have been a wild stallion bucking against his bit and bridle, yet they both knew he could never get away, not from a woman like Aubrey Sivan.

“Oh? You want me to have sex with you? Is that it? Are you hoping I’m going to take you?”

He looked up at her. For several seconds, he just bit down, his clenched teeth revealed as his lips pulled back.

“Answer me, boy.”

“Yes! Please!”

“Say it,” she ordered.

“Please, please have sex with me! Please, use me! Take me!”

She brought one hand up and caressed his cheek, his neck.

For a moment, she was truly tempted to claim him. She wanted to say something about how he would always be hers. But no. Old insecurities crashed into her. She pushed them away. She placed one hand against his neck. Then she dragged her touch down his chest. With her other hand, she kept stimulating his shaft and his balls. She toyed with him, watching as the frantic, primal need played across his face.

“Can I take you?”

“Yes! You can take me! You can do whatever you want with me!”

“I could slap a collar around your neck and call you my slave,” she said. Somewhere deep down, Aubrey must have been shocked by those words. Slavery was supposed to be abhorrent, but she loved the idea of having this man on his knees, his hands clasped together as he looked up at her. She wanted him to think of her and nothing else. “Or I could call you my pet.”

“Yes. You could do that, you can do anything.”

“Why?”

“You’re stronger than me. You’re a woman. You have The Powers!”

“The Powers,” she repeated. “They give me power over you, don’t they?”

“Yes!”

“There’s something else you have to say.”

His eyes widened with fear. His lips pulled back some more. He was breathing hard now, especially when she squeezed his member. It wasn’t enough to get him off. But it was close. It was so, so tantalizingly close.

Oliver may have been one of the smarter boys who could see what The Powers would do to society, but that didn’t protect him from his biological vulnerabilities. He was a man. He would always think with his shaft. He would always yearn for this kind of release.

Lucky for him, his desires just happened to coincide with hers.

“You’re stronger than me!”

“So what does that mean?”

He licked his lips, lowered his eyelids, and he couldn’t look up at her when he said, “It means you’re my superior.”

“Who’s the weaker sex?”

Giddy enthusiasm ran hot through her body as she asked that very simple question. “Who?”

“Women!” Oliver called out. His eyes flew open. “Women are the stronger sex, the superior sex. Women will be in charge!”

Biting down into her lower lip, she could barely control herself as she grabbed him and lowered herself onto his shaft. She enveloped his cock. She felt a lot like Carly must have. She had this boy, and she could take him. She could seize control and do whatever she liked with him. He could struggle or fight, but it didn’t matter.

“Thank you!”

Gratitude? Really? She hadn’t expected that.

The spot between her eyebrows knitted with confusion. Concern.

Only then her worries dissipated as she looked down at this handsome boy on his back, trapped beneath her, a plaything, a toy to be loved and cherished.

And he was grateful for the opportunity.

“Thank you for doing this. Thank you for picking me.”

Normally, women worried about being chosen. Even in contemporary settings, girls didn’t want to be the aggressors. Yeah, there were a few errant females, young women or brazen feminists who could step forward and ask a guy out. They might send the first text message, but so many men needed to be the aggressors. They had to chase the women in their lives. Because if they didn’t, if they didn’t get brave or bold, they might feel like they had lost something.

Not Oliver. He understood how men could get nervous now, how they could be scared of The Powers.

Historical advantages no longer meant anything. Biological strength had become irrelevant, cute little details rendered utterly moot by the things a woman could do with her mind…

She leaned down and kissed him. Simultaneously, she savored the heat of his body between her legs. She trapped his cock and sensed those rubbing movements. This was a gift he had given her, something special.

For just a moment, she remembered those damsels from past generations and ages when a woman’s only real choice was the man to whom she surrendered her virginity. She started to smile. She suppressed the thought. She focused on kissing this boy.

Then she grinned and looked down at him. “Struggle. See if you can get away.”

This time, confusion played along his handsome face, but Oliver wanted to be an obedient boy. More than that, he was smart enough to understand what this might do. Within seconds, he figured it out. That’s why he strained his muscles again. He pulled with his arms, tried to kick out with his feet, and bucked his hips forward. As he did so, she moaned through another wild undulation of hot, incandescent ecstasy.

As he bucked and thrashed beneath her like some wild animal desperate to dismount his rider, she held on tight. She had one hand on his chest. Distantly, she recognized the frantic kicking of his heart. With the other, she gripped his shoulder like she needed something to hold onto.

All the while, she moved up and down, gliding her most sensitive parts over his member. She used him, claimed him, and took him. She pleasured herself on his body.

“I’m not letting you go,” she said the words that had no idea how long this kind of promise might last. The only thing that truly mattered was her power over him.

“I can’t, I can’t get away!”

“I’m your superior,” she promised. She closed her eyes, focused entirely on touch, and added, “I can have you whenever I want.”

“Yes. Thank you. Thank you for taking me. Thank you for using me! I, I know you can do whatever you want!”

He acknowledged her authority and embraced his surrender.

As Aubrey sped up, she glanced down into his eyes one more time. That’s when she sensed it, the frantic need burning at his core. In past relationships, Oliver had always been a kind lover, which meant he didn’t think sex had to end with his own orgasm. He understood how important it was to take care of his girlfriend, to love her, to make her feel cherished.

As Aubrey recognized all of this and more, she said, “Now. Come for me now, my good boy.”

My good boy.

Such demeaning words. Such humiliating words.

And yet, women were almost always called girls. Women could be called sweetheart or honey, and it was always supposed to be okay…for some reason. Guys would come up with justifications, explanations about how the intent was benign or how they were just being friendly.

“My good boy” sounded enough like a complement.

She pumped him now. Not only that, she felt his shaft as he bucked up and pulsated. The shuddering pleasure swept through his body, tightening its grip along every inch of his frame. He tried to hold his breath as he gasped through his teeth. Aubrey flipped her hair back one more time. She closed her eyes and surrendered to the bright, wild delight of an orgasm. The pleasure amazed her and took her away from everything else.

Then it was over, she stopped, and she looked down into his eyes.

“Hold me,” she said.

Like a little girl eager to cuddle with a cherished pet, she tore herself away, hunkered down beside him, and rested her head on his chest.

In this instant, Aubrey knew she could ask him a dozen different questions. Better yet, she could search through his thoughts, his memories, and find whatever she wished to know. A boy like all of him couldn’t have any secrets, not from a woman like her.

But what if she learned something dark? What if he was a man, and his thoughts morphed into something new, something different? Maybe his loyalty only lasted until he was spent…

Exhausted and unwilling to explore those possibilities, she instead closed her eyes and relaxed as his fingers traced light paths down her shoulder and along her sides. As he caressed her, she didn’t worry about anything.

“So who won that game of Truth or Dare?” whispered Oliver.

“Me. Obviously,” she said as one corner of her mouth rose up into a smile.

Brooke

It was a lazy Friday afternoon.

That was rare for Brooke and her colleagues; all too often, politicians chose Friday afternoon for their worst confessions and policy dumps.

Not this time. For once, there wasn’t a single announcement about one scandal or another. Sure, the rage machine of the internet continued to manufacture one outrage or another. This politician secretly hated veterans, or another representative said something offensive about their conservative base.

None of it warranted a response from her political action committee. That’s why Brooke got to just sit around with some of the other girls in the office. They swiveled in their chairs, played games, answered emails, and wasted time. It felt incredible!

Her favorite part?

Strategizing.

Brooke couldn’t help herself, not when everything was still changing. Had the government simply come out and made some sort of announcement about the Powers, then perhaps things would have settled.

Instead, local municipalities started to make decisions.

“Oh my gosh,” someone said, Daisy, another fixer for their organization.

Daisy looked so sweet and innocent, almost as though her biology decided to live up to her namesake. Although she was in her mid-thirties, she could have passed for a college freshman, especially with her thick, curving blonde hair. Parted down the middle, those golden tresses framed her face perfectly. Not only that, she somehow made cheerful look effortless.

“What is it?” Brooke asked as she glanced up from her computer. She had been thinking of simply leaving for the day. She wanted to go home and spend some time with Leo.

Yeah, that could be really good for both of them.

“A town up north is thinking about restricting male access to financial services,” she said, nearly giddy.

Brooke rolled her chair across the floor and glanced at her colleague’s computer screen. For a moment, she expected to see some meet on social media or maybe an article on a blog no one had ever heard of.

This was something most people didn’t understand. The information ecosystem online was incredibly complicated, and even if people theoretically considered the source of any piece of information, they seldom applied that awareness. To so many people, a meme written by some unknown individual, maybe here, maybe in another country, maybe by an expert, maybe by a hate-filled lunatic should be equally valid as a verified piece of journalism.

But when Brooke saw the source, she blinked a couple of times.

“This isn’t just a possibility,” Brooke said. “They are actually voting on it!”

Daisy grinned. She swung her arms forward and back like some little kid. Then she clapped. She actually clapped her hands together like this was the best news she had heard all week.

“It’s amazing, don’t you think?”

Brooke paused for a moment.

“It can’t pass. It can’t possibly pass,” she stated emphatically before some of her certainty faded. “Can it?”

“Oh yeah,” Daisy said. “Definitely!”

“What makes you so sure?”

“Keep reading,” Daisy said. “The writer asked that exact same question.”

Like pretty much everyone else in politics, Brooke had developed a talent for speed reading. She scanned the article, quickly sliding her eyes over every word as she absorbed the information along with dozens of different possibilities.

“Their city council had huge turnover this year,” Brooke finally said, almost whispering the words.

“Yup. I’m guessing some women are cleaning house,” Daisy said. “Isn’t that amazing?”

“Do you think those men resigned on their own?”

“Does it matter?” Daisy asked, only to make the question seem completely irrelevant.

“It might matter if this new law gets challenged in court.” Actually, it seemed like every law across the country could be challenged for one reason or another.

“And what you think a judge would say?” Daisy asked. She wore a vindictive smile.

“The judge?”

“Why not? Most of them are men. Heck, I bet if we start checking the public records, we will see lots of them resigning.”

“So what about the men in this town? They won’t have access to financial services?”

“Not without a woman’s permission,” Daisy said, almost singing the words.

“But seriously, that just can’t be legal.” Normally, Brooke could be adept at maneuvering the minutia and insanity of politics. But this just seemed absolutely incredible.

“Why not?” Daisy asked. “I bet the infrastructure still exists for a system like this. I mean, there are custodian accounts for kids. If you have a child who got their first job or whatever, she can open a bank account with a parent’s permission.”

“But men aren’t children,” Brooke said.

“Aren’t they?” Daisy teased. “But seriously, if the infrastructure is there and we can’t trust men to make their own financial decisions, then maybe they need someone to hold their hand. You know, in the short term.”

“We both know it would last a lot longer than just the short term,” Brooke said.

“I know,” Daisy agreed. “Isn’t it great?”

Brooke drifted back into those different thoughts. “What about the men who don’t have a female in their lives? There are lots of guys out there who would be on their own.”

Daisy shrugged, “They had better start dating? Or maybe they could get a lawyer or something. I mean, it would be expensive, but why not? Besides, it’s important to remember that this is for their own good. If you have a guy just wandering around with a wallet, any woman could take it from him.”

All around the office, the women who worked here had become much more brazen when it came to discussing The Powers. For her part, Brooke just listened.

“I guess so…”

“Besides, this will be good for men overall. Not only will it protect their assets by putting them in the hands of someone capable, the men will have to really think about their financial decisions. You know?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, it’s demonstrated that men love taking risks. Warren Buffett is one of the greatest investors on the planet. Why? Because he invests like a woman. He doesn’t go for the new shiny toy the way most men do. He takes his time, does his research, and goes for the sure thing. Is it exciting? No. Is he one of the best investors of all time? Definitely! More men should invest like women.”

Brooke looked over at her friend, and she couldn’t be sure if Daisy really meant that or not. But then, it hardly mattered.

“Just think about how much this will make life easier for all of the wives out there who have had to worry about their husbands making irresponsible financial decisions. Guys go out and buy cars or boats or whatever. Worse, they might pay for a night out with some girl. Cheating will become almost impossible if a man knows his credit card basically belongs to his wife…”

“That’s all true,” Brooke said.

And as she considered it, she turned back to her screen. She let her thoughts drift as she answered a few emails, but she kept returning to this small town where men wouldn’t be allowed to have their own money. And if they couldn’t have their own money, could they really make their own decisions?

No.

They would need their sisters, wives, mothers and friends to take care of them. They would learn what it meant to be dependent and to obey.

Breathing out slowly, she grinned.




Brooke headed home just a little bit early. As she left the office, she enjoyed a fresh burst of excitement. She wanted to see Leo, to talk to him.

It was time for their relationship to evolve, she decided.

As her plans blossomed behind her eyes, Brooke came up with different possibilities. But one thing she knew for certain: things had to change.

It was the end of the week, yet excitement thrummed through her veins, granting her extra strength. She made it home faster than usual. Apparently, the traffic gods decided to be kind to her.

“I’m home,” Brooke called out.

She wasn’t surprised to see the door to his office closed.

He was probably busy typing away at his computer as he played one game or another.

With a disappointed shake of her head, she knew this conversation had to happen. Although her husband had witnessed the Powers, he still didn’t really understand what it meant for him or his future.

It was time for her boy to figure it out.

Brooke went up to the door, turned the knob, and felt it click.

Locked.

“Leo, open the door,” she said. She knocked.

No answer.

She glanced down and saw some of the light coming from his computer. Not only that, she heard a chair roll on the floor. Yeah, he was definitely in there. “Leo, open the door right now,” she said, firmer this time.

After spending most of her time with her female colleagues, she was ready to take control.

“I’m not messing around, Leo. Open this door right now.” She sounded like an authority figure, almost like a parent shouting down to some teenage boy who refused to obey.

“If you don’t open this door, I will blast it off of its hinges,” she promised.

Still no response.

“You have until the count of five,” she said. “One…two…three… four…”

She waited and seriously wondered whether or not he would cooperate. Perhaps this boy thought he could be obstinate and stubborn without facing any real consequences. Maybe he believed he was a guy, her equal, and so he could get away with behaving like some petulant kid.

“Last chance,” she stated. Just as she started that final number, the door unlocked.

It swung inward, and there was her husband.

“What? What do you want?”

“We need to talk,” she said, “and I was hoping you would be in a better mood.”

“Look, I’m busy. Can we do this some other time?”

At the start of their relationship or maybe even right after they got married, she would have told him yes. They could talk about this at some other point, but The Powers gave her more confidence. She was his wife, and if she wanted to talk to him now, then Brooke would damn well talk to him now.

“No,” she said flatly. Then she glanced over his shoulder and saw something on his computer screen.

She strode past him.

“No. That’s private,” he told her. She didn’t need telepathy to pick up on the note of fear echoing in his voice.

He darted past her, minimized the browser window, and put the computer to sleep.

“Move,” she said. This time, she didn’t try to negotiate with him. Rather, she drew on The Powers, seized control of his motor functions, and forced him to step aside. Then she held onto his body and made sure he didn’t move from that spot.

Rather than use telepathy, she switched to telekinesis. Bands of invisible force locked around his feet, essentially shackling him to the floor. His arms and the rest of his body were free, but he could only reach out impotently and try to grab the mouse.

She glanced at him and smirked while he tried to stretch, but both the computer and the mouse remained a few inches out of reach.

“Let’s see what you were doing,” she said.

She jiggled the mouse, and the computer obediently woke up, only now asked for a password.

Brooke typed in the password they used on all of their computers, tablet, and streaming services. It made things easy when every device could be accessed with the same set of keystrokes.

Incorrect Password. Try again.

She saw that image flash across the monitor, and she turned to him. Some of her dark hair had fallen forward, so she tucked it behind her ear and stared at him hard.

“I’m not telling you what it is,” he said.

That’s when he tried to block her abilities. She peered into his mind and heard him silently go through the lyrics of some profane song about thongs and how women were only important based on the shapes of their asses.

“You don’t need to tell me,” she said.

She went deeper than his surface thoughts. She recalled the exact moment when he changed his password.

She found each letter and number. She typed them in and watched as the screen resolved itself.

She opened the browser and found the website and what he had been reading. Her eyes moved across the headline first: Feminists Attempt to Limit Men’s Right to Access the Internet.

“What is this?” Brooke asked.

“Nothing,” Leo said way too fast. “It’s nothing, and that’s my computer, and this is none of your business!”

“This looks like a men’s rights blog,” she said.

“It’s a journalistic outlet,” he retorted.

By this point, he had seen the futility of trying to reach for the computer, so he stood with his arms at his sides now. His fingers tightened into fists, and Brooke had to wonder what he would have done if she released him.

Fortunately for her, she didn’t have to find out.

“Men’s rights” had been a problem for feminist organizations like hers for quite some time, mostly because these groups seemed focused on perpetuating misogyny. In actuality, Brooke had no problem with the notion of men fighting for their rights. Too often, sexism cut against the male half of the species. Men didn’t receive enough mental health care, paternity leave was extremely limited at most companies (why would a father need to take time off to help raise an infant child?), and there were harmful stereotypes to be fought.

But men’s rights groups never went after these issues. Instead, they constantly complained about feminists. They argued women had taken too much power, that, even if they made statistically less for the same work, women just needed to get over it.

“Look, let me just talk to you. We can go to the living room and—”

“Be quiet,” she said. She jerked her hand back in his direction, brought her fingers and thumb together, silencing him immediately. He made some noises, but since he couldn’t open his mouth, he had to stay quiet.

Brooke expected rage as she began to read. Instead, a sense of amused disdain spread through her.

In New Smoke, a city fifty miles from the capital, rogue feminists have put forward a new ballot initiative. They argue men have stepped out of line and need to be put back in their place. How are they going to do it? They want to strike at the heart of our economy by limiting male access to the internet. According to this initiative, every internet-access point in the entire town would require a special password, one issued by the local government. Obviously, this is a massive overreach, and these feminists need to be put in their place. Unfortunately, there haven’t been any lawyers to step forward. Even staunch supporters of the rule of law seem to have been silenced by the feminist cohort that’s taken control of New Smoke.

So what can be done?

Yes, we have all heard about women and their so-called abilities. If you suspect your woman is doing something behind your back, put her in her place. Give her a good smack. Something like that should help, especially if you catch her off guard. My friends, there will be a cure for “The Powers,” and we will reassert our rightful place as leaders of society.

The screen continued.

Unable to stop herself, she actually scrolled down to the bottom of the page. It went on and on. And on. And on…

“You really enjoy reading this stuff?” she relaxed her hold on his jaw and allowed him to speak.

“I should be able to read whatever I want,” he snapped back at her.

“Not anymore,” she said. “Not in this household.”

“You can’t censor me!”

“Close your eyes,” she stated. Simultaneously, she seized control of his body, and she forced his eyelids down.

He couldn’t see anything, no matter how hard he tried, but he could hear as she clicked on his mouse and started typing in new information.

“What are you doing?”

“Changing the password on this computer,” she said simply. “Don’t worry. I’ll still let you use it from time to time, so long as you behave yourself.”

“You can’t do this!”

“Really? Because it looks like I’m all done.”

She put the computer to sleep and turned back to her husband. “Now, let’s get started.” Grabbing him by the hand and pulling him from his home office. She yanked him back into the living room.

Adorably, Leo tried to tear his hand from her grip.

“You can’t do this,” he said again.

“You’re going to have to come up with something new, sweetheart,” she tossed back at him. “Because obviously, I can.”

Surprisingly, her husband actually decided to listen to her this time. “Okay. You’re right,” Leo conceded. “You can do this. Please, can we talk about it?”

“That’s what we are doing.”

She still held his hand. She still dragged him along like he was some child. Leo had probably never imagined someone could overpower him like this, let alone his wife. If he ever imagined some physical threat, it was probably a criminal, a mugger somewhere. Not a girl like Brooke.

But she wielded her extraordinary talents, guiding him back into the living room. Then she put one hand on his shoulder. He looked at her, and he must have sensed what she had in mind. She could feel his resolve and determination.

As far as he was concerned, she would never, ever get him on his knees.

With a thought, she knocked him to his knees. One moment, he was standing. In the next, his legs bent, he fell forward, and his knees hit the carpet.

“Let’s talk,” she said.

“We should talk like equals. I’m your husband!”

“But we aren’t equals,” she said. “Not anymore. Besides, one could argue equality was never really possible.”

“What are you talking about?”

Brooke had heard this line of reasoning.

In fact, lots of feminists knew it. It was an old argument, consistently used against women for centuries. She enjoyed trotting it out, if only because she had hated it so much for so long, but finally this faulty line of reasoning could be used for her benefit.

“Leo, Leo, Leo. We are different people. We can’t be equal. Equal means the same.”

“But we can be equal in our relationship,” he said.

“We could,” she allowed, if only because she understood the fault in her own line of reasoning. “But guess what? I don’t want to.”

“Please. I’m your husband. You’re supposed to love me!”

She pouted her lips together into a frown, “Oh, I love you. I love you a great deal. If I didn’t, I would kick you out of the house.”

Leo blanched, probably because he had never considered something like this before.

“I love you,” she continued, “and that’s why I want to help you. I’m going to make sure you become a better man, Leo.”

“What, what are you talking about?”

“I think we need to reassess our various responsibilities in our relationship. Don’t you?”

“What does that mean? You’re talking in circles!”

“No, I’m not,” she replied. “I’m just being honest with you.”

“What do you want?”

“I want both of us to be happy together.”

“You won’t get that if you keep dragging me around the house like I’m some little kid!” As his volume rose, Leo’s cheeks flared red.

“Why are you so angry?”

“Because you dragged me in here!”

“No, no, no,” she said with a dismissive shake of her head and a patronizing smile. Brooke then looked right down at her husband. He was kneeling, he had to look up, and he understood what it meant to tilt his head toward the ceiling to see the woman he loved. “I’m mean more generally, Leo. For the last couple of weeks, you’ve been hiding in your office, playing your games. Oh, and you’ve also been getting yourself upset with those websites. Now, I have fixed that problem.”

“You don’t have a right to regulate what I read!”

“Those men are obsolete,” she said. “It’s always been a problem. Certain parts of society don’t know how to adapt, so they get angry. How long do you think it’s going to be before one of those guys does something stupid?”

“They aren’t like that.”

“Yeah, they are,” she replied. When she spoke down to him, she made it clear that his opinion didn’t count. He was wrong and she was right because she stood and he kneeled. “You probably can’t see it. You think that rage is normal, but it’s not. They are going to mess up. I don’t know when, and I don’t know how, but I’m sure it’s going to happen.”

Leo’s nostrils flared. He stared at her, his eyes stony and bright with aggravation.

“We need to focus on us, Leo. I’m not interested in a bunch of guys who are angry online. Their sisters, wives, and girlfriends can deal with them. You, however, are my responsibility.”

“No, I’m not.”

“Do you hear yourself? Do you hear how petulant you sound? When we got married, we promised to love one another in sickness and in health, through good times and bad. If you’re frustrated right now, I can still help you.”

“You made me kneel,” he pointed out.

“Because it’s good for you,” she said.

“What happened to you?” His eyes softened. They got wider, and he seemed more intense, more sincere. “Please, can we just go back to the way things were?”

“You mean when I was a feminist fighting a losing battle? When I had to put up with tons and tons of sexist nonsense, especially the guys who insisted they knew better than me, especially when it came to being a woman and that they were sure sexism didn’t really exist at all? Is that what you are saying?”

Leo didn’t answer.

“No, Leo. We’re moving forward, whether you like it or not.”

“What does that mean?”

“This household, our home, is going to be guided by a new principal.”

“What principle?” He couldn’t hide the fear from ringing in his voice.

“Those bloggers you love to read so much are going after the wrong targets, Leo. Then again, they never really fought with feminism. They argued with some twisted, modified version that doesn’t really exist. Feminists never wanted to oppress men. They never wanted anything more than respect, genuine respect, for women. But the boys couldn’t handle it, could they?”

Brooke leaned down, touched the underside of his chin, and she sensed his desire to slap her hand away. But somehow, he couldn’t summon the courage. He couldn’t bring himself to try anything that antagonistic.

“Those boys should be way, way more scared of female supremacy.”

“Female supremacy?” Leo whispered the words as though they belonged to some horrifying incantation.

“That’s right, Leo,” she said playfully. “It spread through the office. With The Powers, women really are the superior sex now. And that’s why we are taking charge. That’s why we will be in control.”

“No. No way. It can’t happen!”

“It can. And it will. You’ve heard about the new laws that are going into effect. You’ve probably heard about the mass resignations. Didn’t you hear what happened at the pharmaceutical company? Their entire corporate board resigned all at once. The only one left their CEO, only he isn’t a CEO anymore. What is he again?”

“They turned him into a personal assistant,” Leo said. Maybe he had secretly hoped this was all some sort of conspiracy theory, like something along these lines could never happen to someone that powerful.

“That’s right,” she agreed.

Brooke sauntered over to the couch, sat down, crossed her legs, and spread her arms out behind her. Then she looked down at her boy. “When we first got together, you made it very clear. You wanted to focus on your career, and you didn’t really care about domestic tasks, so it would be my responsibility to keep the house. You were very nice about it. Very honest. So I’m going to return the favor, Leo. I’m going to be very honest with you.”

“What are you saying?”

“Do you want to keep your job?”

“Yes!”

“Good,” she said. “I think it’s important for a boy to have interests outside of the house. Besides, you do most of your work online anyway.”

“If you want to keep your job, then you going to need to be a good boy at home. You are going to have to start helping out a lot more.”

“What does that mean?”

“Leo, you are now responsible for the cooking, cleaning the kitchen, the dishes, cleaning the bathroom, vacuuming, and the laundry.”

“But, but that’s pretty much everything!”

“Oh? Is it? Because that’s what I’ve been doing.”

He sputtered. His lips moved, and he tried to come up with something, but he couldn’t.

“And these are going to be your top priorities from now on. If I see you neglecting your domestic duties, then you and I are going to have a conversation.”

“What would you do?” Leo sneered. “Spank me?”

“That is an option,” she said.

“You wouldn’t dare,” he shot back.

“Are you challenging me, Leo?”

His nostrils widened as he inhaled. At this moment, he knew what she was really asking. He understood what he was risking.

And yet, he was a boy. He thought aggression and testosterone would protect him from the worst consequences of his actions. Then again, he was a boy, which meant there had almost always been a woman there to help piece him back together when he messed up. If his ego got bruised, she was supposed to be there to remind him of how great he was. If he got hurt, she would feed him soup and make him feel better.

His eyes blazed. His entire being seemed to simmer with barely controlled rage and frustration, right until that moment when she pulled her arms from the back of the couch, leaned forward, and told him, “Take off your pants and get across my lap.”

As the words left her lips, hot excitement coursed through her body. Did she really just say that?

Yes.

More importantly, she meant those words.

“What,” he started, only pause. “What are you saying?”

Unless she heard an apology, she intended to spank her husband. Oh yes, she would put him in his place. It wasn’t just about the pain she intended to inflict. No. It was about the position, of this boy finding himself face down. Of course, there were other options she could employ.

“I’m telling you to get across my lap right now. Trust me, Leo. You don’t want me to make you do it. It’ll be much worse for you if you really fight me.”

“I can’t!” Panic lanced through his protest.

“Yes, you can.”

She released her hold on this boy. He could stand, do jumping jacks, lie down, or roll around on the floor. He could also crawl over to his wife, climb onto her lap, and accept his spanking.

“Pants off now,” she ordered.

He tried to stand his ground and maintain the dignified façade of her equal…but he wasn’t her equal. She wielded The Powers while he remained limited by the deficiencies of his sex.

“Last chance…” Brooke promised.

With a growl, he pulled his belt free, yanked down his pants, and revealed the dark red of his boxers.

“Oh,” she teased. “Was that what you were trying to hide?”

“It’s a biological reaction,” Leo shot back. “It doesn’t mean anything.”

“Finish stripping,” she said.

Somehow, she enjoyed his reluctance. Sure, he took his time, and he worked to draw this out as though he thought delaying the inevitable might somehow stop it, but her eyes roamed along his body. Leo wasn’t perfect by any stretch, but she still enjoyed his manly lines and contours.

Once he finally pulled down his boxers, she grinned and said, “Hold your hands behind your back.” Rather than give him the opportunity to defy her or even hold out, she hijacked the part of his brain responsible for his arms. Before he knew what was happening, he crossed his wrists just above the small of his back. He moved with the automated helplessness of a puppet.

“Very nice,” she said. “I like having you this way, standing up in front of me, on display, just like a toy…”

“I’m not a toy. I’ll never be a toy.”

She hijacked a different part of his mind and demanded, “Tell me you are a toy and will say whatever I want.”

He didn’t just say it; he proved it, “I am a toy, and I will say whatever you want.”

Once the words dropped from his mouth, he glowered at her, only he couldn’t do anything more intimidating than that. After all, if he tried to contradict her, she could just force him to take back whatever he had said. She could rip away control with effortless ease.

“There we go,” she purred. “Now do a slow turn for me. I want to inspect you.” She crossed one leg over the other and examined him.

He waited for her control to force him to do a slow twirl. With his erection pointed forward, he hated how he must have looked, like some slave boy.

“Go on,” she teased. “Go on and do it. You know you’re not going to win. And don’t think I’ve forgotten about your spanking. I’m going to make sure your ass is nice and red.”

Before the arrival of The Powers, Leo probably would have expected her to say something more childish like “bottom” or “rear”. Instead, profanity became easier for her. Why? Because she could be aggressive? Because she could feel powerful? Because she didn’t need to worry about sounding dainty and feminine? Yes.

He sucked a breath between his teeth and yielded. His defiance broke as he slowly twirled in front of her, turning around in a tight circle. All the while, he felt her eyes on her. “Very nice, Leo. You are such a wonderful husband. I mean, you have the silly ideas about your place in the world, but we can fix that, can’t we?”

He didn’t answer.

“Yes, we can,” she finished for him. “Do another turn.”

Another?

The humiliation continued as he rotated in front of her, like some piece of jewelry getting inspected before purchase.

She studied his arms and his legs, his chest and his shaft. Not only that, she really savored the expression of frustration on his handsome face. When he glanced back at his wife, he saw her tuck a loose bang of dark brown hair behind her ear as her lips curved into a Cheshire smile.

“Very nicely done. Now I want you to crawl over here and kiss my feet before you tell me you need to be spanked.”

His anger morphed into fear; she could hear it in his voice, “Please, can we just talk about this? Look, I’m already naked. I know you’re stronger than me. Please, you don’t have to do this.”

“Oh, does the idea of getting spanked by your wife scare you, Leo?”

He didn’t answer right away. Instead, he jerked his head down and up: yes.

“That’s too bad,” she said. “But hey, I have a special present for you. If you want to avoid spankings in the future, all you have to do is be an appropriately good husband who recognizes his place in our household. Do you think you can do that?”

Scant weeks ago, she would have argued for their equality. Even after she discovered The Powers in her mind and fingertips, she would have believed they could still be equal partners in their relationship.

But now? Why bother? She could control him. Besides, if he was going to wander around online and read that filthy misinformation, then he proved he didn’t have the maturity or intellectual capacity to deal with this new world.

Someone needed to take this boy by the reins.

Leo could have continued to fight. But after his wife had manipulated his body by tapping into control of his mind, he knew it would be futile. He could beg and plead. He could act like some little weak girl to get her to feel bad for him. Young women had done this for centuries when their situations had been reversed.

And yet, he simply obeyed. He fell to his knees and looked up at her.

“I know I need to be spanked,” he confessed in a timid voice. This was a new sound for him. Throughout his life, he has been encouraged to be boisterous and aggressive. If a little girl shouted, she would be chided or discouraged. If a little boy got loud, that just meant he was energetic, and it should be expected anyway…

“Yes, you do. Now come get across my lap,” she said. Her eyes sparkled with delight because she couldn’t wait to punish him.

“I could go down on you instead,” he said at the last second.

“Oh? Are you asking? Are you making a special request?” She couldn’t leave it at that. She had to make it worse for him, “Are you begging?”

“Yes…” Leo muttered.

“Really?” Brooke taunted as she lifted one finger to the corner of her mouth and looked down at him like he was some pet attempting to perform a trick for his owner. “Because that didn’t sound much like begging to me.”

“What do you want?” Leo growled, his frustration evident.

She had been waiting for a moment just like this. With her gaze fixated on this boy, she maintained tight control. Right as he felt the invasion of this beautiful woman into his most intimate thoughts, he pleaded, “No. Please. Just let me try again!”

Too late, Brooke had made up her mind. His lovely wife forced his hands together. His fingers tightened over his knuckles, and he held his elbows at his sides as she forced him to lift his chin. Then he heard the words, only he didn’t get to pick them.

“Brooke, you’re beautiful and so much smarter than I could ever be. Please, would you spank me to punish me for my stupid decisions? I’ve been a sullen, bratty husband, and I need to be disciplined. I’m so sorry for all of my mistakes, but this is the only way I can learn because I’m just a dumb boy!”

Then her control retreated from his mind, and he fell forward.

“That wasn’t funny,” he said, but his wife couldn’t hear him over the sounds of her own laughter.

“Oh, it was just a joke. You shouldn’t be so sensitive,” she said.

“You took over my body!”

“And I’m going to do it again unless you climb up on my lap right now.”

Leo may have protested or argued, yet he still accepted the lesson because he climbed onto the couch. Then he awkwardly pushed his stomach down against her legs. Just like that, he positioned himself on her lap.

“Are you ready?”

“Please, don’t do this!”

“Tell me, what have you learned?”

My wife is a brat, and the men have to rebel because every woman is going to act like this if we aren’t careful. The thought flashed through his head, instinctive and uncontrolled. Then again, he chose to read misogynistic garbage, so maybe his reaction made a lot of sense.

Too bad for him.

Her hand fell down hard against his right butt cheek. She slapped him, making a clapping sound that reverberated through their living room.

He didn’t react. He kept his eyes closed, yet she could sense the pain radiating from that one spot. She struck again.

And again. And again!

With every spanking, she went for the same spot, making sure it turned a bright shade of pink, then red.

A yelp escaped his lips.

Next, he growled.

He tried to get up, only she forced telekinetic bands around his wrists and ankles, pinning him to the couch.

He squirmed helplessly.

“You know what I find most fascinating about this?” Magnanimously, Brooke allowed her disobedient and misbehaving husband to answer.

“The fact that I’m not going to give up?”

“No,” she replied. “The fact that you enjoy it.”

“What, what’re you talking about?”

Using those same telekinetic bands, she rolled her husband onto his back. Then she reached down and stroked his hardened shaft. A different kind of growl resonated through his body. She couldn’t mistake the mixture of frustrated desire and ashamed need.

“Look at this,” she said. “You’re excited. You like it. You can’t help yourself, can you? Somewhere in that cute boy head of yours, you know this is what you want. The Powers might be a new stage of evolution, but maybe the boys are evolving too. Have you ever considered that, Leo?”

“You can’t do this to me,” he protested.

“Quiet,” she said before continuing. He shut his mouth, and she didn’t even need to use her powers on him, not this time. He probably believed he had some dignity as he went silent. He could be so cute when he was wrong. “Leo, you have so much potential. I think you could be a really good guy. That’s why I want you to take on these new chores. You’ll get to cook and clean and you’ll know your place in our household. Things can be so much more set and certain.”

He remained silent.

“It’s funny,” she reflected, “That used to be one of the main arguments against feminism. Back in the day, the people who didn’t want to see society change—conservatives—argued that men and women were supposed to have their specific roles in society. Men would lead and make important decisions, while their wives would support them. The Victorians actually believed women were morally superior, like men would go out, get corrupted by the corporeal world, only to come home and have women act as their consciences. It sounds good on paper, except those same women had no opportunity, and they were completely dependent and powerless— like you.”

“I’m not powerless!” Leo finally burst out.

“You might as well be,” Brooke replied smoothly. It was so easy for her to utter those words, especially since she knew they were true.

To prove it, she reached down and stroked his shaft. “You like this, don’t you?”

Gritting his teeth, he refused to answer again. He probably believed silence was his best response.

With one hand, she stroked his shaft. Her fingertips slid along his firm skin as he struggled to hold back those desires. With her other hand, she cupped his balls. “It’s funny how easy you are to manipulate. Even now, this is what you want. This is what you need. And you know what, I think I can mess with you in another way.”

The idea occurred to her, and she decided to go with it. She looked down into his eyes, and he saw her.

Only then the world shifted. It changed around him.

Leo fell into a waking dream.

He couldn’t control what happened. He heard every sound and felt every touch, but he couldn’t be anything more than a passenger in his daydream.

“Please, Professor, I need to pass this class!” His eyes watered just a little bit as he looked at the woman behind her desk: Brooke. But in this scenario, she wasn’t his wife. She was his teacher.

“Are you going to be in trouble at home if you fail Male Obedience 101?” Brooke asked.

“Yes!”

Leo looked down at his uniform. Yes, he wore a uniform. He was a fully grown man, only he wore polished black shoes, pleated, navy-blue pants, and a white shirt. He looked like some schoolboy.

“Ironic, isn’t it? In Male Obedience, all you need to do is obey. But some of you boys have trouble with that, don’t you? It’s why you need this special training.”

“Yes, Professor. I’m sorry I messed up.”

“So what are you asking for, Leo?”

“Extra credit,” he said. “Please? Please, there has to be something I can do.”

“If you want extra credit, what should you do?”

“Beg,” he said automatically, only his head dipped down. In his daydream, he understood the world. He knew women ruled because he had considered these possibilities before. He had read through those articles and discovered the bloggers’ biggest fears.

“Then get started,” ordered Brooke, his professor.

Leo didn’t know why he had to do this. He couldn’t explain how his grade had become so important, especially in a class like Male Obedience 101. He should have been able to walk away. He was an adult in his thirties, yet someone else controlled his dream.

“This is good for you,” he heard his wife whisper in the real world. “I didn’t even know I could do this, but isn’t it fun?”

Back in his dream, Leo crawled around her desk. He got down onto his hands and knees just like an animal. He had seen the other boys do this. It had been part of the class. They brought in cute teenagers from the Leadership Program and had the boys crawl toward them.

The boys had to race. They had to scurry and scamper. The girls laughed, and the boys accepted the collars around their necks. Fortunately, that hadn’t become a new part of the uniform.

Not yet.

Leo understood all of this as a part of his imagined nightmare.

At the same time, he soon found himself in front of her chair. Even if this was his Male Obedience 101 teacher, he still couldn’t get angry at her. He tried to find that misogynistic rage, the frustration which came from losing all of his vaunted status and privilege as a man in society. Instead, he looked up at Brooke, and he wanted to please her.

Leo dropped his head, shook it, and clenched his eyes shut as he tried to fight back his wife’s telepathic control.

It didn’t work.

This boy never had a chance.

Women wielded The Powers, so he tried to dual his wife without a weapon in hand.

“Do you have something to say?”

Leo pressed his elbows down against his sides, brought his hands up, and he looked at his teacher. “Please, Professor, I can’t fail this class! Please, can I have another chance to demonstrate my obedience! I know I have messed up. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry!”

“And why should I give you another chance?”

“Because I’m a boy, and I know I can learn to be obedient! You said that men are naturally obedient now. You said!” His voice cracked. Perhaps there were more words, but she touched a finger to his mouth.

Then she stood.

In her black dress and matching tights, she looked so gorgeous. But then he watched as his teacher sat up, then stood up, pulled down her panties and tights all at once. She kicked off her shoes, letting one hit him in the shoulder.

“I like hearing you beg, Leo. Do it some more. Tell me about how you really, really want to be an obedient boy.”

An obedient boy. He hated the phrase. Obedience was for dogs and slaves. But then, wasn’t that what men had essentially become? For so many women, males occupied the same social status. They were pets. Playthings. Since boys didn’t have The Powers, they couldn’t compete, so males had become little more than children. Yes, they were still human, only they had become ancillary, a secondary feature of the real work of society.

A few women might be kind and indulge their husbands or brothers. They might allow men to have an equal say when it came to matters of the home. They might even allow their brothers or husbands to talk about politics! Of course, their opinions didn’t truly count. Why would they?

“I really want to be an obedient boy! I’m trying so hard! I’m sorry I keep messing up. I will do better! I know I can!”

“Do you agree with the new legislation?”

As Brooke projected this daydream into his mind, she marveled at some of his favorite fears.

“Yes,” he said, only his voice shook. Since she had The Powers, his professor would know he was lying. But did that really matter? So long as he was obedient and told her what she wanted to hear, then maybe he could still be an obedient boy? “Restricting male voting rights makes a lot of sense,” he told her.

“And why is that?”

“Because boys can’t be trusted.”

“And why is that?” Brooke asked as though she had gone through this same lecture with many other young males.

“Because we don’t have The Powers. Because we can’t be trusted to make our own decisions.”

“That’s right,” she said. “And should males be allowed to hold political office?”

In his daydream, Leo knew men hadn’t had any kind of political office, but they were still theoretically eligible to do so—unless the female-dominated legislature decided to send fresh bills to the President, which she would undoubtedly sign.

“No, Professor, men shouldn’t be allowed to hold political office.”

“And why is that?” she asked with the cadence of a woman who said these words again and again.

“Men might not have the intellectual maturity necessary to hold political office. Those decisions are too hard for boys like me.”

He was well into his thirties, but he was still referred to as a boy.

“Very smart,” she said. Somehow, that phrase signified something different for him. “Very smart” meant he could demonstrate the requisite obedience. He knew how to say what would please this woman.

“Thank you, Professor,” he replied with his head down.

“And what about the mandatory chastity laws?”

This was another one of those dreaded laws. Losing the right to vote or hold political office was bad enough, but this kind of regulation would be used to control his most intimate acts. His body would no longer belong to himself. Instead, society could dictate what happened in his pants…

“I think they’re a great idea,” he said.

“Really? Why’s that? What’s the point of a boy having a political opinion?”

His nostrils twitched.

This was it, definitely his nightmare. His heart started pounding faster, and he could feel the heat flare along his flesh.

But still, he had to face this test from his Professor—Brooke—his wife—the woman who controlled him. “Women came up with the idea, so it must be a good one,” he replied.

“That’s exactly the kind of airheaded response a boy should give,” she told him.

Airheaded? That term used to apply exclusively to women. Now it only worked for men. The females around would never admit it, but they always looked smarter because they could simply read the minds of the males in the room. Men occasionally had good ideas, only they could be stolen by the powerful females nearby, making sure those males always remained at a severe disadvantage.

Of course, the women never had to admit this. Why would they? It was so much easier to claim superiority.

But Leo didn’t point any of this out, especially because he didn’t want to face a timeout, a spanking, or any of the other infantile punishments schoolboys like him received when they disappointed their professors.

“Now, what have you heard about chastity?”

There were so many answers he could have provided: it would be demeaning and humiliating for the boys in society. It would render them helpless and servile. Suddenly, women would have even more power than just The Powers.

The Powers made women unstoppable—when they were nearby. But when a wife went off to work, how was she supposed to know her husband really obeyed her orders? What could she do to ensure he always remembered his place in their household?

A metallic chastity lock could be perfect for him. With every step, every few seconds, he would feel that restrictive iron and know that someone else held the key to his sex drive. Men had always been controlled by their animal lusts, so women could use that against these boys.

“Chastity is really good for men. It helps to stay focused on what matters.”

“What’s that?”

“Being good, obedient boys. Serving our wives.”

“Exactly,” she said.

“Does this count for extra credit?”

“I haven’t decided yet,” she said, and he knew it could be arbitrary. As his teacher, she could decide whatever she wanted. She could change her mind, tease him, and play with him however she liked. Maybe he would pass because she liked the way the light shined on his hair. Or maybe he would fail because there was something about the note in his voice. His tone hadn’t been “properly servile,” as noted in the course syllabus. “Tell me about how boys should be chipped.”

His eyes widened.

Yes, he had heard about those experimental programs, but he probably didn’t believe they really existed. Something like that shouldn’t have been possible, right?

Even if she could read his mind, Leo had to bite back every angry retort. “Sometimes men get lost,” he explained. “They wander off, they make stupid mistakes, and so it’s important for us to be chipped.”

“Like?”

For a second, he didn’t understand what she meant by that single word? Then the pieces fit, and his cheeks flared again. He didn’t know if he was blushing, but he could still feel that heat of embarrassment run down his neck.

For a long time, he and some of the other boys suspected that women enjoyed playing with them like this out of some perverted sense of revenge, like this was a long simmering vendetta. For so long, women had been objectified and humiliated throughout society. From their ridiculous uniforms (stewardesses, schoolgirls, and specialty restaurants where cute girls donned snug shorts for their male clientele) to those little indignities they had to endure every day, it made sense women would be angry.

Only now Leo suspected something else was happening.

The women didn’t want revenge. On the contrary, many women never really felt that degraded by society because they had been socialized for it. They had gotten used to it. They knew “angry” women were shunned in one way or another, so they learned to smile instead. Even if some obnoxious, ugly guy told a pretty girl to smile, she would just wave him off or maybe even oblige because she knew it was easier than putting up with his tantrum.

But now?

Women made their choices. They were people, and people could be corruptible. They had all of this power, and there were these boys who couldn’t resist. So why not indulge? Why not have some fun?

“Oh, are you worried you might get lost? Are you worried you might run off by accident?”

That was always the justification for the microchips. Boys needed them because they could “get lost”. Of course, everyone knew the truth. Men didn’t simply open a front door and walk outside and run down the street and try to disappear without knowing exactly what was happening. Rather, these boys made a conscious decision, and the women just pretended otherwise.

When a man ran off, it was a mistake. It was an accident.

He didn’t really know what he was doing.

So a tracking chip made perfect sense. Even if he would be brought home for extensive punishment and reeducation in a class like Male Obedience 101, it would be good for him.

“I don’t really think about it,” Leo said, which was probably a safe answer. “But if my wife decides I should be chipped, then I won’t resist.”

“What would be the point?” Brooke asked, grinning down at him.

Now she spread her legs, held out her hand, and forced his head between her inner thighs. She didn’t ask for permission, nor did she even bother telling him what he was doing.

“Do a really good job, and you might get that extra credit,” she said.

He had been used like this before, of course. He was a boy, so his most useful asset was his tongue. He could lick. He could nuzzle. He could swivel his head up and down, left and right. He could worship her body and make her feel exquisite.

That’s what boys were for, right?

Leo tasted her. Leo sensed the heat of her body.

All the while, Brooke couldn’t help herself. “Boys are the inferior sex. You’re weaker in every way. It’s not just The Powers. If you look at male IQs, they are consistently lower.”

Leo could have retorted. He could have said something about how men’s IQs would obviously be lower since they were raised to think of themselves as handsome little airheads. A little girl might get a chemistry set or maybe a telescope for her birthday, while a boy would get a pretend leash which he could give to one of his female friends. His toys always included powerful girl dolls, young women who knew how to adventure and explore. The boys came with little handcuffs and ropes to make sure they were the princes in peril.

Boys had to be rescued. Girls did the rescuing. Girls were the adventurers and explorers, the people who learned all about the world and made it a better place.

The boys just cleaned up afterward.

Those thoughts flickered through his head as he continued to lick.

“But this is good for you,” she said. “You shouldn’t try to step out of your comfort zone. Just do as you’re told. That’s the core of obedience, isn’t it? You don’t need to think. You don’t need to really process anything. Just follow your natural instincts as a boy.”

The boys who surrendered to female control followed their “natural instincts”. The boys who resisted needed to be corrected. Women decided what was “normal” for the males in their lives.

All of this was true for Leo. That’s why he licked and served, dipping his head as deeply as he could between her legs. His tongue washed over her clitoris, making her feel good.

He tried to hate it, but there was a little swell of pleasure in his core when she shivered or shuttered or moaned. He was doing a good job. He was being a good boy. He knew how to go down on her. He knew how to make this powerful woman feel wonderful. What else could a boy ask for?

Freedom?

No.

Independence?

Never.

“Such a good boy! Oh, that feels so good! Keep going. Deeper. Faster!”

He served her as she expected. He made her feel incredible until she cried out, moaning. The sounds reverberated through the room until she grabbed his hair and pulled his face back.

“Is there something you would like to ask me?” Despite her heavy breathing, she still spoke with a professorial tone.

“Was that enough, Professor? Did I get the extra credit?”

Leo snapped out of his daydream because Brooke controlled what he experienced.

“That’s a pretty powerful ability,” she said. “The Powers are a gift that keeps on giving.”

Leo probably would have answered, only he still felt disoriented, as though he couldn’t tell the difference between fantasy and reality. He blinked. He rubbed his eyes. He looked around.

He was on her lap, face down now. He didn’t know when or how that had happened, because he couldn’t find any of those memories. As far as he could tell, he had been a schoolboy in some sort of reeducation program.

That’s what they said would happen!

“Want to hear something really funny?” Brooke asked.

Leo still couldn’t respond. His skin was hot, and his heart pounded while the perspiration cooled his naked back and bare forehead.

“What? What’re you talking about?”

“I bet the women who take charge now are going to get lots of really good ideas from scared boys like you.”

His face had flashed red before, only now some of the color drained away from his cheeks. He didn’t want to acknowledge what she just said, but he was smart enough to recognize the truth of it. Yeah, these angry bloggers had worked so hard to come up with terrifying scenarios. Some of them must have truly feared these outcomes, while others just wanted more clicks and readers on their sites.

“Mandatory chastity sounds like a great idea,” Brooke said.

“No!”

“Why not? You’re already getting spanked by your wife.”

“Please, don’t do this!”

“I can see who you are, Leo. More than that, I can see exactly what you need. You might not believe me yet, but I know how to make you happy. I know how to make both of us happy.”

That’s when she embraced this moment, lifted her hand, and looked down at the firm contours of his posterior. Yes, she couldn’t wait for the first impact.

She brought her hand down. She swung, savoring every microsecond until she connected. That’s when he felt the first burst of pain.

Leo must have told himself he could handle it. He must have held onto the belief this wouldn’t really impact him. He was a man, strong and powerful. He could handle anything!

But his wife was spanking him.

It hurt.

His eyes watered, and she went for the same spot for the first three spankings. Then she jumped to his other butt cheek. She made sure they both glowed a bright shade of red. All the while, she enjoyed the simple power she held over him.

At several points, Leo tried to scramble off of her lap.

It should have been easy for him, but she drew on The Powers and knocked him right back to his place, spread out and powerless beneath her open palm.

“No, no,” she chided. “You aren’t going anywhere.”

“Please!”

“Sorry, boy. This is who you are, and this is where you belong. You stay on my lap, and you don’t get to run away.”

With an angry scowl, he tried again. His muscles twitched as he fought her hold, but she knew exactly what she was doing with him. She knew how to own and control him.

The spanking resumed, one fierce slap against his backside after another.

“I’m sorry!”

The spanking stopped.

“What was that?”

“I’m sorry,” he said through his misty gaze. He didn’t see anything, not now. He had shut his eyes as the words tumbled from his mouth.

“What’re you sorry for?” Brooke asked, genuinely intrigued. She just glanced down at her boy and instantly knew this wasn’t some sort of strategy. These words appeared honest, the kind of truth that could only come from total surrender.

“I’m sorry I went to those websites! I’m sorry I listened to those guys!”

Brooke arched an eyebrow. On the one hand, she loved how he could completely yield like this. On the other, she understood the bizarre nature of his position. Those bloggers actually happened to be right, she thought. New laws were coming. Lobbyists like her would see to it.

She grinned, but her husband who remained face down couldn’t see the edges of her teeth.

“I’m sorry I got angry! I’m sorry I messed up. I should have listened to you. I should have trusted you.”

“You’re right about that,” she said. She glanced across the room, saw one of her hair brushes on the counter, and she lifted her arm. With a thought, she used her telekinesis to pull the brush through the air. It flew right to her hand. Then she touched it to his backside.

“Tell me you deserve this, Leo. Tell me you deserve to be punished for your disobedience and bad behavior.”

His breathing came in quick, frightened gasps, which was good. He needed to understand how the power balance had shifted. And it wasn’t ever going back to the way it had been, not for this boy.

“I deserve to be punished for my disobedience and bad behavior!” Leo called out right away.

Holding the brush tight in the palm of her hand, she punished him.

“Say thank you.”

His eyes widened now, but he still didn’t see anything. His brain couldn’t get past the sensations coursing along the contours of his rear end.

“Thank you! Thank you for punishing me! Thank you for putting me in my place!”

She looked down into his mind and found something amazing: genuine acceptance. Leo had always been a smart boy. He had been attracted to the technology industry because he loved seeing how society could change. He was fascinated by future developments and tracking how one new device after another could alter the fabric of how people communicated and lived their lives.

Deep down, he must’ve understood what The Powers would do and where he belonged now.

Still, that didn’t save him from his punishment.

As she swatted his ass, careful to make sure it stung with every blow, he called out, “Thank you for training me. I needed this. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. But thank you! Thank you!”

Suddenly, the invisible restraints around his arms and legs gave way.

He curled up around her, squeezing her tight. She stroked his arms, his flanks, and his back. She patted him for a few seconds. Then he looked up. “I won’t mess up again.”

“Oh no,” she said, “You probably will, but that’s okay. You know why?”

He gave a nervous shake of his head. He could have guessed, but he didn’t want to risk getting it wrong.

“It’s okay because you have a wife who loves you and who will put you back in your place whenever you mess up. Isn’t that great?”

“Yes,” he said with a quick nod of his head.

“Good boy.”

That’s when she shoved him off of her lap. He landed on the floor, on his back. He looked up at her with nervous eyes. Then, without a word, he spread his arms and legs, putting himself on display for inspection.

She stood over him. Within seconds, she was ready, naked from the waist down and ready to play with her male.

Brooke lowered herself inch by inch until she took his shaft in her hand. Then she savored the heat his body as she penetrated herself with him. She squeezed him from every angle. She enveloped and surrounded this boy, making him feel possessed and captive.

She had decided to find some value in his manhood.

Pride and pleasure coursed through him now.

Without letting him go, she put her hands on his shoulders and leaned down. She kissed him, just barely brushing her lips over his mouth.

“I’m going to have to train you every day. I’m going to have to work on you. In a couple of hours, you might try to think of yourself as an independent man again.”

He shook his head and started to say something, but she put her palm on his mouth, silencing him. “Trust me. I can see it. I know you, Leo. But every day, I’m going to work with you. I’m going to work on you until you know you deserve to be my boy.”

You deserve to be my boy.

He could understand the levels and layers of a simple declaration like that.

But for now, his wife rode him hard. She fucked her boy into obedience!

Mackenzie

When Mackenzie strolled into the office for the first time, she walked up to the desk and found a security guard in the atrium. She was a woman, of course. It wasn’t like men could protect anything, not anymore. What was the point of having a guard who could be told to get on his knees and bark? What was the point of having a guard who would hand over his keys when prompted to do so by any female?

“I’m here to see Aubrey,” Mackenzie said. Her voice shook just a little bit. Yeah, this was only an internship, but it felt so much more important, especially when she saw the different people scurrying around.

There were a surprising number of men.

They held onto their tablets, kept their heads down, and rushed from one office to another.

Just as the security guard started to check her roster for the day, Aubrey appeared. She strode down the stairwell, practically skipping the steps as she said, “Mackenzie, it’s great to see you again.”

The security guard pulled out a badge for Mackenzie and gave it to her. It was blue and temporary, but the blonde college girl still admired it. This was serious. This was real work. She was achieving something important and meaningful by being here.

“It’s good to be here!”

The two women hugged, and Aubrey asked, “Are you ready to get started?” She had already turned around and taken several of the steps up.

“I guess…But what am I going to be doing?”

“We have a big project going on right now, but it’s all very secret. The interns are doing some programming, basically just checking for bugs in some of the secondary architecture.”

As she followed Aubrey up the stairs, Mackenzie felt her insides twitch because she didn’t know anything about programming. She hadn’t believed this would be a problem, but now she couldn’t be so sure.

Was she about to be fired?

Tightening her resolve, Mackenzie called out, “You know, I’m not a computer science major, right?”

Aubrey glanced over her shoulder. “You’re here for more of a managerial position,” she said.

“What does that mean?”

“It means I have a special project for you.”

They continued down one of the hallways. On her first day, Mackenzie had expected a tour of the building and maybe some time at a desk where she could get acclimated. She would probably just check her email, fidget, and wait for some real work.

But Aubrey opened a door, and that’s when Mackenzie saw him again.

“Darren?” Mackenzie asked. His name popped from her lips, only she barely recognized him.

Back at the mall, Darren have booked so suave, cool, and secure in himself. Even if women were taking control all across the world, he had exuded the easy confidence of a man who knew he was attractive, smart, and charismatic. He would thrive no matter what.

Only now he was tied up like some hostage in a cheesy movie.

A strip of tape had been pulled across his mouth, muffling everything he tried to say. Then, white rope encircled his wrists and trapped his limbs against the arm rests, and his legs were spread and tied too.

When he saw her, he redoubled his efforts, struggling as hard as he could. He pulled and twisted, jerking the chair from side to side beneath him, but it was clear he couldn’t get away.

“What’s going on here?” Mackenzie couldn’t help but ask. She expected shock to echo in her voice. Instead, a Cheshire smile started to spread across her mouth because that actually looked really funny!

She couldn’t get her giggles under control, especially when Darren thrashed twice as hard. He pulled and wiggled.

“Be careful, boy,” Aubrey said. “You don’t want to knock that chair over.”

“Seriously, what’s going on here?” Mackenzie asked again.

Aubrey held up one hand and forced Darren to stop struggling. Mackenzie couldn’t tell whether her new boss did this by pinning him down through telekinesis or by seizing control of his mind. Either way, he relaxed and stayed right there in his chair without struggling.

“You said his name. Did you read his mind or do you actually know him?”

“I don’t really know him,” Mackenzie answered. “I just met him once.” She lowered her voice and whispered, “I thought he was pretty cute.”

“He’s definitely handsome, but he has some problems. To be honest, I was thinking about just firing him, but I didn’t think that would be a very good decision for the rest of the world.”

“What do you mean?”

Aubrey crossed her arms and looked over at the boy tied to the chair. “Darren here represents a very specific kind of future, one where boys like him get to dictate how the world works. For so long, new technologies, artistic movements, and political policies have been dictated by men. Darren, you see, is the kind of guy who couldn’t even acknowledge the privileges he’s enjoyed because he’s a man. I’m not saying he never worked hard or hasn’t been smart, but he just assumed everyone came from the same background and that life was genuinely fair. If he succeeded, it was because he was better.”

Mackenzie stood there and listened, but she still didn't understand the point of this lecture.

“Now,” Aubrey continued, “I’m thinking he needs to be retrained for a different kind of future.”

“Retrained?” Mackenzie repeated the words as though they came from a foreign language.

“That’s right,” Aubrey said. “Darren here has been my personal assistant for the last couple of weeks, but he still has some really terrible thoughts. Isn’t that right, Darren?”

He glared at the woman who first beat him in a game in front of all of his friends and humiliated him. Since then, she has put him in his place over and over. Still, he clung to that solid block of rage in his chest. He coaxed the flames from every side, thinking about how this wasn’t the way the world was supposed to be.

For boys like Darren, women were supposed to be playthings. They were ancillary characters in the stories of male achievement, control, and domination.

These dumb sluts need to learn their place!

Mackenzie grabbed that thought from the ether, although she couldn’t tell if it was a memory, a mantra, or something else altogether.

“I think Darren here would be an excellent test for you, Mackenzie.”

“Really? You think I can handle something like this?” Mackenzie stopped for just a second as she realized something: she thought of this task as somehow legitimate, like it was something she should really try to do. It wasn’t bizarre. It wasn’t strange or wrong.

“I do,” Aubrey said. “Remember. You’re a young woman, and you have all of this potential, and he’s just a boy. Treat him like that and give him what he needs.”

“But…”

“Can I let you in on a little secret?” Aubrey asked.

Her blonde protégé nodded, “Absolutely. Yes, please.”

“For so long, men have been socialized and conditioned to think of themselves as being in charge. But, if you really go deep, you will see how badly they need to be owned. These boys know they are inferior. They can feel it in their bones.”

Tied to the chair, Darren thrashed from side to side as he fought for his freedom. His lips weren’t strong enough to rip the tape from his mouth, and his arms couldn’t break the ropes around his wrists.

That’s why it was so easy for the women to ignore this boy and his hapless struggles.

“Men know that they aren’t as good as us. They’ve felt it for a long time. Honestly, I think this is a source of a lot of their misogyny. They know that they should be the ones who are subordinate, so they throw their tantrums and get upset and write their angry tirades online. But really, they’re just waiting to be taken in hand, wrapped around your little finger. Use The Powers and show him who’s boss.”

Mackenzie inhaled, filled her lungs, and looked back at him.

“Okay,” Mackenzie said. “I can do it!”

“Good. Take your time. Remember, you are in charge, and this is your only task right now. I might not be in the office, but if you have any questions or concerns, you can talk to Ruby. She’s my best friend, and she will help you with anything you need.”

“Before you go, can ask something else?”

“Absolutely,” Aubrey turned back and waited expectantly.

Mackenzie licked her lips and asked, “It sounds like you are a female supremacist now. Is that right?”

“I haven’t really thought of myself in those terms, but yeah, I guess that’s right.”

Mackenzie nodded. Female supremacy had become the latest political movement to sweep through the country. And even if the men who still held office dismissed the idea as absurd, anyone paying attention could see how things were changing.

Politicians all across the country—all across the world—had been resigning one after another. Legislators, congressmen, presidents and prime ministers all came out.

At first, they shocked their communities and nations. They provided very quick and politically tidy explanations for their decisions: they wanted to spend more time with their families.

But then, the tone started to shift, almost as though the women prompting these males decided they didn’t need to be quite so subtle.

For example, a legislator came out and told his crowd of supporters, “Although I am only halfway through my term in office, I have decided to resign my position. Although I am proud of the work my team and I have accomplished, it’s time for me to give a better qualified candidate an opportunity. I’m sure the governor will do an amazing job of assigning my seat to an excellent leader. More than that, I’m sure she will make an important difference.”

Plenty of audiences heard the speech and just shrugged because it didn’t really matter. Some of the men’s rights bloggers went ballistic.

Why should they assume that the next representative would be a female? It wasn’t fair. Shouldn’t there be some kind of process to pick the next representative? Now that the implications seemed to be that a woman would take charge, those bloggers were so upset. Sure, if the default position had been that a man would take power, it would have been fine. But a woman? Oh no.

Other politicians resigned as well.

One of them called out, “I have done a terrible job as a representative, and I’m sorry. My seat should be held by a woman, someone capable of making extraordinarily difficult decisions. I’m a man. I’m a member of the weaker sex, and I never should have believed myself capable of doing this.”

As he spoke, he had gripped the sides of his podium. Not only that, his voice shook ever so slightly. Many commentators said this was probably just a case of nerves. How many politicians had actively stated their own inferiority? More often than not, the men who pursued political office work arrogant and aggressive.

Not this man.

Clearly, something had humbled him. Or rather, someone had humbled him.

His wife? A female staffer?

No one could know one way or another, but many observers came to the same conclusion. This man was being controlled.

No one said anything officially. No one questioned whether or not his resignation should be considered legal, even if it had been coerced.

As far as the law was concerned, coercion remained impossible because no one bothered to change the various statutes. If a man resigned, and a woman forced him with her telepathic abilities, that hardly mattered.

Along the way, female supremacy became more and more popular. Women asserted themselves.

Where once a term like “feminism” had denoted angry, aggressive women who couldn’t get husbands and hated men for some unknown reason, female supremacy became a legitimate ideology. Women deserved to rule. They were better, stronger, smarter, and more capable than men. It was a matter of fact.

A matter of science. A matter of biology.

“Not everyone here is a female supremacist,” Aubrey told her protégé. “That’s really important to remember. I might be, a lot of my friends are, and so are the other women who work here.”

“But this is still a company run by men, isn’t it?”

“From what I understand, the corporate board has changed. Several of those men have already resigned, and they’ve been replaced by women. The CEO is still a man, but his second-in-command is a woman.”

“What does she think about all of this?”

“To be honest, I’m not really sure. I’ve tried to ask her about it, but I don’t get many chances to talk with the senior management.” Aubrey shrugged like she couldn’t really figure this out one way or the other.

Then again, plenty of women remained very nervous about The Powers. Their telepathic and telekinetic abilities had simply appeared one day. No one had determined a cause, which meant that those exact same superpowers could disappear just as quickly.

What would the men do then?

“But you still want me to train this one?”

“That’s exactly what I want you to do,” Aubrey replied. “More importantly, I know you’ll do a great job.”

Aubrey reached down and took Mackenzie’s hand. She gave her a gentle squeeze and asked, “Can you do it?”

“I can,” Mackenzie finally decided. Aubrey thanked her, turned around, and headed out. The door closed behind her.

Just like that, Mackenzie knew she was on her own. More than that, she had to accomplish something truly impressive. She needed to take this misogynistic jerk and turn him into a loyal, obedient boy. She needed to tame him. She needed to break him.

Darren tried something clever.

He looked up at her, widened his eyes, and tried to hold her attention. Even with a strip of tape across his mouth, he was a handsome boy. Like the many women before him, those women who weren’t allowed education, rights, wealth, or any other advantage, Darren used his one tool: his appearance.

At the same time, he tried to get her to read his mind.

Please, you have to know this is wrong. I’m a person, just like you. I should have all of the same rights as you. Please, don’t do this to me. Please, just let me out of here. Let me quit. I can go. I can run. I can hide! Please, Mackenzie. We shared something special back at the mall, didn’t we?

“You want me to let you go?” Mackenzie asked, only she used the playful, almost pitifully merciful tone of a woman talking down to a bruised puppy dog.

Please, can we just talk?

Darren repeated this question again and again as he could only hope she would pick out the right thought, the right superficial set of words streaming through his head.

Mackenzie shrugged like some bimbo who didn’t really know what was going on. Then she grabbed the corner of the tape and ripped it from his mouth. Pain surged along his lips, but he didn’t growl anything at her.

Instead, he thought, You dumb bitch! Why didn’t you warn me? Although he stayed quiet, he licked his lips and tried to hide that anger from her.

For such a long time, young men like Darren had been adept at manipulating women. Then again, that was before they could hear his thoughts.

When he looked up at her again, he did his best. He let his smoldering gaze run along her face as he held her attention. Tied up and powerless, he tried to look like that exquisite blend of powerlessness, yet masculine, powerful, yet somehow barely constrained.

“If you let me go, I would never be able to repay you, but you would make my life so much better. Please, Mackenzie. Please, just let me go.”

“What would you do? Where would you go?”

“I know I can get away,” was all he said.

“Do you have any friends?”

“No, but that’s okay.”

She squinted down at him.

“No,” he said. “Don’t do that!” He sounded like some bratty little brother. In fact, she recognized that frustrated, helpless tone because Christian used it all the time with his sister.

“There’s a compound,” she said, marveling at his plan. “Apparently, a bunch of boys are getting together and are going to hide out until this all blows over? Is that what you’ve planned?”

“No!”

“Are you sure?”

He dipped his head down and tried to lie again. “Look, I know that wouldn’t work.”

“Do you know why that wouldn’t work?” Mackenzie teased. This boy had to be older than her by a year or two, but she asserted herself. She straightened her back and stood over him. He could only look up at her and feel his inferior status.

“That wouldn’t work because someone would find you. In fact, I bet there are bunch of compounds, and I’m sure every single one of them has already been compromised. Maybe the authorities will let you hang out for a little while, but then the governor will change her mind, and she’ll send the police to round you up and make sure you find your way home, where you belong.”

“Look, I wouldn’t go for a compound. You’re right. Okay? You’re totally right.”

“How did you hear about this place?” Mackenzie asked.

“I shouldn’t say,” he replied. “But this is your chance, Mackenzie. You can do a really good thing. Please, just let me go!”

She shook her head from side to side. “No,” she replied. “I asked you a question, and I expect you to answer.”

“Online,” he said. “I heard about them online.”

She narrowed her eyes, studied him, and stole what she wanted. “You really do go to a lot of websites, don’t you? You don’t like the mainstream news outlets.”

Those are garbage. They will never tell me the truth.

“No,” she corrected him. “They will never tell you exactly what you want to hear. And when you go online for the news, you’re not interested in information or complexity. You want to find a villain. You want to find an angry feminist who’s ruining your life. Isn’t that right?”

He licked his lips again. Manipulating girls had been so much easier before they could just read his thoughts!

And yet, Darren still managed to maintain his façade and appear scared, not angry, not enraged, not ready to leap up and throw this petite girl to the floor.

“Tell me about your ideology.”

We would go back to the way things were. We would make sure women knew their place. They would be hot, cook, clean, and do as they were told. That’s what women are supposed to be. Nature had a specific order, and I don’t know what has caused these stupid Powers, but men are supposed to be in charge! That is obvious to anyone with half a brain!

“Should women work?”

“Yes, absolutely. Women should be able to do whatever they want,” he said. And yet, she could see his thoughts.

Women should be models. They should be secretaries and personal assistants. If a girl is really, really smart, maybe she can be a junior associate or something, but there’s a reason why women weren’t programmers before all of this started. They don’t have the psychological or intellectual temperament for it!

“Oh, you dumb, dumb boy. I’m going to have so much fun training you.”

Before he could respond, she grabbed the piece of tape and spread it across his mouth, pushing it down and gagging him again. He was a boy. He didn’t really need to talk anyway.

How much money do you have?” Mackenzie asked the bound boy.

When he looked at her, confused and maybe a little disoriented, she just laughed. Then again, Mackenzie didn’t really need him to answer her question. He couldn’t, not while he remained gagged.

The strip of tape across his mouth didn’t stop her. She searched through his mind, found his bank account, and whistled. “Wow. You had quite a wad before, weren’t you?”

It turned out Darren didn’t get much help from his family, but he started working at fourteen and slowly built an impressive bank account.

She pulled her phone from her pocket, seized his login information, and went to his bank’s website. There were several challenge questions, but she answered them easily. What was the name of his first dog?

Tyson.

What was the name of his elementary school?”

Rosewood Elementary.

And just like that, she had everything she needed. “Perfect,” she said as she programmed the transfer.

“Look at that,” she said. “You don’t have any money anymore. I’m sorry. But you had to know this was going to happen. Don’t worry. I’m going to put your cash to good use.”

He thrashed as hard as he could against of the restraints. He pulled and twisted, lifting the chair and smacking the edges of its bottom against the floor.

“Stop,” she said.

She watched as he obeyed. His mind froze. She seized control again, taking what she wanted. Now he seemed like a docile, obedient boy, the kind of male any woman would be happy to own.

Was she really thinking in those terms now?

Yes.

Before, she never imagined one gender could own another so completely. And yet, the thought made her feel wonderful. Excitement thrummed through her body.

She breathed out slowly, remembered she had a job to do, and said, “Let’s go shopping.”

She let him out of the restraints. At once, he wanted to jump at her. He wanted to leap and attack her. Over the previous half hour, while she siphoned his mind for all of his useful information, he had fantasized about putting her in her place twenty or thirty times.

But it wasn’t going to happen. Even after she released this boy from the ropes, she trapped him in his body. She took him by the hand, placed her fingers through his, and savored the warm heat of his body as she guided him out of the office.

Within minutes, they were in the parking lot.

She saw his car, took his keys, and sat him in the passenger seat.

It was all so easy.

Again and again, he tried to speak. There were all of these rhetorical strategies and gambits. He wanted to beg. He wanted to threaten. Maybe he could offer some sort of service.

Then he felt abject revulsion as he considered going down on her. Women had traded blow jobs for help for so long. Maybe he could do something similar…

“Don’t worry,” she said with a triumphant chuckle. “When I want you to go down on me, you’ll do it.”

He had nothing to offer because she could take everything on a whim.

“Are you wondering where we’re going?” McKenzie asked.

She had pulled the strip of tape from his mouth, eliciting another growl of pain.

He didn’t say anything.

Yes, he wondered exactly where they were going. He wanted to know their destination because he thought he might use this new setting against her somehow.

But since he couldn’t even move or lift his hands while she controlled him, he had to know that was an impossibility.

Then they pulled up in front of the strip mall, and his heart started pounding faster.

They probably weren’t there for the cell phone store or the fried wings restaurant, which left the sex shop.

“Fascinating,” Mackenzie said, an anthropologist then a college girl. Darren followed her gaze as she examined the window display. Normally, he would’ve expected mannequins with smooth, female physiques dressed in different, wildly absurd types of lingerie.

There should have been a schoolgirl whose skirt barely stretched three or four inches. There should have been a French maid costume, maybe a harem girl outfit, and other options for the male gaze.

The display came with a female standing. With her chest distended and one plastic hand outstretched, she seemed powerful, especially with the black leather leash wrapped around her wrist and through her fingers. It connected to a male silhouette, a white plastic figure on his hands and knees, collared and leashed with a gag in his mouth.

“This is garbage,” Darren muttered.

“Oh, you’re just upset because women are taking over the world,” she said with a little chuckle like he was being petulant for worrying about how society was about to change.

She grabbed his hand, holding it, and guided him through the entrance by its tinted windows.

A bored looking girl sat behind the counter. She lowered her computer tablet and glanced at Mackenzie. “Can I help you find anything?”

Mackenzie glanced over at the boy whose hand she held before she announced in a clear, loud voice, “Do you sell chastity cages?”

Darren’s eyes widened. He tried to pull on her hand, only she locked him in place. His body froze. Paralyzed, he could only stand there as the clerk started to smile. She seemed interested now, intrigued. She glanced over at Darren.

“Is it for this fine specimen?”

“It is,” Mackenzie said with a warm smile.

“You’ll find them on the back wall,” said the clerk.

Suddenly, Darren found himself moving. It was so easy for Mackenzie to prompt his behavior. She didn’t even need to look in his direction. She could feel him there, so she controlled him. She guided him along the smooth, dark red floor to the back wall.

Collars, handcuffs, rope, esoteric restraints, leashes, and more adorned the wall. The blonde escorted her boy as she considered the different options. “You know, I always find it really interesting how expensive these places can get. Luckily for me, I’m not paying.”

“You’re not going to get away with this,” Darren said.

McKenzie turned back to him. Under the weight of her blue eyes, he tried to meet her stare. When women didn’t have The Powers, he had been so intimidating and confident. Only now, he could barely match her stare. He felt like a little kid trying to intimidate his kindergarten teacher.

In actuality, he was still taller than her, only it didn’t matter. She exuded easy confidence and the certain knowledge she would win. This was all she needed.

In seconds, he glanced down. He couldn’t meet her stare.

“That’s what I thought,” she said. “Let’s make this fun. Go on. Close your eyes.”

His eyelids fell as she took control. She compelled him to obey her.

Trapped in the dark now, Darren didn’t know what she was doing. Obviously, she was making purchases. She was using his money to buy whatever caught her eye, and he couldn’t pull away.

Still holding onto his hand, she guided him around the shop.

“Oh, that is a fun one,” said the clerk.

“I think it’s going to be really good for him.

“He’s very handsome. Is he your boyfriend?”

“I don’t know,” Mackenzie replied. “Am I going to be your girlfriend, Darren?”

“I just work with you,” he sneered. Clearly, he had other insults he would have loved to lob at her, but he didn’t dare. He held onto this facsimile of politeness, like it might be enough to protect him.

“You work with me?” Mackenzie started. “No. You work for me. I’m your manager. I’m your supervisor. I’m training you. Isn’t that right?”

“No…”

“Tell this nice young woman here that I’m in charge of you.”

“She’s in charge of me,” he obeyed at once. He tried to fight it, yet he couldn’t resist the impulse she shoved into his mind. Mackenzie didn’t stop there, “I’m a misogynist, and I need to be tamed. I need to be punished.”

The clerk rolled her eyes, “Please, tell me he isn’t one of those guys who goes online and rants about women because he can’t get a date.”

“No,” Mackenzie said, actually defending Darren just a little bit. “Look at him. He’s a handsome boy. I’m sure he’s never had trouble getting a date. But he’s scared.”

“Oh, so he’s one of those,” said the clerk.

“Pretty much. He’s upset because women are in charge now.” Darren still had his eyes closed. He flinched when Mackenzie reached up and pinched his cheek, making him feel like some stupid kid.

“Well, he’s not going to like it when you use these toys on him.”

“I think he will,” Mackenzie said.

“Really? Is that one of those?”

“One of what?”

“Let’s just say you aren’t the first girl to bring some guy in here who knew what he needed but didn’t want to admit it.”

“I don’t need any of this,” Darren snapped.

“Quiet, Darren,” Mackenzie said in the same tone she would have used to chide Christian or Sierra, the two children she babysat. “This woman is an expert.”

“She’s just some dumb slut who sells sex toys!”

Suddenly, Darren could open his eyes. He glanced to his left, at Mackenzie, then he looked back to the redhaired clerk. He glanced down and spotted the name tag just above her left breast: Felicity.

Both of the young women were looking at him now. Neither one seemed happy.

Normally, Darren could hide his sexist impulses, especially when he understood the notion of social consequences. He might have whined about censorship in public, but he knew he had a public reputation to maintain.

“I’m sorry about that,” Mackenzie said in a calm voice. “This boy obviously needs some special discipline. Apologize.”

“I’m sorry,” he said in a flat, mechanical tone of voice.

“That’s not bad,” Mackenzie said. But she looked back at Felicity. “This might be out of line, but are you interested in punishing him yourself?”

“We have a back room,” Felicity said.

As Darren heard this, he looked back toward Mackenzie. A hot spike of fear shot through him. Like so many other guys, he assumed he could say anything to a retail worker. This girl, Felicity, probably didn’t make any more than the minimum wage, only now she might be able to discipline him herself?

No. No way!

“Darren, go stand off in the corner. Felicity and I need to talk.”

They came for him a few seconds later. They whispered back and forth, giggled, and he strained to pick up on the sounds of their little conversation, only he couldn’t pick out anything specific.

Then they came for him together. Felicity took his right hand, and McKenzie took his left hand. They pulled him back toward a door with an Employees Only sign over it.

Felicity opened it and Mackenzie pushed the boy inside.

At this point, he knew he had no choice. “Please. I’m sorry. I’m genuinely sorry. I messed up. Look, you don’t have to do this. You can just let me go. We can leave. Look, I can pay for everything. It’s okay.” He was stammering, practically blubbering.

They pushed him down a hall, Felicity opened a door to the right, and that’s when he saw the extra storage space.

It had probably been designed for extra inventory, only someone had turned it into a different sort of playroom with a small bed off to the side. It was easy for Darren to imagine the owner of the sex shop using this as a special demonstration room.

“Felicity here has something special she would like to do with you. But to get started, she wants you naked before we chain you to that wall.” Mackenzie pointed, he followed the line of her fingertip, and he saw the black, leather shackles dangling from those thin chains.

Did they need the restraints?

Technically, no.

Would it be more fun to see him chained to the wall like some slave boy?

Oh yeah!

He turned around and started to unbutton his shirt on his own. He shrugged it off, grabbed the T-shirt underneath, and peeled it away from his torso. Felicity grinned. She didn’t bother to hide the hunger in her gaze.

“Mackenzie here has said I can do whatever I want with you since you have been such a brat. I’m going to take her up on that offer,” said the redhead.

“What if I beg? You like that, right? I can beg!” Darren said as he sacrificed every drop of dignity he possessed.

“I’m sure you can,” Felicity replied. “But we aren’t interested in begging right now, are we?”

“Nope,” Mackenzie said with an audible pop of her lips.

“Finish stripping,” Felicity ordered. She hardly knew this boy, but bossing him around came easily.

Both Mackenzie and Darren probably wondered how much experience Felicity had with situations like this. How many errant boyfriends or husbands wandered into this section? Maybe some of them came alone, if so, this redhead could certainly have some fun with those stray boys. On the other hand, plenty of couples probably came in here…

Before long, a pile of clothing sat on the floor right in front of Darren.

Mackenzie grabbed him by the back of his neck and shoved him across the room. He stumbled, his feet cold against the concrete. Then she grabbed his wrists and pushed them up toward the restraints.

“Please, don’t do this. Please, you don’t have to do this!”

“You should have considered your actions before you talked out of turn,” she said. “Besides, I really want to make sure you learn your lesson. That’s why Aubrey put me in charge of you in the first place.”

Hot vitriol surged through his mind. Both women could detect it, but they didn’t say anything. They allowed this boy to get flustered and enraged.

It didn’t matter.

Within moments, he found himself stretched out, his hands over his head, naked and powerless.

“Don’t forget his legs,” Felicity said.

Mackenzie glanced over her shoulder and looked at the other woman. They grinned back at one another and soon burst out laughing.

If the situation had been any different, then Darren might have enjoyed those sounds of their excitement. But now, Mackenzie grabbed his ankles and pushed them apart.

He had never felt so vulnerable before. They restrained him completely.

“Spanking first?” Felicity asked.

“That sounds like an excellent idea,” Mackenzie replied.

With his heart pounding, he knew this would sting. He understood that these girls weren’t interested in some little game where they pretended to strike at his naked posterior.

Then he shivered as Mackenzie reached up and scratched at his back. Her nails slid down his unprotected skin.

“Remember,” she said. “You asked for this.

“What? No, I didn’t!”

“You asked for it when you behaved like a brat. You asked for it when you tried to fight us. This is what you get, Darren. Remember, you aren’t in charge anymore.”

“I was never in charge!”

“No,” Mackenzie allowed, “But boys like you were. Now, where are boys like you?” What are you good for?”

He inhaled, taking one frantic gasp after another. She grabbed his ass and pinched. Her fingers pushed down against his firm flesh.

“I bet you’re going to get hard,” she said.

“What? No! Never!”

Mackenzie had one hand on his ass. She reached up and stroked his neck with the other. Simultaneously, she toyed with him.

Mackenzie. Her long blonde hair shining and wet, little droplets sliding down her body. A pink bikini. It barely holds her breasts back. She turns. She smiles. She grazes her teeth along her bottom lip as she grins at him.

“Stop it! Get that out of my head!” Darren clenched his eyes shut, yet he couldn’t escape the images playing between his ears. Worse for him, he couldn’t stop his body’s natural reactions. Young and virile, he always considered his sex drive to be an asset—until now.

The poor boy stiffened. With his erection on display, both girls could see him enjoy this.

You enjoy being restrained, being helpless, she sent that caressing whisper straight into his head. She heard his voice as her promises sent shivers running along his body.

No! Darren struggled to fight back.

“We can control his desires,” Mackenzie whispered, amazed by her newfound talent.

Trapped in those straps, Darren pulled and twisted. His body fought the restraints, but Mackenzie just smiled. Excitement and this energetic lightness spread through her body as she stepped back. “Take your spanking, boy.” The words felt alien and unnatural. She had never talked to someone else like this before, not really. And yet, this beautiful blonde girl uttered the words, and they felt right. They clicked into place as they emerged from her lips.

Felicity didn’t hesitate. She grabbed a paddle, stepped up to the restrained male, and jerked the paddle back before swinging it down.

The clap resonated through the air and down Mackenzie’s back. She couldn’t feel it, yet she heard that groan of dismay come from their restrained boy.

He struggled twice as hard now, desperate to escape another paddling.

His efforts were futile.

He couldn’t tear himself free; he couldn’t break away.

They all knew it, yet he kept trying.

Felicity paddled him again and again until his backside was bright red. She kept going at him, making sure he whimpered and howled out.

“Tell me, Darren, are you ever going to visit one of those websites again?”

Those websites. She didn’t need to specify what she meant. She simply said the words, and she could sense the fear reverberate through him.

“No! I promise!”

“Good boy,” she said, her tone dripping with condescension. “Smart boy. That’s right. You don’t want to be a misogynistic asshole. You don’t want to think that men are better just because you’ve traditionally been in charge. Tell me, do you think you’re going to stick with that tradition?”

This time, he didn’t answer.

Somewhere within his psyche, he clung to the belief that men could wield power. Even if they didn’t have The Powers, Darren needed to hold onto the faint, flickering hope that men would somehow assert themselves.

Clearly, Darren didn’t give her the answer she desired, so Felicity punished him.

Another barrage swang down, one strike after another. The agony tore through him, making him yank and twist in his bonds. Those straps still didn’t break. He couldn’t rip through the leather or escape.

“No!”

Mackenzie held up a hand. “What was that?”

He licked his lips, bowed his head down, and said, “No. The tradition is over.”

“And what tradition is that?” Mackenzie asked.

“Men. Men can’t be in charge.”

Men. He made them sound like another species, as though he wasn’t a man himself.

“So what do you think the world is going to look like?”

“Sexist,” he spat the word. Maybe he really believed this was what Mackenzie wished to hear, but the blonde nodded over to the other girl. Felicity grinned. She didn’t say anything; she didn’t need to, not when she held the paddle tight in her hand.

He must have sensed Felicity approaching because he called out, “No. No more, please! Please, I’ll be good!”

“I can tell you really, really want to be an obedient boy right now. That’s good. You should focus on this feeling,” Mackenzie said.

If he believed his desperation might have been enough to hold off the inevitable, he was disappointed.

Felicity paddled him again, quick, painful slaps to his right side, then his left. She went back to the right. The barrage fell hard and fast, one stinging surge after another.

This time, when it ended, he hung there, slack against his restraints.

For a few seconds, Mackenzie couldn’t see him as anything but a doll or a puppet.

“Is it sexism if one gender is stronger than the other?”

“Yes? No?” Clearly, he didn’t know how to answer. He wasn’t sure what these women wanted to hear.

Mackenzie chuckled, grabbed his hair, and pulled his head back. With his eyes pointed toward the ceiling, he didn’t see anything useful. Instead, he focused on her whispers, “Darren, I think you’re a cute boy, and you obviously have a lot of potential, but you gave Aubrey a bunch of trouble, and that’s why you’re here. I didn’t know this place could punish you like this, but I have no problem taking you back. Now, tell me it’s not sexism if one gender is better than the other.”

Better. Not stronger.

“It’s not sexism if one gender is better than the other,” he told her.

“Good boy.” She patted his head. She stroked his hair and brought her fingers grazing down along the back of his neck. “Now, let’s get you locked up.”

“What does that mean?” His voice trembled.

She started to open the package. She showed him the collar. Next, she showed him the chastity cage.

It was time for this boy to accept his limitations.

From now on, he didn’t get to be the aggressive alpha male, the cunning boy who could talk his way out of anything. All of his advantages have been stripped away. This boy didn’t get dates or privileges. He got to obey. And now, Mackenzie couldn’t wait to take him back to the office for some extra training.

“I’m going to mess with your head now,” she promised.

To be continued in
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Brooke

It had required weeks of training, but Leo was a much better husband now.

He cooked, cleaned, massaged her feet, and stroked her back whenever she wanted. In fact, taking the last few days off of work had been lovely. She savored his attention.

And to think, it could get better.

Like many other women, Brooke had gone online and learned all about the different training techniques which could be used. At first, Brooke had hoped they wouldn’t be necessary. But now, she saw that had been a naïve hope on her part.

Some men simply couldn’t let go of the past. They saw themselves as fighter pilots, knights, warriors, and wizards. They saw themselves as the heroes of every story.

Not anymore.

He had to accept his place in society now. He occupied a support role as her husband. He understood this. Mostly.

Brooke still hadn’t taken away his job, but she might at some point. That could be a lot of fun, she reflected.

“Repeat your mantra to me,” she ordered.

“My name is Leo, and I must serve my wife. My name is Leo, and I must be an obedient husband for my wife.”

“Very nice,” she said. “And do that ten more times.”

After days of consistent training, he didn’t question her command. He remained on the living room floor, wearing nothing but his boxers as he kept his hands behind his back and his knees parted.

“My name is Leo, and I must serve my wife. My name is Leo, and I must be an obedient husband for my wife.”

“Music to my ears,” Brooke said with a ferocious grin.

Leo stopped when she spoke, only then he resumed his repetitions like an obedient boy.

She had overpowered him, spanked him, teased and taken him. She had stripped this boy of every iota of power he once possessed. And it was working.

Now she could try something else. She had noticed the article just a few days ago. After she read through the different possibilities, she made up her mind, made the purchase, and waited for the item to arrive. Now it was here…

“My name is Leo, and I must serve my wife. My name is Leo, and I must be an obedient husband for my wife.”

Ah yes, she loved hearing his mantra.

Once he finished, Brooke reached down and ran her fingers through his hair and down to his neck. His collared neck. He wore a black, leather band.

“You’re touching my collar,” he said. The words strained to a piteous whine.

“Yes,” she said, purring her agreement. “I am. I’m touching your collar. And what you think of my doing that, Leo?”

“I don’t know!” the boy snapped back.

A grin curved along her lips. “Oh? Really? The answer should be obvious.”

“It’s not!”

“Okay, okay,” she said mercifully. “Then let me explain. I’m touching your collar because I want you to remember it’s there. This is just a reminder.”

“I don’t need a reminder,” he grumbled.

“Who’s in charge?”

Leo hesitated. Even after all of this time, he still had trouble recognizing her authority. After a lifetime of independence and freedom, his difficulties made sense.

“Go on,” she coaxed him.

“You,” he said, scrambling the words. “You are in charge.”

“Yes,” she agreed with a bright smile. “I’m in charge! And that means you wear a collar. Say it.”

“You’re in charge, which means I wear a collar.”

This reinforcement came from another series of articles. By talking to him and talking down to him, she could help him understand his new status. Granted, his subjugation wasn’t only a question of understanding. It also required acceptance. Eventually, he would learn to embrace his subservience.

Because really, he had no choice. Brooke would see to it.

“Are you ready for your present?”

“No,” he said simply.

“Too bad!”

She hopped up and headed over to the closet. She opened the door, reached down, and pulled out a neatly wrapped, small, red package. It looked like a birthday present, especially with the purple ribbon.

“Go on,” she said. “Open it.”

“Am I going to like this?” Leo asked.

“Probably not,” she said. “But that’s okay. You’ll get used to it.”

“Get used to it? Get used to what?” He held the box in his hands, but he stared up at his wife.

She leaned down, and she couldn’t help but smirk as he noticed her cleavage. He studied the contours of her breasts for just an instant before looking back and meeting her eyes.

Of course, she could read his mind and sense his arousal.

“Are you hoping for sex?”

Leo gulped. Even before his wife could read his mind, she had heard all of the clichés about men and their constant focus on sex. But now, she could really see it in his thoughts every time she read his mind.

Even after getting collared, stripped, and subjugated at home, Leo still craved her touch.

Since she was feeling generous, she brushed her fingers along his chest and up his shoulder. She circled him.

“I don’t like it when you do that,” he said.

“What? When I touch you? Don’t lie. You love it when I caress you just like this.”

“I don’t like it when you circle me,” he complained.

“And why is that?”

Leo said nothing. His wife, however, just looked down at him. She searched through his mind and found the answer. Within seconds, he started to blush because she laughed at him, “Oh really? If I circle you, you feel like prey?”

Brooke stopped and crouched down in front of him. “You know, that’s okay, right?”

“What?”

Brooke grinned again. Then she tried to soften her expression because she wanted her husband to feel loved and cherished. “It’s okay if you feel like prey,” she told him. “It’s okay if you think of me as a predator. It’s okay if you are just a little bit scared of me.”

“I’m not scared of you!”

“Will you need another spanking?”

“No!”

Like so many other men across the country, perhaps even the world, Leo had discovered what a spanking could do, how it could sting, and the effects it could have on his psyche. Before all of this happened, a boy like Leo probably would have laughed at the idea of getting spanked by his wife. It was supposed to be such a childish punishment, something completely ineffectual, at least when it came to adults.

And yet, when he was face down, naked, and helpless on her lap, he couldn’t help but whimper when she struck. Each time her hand came down, the pain exploded through his body as she stripped away every trace of power he was possessed.

“Then tell me the truth. We both know you can’t to lie to me.”

No, he couldn’t. That was another aspect to the frustration of having a wife who wielded The Powers.

Okay, so she could overpower him with telekinesis. But to make matters worse, manipulating a woman had become almost impossible. Since she could see his thoughts and sift through his memories, she knew everything about him.

There was no lying. There was no cheating. There was no manipulating.

There was no waiting, not when he competed with a woman like Brooke.

“Fine!” He dipped his head down. “Maybe I’m a little bit scared of you.”

“That’s okay,” she said. “I’m in charge. Respect requires just a little bit of fear, don’t you think?”

He said nothing.

“Don’t you think?” Brooke prompted again.

“Yes. Fine. Whatever.”

She cupped his chin and forced him to look back up at her. “No, no,” she chided playfully. “I don’t want that kind of attitude from you, Leo.” When she used his name, she sounded like an authority figure.

“Yes. You’re right,” he said, softer and more demure this time.

“Good boy,” she rewarded him with a pat on the head. “Now, open your present.”

His heart started to beat faster. When they first met, he always considered himself to be a calmly confident man, someone who seldom got excited. This boy loved his rationality, but since The Powers arrived, Leo now recognized the sting of adrenaline all too easily.

First, he gently pulled the ribbon away. He took his time. Next, he stripped one of the pieces of tape off, and he started to remove the wrapping paper.

Underneath, he saw the first contours of a thin, metal bar. It stretched up, in a curved, cylindrical shape.

Some of the moisture started to drain away from his mouth. Just the other day, they were watching TV. Brooke had been on the couch, and he had sat on the floor. After he had some errant thought which she didn’t like, she had exiled him to the carpet, treating him like some little kid or a pet.

She didn’t punish him. She didn’t even tell him which thought offended her. She only had to point and tell him to get down, and he had been forced to obey. Otherwise, there would have been consequences.

“What, what is it?” Leo asked, although he already knew the truth.

The commercials had appeared. He saw them from that spot right on the carpet with his back pressed up against the couch.

A beautiful woman had stood in front of the camera and asked very sincerely, “Women, are you worried about how you can control your man when you’re not around? Consider this option: chastity.”

When Brooke glanced down at her husband, she saw him look away. Then he closed his eyes. He tried to hide, but he wasn’t going to bring his hands up over his ears. He glanced back up at her, and she smiled.

“You’re scared,” she said.

At the time, he had not disagreed, not as the woman on the screen continued to talk.

“Chastity is a wholesome, healthy way for a wife to control her husband. This way, you can know that he will be locked up and constantly thinking about you. Right now, controlling a man is easy when you’re in the room, but guys can get up to lots of mischief. Isn’t that right, Barry?”

The camera pulled back to reveal a boy on his knees.

“Yes, ma’am,” he said with his head bowed down.

“Are you wearing a chastity cage right now?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“And how does it make you feel?”

“The chastity cage reminds me of my place, ma’am. You’re in charge of our household, and I can never forget it.”

“Why is that?” The actress reached under her dress and gently tugged out a gold chain. Dangling from the end was a silver key.

As she read her husband’s mind, Brooke knew Leo wanted to believe this was some kind of acting gig for both of them. And yet, there was something so profound and amazing about seeing the boy’s lips part. He looked up, and his eyes were wide and shining. They practically glowed with this incandescent hunger because he wanted that key so badly. He would have done anything for it.

“Because I’m locked in chastity, ma’am.”

“How often do you think about sex?”

“Probably once a minute or so,” he said in a small, hollow voice.

“And now, when you think about sex, what else to think about?”

“My chastity cage.”

“Very good!” the actress grinned. She made it sound like she had convinced a canine to perform a particularly difficult or troublesome trick. “And when you think about your chastity cage, what else do you think about?”

“You, ma’am. I think about you.”

“That’s wonderful, Barry.” She patted him on the head and said, “You can be quiet now.”

At once, the young man dipped his head down. He was a perfect model of masculine obedience.

Yes, he had a lovely torso with well-developed muscles and a broad physique, but that didn’t matter. In another place or time, this man could have been an actor, an action star. But now, he only served to demonstrate what a good boy could be: quiet and docile, obedient and servile.

Those images had stuck with Leo, Brooke knew.

In fact, he had a couple of nightmares about getting locked in chastity.

As he looked down at the box, Brooke told him, “I know that this scares you, but that’s okay. Your body doesn’t really belong to you. It belongs to me. I’m your wife, and I get to decide what you need. And right now, I’m deciding that you spend way too much time pleasuring yourself. Especially because I know what you think about when you touch yourself.”

“What, what are you talking about?”

“Oh really, Leo? Are you seriously going to try to lie to me now?”

Yes, he was.

With the adrenaline pumping through his body and that chastity cage separated from him by just a few inches and some flimsy pieces of cardboard, he had to try!

“Look,” he said, summoning all of his masculine ethos. He sat up straighter, turned to her, and he even dared to talk down to her, “I don’t know what you think you know, but I haven’t thought of anything untoward or inappropriate. I swear.”

She tilted her head to the side, and some of her dark hair fell at an angle. Her cheeks rose as she smiled, and her eyes twinkled while she studied him. “Leo, Leo, Leo. Are we really going to do this?”

“I’m serious!”

“And when I go into your memories, what am I going to find?”

“Nothing bad, I swear. But you don’t need to check.”

“Right,” she said.

She concentrated on him.

“No, don’t!”

Like so many other boys, Leo attempted to hold her back. Theoretically, he actually had some potential. He concentrated on songs and stupid mathematical equations. He tried to think of computer code and some of the more esoteric command sequences.

None of that helped.

Leo stood over his wife who was strapped down, on her stomach, her arms and legs spread. She wore a slutty little cheerleader uniform, and she had her dark hair in pigtails. Yes, she was an adult, but it hardly mattered. He loved fantasizing about her dressed just like this.

She squirmed, struggling as hard as she could, wiggling back and forth.

“Please, Master! Please, don’t punish me! I swear, I will be a good slut for you. I will be the most obedient slave you have ever seen. I will lick, suck, and fuck however you want! Please, Sir! Just give me the chance to please you!”

“Very nice imagination,” Brooke told him out in the real world. “It’s such a silly fantasy. Let’s see how it finishes.”

“No, stop!”

Luckily, Brooke didn’t have to listen to her husband.

“Oh, you’re going to please me. But I’m going to make it hurt.”

He climbed up onto the bed, grabbed her panties, and he didn’t just pull them down. No, he ripped them off, stretching the white cotton until it tore. Then he threw her panties to the floor, gripped her ass beneath his fingertips, and squeezed.

In his imagination, Brooke moaned. She whimpered helplessly.

On the floor, Leo tried so hard to say something else, to interrupt his wife, and to regain some modicum of control. Instead, his wife forced him to live his fantasies.

“This is what you get for being such a slut.”

“No, Master! Please, please don’t spank me!”

“You like thinking about me crying? Is that it, Leo?”

“No!”

“No, it’s okay,” she said. “Boys like you just can’t help themselves. That’s why you need to be controlled.” His fingers tensed around the small box in his hands. The cardboard creased.

“Oh yes. I’m going to spank you.”

He raised his hand above her petite, uniformed body. He gazed down at her short, red, pleated skirt, her bright blue blouse, and he savored those moments as she struggled against her restraints. The straps stretched, but she wasn’t going anywhere.

He closed his eyes, swung his hand down, and he was supposed to connect easily. He was supposed to hear the fantasy version of Brooke cry out, practically screaming as the pain shot through her.

Instead, she grabbed his wrist. Before his hand could fly all the way down, she had somehow escaped the straps, rolled over, and now she grabbed his arm.

“No,” she said.

Brooke smiled as she took control of his fantasy. Observing had been interesting enough, but now her husband needed a reminder of how he had to behave. A boy like him could get confused by these naughty fantasies, after all. He might start to think that maybe a man should be able to take control like this.

“Let me go!” Panic slipped into his voice as he tried to rip his arm free from her hold, but this wasn’t his wife or some meek little cheerleader version of her.

With her other hand, she reached up, slid her fingers along the back of his neck, and she yanked down into a ferocious kiss. She pressed her lips to his. All the while, he tried to get away. His erection didn’t stop, but he tried to pull away.

The cheerleader version of Brooke rolled him onto his back. She straddled him, holding him down.

He tried to shove her away, but every attempt met with failure.

His heart was pounding now, and he strained as hard as he could. He kicked out with his feet, and his arms thrashed, but this boy was helpless underneath her. The brunette grinned, grabbed his right wrist, and pulled it into one of the restraints. She tied him down. In seconds, she strapped his other wrist to the bed.

Then she grinned, and he heard the tearing of his shirt and pants. The shreds of fabric flew away from his body, leaving his naked frame exposed but untouched.

She kissed him again, reached down, and grabbed his shaft.

“You know, I think we should try something else. You had me on my stomach. Let’s do that to you.”

She let him out of the restraints, flipped him over, and tied him down again.

She put her hand on the back of his head and forced his face to the mattress.

He caught the clean aroma of the fantasy sheets, like detergent.

“Please, don’t do this. Please, I’m sorry. I’m sorry—I’m so sorry about my fantasies! I couldn’t help myself!”

“Of course you could,” Brooke said. “You get to decide what you want to imagine. You could have pictured yourself in a cute little butler’s uniform going down on me. You could have imagined a romantic, moonlight walk along the beach. But no, you chose this. You wanted me dressed like some dumb, naïve cheerleader!”

Her temper flared as she explained all of this.

Seeing his fantasy in those first couple of seconds hadn’t really bothered her, probably because it was so easy to take control and rewrite the images. But now she really contemplated what this meant.

“Is that what you crave, Leo? Do you want some dumb, naïve girl on her knees in front of you? Or better yet, do you want her tied down and squirming under you as you take whatever you want?”

She bared her teeth, “Well, that’s not acceptable.”

“No, it’s not acceptable. I’m sorry!”

“Let’s finish. Maybe this way, you won’t daydream about cheerleaders quite so much.”

Reality drifted away as he found himself on his stomach. He pulled against the restraints, twisting and fighting as hard as he could, but he still couldn’t escape.

Then she scratched at his back. She stroked him, teased him, and grabbed his ass. She enjoyed this.

As she straddled him, he could feel the hem of her skirt glide along his skin.

This wasn’t right. It was far too realistic! It wasn’t the dreary, two dimensions of a fantasy. It was so much more powerful than that!

“This was that what you were thinking about, was it? But don’t worry. You still get to have sex with a cheerleader.”

“What, what’re you talking about?”

She dragged a finger down his back and along the contours of his ass. Then she stroked his crevice, lightly touching him.

Both in real life and his fantasy, he called out, “No!”

That was it, only she reached over, and she had something in her hand. Her paddle. But now, she asked, “Would you like some lube?”

He was too busy struggling, fighting shackles that would never yield and trying to tear at straps that couldn’t break. Leo didn’t respond, not while he breathlessly fought those imaginary restraints.

Wait a second, he thought. This was a dream. It was a daydream. It was inside of his head, so he should be able to take over.

Lucid dreaming was an actual concept. People couldn’t control their imaginations while they slept. He could try that. He had to. He didn’t have any other choice.

On the floor, with the chastity cage still in his hand, he kept his eyes closed as he resisted. He needed to get this girl in hand. With the power of his will and determination, he could lock her up in an imaginary cage. He could take control of his mind.

Brooke saw him try. She could feel the flickers of his defiance. This wasn’t just a question of distracting himself. No, he thought he could channel his ferocity and actually defeat her.

Adorable!

“Lube,” she said.

“No. You can’t do this. Why isn’t it working?”

“Isn’t it obvious, Leo? I’m stronger than you. I’m stronger than you out in the real world, and I’m definitely stronger than you in here. That’s why you’re still strapped down, and that’s why I’m going to fuck you with the handle of my favorite paddle.”

“No. This isn’t real!”

“It may not technically be real,” she conceded. “But it will certainly feel real!” She had a sickly way of saying those syllables as she teased him.

She squirted the lubricant onto the wooden handle. She studied the contours, decided it was the perfect width, and then she slid it down against his backside. She pushed it between his butt cheeks, invading him.

Fortunately for Leo, Brooke decided to take her time. She enjoyed the way he squirmed and wiggled there on his stomach.

Then she pressed down, taunting him with every tantalizing sensation.

He hated the invasion.

And yet, she made it trigger something else. Pleasure coursed through him. Humiliation and desire mixed together as the handle plunged down between his cheeks and into the most sensitive parts of his body.

He had never been explored with something like this. He had never even feared it.

But now, she rubbed it along the walls of his opening as she pushed down, pulled back, only to thrust in again.

“This is what you wanted, right? You thought I should be the cheerleader on her stomach, taking anal because she couldn’t stop you? Well, now you get know how it feels!”

He didn’t say anything. He couldn’t, not with his breath pumping hard from his lungs.

“Do you like that, Leo? I bet you do? In fact, I bet you’re about to climax!” She giggled, and those sounds echoed through his imagination.

“It’s going to happen here and in the real world, Leo. This is going to be your fantasy. And don’t worry. We can do this whenever I want even if you’re locked in chastity! Doesn’t that sound wonderful!”

Finally, he managed to plead with her. He stopped struggling quite as hard, although his muscles still twitched involuntarily. “Please, don’t do this! Please, Brooke! I already apologized! I’m sorry! I’m sorry I pictured you in a schoolgirl uniform!”

“Cheerleader uniform,” she said. “Do you have other fantasies I haven’t found yet?”

He froze for a moment.

“It’s okay,” she promised. “I can punish you later.”

Just then, she pushed down again, violating his opening as he cried out.

She pumped him, working the handle in deep, pulling back, and pushing down again. Pretty soon, he felt it. She heard the deep, throaty growl from the base of his chest. It reverberated through his body as his fingers clenched and his toes curled.

His shaft began to throb.

Brooke pulled him back to the real world, and he looked down. Sure enough, there was a damp stain on his underwear.

“Go get cleaned up,” she commanded.

He jumped to his feet and rushed off. “You have two minutes!” Brooke called after him. Her husband scrambled faster because he knew that if he didn’t come back in time, she would follow him. And he wouldn’t like that. He wouldn’t like that at all.

Seated there on the couch, she glanced down at the discarded chastity cage.

Actually, this worked out very nicely, Brooke decided.

Her husband came back within the allotted timeframe.

“Kneel,” she said in her offhand manner.

At once, he fell to his knees before her. He kept his elbows at his sides, and his eyes remained locked on the spot between her feet.

“Take off that underwear,” she said.

He obeyed again, faster this time.

In spite of that lesson, he still thought he had some control over his situation. That’s why he gulped and glanced up at her. “Please, ma’am. Please, don’t make me wear a chastity cage. That’s too much. You can already read my mind. You know what I think all the time. You can punish me whenever you want. Please, don’t put me in chastity.”

“If you promised not to touch yourself right now, not to pleasure yourself, would you mean it? Would you keep your word?”

No.

He tried so hard to fight that answer, to block it off and hide it away, only he failed just as every male failed to hide his thoughts from women wielding The Powers.

“That’s what I thought,” she said. “Now open your present.”

His breath quivered, but he had no choice.

“Open the box,” she forced him to obey.

She made him open each piece by ripping through the small, transparent plastic bags. He removed the items one after another.

“Read the directions,” she instructed.

He obeyed again, surrendering as his eyes glided over the diagrams.

“Put it on,” she commanded.

Brooke watched as he applied each piece, connecting them as he imprisoned himself. He built the cage by sliding the ring around the base of his shaft, pulling the cylinder up along his length, attaching the pieces, and then he picked up the small padlocks.

“Give me the key,” she said as she held out her hand, palm up.

He obeyed.

“Now give me the lock.”

“Please, don’t do this. Please, Brooke. I’m begging you!”

With the metal chastity cage pulling down on his genitals, he held his hands together and looked up at her.

The desperation radiated off of his body as he tried to get her to change her mind. “Please, Brooke! Please, I will do anything! Anything you want! Anything!”

“Oh, you’re so cute when you beg,” she said.

Then she took control of his mind and body. She forced him to slide the lock into place. He pressed down, and he heard the click.

“No!” Leo howled.

“You can try to pull it off if you want,” she said.

Obviously, he would have snuck away and done exactly that. A boy like Leo would have been tempted by the possibility of freedom and escape.

“No,” he said. “I’m okay.” This was one humiliation he hoped to avoid. Perhaps she had already taunted him and tormented him, but he could skip this part, right?

Wrong.

“Try,” she said. With that single syllable, she compelled her husband’s obedience.

“Just remember,” she continued as he tentatively reached to down for the chastity cage. “This is what you get for all of that misogynistic nonsense. Remember, if you would have come to me and had an open, frank discussion, then maybe we could have arrived at some kind of compromise. Maybe I would have learned to trust you. But every time I try, you come up with some new way to disobey.”

“I shouldn’t have to obey,” he growled, jerking his hands away from the metal ring around the base of his cock.

“Why not? You need me to protect you. I’m doing this for your own good,” she said.

“That’s nonsense!”

“Admit that I’m doing this for your own good,” she said.

His expression softened as she seized control of his mouth. “You’re doing this for my own good.”

“Good boy. Now, see if you can get the chastity cage off.”

He had to realize disagreeing wouldn’t work, so he held back his retorts and tried to get the cage off. Maybe if he could slip it free, then she wouldn’t make him wear a chastity cage because it wouldn’t do any good.

Holding his breath, he tugged and pulled. He tried to wiggle it free. Unfortunately, the ring around his base was nice and tight, meaning he wouldn’t be able to get this off with anything less than a chainsaw.

His nostrils twitched, he jerked his head up, and he glowered at his wife. “Please! Don’t make me wear this!”

“What? Are you worried we’re not going to have sex?” She stood up.

He recognized that glint in her eyes. He knew precisely what she wanted from him.

“We can still have sex,” she said. “Only it’s going to involve my orgasms, not yours. Your orgasm is going to be a very, very special treat, but if you work hard, I’m sure you’ll be able to earn it.”

His lips parted, “I shouldn’t have to earn it!”

“Sweetie, you’re getting excited. You sound like an emotional boy. Just relax. Calm down and smile.”

She pulled down her pants, kicked them away with her underwear, sat on the couch, and spread her legs. “Here. I think licking me will make you feel better.”

She beckoned him forward with the curve of just one finger.

He glanced to the left, then the right.

Reluctantly, he crawled forward like a well-trained dog.

“Come here,” she called out.

He crawled toward his wife, and she put her hand on the back of his head. She gripped his hair, pulled, and guided him forward.

He closed his eyes at first, only to feel his nose glide up against her damp sex. As he inhaled the aroma of her arousal, his shaft twitched. Despite his recent orgasm, his body yearned for more.

“What’s wrong?” Brooke teased. “Is my husband getting frustrated? Does he wish he didn’t have to wear a chastity cage? Well, it’s going to be for your own good. I’m keeping your key, and don’t worry. I will put it somewhere very safe. Actually, I think I’ll just keep it with me.”

No!

Even before she finished talking, Leo had started to wonder if maybe he could find her key hidden away in one of her sock or underwear drawers. Apparently not.

“Oh, don’t worry. It’s not like I’m going to show it off to my friends at work.”

He opened his eyes and looked up at her.

“Lick,” she commanded.

He obeyed at once, sliding his tongue over her sex, which sent spurts of pleasure running hot through her body. The arousal danced just beneath the surface of her skin, but it was more than the physical pleasure. She loved having him on his knees, docile and obedient, worshiping her just like this.

For so long, men had adored their blow jobs. They were always eager to have a girl on her knees, serving and surrendering.

She could understand the appeal. That’s why she had him lick her. “You know, I think you’re going to have to start doing this at least once a day,” she commented.

His brows creased with confusion. “I mean, I’m probably not going to let you out very often. I want to see what chastity and denial do to you. I bet you’re going to become very eager. So far, you’ve been resistant, Leo. You try to think for yourself, and I don’t like that very much. No, I don’t.” She shook her head from side to side as though she were talking down to some little kid.

“Oh, yes. Keep going. Just like that. You have such a busy tongue. I love how you lick me, Leo. That’s right. This is what you were born for.”

His body tensed. He was born for this? No way. He wanted to achieve. He wanted to show the world what he could do. And yet, his wife wanted him on his knees, licking and nuzzling like some plaything.

And yet, he couldn’t pull away, not after everything he had endured.

“Slow down,” she said.

He obeyed.

“Good boy,” she purred as the sexual satisfaction rippled through her body. It wasn’t an orgasm, not yet, but she stretched her hands over her head and leaned back.

All the while, his tongue continued to glide along her opening.

“We should start out with a relatively short length of time,” she said. “I’m thinking a week.”

He didn’t understand.

“What do you think of that?” Brooke asked without waiting for an answer. “Does a week sound like a good length of time for you to wait before your next orgasm?”

A week? That was what she meant?

Leo had never gone that long, not since he hit puberty!

As the panic vibrated through his body, she said, “Faster. Maybe if you do a really, really good job, I will let you out sooner. What do you think of that?”

This time, he didn’t hesitate. Leo demonstrated his obedience as he lapped at her slit. He bobbed his head down and up, working his tongue against her opening with everything he had. He tried to be creative. He went for different patterns, different rhythms and movements.

At this point, she didn’t tell him what to do. Instead, Brooke enjoyed the feel of his tongue as he worked her pussy.

Her skin became hot. She nearly climaxed. She pushed the urge away, mostly because she wanted to draw this out. Unlike Leo, down there on his knees, Brooke could pick the moment when the pleasure burst through her defenses and swept over her.

Not yet.

Not yet.

Not quite yet…

His tongue sped up, and she called out, “Just like that. Oh yes. You’re definitely getting a different chastity sentence!”

A smile curved along her lips. He had his eyes closed as he focused on the movements of his tongue, her pleasure, and absolutely nothing else.

If he had seen that smile, he would’ve been scared.

“Yes!” The desires coalesced throughout her body, and she surrendered this time. She let the pieces fall into place, clicking one after another. Everything exploded into that wild haze of bright, uncontrollable ecstasy. The glee gripped her, tight, hot, and timeless. For just a few seconds, the world of seemed to disappear. She floated and flew. She drifted and lost herself to this perfect pleasure.

Then she tugged on his hair and pulled his face away.

“Okay,” she said. “You did an amazing job, and I promised you a different chastity term.” She held up her hand and lifted two fingers. Why two fingers?

“Two weeks,” she announced.

He gulped, grimaced, and looked around, almost as though he thought he would see some kind of explanation because this obviously had to be some sort of joke. She couldn’t really mean that, could she?

“What? No,” he insisted. “You can’t be serious.”

“Oh? And why is that?”

“You don’t have the right to—”

“I’m your wife. And what is your mantra again?”

“My name is Leo, and I must serve my wife. My name is Leo, and I must be an obedient husband for my wife.” The words tumbled from his mouth before he could even try to stop them.

“That’s right, Leo,” she teased.

He tried to rally, “Look—”

“Try again,” she interrupted.

“What? Try again? What are you talking about?”

This was cheap and easy, but she didn’t mind. The power coursing through her felt so wonderful, and she didn’t wish to give it up.

“Before you start talking to me, think about your tone,” she instructed. “Think about the fact that you are talking to your superior.”

Superior. This word had become much more popular lately, especially because so many women used it.

When women wielded telepathy and telekinesis, how could they think of themselves as anything but superior to the terrestrial men in their lives, the boys who had to work so much harder?

“I shouldn’t have to think about my tone!”

“Should I add another week to your chastity term?” Brooke asked playfully.

Then she burst out laughing when his eyes got big, his lips parted, and he stared at her as though she had spoken another language, some dark, sinful incantation.

“Well?”

“No!” Fresh panic fluttered through his answer.

“Then what should you do?”

“Think about my tone?”

“That’s right,” she said, brushing her finger down his neck. She touched his collar. “But I think I want to hear you say your mantra again first. I think that will put you in the right frame of mind.”

The anger simmered from his body. There were points when he seemed perfectly capable of accepting his subjugation. But then there were instances like this, moments where he tried to fight back as though he stood some sort of chance.

“Go on,” she coaxed.

“My name is Leo, and I must serve my wife. My name is Leo, and I must be an obedient husband for my wife.”

“Good boy!” She brushed her fingers along the sides of his neck, just above the leather collar. “Very nice. I’m impressed. One more time just because I love hearing you say it.”

“Do I have to?”

Brooke stared down at her boy.

He exhaled slowly and obeyed. “My name is Leo, and I must serve my wife. My name is Leo, and I must be an obedient husband for my wife.”

“Very good,” she said. “Now, I have to tell you something.”

“Yes, ma’am?”

“Beg for the chance to go down on me. Tell me how much you want to have sex right now.”

Brooke giggled like some schoolgirl as she saw his shaft twitch in his cage. A groan of frustrated desire vibrated from deep within his throat as he looked up and around. Clearly, he couldn’t match her lovely gaze, not then, not there, not while she played with him.

“Well?” Brooke asked demurely.

“Please, can I go down on you? Please, let me go down on you!”

“Tell me how much you want to have sex right now.”

“This isn’t sex!” He protested.

“Of course, this is sex.”

“No. I have to get out of the chastity cage for it to be sex!”

“Silly boy,” she chided. “You don’t get to define these terms. I tell you what qualifies as sex and what doesn’t. Just because you’re all locked up and denied, that doesn’t mean you get to complain.”

“That’s not fair!” So many boys made this complaint as The Powers restructured the most basic foundations of society and the world.

“It doesn’t need to be fair,” she said. With a flick of her fingertips, she drew on her telekinesis, locked him to the floor, and then she grinned.

“Actually, I think I want to tie you to our bed. I want to tie you to our bed and sit on your face. I want to hold you down and watch you struggle.”

“No. Please, don’t!”

“Go to the bedroom,” she ordered.

When he didn’t move fast enough, she robbed him of his control. His arms and legs moved with programmed stiffness as she maneuvered his body like he was a puppet.

When she saw him crawl into their bedroom, Brooke enjoyed another shiver of anticipation. She remembered, right when they started dating, Leo shared something with her. “I want to tie you down. I want you to be like some Princess on your back, a damsel in distress, and I’ll get to rescue you and do whatever I want with you.”

He had craved power.

At the time, Brooke hadn’t really understood. It seemed strange. She was already eager to be with him. She loved him. Wasn’t that good enough?

Now she understood the appeal, and her lips curled back as she watched him lie down on his back, still under her command.

Sauntering ahead, she went straight for the closet, grabbed some of her scarves, and she brought them back up onto the bed when she straddled her husband. Her knees pushed against his flanks as she grabbed his wrist and tied him up.

“I’m going to ride you,” she promised.

“Wouldn’t you rather have sex?” Leo asked.

“Don’t you remember our conversation from the living room? We are going to have sex, dear. Only it’s going to be sex the pleases me and leaves you desperate and horny.”

She tied his wrists to the bedposts. She tied his ankles to the bedposts next. And when she finished, she grinned down at her boy. A ferocious smile played along her lips until she stroked his forehead, the ridge of his nose, then his lips.

From there, she scratched at his chest. Then she reached down and stroked his balls.

“No. Please, I can’t take it!”

“Yeah, you can,” she said, easily contradicting him. He was a boy, so his perspective didn’t really count. He could express an opinion, if she allowed him to speak, but her opinion would always count way more.

Then she climbed forward, pressed her slit down against his mouth, and she ordered, “Lick.”

This time, she didn’t wish to use The Powers. Rather, she expected her trapped, powerless boy to obey of his own volition. And if he didn’t, he could spend another couple of weeks in chastity. Or months. Or longer…

Leo must have been smart enough to figure this out for himself.

The moment she issued her command, he lifted his head just a tiny bit, and he started lapping at her sex all over again.

Before all of this happened, Brooke never knew how she could describe sex. She had imagined sex was romantic and biological, but she never anticipated this kind of arousal. The excitement burned hot through her body.

Grabbing onto the headboard, she rode his face, pressing her opening down as she enjoyed herself.

She was panting before long. Then she called out, “I’ll never let you go, Leo. You belong to me. All of you boys are going to be trained just like this. Let go. Give up! Surrender!

That’s when she heard his mantra again. Only this time, he didn’t say it.

My name is Leo, and I must serve my wife. My name is Leo, and I must be an obedient husband for my wife.

His words pulsed through his mind as he surrendered to his wife. This mantra had become his truth.

Mackenzie

Mackenzie reserved one of the smaller conference rooms. After several weeks as an intern and Aubrey’s protégé, Mackenzie had learned a lot. Sure, she didn’t know much about the higher-level projects, but that was fine with her. Aubrey gave her access to accounts and codes which needed to be double checked by their intern programmers.

The boys became bug hunters, each one scanning line after line of code as he searched for any errors.

For the most part, they had done a good job.

And yet, Mackenzie still wasn’t satisfied as she stood there in the corner of the room with her arms crossed.

Almost all of the interns were already here, having arrived five or six minutes early. Two of the interns actually had to quit, unfortunately. Apparently, their families had decided those boys would be better off at home.

Mackenzie smirked at the concept, especially because it all made so much sense.

Because women had developed The Powers, men were vulnerable. They were the weaker sex now since they couldn’t move objects with their minds or compel those around them to behave. Simply being male meant wearing a target. It meant being vulnerable and helpless in a society of potential predators.

Mackenzie had read through a couple of articles, some written by women, some purportedly written by men, but they all argued that females needed to exert their own sense of morality and mercy.

The same counterargument came back.

When men were bigger and stronger, they took advantage. They literally bought and sold women. For generations, a term like “wife” may as well have been synonymous with slave or chattel. Females had been property, little more—which begged an important question. If the men behaved badly, then why should women do any better?

Mackenzie saw one commentor whose response she really, really liked.

Women weren’t obliged to behave better, but they would certainly act differently.

The men were vulnerable; this was a fact, so they needed to be protected. More importantly, they needed to be retrained for their reduced status.

Obviously, men weren’t capable of taking on any sort of leadership position. Heck, they couldn’t even stand the responsibility of handling money. It was too easy for a woman to walk up, seize control of his mind, and force him to empty a register or transfer assets.

Men could still work, of course. Someone needed to cook, clean, wash dishes, and stand around looking pretty. But it wouldn’t be the women, not anymore.

“Does anyone think he’s going to be late?” Mackenzie asked.

The boys around the conference room just stared down. They shook their heads, probably because they worried that Darren’s bad behavior might get them into trouble.

Just as the clock hit 9 AM, the door to the conference room burst open, and a handsome boy surged across the carpet. He slammed his butt down into one of the chairs and turned to look back toward the corner.

“Hello, Darren,” she said.

“Ma’am,” he said, only to flinch.

Mackenzie glanced around the rest of the room and wondered if maybe those boys would smirk at his mistake. None of them did.

Somehow, respecting a woman and her authority no longer seemed like a joke.

“Darren, you were almost late,” she pointed out. “I hope you have a good excuse.”

“But, but I was on time,” he said, his voice straining.

“Almost on time isn’t good enough.” She crossed her arms over her chest and stepped forward.

She may have been the shortest person in the room, but she was standing while the boys sat in their chairs and tried not to make eye contact. They wouldn’t risk challenging this young woman, not when she could punish them so easily.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“Do you remember that little secret you didn’t want the rest of the group to know about?”

Darren gulped. As he did so, he must have felt the black leather collar around his neck. This was becoming something of a fashion trend for the men across the country. In fact, apparently dog collars had become the latest trend to sweep across the planet. So many women wanted their boys to be properly marked.

“Please!”

“Stand,” she ordered.

“Please!” Darren pleaded again.

“Stand up right now, or I’ll make you, and then I will spank you. Your pants are going to be off either way.”

Again, the boys remained stoic and solemn.

With a frustrated growl, he pushed his chair back, sat up, and that’s when she told the boys to close their eyes.

At once, the other interns cooperated and obeyed. They knew any kind of hesitation might put them in Darren’s position, something they all needed to avoid, no matter the cost.

Sometimes, Mackenzie wondered if these boys felt any sympathy for one another. Did they ever ruminate on the possibility of working together and somehow fighting back?

Ultimately, it didn’t matter. These males were all trapped. She could take on one of them. She could take on all of them. That’s what The Powers did to every social dynamic.

Along the way, men were learning to be polite. Where once, a man could step up to a woman and demand her attention, tell her to smile, or call her some inane “term of endearment” like sweetheart or honey, the boys now used more appropriate terms like Ma’am.

They were scared.

Good.

Take off your pants and get on the table. I want you in the center with your hands behind your back. From there, start doing slow turns for me, Darren.

In spite of everything he had already endured at Mackenzie’s hands, Darren still paused because he hated this idea of his friends and colleagues knowing the truth.

Still, he dropped his head down, climbed up onto the table, and stood there. Then he pulled down his pants and his boxers to reveal be metal chastity cage locked around his shaft. It wasn’t just a cage, of course. It was a full belt. The metal band looped around his waist, locking the prison on and making sure he couldn’t remove it.

Because she could, Mackenzie brushed her fingers along her neck, hooked her thumb under the thin, silver chain, and she lifted the key for him to see.

His eyes locked on that key, and he fought back the urge to pounce on her. More than anything, he wanted to jump down, reach out, and grab it. Then he could sprint away, remove the chastity belt, and gain his freedom.

That’s not going to happen, Darren. I like having you in chastity. I love how it makes you feel.

She easily transmitted those thoughts directly into his head. His cheeks flushed a darker shade of red, and she watched as he remembered the rest of her orders. He crossed his wrists behind his back and slowly turned around.

His shirt wasn’t long enough to hide his imprisoned penis or the rest of the belt.

“Okay, boys,” she said to the assembled interns. “You can open your eyes now.”

There were a few seconds of hesitation, but then they opened their eyes and glanced up. They saw Darren, their one-time leader. He was supposed to be the hot guy, the big, strong one who knew how to be charismatic. Before, when everything had been normal, they would all go out, drink, and hit on women. Darren always did the best.

The boys looked up and said nothing. Even so, she could read their minds and feel the flickering doubts and questions spark between their ears.

“Darren, why were you late?”

The boy she picked on the most didn’t contradict her this time. Instead, he said, “I had some trouble.”

“Oh? What kind of trouble?” Mackenzie asked for the benefit of his fellow interns. For her, it would have been a simple matter to read his mind and discern the truth.

“I, I was late because a woman stopped me on the street.”

“A woman?”

“That’s right,” he said. “She wanted to know if I had a girlfriend.”

“So she was interested in you?”

“Yes…”

“How did that make you feel?”

“Embarrassed. Dirty. She made me feel like I was a piece of meat!”

“And I bet you made women feel that way all the time.”

Mackenzie touched a finger to the corner of her mouth before she grinned. Her eyes narrowed slightly as she realized something. “Why do you think it was important for her to know if you had a girlfriend?”

“Because she wanted to know if someone else had me.”

“And when she looked into your mind, what she see?”

“I don’t know,” he confessed.

“That’s okay. ‘I don’t know’ is usually the right answer for a boy anyway.”

He bristled; there it was again, that urge to lurch at her.

“Do you like knowing that your opinion doesn’t really count? It’s not a question of whether or not you are interested in her. Instead, she just wants to know someone else has claimed you.”

“No, I didn’t like it,” he said.

“Good,” she replied. “Now you’re getting a really good sense of what it means to be powerless. Remember, boys, you are all just toys now.”

Maybe she didn’t need to be quite so blunt, but it felt good. She loved taunting, training them and teasing them. She loved taking whatever she wanted from these males, especially since they were so deliciously helpless to stop her!

Mackenzie didn’t stop and try to figure out when she changed. At one point, she had believed in equality. Now? Female supremacy seemed like the easy, obviously correct answer to so many questions.

“Unfortunately, you’re toys and pets who try to think for themselves. Not cool. Not cool, boys.” She shook her head with dismay, as though she expected more of them.

“Luckily, new techniques are being developed. Just look at Darren here. You see that? He’s wearing a chastity cage. And how does that make you feel, Darren?”

Rather than answer her directly, he tried to plead again. “Please, I don’t think we need to do this, not here, not in front of them!”

“Don’t worry,” she said. “You can still have another tutorial when we’re done.”

This time, Darren remained quiet.

Mackenzie wouldn’t accept silence as an answer.

“Well?”

His nostrils flared, and he bowed his head down. “Chastity makes me feel helpless. It makes me think I shouldn’t worry about anything but pleasing the girl who has my key.”

“Girl?” Mackenzie raised an eyebrow.

“The woman. The woman who has my key!” Darren stammered to correct.

“Much better,” she said. “Do you think the chastity belt improves your behavior?”

“Absolutely!”

“Aside from keeping you focused, why else would it be good for you?”

“Men get out of line because we are sexually aggressive. We’re like animals. But when we’re locked in chastity, we can think more clearly.”

Mackenzie suspected that wasn’t really true. After all, Darren constantly wished for the opportunity to get out of his belt and touch himself or maybe even have sex if he got wildly lucky.

“You know, this is probably the real reason why that woman didn’t just take you for herself. It would have been easy for her to grab your hand and bring you home with her. Wouldn’t it?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Darren, go back to my office and wait for me. Oh, and fetch me some coffee first. I want to have a conversation with the rest of the interns.”

Brooke

Brooke

“Hey there, Leo,” she said as she stretched her arms over her head and brushed her knuckles along the wall behind her bed.

Her bed.

More and more, Brooke had started to think of her home as belonging to her even though she shared it with her husband. More than that, he had worked hard to help her with the down payment, but Brooke stopped thinking of it as his.

It was her bed, her house, her car, her kitchen, her living room, and her husband.

Having him on his knees at the foot of the bed while he massaged her feet beneath the blankets definitely helped assert their new roles and identities in their relationship.

“Good morning, Mistress,” he said.

Mistress.

While out drinking with her friends once, Brooke remembered how one girl went on a mini rant. She argued the use of master versus mistress illustrated the sexes in society. “A master is someone who can take control. But a mistress? She is the other woman, an illicit lover, someone who should be ashamed of what she’s done. It’s disgusting.” Brooke’s friend had shaken her head like this was obvious and everyone should have been able to see it.

Somehow, Brooke didn’t think those distinctions would last much longer. Before long, Mistress would refer to women who owned the boys in their lives.

The Powers made it so easy!

Just then, Brooke wasn’t controlling her husband. He was naked except for the collar around his neck and the chastity cage he wore between his legs. She loved seeing the way he kept his head down, his shoulders slumped, and his eyes fixed on her toes as he worked the outlines of her feet.

She stretched, tightening her calves and enjoying that gentle relaxation.

“How are you feeling?”

“Subservient,” he said.

“And what does that mean?” Brooke already knew the answer, yet she wanted to hear him say it. She wanted to hear him explain all of it.

A nervous gulp rose up and down his throat. “It means I feel like I have to do whatever you tell me. It means I feel like I shouldn’t try to think for myself.”

“Good boy,” she said.

“That’s exactly how you should be feeling. Who’s in charge?”

“You are, ma’am.”

“And who wears the dress in this household?”

“You do, Mistress.”

“And what does that make you?”

“Your husband?”

“Be more specific,” she said.

“I’m your househusband and your house boy.”

“Yes, you are,” she sat up and pulled her feet away from his delicious touch. “When you go to work today, are you going to be tempted to fool around online?”

“No, Mistress.”

“That’s what I thought,” she said. “But you know, I think I want to touch you all over. Come and lay down with me.”

“Yes, Mistress,” he said. As he scurried into position, she rifled through his thoughts and feelings. She waited for that moment when she might find some jagged nugget of resentment.

This time, she didn’t. Instead, he slipped under the covers with his wife, and she began to run her fingers along his mostly naked body.

Because she couldn’t help herself, she stroked his collar, brushing her fingertips along the smooth leather before touching his shoulder, his biceps, and his sides.

“May I ask what you’re thinking?”

A smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. “Does asking ever bother you?”

“No, Mistress,” he said. “Why would it bother me?”

“Because I never have to ask you,” she replied.

Leo closed his eyes for a second. At first, she wondered if maybe he had to struggle to suppress some urge or impulse. It must have been so frustrating for him, but then he glanced back at her, “No, mistress. You don’t have to ask.”

“Does that bother you?”

“The world isn’t fair,” he said.

“It isn’t,” she said with a grin. “But you could still be upset.”

“No, Mistress. I’ve learned my lessons.”

“Good,” she said. Her fingers brushed along the contours of his ass, then down his leg.

His breath sharpened. He took one quick gasp after another.

When she shoved him onto his back and straddled his torso, she didn’t need to tell him to be quiet. His lips hardened, but she asked, “How does this make you feel?”

“Aroused,” he answered.

“And?”

“Subservient,” said the collared, chaste boy.

“Good!” Brooke called out. “But you know, I’ve been wondering. Or actually, I guess I’ve just been thinking about this one thing I want you to do.”

“What’s that, Mistress?” She touched him with two fingertips now. They only moved along his neck, down his shoulders, and over the contours of his chest, but it was still enough to make him shiver and shake beneath her.

“I was watching TV, and there was this woman on. Mary Something. Anyway, I guess she’s a lobbyist or whatever, and she was suggesting that maybe there’s going to be a new referendum.”

His eyes narrowed slightly, probably because he didn’t understand why Brooke wanted to be in her panties as she touched him, only to discuss politics.

Then again, he was just her houseboy, so he didn’t bother asking.

“On what?”

“Men’s right to vote,” she said. “I guess this new female supremacist party is getting a lot of traction.”

She looked down into her husband’s eyes, and she waited for the flash of frustration or anger. They had been working on his emotions for quite some time now, long weeks where she helped him accept his new place in the world. She viewed this as a kindness.

While other men were out there, struggling and fighting to figure out exactly who they were when women were in charge, her boy had Brooke to hold his hand and make sure he didn’t get away.

His eyes flickered with uncertainty, “I don’t understand.”

“Oh,” she replied. “That’s okay. All you need to know is that men might not be allowed to vote for much longer.”

“But…”

She touched a finger to his lips, and she looked down into his eyes. He had the urge to argue. That much was obvious. There were a dozen different reasons why men should be allowed to continue to vote and yet, she tilted her head to the side and asked, “If you cast another vote, who would make the decision for you?”

The male in her arms paused. He hesitated, only his thoughts remained adorably blank. Brooke had to wonder if boys like Leo might learn to suppress their thoughts. They could sit and wait, their minds empty as they subconsciously worked to find the right answer—the answer a woman wished to hear.

Finally, Leo told her the truth. “You. You would cast a vote.”

“And why is that?”

“Because you’re my wife.”

“And?”

“And you are in charge,” he said with just a slightly reluctant lilt to his voice.

“It’s okay. You don’t want to vote,” she said, making the decision for him and overriding any of his emotions. For this, she didn’t bother calling on The Powers. Rather, she just told him what to think, and she was confident he would learn to mold his impulses and desires to what she said.

She was the woman in this family, after all.

“Yes, Mistress,” he said.

Mistress. The term had become so flexible. Yes, it recognized her as the woman with the power in their relationship, but it could also carry a special kind of affection and surrender. He was like a pet who loved his owner more than anything else.

“Did you do your chores this morning?” Brooke asked.

“Yes, Mistress,” Leo said, faster this time, probably because he was comfortable with this line of questioning. Losing the vote would be hard, but cooking and cleaning would be simple, especially since he had been given so much practice over the last few months.

“Good boy,” she said. “And since you’re taking this whole voting thing so well, I think you deserve a treat.”

Leo’s voice sped up, “Are you going to let me out of the cage?”

The cage. His chastity lock.

“Maybe…” She allowed even as she reached under the blankets and brushed her fingertips along his naked thigh, up his flank, then back down toward his genitals. His shaft may have been locked away, but she still had access to his balls. Her fingertips gently played along his exposed flesh until she got to the underside of his scrotum.

With soft, flickering movements of her fingertips, she made her husband moan.

Hot excitement coursed through his body.

“Oh yes. Please. Yes. Please, that feels so good. Thank you. Thank you so much,” he said, panting the words like a dog in heat.

“Good boy,” she said. “There we go. That’s right. You like this kind of attention, don’t you? You want more, don’t you?”

“Yes, Mistress! Please, please don’t stop!”

Despite his entreaties, she pulled her hand away. Then she shoved him to his back, straddled him, and leaned in to kiss him.

“Oh, that feels so good,” she said.

“Yes, Mistress.”

“Are you going to agree with me no matter what I say?” Brooke asked.

“Yes?” For just a second, he seemed genuinely confused, like he didn’t understand what the correct answer might be.

“Good boy,” she said, patting him on the head.

When she first got into that habit, Leo had hated it. In fact, all of these angry thoughts used to stream through his head. But now, he recognized the affectionate gesture for what it was.

“Maybe if you do a really good job going down on me, I will decide to have sex with you.”

His lips parted, and his tongue nearly fell from his mouth, almost like he had become a horny canine. For some reason, she couldn’t stop thinking of him in those terms. Maybe it was the collar around his neck…

Leo jumped up and straightened his back. He held his elbows against his sides, gripped his knuckles, and looked right at her. “Please, Mistress, may I serve you? May go down on you? Please?” He stretched out that final syllable as the desperation reverberated through his voice.

“You may,” she said.

With a playful grin on his face, she sensed something else now.

It wasn’t deception or manipulation. It wasn’t the eagerness of a boy to avoid punishment. Instead, there was genuine desire.

Between his chastity training and the inevitability of his surrender, he had begun to embrace his subservience. At home, Leo knew he was loved. He was a beloved piece of property, and he needed to learn his place.

Because if he didn’t, his Mistress might decide to retrain him.

It had already happened again and again. On one day, Leo would recognize his place and surrender to his wife. But then just a few days later, he would start to resist or rebel. Independent thoughts might start to soak back into his head, so he would need to spend more time on his knees, crawling, kissing her feet and taking whatever spanking or paddling she decided to give him.

But more and more, he could feel his place in the world. Yes it had shifted, but he had to acknowledge that he was still lucky.

He had a wife who loved him. And yes, she controlled him, but she always had his best interests in mind.

That’s what she felt now as the emotions radiated and glowed from his male mind: gratitude.

He dipped his head down between her legs, and she parted her thighs.

He nuzzled the inner contours of her legs. He moved along her left thigh, then her right. He kissed and licked and slid the tip of his tongue over her soft skin.

In those first few seconds, she simply closed her eyes and embraced the sensations. They were warm and soft, loving and eager to please. They gave her everything she could want from her boy.

But then his fingers moved down along a sensitive spot. It wasn’t necessarily an erogenous zone, but it didn’t need to be either. She found that her sensitivity could migrate from one spot to another. She shivered again, letting out a quick, cute little moan.

That was the moment when he slid his tongue down into her crevice. He licked at her slit, moving quick, darting movements. He tasted her, and she explored his mind.

Surrender. Subservience. That same eagerness to please this woman because he recognized her power and authority, both in their household and over the totality of his life.

I belong to her.

With those four words came acceptance and something else: love. It was the warm safety of knowing he didn’t need to worry about his place in the world. The rest of society had become irrelevant because he was a boy, a domestic creature destined to serve a powerful woman like Brooke.

“You’re such a good boy,” she said before she started to gasp and moan. His tongue sped up then slowed down.

Of course, Brooke could have given him instructions. She could have dictated the pace and style of his tongue’s dance against her sex, but she didn’t. Instead, she allowed this boy a modicum of autonomy as he worshiped her.

Besides, Brooke didn’t want to micromanage, not here.

Instead, the lovely brunette enjoyed the way her husband licked and nuzzled, sweeping his tongue and swooping down. She loved how he teased her clit, pulled back, went deeper, and made her guess what might happen next. The surprise of it all excited her just as much as his surrender.

She pulled her hands up and placed them on her breasts. She could feel her pulse just beneath her skin. Her fingertips glanced along her nipples. She massaged her breasts, savoring the soft give of each mound.

Then she pinched her nipples, electric shock ran through her body, and she lifted her hips a tiny bit, impaling herself on his tongue.

She lifted her hips again, savored the feel of that friction, pulled her hands away from her breasts, and reached down. She put one hand on the back of his head. She pushed his face down again.

A flare of panic shot through his mind.

It contrasted with the arousal already gripping him.

“You belong to me,” she panted out. “You are mine, Leo!”

Just as those words left her lips, she came hard. The explosion of pleasure made her yank his face back.

When her vision cleared and she looked up, she saw her boy back on his knees as he waited for additional commands.

“Would you like me to strap you down?”

“Yes, Mistress,” he said.

She loved the restraints, not just how they looked around his naked arms and legs, but also the way they made him feel.

Since her boy was already naked, she gathered The Powers and threw him down onto the bed. A few short years ago, males had no idea what it was like to manhandled. They didn’t understand what it felt like to be held down or powerless beneath a physically superior being.

His eyes bulged.

“It’s okay,” she teased. “You can struggle.”

An anxious swallow rose and fell along the length of his slender neck.

“I really should get to work,” she said, only then she enjoyed the look of dismay that played along his handsome face.

“What? Are you scared?” Brooke asked. She brushed the edges of her teeth along her lower lip again as she stared down at him. Her expression couldn’t be confused for anything other than hunger. She yearned for him. She wanted to take him, have him, hold him, and own him.

“N-no,” stuttered Leo.

“Poor boy,” she said. “But I was serious before. You can struggle. Try to fight. Maybe I will give you a special treat if you can get up.” She grazed her nails along his bare chest. “Maybe I will even give you the key to your cage.”

“Permanently?” Hope reverberated through his voice.

“Permanently,” she said with that teasing lilt. He knew she was messing with him, yet he couldn’t just pass up this opportunity either.

Or maybe those embers of defiance and male pride came flaring back to life. Either way, he relaxed for several seconds.

Instantly, Brooke knew what he was trying to do: lull her into a false sense of security. Her husband really believed that if she relaxed, he might be able to slip away, grab her, perhaps even hold her down.

Those images excited him and scared him at the same time. Sometimes, he loved thinking about reasserting himself as the man of the house, not just a houseboy, not just a plaything for his wife, but a real man, a strong man, an independent and fierce man who could scare her.

It wasn’t going to happen, but she allowed those little fantasies from time to time.

Within five seconds, he tried to leap up. He tried to jerk his frame forward. In his fantasies, he would grab her, push her onto her stomach, pin her hands behind her back, and place his knee on top of her. He would push down, and he would be able to exert all of the leveraging control he could ever want. He would be in charge, and she would become the plaything…

He didn’t make it more than a few inches before her powers reasserted themselves, and she slammed him right back to the mattress.

“Come on, Leo,” she teased. “You’re going to have to do a lot better than that. I thought you wanted to get up?”

He should’ve had recognized the mockery for what it was, yet he still answered, “I do!”

“Really because it doesn’t look like you’re trying very hard,” she mocked him.

This time, he didn’t answer. Biting down and sucking air through his teeth, he fought those invisible shackles. But the psychological weights held him down, making sure he couldn’t go anywhere. His body twisted from side to side as he writhed helplessly there on the mattress.

But then she decided to play with him.

Brooke rolled him onto his side. She reached down and grabbed his ass. Her nails dug down, then she pulled her hand back, and she slapped those firm curves.

“Tell me about how much you like being my houseboy.”

“Please. No…”

She smacked him again. Then again. And again! By now, she could feel the warm glow of his backside.

“I love being your househusband!”

“I didn’t say househusband,” she teased.

His body became rigid.

He hated this. He hated it so much!

“Please, don’t make me say that.”

“Oh, but you had been making such excellent progress, Leo. You were behaving like such a good boy.”

“Don’t say that!”

“Why not?” Brooke teased her husband. “We both know it’s true. Besides, spending so much time in your chastity cage has been really good for you. You’re learning how to behave. You’re learning how to serve. This is the man you were meant to be.”

“No…”

“Yes!” Bright excitement rang through her voice. “Just face it. There’s a reason why I’m stronger than you. This is how things were meant to be.”

She grabbed his ass, pinched down, and waited for another denial or another argument.

But this time, one wasn’t forthcoming. Instead, his shoulders seemed to slump, and her boy surrendered. He drooped down.

“Do you have something you want to say to me?”

“I’ll be a good houseboy.”

“Yes, you will,” she said. “Now, do you want to try to get up again?”

“No…”

“Too bad. I like feeling you struggle. Try again. Wiggle underneath me, Leo.”

His muscles twitched again as he tried to force himself up, but he couldn’t resist the power she pressed down against his body. He was trapped, squeezed there. He could feel her influence against his chest, his wrists and ankles. It was so easy for her to pin him in place and lock him down.

But she wasn’t going to settle for just this overwhelming power. Instead, she yanked his right wrist toward the corner of the bed. Drawing on The Powers, she divided her focus and lifted one of the leather shackles. When they bought these, she hadn’t realized just how perfect they could be.

Yes, holding her husband to down could be fun, but now she wanted him strapped in place like some sort of decoration.

For so long, males had been able to overwhelm their prey. They could take their girlfriends and wives, pick them up, throw them down, and hold them in place, yet those same men still enjoyed seeing girls shackled. Girls in handcuffs. Girls tied up on train tracks. Girls wiggling and squirming as they fought so hard for their freedom, only to fail and hope that a kind man might release her.

It was his turn.

She knew her husband didn’t really deserve this. Yes, he had his silly fantasies and his absurd political ideology, but he had been a mostly good guy. Too bad. She could love her husband and crave total control over him at the same time.

Breathing out slowly, she tightened the shackles around his wrists, one on the left, one on the right. Then she forced her houseboy to spread his legs. Another set of shackles rose, seemingly by magic, only to loop around his ankles. The buckles engaged, making sure he couldn’t get away.

“Now don’t go anywhere,” she teased before she got up and left the bedroom.

As she strolled away, he jerked his head up, “What you doing? Where you going?”

Real fear reverberated through his voice.

She couldn’t help but enjoy it.

His dread and worry made him struggle twice as hard, but he couldn’t break those leather shackles or silver chains any more than he had a chance against her mental powers.

When she came back, she had something tucked away in the palm of her hand.

Brooke pulled herself up onto the bed, she straddled her husband, and then she sat on his face. She pushed her slit down against his mouth and said, “You know what to do.”

He did.

Obediently, he started licking. He jerked his head down and up as he slid his tongue along her crevice. Those magical sparks of sensation danced through her body. The pleasure tingled along her skin and up her spine. She grabbed the headboard, squeezed, her knuckles turned pale, and she dropped her chin down to her chest.

Before she could climax, she pulled away, and she dangled something right in front of his face.

Panic and desire mixed together when he saw the key. It drifted back and forth, almost like a pendulum. Both of his arms jerked up, only to be restrained by the shackles around his wrists. His muscles tightened.

“What?” Brooke teased as though she didn’t know what he was thinking. “You want this? Is this what you want, Leo?”

“Yes, please!”

“Then beg for it.”

“Please, would you unlock me?”

“Okay,” she said.

He blinked a couple of times, utterly disoriented by how easy that had been. His expression only hardened slightly as he watched her bring the key down toward his crotch. She slid it into the lock, turned it, and he must have been waiting for some tease or taunt. Like she might slide the key right back out and say she had forgotten something. Or maybe she would simply tell him she had changed her mind. It would be so easy for her.

Instead, the lock popped open, and she grinned at him.

“Hey,” she said as she pulled off the chastity cage.

Suddenly, his shaft hardened, and he enjoyed the excitement that raced up along the length of his cock.

Hot desperation pulsed within his body.

“How long is this going to last?”

This could be so vague, yet he knew immediately what she meant. Those four letters encapsulated so much: The Powers, female supremacy, and Brooke’s authority over her husband.

“Forever,” he said. “I belong to you.”

“I wonder…”

“What?” he snapped back, not out of defiance but because of the eagerness pulsating within his chest and along the edges of his extremities.

“I wonder if you’re always going to remember that.” Then she shrugged. “It doesn’t really matter because I love you, and I’m willing to train you again and again and again. Yes I am.”

What if we have kids? The question came from her houseboy.

“Oh, that’s a fun question,” Brooke said in a slow, sultry voice.

“What?”

“What if we have kids?” Brooke asked, echoing his thought.

“No…” he said.

“We’ve considered it, but the time never seemed quite right,” she said as she placed a finger on her lower lip. “But now, the world seems so much better.”

No way!

“Just think about it,” she said. “Women are going to be so much more empathetic, don’t you think? Sure, we’re taking over, but it’s not like you boys. You couldn’t even recognize your own power and privilege in the old world. You all still insisted everything should be fair, except for when you had an advantage, then you cried and threw tantrums.” She shook her head. “Okay, not all men did that, but enough. Definitely enough. Besides, this is a change to the entire world. It’s not going to be fair to everyone.” She looked down at her husband. “I don’t think it’s going to be fair to you.”

As some of the color drained away from his cheeks, she sensed that burst of fear deep within his chest. “But don’t worry, Leo. I’m here,” she promised. “And I’m going to protect you. I will make sure that you are nice and safe, especially if we have kids.” A fierce grin spread across her lips. “I can go out and make money for our family, and you can stay here and be a good father.”

Clearly, he needed to say something, but he thought better of it. Like so many other men, he had learned that staying quiet would almost always be the best course of action.

“Tell me,” she ordered, “How do you think we would raise a little boy in this world?”

His breathing came in quick gasps. On the one hand, he knew an answer, only he wasn’t sure if it would be correct. Still, he needed to say something. Finally, he called out, “I don’t know!”

“That’s okay,” she said as she dragged a fingertip down his chest. The mixture of desire and dread soaked into his body and mind. “I like it when you tell me what you don’t know. Even if you think you have a good idea, it’s okay if you want to defer to someone smarter than you—you know, a woman.”

Brooke had no illusions about female intelligence. Women weren’t inherently smarter, yet they could read minds, which gave them far more information than the boys with their limited experience and memories.

“If we have a little boy, we would raise him to be obedient and servile, just like his father. He would be a sweet little prince, a handsome little boy who would run around and learn to do as he was told.”

“You couldn’t really want that for him…”

“Why not?” Brooke asked sincerely. “When men were told they could do whatever they wanted, they got into so much trouble. Maybe men will be better off this way. Maybe you’ll be a lot happier once you learn to serve.”

“I don’t know…”

He tried to say more, but she put her hand over his mouth and said, “I’m your wife, and I’m telling you what to think right now.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Good boy,” she said, patting him on the head. “Just think about how you can raise your son to be as obedient as you are.” She grinned. “And what about a daughter. If we had a little girl, she could be raised to see boys as inferior. If she had a little brother, she would obviously want to protect him. That would be her job. Boys are so vulnerable out in the world. She could protect him and think of him as this handsome little bauble.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said.

“I wonder how long it would take before our daughter would outrank you,” she said.

“What, what you talking about?”

“How long would it take before our little girl would be strong enough and smart enough to boss you around the same way I boss you around?”

“No way…” Another ember of defiance brightened inside of his torso, but she silenced him. Before he could say something else, she shut his mouth by drawing on The Powers.

“Yes,” she said. “I think that could be fantastic.”

Finally, she took his erection in her hand. When her fingers slid around his shaft, another quake of desire roiled through his body. He twitched against the restraints holding him down as she took him.

Brooke slid down onto his member. She started to ride him, gently working her body down and up. “I love you, Leo.” The firmness of his circumference stretched the walls of her opening as she surrounded him, inch by inch. Soon, she was braced on top of him.

By this point, he should have climaxed.

The desires were there, and he waited for the reflex. It wouldn’t have even been a choice on his part. After spending so much time in chastity, he ached to lose control. His member needed to pulsate. His body needed to react and respond.

But no, his beautiful, brown-haired wife just looked down at him and flashed another wicked grin. “No, no,” she said. “You don’t get off that easily.”

“No, ma’am,” he said. Theoretically, he was agreeing with her, but Brooke didn’t need telepathy to recognize the fear spreading through him, especially behind his widened eyes.

Leo was recognizing something important. He saw how even this primal urge for completion and that pulsating rush of pleasure could be suppressed with a thought by this beautiful woman.

That’s why he started struggling.

She didn’t even need to tell him to try to fight the shackles. With his muscles bulging, he tried to throw himself forward. He tried to dislodge her, yet the straps kept him on his back, spread out and powerless.

“It’s cute when you fight,” she said. “Most of the time, I will let you do that. But right now, I don’t mind.”

He pushed up, thrusting hard and fast, which sped the delicious, slick friction between their bodies. The heat gathered, and she pushed her palms down on his forehead and shoulder. Even so, his muscles kept tensing and twitching while he tried to kick out and pull away.

“It’s so funny watching you fight like this. You want to get up so badly, but you can’t do it. Deep down, you’ve already surrendered, but you keep trying. It’s this independent momentum,” she said. “But don’t worry. When you eventually settle down and accept your place, houseboy, you will be mine. Completely. Totally. Perfectly.”

Now she started to move in sync with her husband. She rose and fell, moving her body along with the frantic desperation of his struggles.

Somewhere deep down, he knew he should just settle and accept this. The only way to fight her would be something like stoicism. He could close his eyes, pretend he didn’t care, and try to hide, but a man like Leo couldn’t do that, not with his deep-seated aggression.

But eventually, all of his determination would go to one goal: serving his wife. He would accept her superiority and authority, just as he would accept the power of all women.

“Don’t worry,” she mouthed down at him. “We’ll get you there.”

While he struggled and thrust up, he didn’t notice.

He pumped her hard. He pumped her fast.

Leo didn’t think about giving her pleasure, but he did so anyway. With every wild kick of her heart, she grinned ferociously. She pushed him down, savoring the way his shaft slid and pumped against her most sensitive spots.

Pretty soon, she was ready.

She came hard.

She let the pleasure explode through her.

And in those first instants of completed ecstasy, she knew she could deny him. She could make sure his shaft remained firm and deliciously tumescent as a monument to her power over him. She could have denied him the relief he craved.

But this boy was so hard. He deserved a reward, even if she decided to give it to him only to assert her authority.

Then she felt something strange, an amusing little note of resistance deep in his psyche. He tried to fight her back, to hold back the pulsating rush of pleasure.

Maybe it was some kind of masochistic rebellion. Obviously, he yearned for release, but if he accepted this, then he might learn to enjoy it.

This time, she injected the thoughts straight into his head. She knew he would recognize these words as hers. He would hear her voice right there between his ears.

Oh no, handsome boy. You don’t get to decide when you come. You’re going to enjoy this. You’re going to surrender because I’m taking this from you. You belong to me. You’re always going to belong to me. I love you, and I’m not letting you go!

Just as those thoughts reverberated through his head, his shaft pulsated, he arched his back, and now he yanked hard against of the straps, only these weren’t the futile struggles of a desperate boy trying to escape. He just pulled as his body locked up. His muscles bulged, and his limbs tensed. The straps became taut as he froze there, moaning through those waves of pleasure.

He dropped back to the mattress, spent and exhausted.

Even after Brooke released him from the restraints and she curled up, resting her head on his chest, he didn’t feel free. As far as she was concerned, he would never feel free again.

Aubrey

Before she took a week off of work, Aubrey had made a decision. She went up to Oliver, looked into his eyes, and said, “I want to spend more time with you. I’m going on vacation, and I want you to come with me.”

He had been seated at his computer, his brows knitted together as he worried about some complicated coding issue.

“I can’t,” he said. “I’m supposed to be working on Project Morpheus.”

“I already talked to Pauline. She has given me clearance to take you with me.”

“But, but…”

“Unless you want to talk to a different manager?”

Over the last few months, the managers had quit or been demoted. One guy, Max, had been a sexist salesman, the kind of slimy dude who exuded a special, repugnant confidence. Then he hit on the wrong girl, and suddenly he had written a letter of resignation. But he didn’t just leave his job. Instead, he requested specifically to be demoted to the mail room.

If he didn’t like his new status, he didn’t give any sign of it.

This story repeated itself again and again. Daughters, wives, friends, and sisters had decided their husbands didn’t really need to work. Or maybe they had learned about Project Morpheus and resented the possibilities.

“What about your interns?” Oliver asked as he switched tactics.

Strictly speaking, those male interns were better qualified. They were all programmers, young men who had learned to code as children and developed an intuitive sense of technology. But because Mackenzie was a girl and they were boys, she took charge.

“They’ll be fine,” she assured him. “Now, would you like me to take you home?”

“Is that an order?”

Earlier in her life, Aubrey would have laughed at the prospect. And her? Why would she give him an order? But now, she could sense the authority glowing deep within her. It wasn’t necessarily her talent for reading boys’minds or moving objects with her thoughts. Instead, it was a new confidence, the natural power to seize control.

“What if it is?” Aubrey asked.

Oliver gulped.

“I think I should stay here.”

“Really?” She put her hands on her hips and grinned at him. They had been flirting and playing. But now, she knew what she wanted. Better yet, she knew she could take it—him.

“Yeah,” he said. “I really need to work on Project Morpheus.”

“Why?”

He swallowed again and looked down at the floor.

“It’s important,” he said.

“Do you think it would make any difference?”

“Yes,” he said quickly. But then he seemed to reconsider. “It could make a difference. It could make a big difference. Maybe.”

“Come home with me,” she said.

Then she turned around and walked away.

Oliver must have wondered if this was an order. But then he considered the shape of those words and the tenor of her voice. Then he knew he had to go with her.

Aubrey glanced over her shoulder and saw her boy scurrying to follow.

He offered to drive, but Aubrey just chuckled. She brought him to her car, had him sit in the passenger seat, and she started driving. As she looked around at the traffic, she didn’t see a single male behind any of the steering wheels.

Technically, males were still allowed to keep their driver’s licenses, but she’d heard about how different cities were considering new ordinances to restrict boy drivers. Some of the rules were fairly gentle: a boy could only drive in the presence of a female, or maybe he had to drive for school or work only. Recreational driving could be banned.

The same requirements wouldn’t apply to women, obviously. They didn’t have the same vulnerabilities.

Other cities, towns, and jurisdictions might take more draconian measures, Aubrey had heard. For example, perhaps men shouldn’t be allowed to have driver’s licenses at all. And of course, if they couldn’t drive, getting to work would be almost impossible…

Aubrey grinned as she wondered how many men would suddenly find themselves financially dependent. Rather than earning all of this money, they would be required to go to their sisters, wives, girlfriends or mothers and ask for an allowance.

“What are you thinking about?” Oliver asked. They were about halfway back to her place, and he had been quiet the entire time.

“Just thinking about driving and what it means,” she replied.

“It means freedom,” he said. “It means independence.”

“Does the idea the you might lose that bother you?” Aubrey asked as she glanced over at the boy sitting next to her.

He breathed out slowly and said honestly, “Not sure.”

“Why did you come with me?”

“You could have forced me,” he replied.

“True,” Aubrey allowed, “But there’s something between us, isn’t there?” For some reason, she didn’t dare look into his mind. It was nervous energy, the kind of anticipation the made her wonder if maybe she had imagined this entire relationship. She could take whatever she wanted, sure, but she wanted this boy to truly like her…

“I want to spend time with you,” he said in a smaller voice.

“I like spending time with you too,” she said. “And now we get a couple of days together.”

“Isn’t that a lot?”

“Not really,” she said. “I know they need everyone for Project Morpheus, but I don’t think it’s going to work.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Do you really think Pauline would allow it?”

At this point, he got quiet.

“Maybe,” he said.

“Why would she?”

“If the company can really come up with a hardware solution and block The Powers, they could make a lot of money. Maybe she wants that more than she wants her authority.”

“Fortunately, you don’t have to figure that out for yourself,” she told him with a smile.

They pulled up to her building, and she told him to get out.

Then she glanced at him, and she searched through his emotions. There was a hint of nervous energy, but there was also something else, something she hadn’t expected.

“You feel vindicated,” she said to him, marveling at those words as they left her mouth.

“Did you read my mind?”

“Just your emotions,” she said as they made their way up to her floor.

He stayed quiet for a little while, all the way up to her front door. She unlocked it and motioned for him to go inside. He swallowed nervously. If she wanted to keep him here, she could. She could theoretically keep him as a pet, locking him up and making sure he couldn’t get out. It would be so easy for a girl like her with these abilities.

“I guess that’s your prerogative,” he said as he walked into the middle of her living room. He glanced around at the black couch, the mounted TV, and the kitchen behind him. Then he turned back to her and held his hands in front of him. In some ways, he almost reminded her of some school boy waiting for an inspection by the teacher.

“You feel vindicated,” she said. “Why?”

“Because I knew…”

“About The Powers?”

“No,” he said with a shy smile. “I can’t see the future or anything, but I always suspected women would take over.”

“Really?” She walked over to her couch, sat down, and patted the spot beside her.

He took a couple of tentative steps, and she reached out, grabbing his hand and pulling him down. It was easy, especially when she sensed that flesh of pleasure run through his body.

“Do you remember that stupid phrase, The Future is Female? I believed it. I remember, back in high school, there were these girls in this feminist club, and they marched around the school with some posters one day. A bunch of the guys teased them. They thought this was some sort of game, like girls couldn’t really be taken seriously. Sure, they had amazing grades, but then one of the girls started telling me about really important statistics. Did you know that there are more women in college now than men?”

“Yeah,” Aubrey said with a smile. “And I bet the trend will accelerate,” she told him.

“I’m sure you’re right,” he replied.

“I thought I can still succeed, but I could tell that the world was really changing. More power, more money, and more authority would go to women? But do you know what I find really weird?”

“What’s that?”

Aubrey enjoyed being close to this boy. In fact, she glanced down at his hand, and she wanted to wrap her fingers around his.

She got brave. She reached out, touched his hand, and grabbed it. She held on, and he squeezed her back. A warm fluttering thrummed in her chest.

“I couldn’t come up with a good reason why women wouldn’t be in charge. If women are better educated, they have better jobs. If they have better jobs, they’ll get more money. I really couldn’t figure out why this hadn’t happened earlier.”

“I want to kiss you,” she said.

“Yes, please,” he said as though his opinion mattered.

She leaned forward, pushed him down onto the couch, and she climbed on top. She started kissing him, gently touching her fingers to his cheeks, his neck, and his shoulders.

Before she realized what she was doing, she started to slide one hand down into his pants, but she stopped.

Yes, she had played with this boy before, but now, she yearned to take her time. She craved more, but she had to wait. She needed to draw this out, to really savor every moment of his time and attention.

Then again, he couldn’t get away.

She started to chuckle even as she kissed him.

“What is it?” Oliver asked.

“Nothing,” she said, exercising her prerogative as a woman. She didn’t need to tell him her deepest thoughts, but she could pluck his from between his ears with hardly any effort at all.

“Tell me? Please?”

There was something so adorable, almost like puppy, about the eagerness on his face. Besides, he wanted to talk to her; he wanted to learn about her and what she was thinking.

Aubrey couldn’t resist.

“I was just thinking you couldn’t get away if you wanted to,” she confessed. “Does that make me sound like a monster?”

“No,” he said. But then his eyes twinkled. “You want to try, don’t you?”

“Try?” Aubrey asked as she pretended not to understand what he meant. “Try what?”

“You want to try to keep me here,” he said.

She sensed his fear, the little spark of excitement deep within his chest. He had to understand how dangerous a game like this could be, but she wanted to play, and some instinct within his mind or spirit told him to try.

“Maybe,” Aubrey allowed. She ran her fingers along the top of her head, gliding her digits through those red strands. Then she glanced at him. “I could tell you to stay.”

“Let me try to get away,” he said.

“Give it your best shot,” she said.

He jumped to his feet, took a tentative step toward the door, and she just watched him go. He glanced over his shoulder, and she sensed that sudden wave of fear. But was she kicking him out? Did she want him to actually leave?

But then she held up a hand, called on her telekinesis, and wrapped a band of force around his right leg. He reacted automatically, kicking out with his foot as he tried to break her hold.

She held up her other hand and exerted her will on his shoulders. Suddenly, he fell to his knees.

He still didn’t give up.

Because she enjoyed playing with him, she let go, and he scrambled forward on his hands and knees. He raced for the door and reached up. Just as he was about to touch the knob, she stopped him. His body froze.

I can’t move! She’s really holding me! I can’t move!

She inserted fresh thoughts into his mind. Just relax, Oliver. It’s okay.

I’m really helpless, he sent back.

You are, she agreed.

Then she released him. Her boy could move again.

“Care to try again?”

“Would it make a difference?”

“I could have some fun,” she said. “And I could try something else?”

He didn’t answer. Instead, he walked back to the couch and sat down.

“What do I get if I win?”

“What would you like?”

Oliver pressed his lips together, and she could sense something, excitement and nervous energy, a desire to flirt.

“Let me stay here tonight,” he said. “With you.” Before she could stop herself, she answered, “Obviously. That’s a given.”

A bright smile spread across his lips, and he decided something else, “Okay, then if I win, I get a favor.”

“A favor?”

“That’s right,” he said.

This seemed really vague, and she didn’t know what it was supposed to mean. Still, something compelled her to answer, “Okay.”

“Really?” His eyes sparkled with excitement.

“Really,” she agreed. At the same time, she wondered what might happen if she lost. After another heartbeat, Aubrey chuckled. She wasn’t going to lose, not to a boy like Oliver.

Breathing in and out, she said, “Come back here. You have to get across the room and out the door. If you do, you win.”

“But you’re not just going to take over my mind or something, right? And you can’t just pin me either.”

“I won’t trip you or hold you down the way I did before,” she promised.

“Deal,” he said, as though his opinion really mattered.

Here, Aubrey reflected, it did. She wanted to play with this boy, which meant respecting a little bit of his autonomy. This wasn’t like dealing with Darren or the interns at work.

“Okay, go!”

Oliver leaped up, and he ran across the floor.

She followed just a second later.

He glanced over his shoulder. Halfway across her living room, he stared at her for an instant with confusion splashing over his face.

Aubrey didn’t say anything. He made it to the door, grabbed it, and swung it open.

Just before he could step across the threshold, she hooked one arm around his waist.

Normally, Aubrey couldn’t have stopped a boy like Oliver, especially with his momentum. But now, she reinforced her arms and legs. She didn’t apply any kind of telekinetic pressure to his body. Instead, she outlined her frame in energy, inertia, and power.

Suddenly, she was twice as strong. Three times, four times as strong.

She yanked and pulled him back. She fell onto her back, with this boy on top of her. Normally, that would have hurt. But with The Powers protecting her, Aubrey didn’t even feel it. Some of her red hair got into her face, but she just giggled.

“What the?” Oliver squeaked as he found himself looking up at the floor.

Before she could remember to tighten her grip, he squirmed out from between her arms.

Her hand shot out, and she grabbed his ankle. He stumbled forward and landed on his hands and knees. He pulled on his leg, slipped from her grip, and scurried across the floor.

She scampered after him, on all fours too.

Then she launched herself forward, lunging, and grabbing him. At the last moment, he rolled out of the way. She pounced again, grabbing her boy, and knocking him onto his back. He rolled, and he somehow ended up on top of her. He pushed her hands down to the carpet, and something shivered inside of her. Hot, wild ecstasy burned within her body.

She was excited.

“Tell me about Project Morpheus,” she said.

His eyes widened with fear.

Why? Why would he be scared?

It didn’t matter.

Aubrey took advantage of his distraction. She rolled him, yanking and throwing him onto his back. In the next moment, she had him pinned. He tried the same maneuver, but she reinforced her body. This time, she held him down.

“You got distracted,” she teased. “You had me on my back, and it would have been so easy for you to do whatever you wanted.” Her eyes glittered. “I guess that means I get to do whatever I want.”

Before he could answer, she leaned in and kissed him.

Aubrey savored his thoughts, She’s kissing me. She’s really kissing me! Yes! Yes, please yes!

Another smile tugged at her lips as she started to giggle.

“What is it?” Oliver asked.

“I was just reading your thoughts. They’re cute. You’re cute.”

Cute. Such a sweet, short, silly word. It was so perfect for him. Yes, he was a man, but it was so easy to think of herself as bigger and stronger, especially when she held him down.

But then he grinned, and he tried to roll her onto her back. He fought hard to knock her down, only she didn’t let him. She straddled him hard, kept his wrists pinned, and yeah, he surprised her, so he managed to push his arms an inch off the floor, but that was it.

“What? You can’t do any better than that?” Aubrey asked.

“Let me up!”

“No, thank you,” she said.

She kissed him again. She loved the feel of his mouth, but then she recognized a flicker of anxiety. She pulled back, “What is it?”

“Project Morpheus,” he said. “I think it’s going to work. I think it’s going to work, and I’m not sure if Pauline will be able to stop it.”

“What? Why not? She’s a woman.”

“She’s a woman, but I think the device already works. It might not matter what she thinks. Or maybe she thinks The Powers are just a temporary situation.”

Lots of men around the world had made the same argument. They had kept their heads down and hidden from the truth because they didn’t think this could possibly be permanent.

Throughout time, men had been taller and stronger. Through most of human history, men had enjoyed advantages which allowed them to lead every society. There may have been a few exceptions, but those were anomalies. The patriarchy couldn’t really be stopped, even if plenty of men had no idea what “patriarchy” even meant.

“Aubrey,” he finally said. “I think you have to do something. I think you have to stop Project Morpheus.”

“Later,” she said. The corners of her eyes crinkled with amusement. “I’ve time, don’t you think?”

“They aren’t close to mass production,” he admitted.

“Good,” she said as she leaned down and kissed him again. She savored the heat of his body, the soft give of his lips, and the surrender radiating from his mind.

Mackenzie

When she walked into the room, most of the boys didn’t glanced up. Instead, they were busy hunting through the lines of code for bugs and errors. Even if this new project included extensive hardware designs, they still had to worry about the user interface.

At several points, Mackenzie had casually dipped into the boys’ minds to figure out what was going on, but they didn’t know much themselves. They were working on shells and outer layers of code.

She would need to talk to one of the engineers (or read his mind) if she wanted to learn anything terribly useful.

In the meantime, she had Darren.

He definitely jerked his head up when she strolled into the room.

“Hello, Darren,” she said. Then she looked out at the rest of the young men. “Boys.”

“Good morning,” a few of the muttered.

By this point, Darren was already on his feet. He brought her a cup of coffee, she took it, enjoyed a sip, and said, “You’re finally starting to get it right.”

“Thank you, ma’am.”

Aubrey had been out of the office for three days by this point. During that time, Mackenzie continued to train Darren.

Yes, she loved the word “train”. It fit so perfectly, not just because workers got trained all the time, because so did dogs and other pets.

“Are you ready for another tutorial?” Mackenzie asked.

“About that,” he started. He swallowed, he felt the collar around his neck, the one the other boys pretended they didn’t see, and she tilted her head to the side. Some of her blonde hair hung loose before the contours of her face as she waited for him to say something.

“Yes?” Mackenzie asked, prompting him and teasing him at the same time.

“I was thinking that maybe we don’t need any more tutorials?”

“Really?” Mackenzie asked. “And why is that?”

He lowered his voice, probably because he hoped his colleagues and peers wouldn’t hear this conversation. But at the moment, none of the boys were talking. They tended to get very, very quiet when Mackenzie or any other woman was around. Women made these boys nervous, especially since they understood how the world was changing. Unlike the older and more mature males around the office, these guys hadn’t enjoyed the privileges of masculinity for quite as long.

“Because I’ve been good?”

“You have,” she said. “Now come with me.” She turned around, flipped the golden strands of her blonde hair, and marched right out of the room. She went down the hall to the small office she had adopted as her own.

As always, he entered after her. Unlike their normal routine, Darren didn’t close the door behind him.

“Shut it,” she said.

Reluctantly, he closed the door without Mackenzie needing to draw on The Powers.

“Good boy,” she said. She sat down, leaned back in her chair, and enjoyed a sip of her coffee.

Then, almost offhandedly, she said, “Strip.”

“Please, can we talk first?”

“We can talk when you’re naked,” she answered.

“But, but…”

“I didn’t have to paddle you yesterday,” Mackenzie said, “because you were so obedient. Do you really want to backslide now?”

He dropped his head down.

All of the confidence she saw when she first met him had vanished.

“No,” he said. “You don’t. I know what you want.”

“It’s not what I want,” he said, but the words were little more than a whisper now.

“Oh? Are you contradicting me?”

That’s when he gave a nervous shake of his head.

“No, ma’am,” he said.

“That’s what I thought,” she replied with a feline grin. “So you know what you need to do.”

Darren swallowed, unbuttoned his shirt, pulled it off, and removed the T-shirt underneath next. From there, he slipped off his shoes, then his socks. All the while, he could feel his eyes on her. Sometimes, Mackenzie would make him do something embarrassing while she played on her phone or tablet. At other points, like this, she would drink in every detail, studying and watching him intently.

“Good boy,” she said. “Keep going. That’s right. Nice and naked. Take everything off. Or at least, remove everything you can.”

Soon, he was down to just his boxers.

He glanced up, their eyes met, and he could read the joy in her face.

“If you want, I’ll let you beg today,” she said.

“I shouldn’t have to beg.”

“Yes, you should. More than that, you know you want to.”

He did.

Intellectually, he knew he should fight those desires. He should fight the urge to get on his knees, look up at this gorgeous, fair-haired goddess and plead with her. But those thoughts were intellectual. The desire remained, bright and addictive.

“What were you thinking about last night?”

“Serving you,” he said before he could stop himself.

“Good,” she said. “We are going to work on that impulse more today. I want you to be completely dedicated to me, Darren.”

“What about when you’re done with me?”

She smiled, “Who said I would ever be done with you?”

“What? No!”

“Yes,” she said. “Besides, do you think another girl would try to claim you while you’re wearing a collar?”

“What?” He stared at her like he didn’t understand. Then again, he probably spent a fair amount of energy doing his best not to think about the leather band around his neck or what it signified.

“Oh?” Mackenzie teased, like she was talking down to some silly puppy dog. “You didn’t know what the collar was for, did you? I bet you thought it was just a way to embarrass you. But no, that’s not why you wear a collar. Do you know why you wear a collar? Are you starting to figure it out?”

She made it all sound like this was so obvious, and he should be foolish for messing it up.

“It’s for other women,” he finally announced.

“Exactly! You don’t wear a collar for yourself. Well, maybe a little bit for yourself because you’re right, it does remind you of your new status, but that’s not the real reason. I want to make sure the other women out the world know you’re claimed.”

“Like a wedding ring,” he said.

“That’s right,” she said.

When he stayed quiet, she rose to her feet, walked around the desk, and grabbed him. Her fingers brushed along the base of his throat, up his neck, all the way to the underside of his chin.

She forced him to look up at her lovely face. “You know what you are?”

“I’m an intern…”

She gave a slow, solemn shake of her head. “No,” she told him. “You’re not an intern, not anymore.”

“Then what am I?”

She supplied the answer without putting the word onto the air. She didn’t shape those sounds with her mouth, but the words still appeared behind his eyes.

“Go on,” she said. “Say it.”

“No. I can’t.”

“You know you want to,” she teased.

“I don’t!” Darren practically shouted those words.

But then, she focused on him. She injected another dose of subjugation straight into his mind.

The sensation of helplessness. The powerlessness. The feel of shackles around his wrists and ankles. The leather, the jangle of chains, the knowledge that this girl can do whatever she wanted to him. He was inferior, helpless before her. She could paddle him, punish him, all because she owned him…

“What are you?”

“Please, don’t make me say it.”

She forced another dose of desire into his mind.

His lips opened, and he called out, “I’m a slave!”

“Not specific enough,” she chided.

“I’m your slave,” he said.

“Good. Now take off your underwear, and tell me what you’ve learned.”

He pulled off his underwear, tried to hold out again, but this time she just watched as the weight of his newly programmed urges overwhelmed him. Then he said in a small, but slightly louder voice, “I’m your slave.”

“Exactly. And how can you tell?”

“You’re training me,” he said. But then he licked his lips and looked up at her. “How can this be? You’re just a college girl!”

“What? You thought that because you were older, I couldn’t own you?” She crouched down in front of him and looked into his eyes. “Darren, Darren, Darren. Power has nothing to do with physical strength. What’s it all about?”

“What you can do with your mind,” he said.

“And what can I do with my mind?”

“You’re smarter than me. You have telepathy and telekinesis.” Those words were once strange and unusual, something you would only find in a sci-fi novel. But now, they had become routine, something every little girl and boy knew.

“That’s right,” she said as she pinched his cheek. “Now, I think you need some more reinforcement.”

“Please. No!”

“Let’s start with my feet,” she said. She slipped off her heels to reveal her bare toes. He saw the glistening pink along her nails, and he licked his lips.

He didn’t want to lick her toes. He didn’t want to gently suck on them, no matter how much she enjoyed it.

Or rather, he knew he shouldn’t have enjoyed it. But really, the desire was right there, buried underneath everything else. With his friends and the other interns, Darren could hide those secret yearnings, but they became stronger every day.

She wasn’t just training him. She was sculpting him, remaking who this boy was.

She could only control his thoughts temporarily. If he ran away or disappeared, she wouldn’t be able to manipulate him from a longer distance. But what if she implanted fresh urges? What if she retrained him so that he actually enjoyed enslavement?

Again and again, he tried to tell himself that wasn’t possible.

Darren retained his free will. But what did that matter if all of his choices would lead him to what he secretly craved, a position at this beautiful girl’s feet?

“I’m not going to force you,” she said.

A grumble vibrated deep in his chest as he glanced at the door.

By this point, he was naked. He glanced down and saw that he had pulled off his boxers without even realizing it. His locked manhood was right there, jiggling every time he turned or moved.

“Oh, you don’t like your chastity cage, do you?”

“I hate it!”

“Good. And don’t worry. I won’t take away your frustration. I know how important that is to you,” she teased.

His nostrils twitched as a snarl passed over his face. When he growled like a wild beast, she just leaned down and said with perfect confidence, “Start sucking, slave boy.”

Slave boy.

What if she started calling him that?

“Oh, I will,” she said, easily able to enter into his mind and take out his deepest fears.

He couldn’t believe that she really had the ability to re-sculpt who he was. But then, how else could he explain the urge to obey and surrender?

He couldn’t.

The Powers meant so much more than just moving objects or reading lines. He saw that now, and he wished he could jump up and start out of the room, only that was an intellectual thought, a strategy, something rational. Remaining on his knees and gently licking her toes was what he really wanted to do because he couldn’t deny the craving.

“Begin, slave boy,” she ordered.

She lifted her dainty foot up in front of his mouth, and he stared up at her. By this point, she was perched on the edge of her desk. His eyes glided past the smooth contours of her beautifully toned leg. There was something about every curve and angle.

He could have stayed there for hours, just studying and admiring this beautiful young woman.

What was it about her? It was like he was caught in her gravity, trapped in her aura, locked in her cage.

His shaft twitched.

She kept him caged all the time. Even if he could run around, he brought his cage with him.

That’s why the chastity training had been so insidious.

“This isn’t fair,” he finally complained.

“Right,” she answered.

She didn’t say anything else. She didn’t need to.

Darren summoned all of his willpower, and he managed to hold out for another eight seconds before he wrapped his fingers around her ankle, lifted her toes, and started to suck. He gently flicked out his tongue as he moved his lips along those contours.

“Good boy,” she said, purring with satisfaction. “That’s right. This is where you belong. This is who you are. That’s right. Keep going.” She said those words with ease, letting them fall from her lips while the pleasure darted up her leg.

While his impulses were manipulated and reshaped, Mackenzie often wondered why she enjoyed having this boy lick and massage her toes with his mouth.

Power was one reason, obviously. She loved having this handsome boy on his knees just like that. In fact, she wondered if maybe she should slide his head back between her thighs. His tongue was good on her toes, but it could be good elsewhere too…

And of course, there were those physical sensations. He nuzzled at the arch of her foot, and she giggled. “Just the toes,” she ordered.

Darren obeyed, quiet and without question.

Since he had already surrendered to these impulses, she reinforced his desires. She focused on him, channeled his pleasure, and reworked how his mind functioned.

It was amazing.

When she first started playing with his head, she had worried she might break something. But then Mackenzie decided this was a skill she wanted to have. It was important that she be able to take a boy and sculpt him into whatever she wanted.

“Good boy,” she said. She pulled her foot away, raised the other, and he looked at her. He reached out, but she drew her foot back, keeping her toes just beyond his reach.

“No,” she teased. “What do you have to do first?” She may as well have been talking down to some little kid like Sierra or Christian who needed to learn their manners.

When he grimaced and pouted, she couldn’t help but enjoy the way his face scrunched up. Normally, he was so handsome, but now the frustration fluttered through his torso.

“Well?”

“Please, may I lick your toes?”

“Yes,” she allowed. “But you’re going to get paddled afterward for hesitating.”

His eyes widened, the color drained from his face, and he said, “That’s not fair!”

“No, it’s not,” she agreed. Then she slid her toes to within an inch of his mouth.

His grip tightened around her ankle now, and he hated himself for doing it, but he brought her pleasure. He licked and nuzzled. He sucked and moved his tongue along the contours of her toes. He worshiped those curves, all while his shaft tried to get hard. But the erection was out of reach. He couldn’t escape those bars between his legs. They may have been thin, but those metal strips made sure he remained chaste and denied for her pleasure and her pleasure alone.

“Good boy,” she said again. He hated the complement. He didn’t want to be told that he was obedient.

And yet, some part of him still reveled in her praise.

“You like it when I tell you that you’re doing well, don’t you?”

His lips were busy, so he couldn’t talk.

“That’s what we should work on,” she said. “I want you to fear correction and love my praise.”

He looked up at her. He couldn’t pull his lips away from her toes, so he kept sucking and nuzzling. But now, he watched her with a worried expression on his face as she focused on him.

“Good boy,” she said.

His lips twitched upward.

“Yes, you’re such an obedient slave for me.”

Reprogramming him was so easy! She just had to find his desires, work them, and the more she touched his mind, the more malleable he became, almost like she had softened the core of his identity.

“It’s funny watching you struggle. We’ve only had a couple of these tutorials, but you already know your place, don’t you?”

She pulled her foot back, allowing him to speak.

This was his choice.

Sure, the desire was obvious: he wanted to tell her exactly what she wished to hear. The urge was bright and addictive, like this itch deep within his psyche. And if he scratched it and gave her what she craved, then he would feel incredible. The satisfaction would roll through him.

With a nervous gulp, he looked up at her.

He was going to try to defy her.

But then he said, “Yes. I know my place.”

“Good boy.” She slid her foot back in front of his lips, and she wiggled her toes.

He surprised her by asking, “May I?”

“You may,” she said with a grin.

He leaned forward, wrapped his lips around her toes, and he started sucking again. “Good boy,” she said. He grinned even as he lost himself to the ecstasy of serving her.

At this point, she pulled out her phone, sent a few messages, and heard back from her friends. Their relationships with their boyfriends had changed dramatically. In fact, a few of her friends had decided they weren’t interested in dating, not anymore.

So instead, they took the next step, collaring their boys.

Every day, the males out in public sported more and more collars. Red, black, and blue bands encircled their necks as the expectations changed. Even the boys who didn’t have to wear collars could sense the shift in the world, if only because they saw their friends lose their independence. A few even wore dogtags, little symbols declaring exactly who owned them.

After she finished checking in with her friends, she pulled her foot away, sat up, lifted her skirt, and pulled down her panties.

“What do you want to do?”

“Go down on you,” he said, uttering those syllables like a vow. Just then, it didn’t even matter if he really believed it or meant those words.

“Okay,” she said. “You can go down on me.”

She readied herself, perched on the edge of her desk, braced her heels on the solid foundation, and watched as he approached. He licked his lips and bowed his head down. He closed his eyes as he slipped forward, only she gave him a very simple command, “Look at me.”

Reluctantly, he raised his gaze. Their eyes met.

I shouldn’t be doing this. I shouldn’t have to do this!

“But it’s so good for you!”

Damn it! Why can’t I keep her out of my head!

“You’re a boy,” Mackenzie told him. “Just face it, Darren. This is going to be your life now. Besides, isn’t that why you want out of the chastity cage so badly? You keep thinking about what it would be like to have sex with me.”

No! Don’t do it. Don’t think about those fantasies. Don’t let her know what you’ve been dreaming about. Don’t let her see you thinking about being tied down, helpless. Don’t let her figure it out!

She grinned at him. This time, Mackenzie decided not to taunt him. Somehow, she suspected it would be more fun this way.

“Serve me,” she said. “Serve me like an obedient slave.”

It was funny how a culture could adopt a new word or phrase so quickly. Technically, this one was an old term, one which had fallen out of favor for so many different reasons. And yet, Mackenzie embraced the power she possessed when she called him a slave.

He was a boy: property, chattel, something to be teased, owned, and used.

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, automatically acknowledging her authority over him. He slid his head between her legs. He moved his nose along her crevice. Then he licked. He kissed. He pressed his lips up against her slit, and he started licking. He went deep. He worshiped her mound. Her body reacted, and he could feel the tension of her clit under the flickering movements of his tongue.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “We can make your fantasies a reality.”

Mackenzie took him home with her.

After their time in her office, Mackenzie tilted her head and looked down at him. At this point, she wanted to write an email to Aubrey and maybe check in with her friends. “Is there something you would like to beg for?”

Let me out of the chastity cage!

That thought roared through his head, but his expression remained placid. Even now, Darren knew how to lie and hold back his feelings. Unfortunately for boys like him, maintaining a neutral expression wasn’t enough to deceive any woman. In fact, none of the boys had figured out how to lie.

“Please, can I go back to work with my friends?”

“Oh, do you want to spend some time with the boys?”

The boys. She made them sound like pets or children.

“Yes. Please?”

“You may,” she allowed.

Just as she had planned, Mackenzie watched him scurry away. Then she returned to her computer, wrote the progress report for Aubrey, and went back to her phone. As an intern, she didn’t have many responsibilities. Even so, overseeing the boys could always be a lot of fun.

Just as she was about to get up, her phone pinged with another email. She checked it out on her computer.

It was from Aubrey.

She wanted to know if Mackenzie had heard anything about Project Morpheus.

Before Mackenzie answered, she rose from her desk, walked out, and she wandered the office. It was easy enough. The different departments were generally made up of desks with a few cubicles, but lots of the programmers worked out in the open.

She wandered and was surprised by one fact: she didn’t get nervous.

Since this was a tech company, it was mostly dominated by men. Since they were men, they couldn’t intimidate her.

Then she felt a shiver of nervousness when she saw the CEO. She only recognized him from the corporate website, a page she had checked out right before she came in on her first day.

If anyone would know about Project Morpheus and what it might mean, it would be him.

Mackenzie stood back, but she focused on him for just a moment. Her plan was simple: study him, pick out which of his memories she wanted, and stroll away like she had someplace to be.

Nothing.

Mackenzie’s brows creased with concern.

She stared at him harder and harder. She tried to find the neurons, the synapses, the glow which only women could discern. But she didn’t feel anything. She saw him and detected him with her eyes and her ears. She could pick up on the muffled conversation he was having with another woman, but Mackenzie still couldn’t read his mind.

Then she got really aggressive and wondered if maybe she could tug on his hand or lift the edge of his shirt near his waist. She tried, but the fabric stubbornly refused to obey her mind.

Then the CEO turned to her.

She didn’t remember his name. He held up a hand, and his second-in-command went quiet. The CEO turned, and he started walking toward Mackenzie.

The blonde intern gulped, especially because she had the very strong impression he knew exactly what she just attempted.

For a second, she panicked. Hot adrenaline coursed through her body. She remembered being back in high school, getting a note summoning her to the principal’s office, and that jagged heat coursing through her skin.

She should have run.

She froze instead.

Held in place by dread, she just stood there as he kept his eyes on her. Then he stood a few feet away, and he had that other one right behind him. “Hello,” he said smoothly. “I don’t believe we’ve met.”

“My name is Mackenzie,” she said. “I’m one of the interns.”

“Mackenzie,” he said slowly, as though he wished to taste every letter in her name. “That’s a pretty name.”

Then he did something she hadn’t experienced ever since The Powers appeared. He stepped forward, and he sparked a twitch of fear deep within her.

For the first time since stepping into his presence, she realized he was taller and stronger. Instinctively, she recognized the contours of his muscles and the strength of his body. This man wielded a very specific kind of presence.

“Mackenzie,” he said. “You and I haven’t really gotten to know one another, have we?”

“No, sir,” she said.

Sir? What the hell?

Mackenzie glanced at him again, and she waited for that moment when she might detect some errant thought or feeling off of this man. She had come to rely on those sensations, the knowledge that the boys around her were nervous or scared.

Not this man. Not the CEO.

Why not?

“That’s unfortunate,” said the CEO. He stepped forward and looked down at her.

“I—uh—I need to go take care of something. Excuse me,” she said.

Without waiting for a response, she turned and rushed away as fast as she could. She didn’t break into a run, but the desire to do so tensed her legs. She could have darted off like some scared deer.

Just as she started to turn a corner, she glanced over her shoulder and saw him smirking at her.

Seconds later, she had her phone out.

She stopped right outside of the main work area for the interns. Somehow, she couldn’t bring herself to confront the boys, not now. Feeling foolish, she wished she had studied the CEO in greater detail, but she thought she would have been able to pick out whatever information she wanted from him. It should have been so easy!

Instead, she gulped and just pushed her back against of the wall. She slumped there for a few seconds, breathing deeply.

Somewhere along the way, Mackenzie had started to rely on The Powers. She trusted those abilities to give her whatever advantage she wanted.

But now they didn’t work.

Why not? What had he done?

Just then, one of the engineers walked by, and Mackenzie summoned her courage to glance at him.

Why am I getting the syntax error? His thoughts registered in her mind with the same natural ease she had come to expect, but now a flutter of relief jumped through her stomach.

Okay, so most of the men here were still vulnerable and susceptible. That was good.

As near as Mackenzie could tell, only one man was immune: the CEO. That makes sense. Perhaps he was wearing some sort of prototype or something.

Taking out her phone, Mackenzie pulled up Aubrey’s number. She only had to wait for a couple of rings before she heard the other woman’s voice.

“Mackenzie?” Aubrey was probably surprised. Like most people, she was used to text messages, not phone calls.

Mackenzie started speaking in quick, hushed tones. She told her boss everything.

Brooke

“It’s official then,” said the head of their organization, “We are no longer feminists.”

The room burst into applause and cheering. Women sat and stood around the conference table. They brought their hands up to their mouths as they hooted and shouted with excitement.

The executive held up her hands for quiet, and that’s when she announced, “There’s one more thing I want to say.”

Everyone got quiet as they listened.

Mary Higgins was a powerful woman in the capitol with connections to dozens of different political offices. Although she had never been a politician herself, she knew how to get things done. She negotiated deals, transmitted messages, and helped politicians craft their platforms and positions for their constituents.

For decades, she had been an ardent feminist, the kind of woman who argued against the objectification of females and the casual disregard so many communities seemed to have for the fairer sex. She helped young women get funding for their athletic programs, she worked to facilitate lawsuits against employers who paid women less, and she encouraged voting drives for females. During all of that time, she struggled for one goal: equality.

But now, Mary said, “I have been a feminist for so long, but I am glad to put that title to rest. Feminist.” She let out a little puff of air.

“We lost the fight, ladies. We tried so hard, but they wouldn’t even let us have that term.” She breathed out slowly through her teeth, almost as though she needed to let go of that last gasp of aggravation. “They said we hated men. They said feminists were nothing but angry, nasty bitches who didn’t know how to date or get married.” Mary shook her head. She adjusted her glasses and looked out at the young lobbyists she had personally recruited.

“Fine. They didn’t like feminists? Then we are going to be something else. We are now officially female supremacists, and you know what that means. We aren’t fighting for equality. We are fighting for control. We will use The Powers, and we will take control.”

Another round of cheering exploded through the conference room. The women clapped. A couple jumped up and down. More hugged.

Brooke joined all of them. She hugged one of her friends, and their eyes were both damp as they considered the future and what this might all mean.

“Get out there. Use your talents. Do whatever you need to do. We are fighting for the future of this country, and we are going to win. It doesn’t matter what they say or what they call us because we know how to shut their mouths!”

“We’ll put those boys on their knees!” called out another woman.

“Get to it!”

The women started to shuffle out of the room with a renewed sense of excitement.

This was it, the official word. All of the bills working toward equality would be suspended. Instead, Mary Higgins and her cadre of cunning females would work toward a goal of seeing men suppressed at every level of society.

Brooke couldn’t wait to see what would happen.

“Brooke,” Mary called out.

Freezing up for a second, Brooke glanced over her shoulder and saw the older woman’s gaze aimed right at her. Brooke may have loved her job and been good at it, but there was still that little jab of fear when her boss’s boss called out her name.

Brooke turned back.

Mary Higgins was the kind of political executive who didn’t need to spend much time at the office. Instead of handling administration, she delegated those tasks to trusted employees while she ventured out to negotiate deals and rack up favors from influence brokers and powerful leaders—mostly men.

“What can I do for you?” Brooke asked.

“Come with me,” Mary said. She strode past her subordinate, right out through the door, and down the hall. They made their way past different offices and workstations, waiting areas, and the mailroom.

Then they came to the double doors of Mary’s office.

Along the way, Mary asked Brooke about her husband, Leo.

At first, Brooke suspected she just wanted the superficial answer. “He’s doing well,” she said, careful to keep her tone neutral.

“Doing well?” Mary asked. “What does that mean?”

Mary slid a key card through one of the readers beside her double doors. They both heard the audible click, and Mary entered. Brooke followed in her wake a few seconds later.

Brooke had only ever been in this office once. It was massive, larger than her first apartment, and it came equipped with a set of wall-mounted screens, a conference table, Mary’s oak desk, and several couches arrayed in a circle.

Brooke once heard that Mary chose the seating arrangements based on what message she wished to convey. If they were there to plan, they would sit around the conference table. If she intended to fire someone, then she sat behind her desk. If she was pleased with someone’s performance, then she chose the couches.

Keeping this in mind, Brooke found herself holding her breath. She watched and waited, wondering what this powerful dealmaker would do.

Mary strode over to one of the black leather couches, she smoothed out her skirt, and she sat down. She seemed so regal as she kept her knees together and bent slightly to the side.

“Please,” Mary said. “Have a seat.”

Brooke started to grin as she realized the implications, but she also knew a woman like Mary Higgins couldn’t be easily predicted. She had negotiated with too many different individuals and factions to ever let her intention be obvious.

“Thank you,” Brooke said. When she sat, she kept her back straight and her shoulders relaxed. She held her hands on her lap because she was conscious of every movement.

Not only that, she knew she was being studied.

“Tell me about him,” Mary said.

“Leo?” Brooke started to smile. “He’s a good guy. I’m really glad I have him in my life.”

“And that was a painfully generic answer. I’m asking for real information. Please, tell me about him.”

Realizing she had made a mistake, Brooke tried again. She asked, “What would you like to know?”

Mary leaned back in her seat, spread her arm across the back of the couch, and tilted her head to the side. She allowed the silence to stretch between them, probably because she knew Brooke would get nervous much more quickly.

She was right.

“Anything,” Mary finally said.

“He mostly works at home now, he’s a good husband, and we have been together for a few years.”

“What about The Powers? How does he feel about them?”

Brooke smiled.

“He wasn’t pleased,” she said simply. She kept it to those three words.

“Explain.”

Brooke wondered if maybe she should push back. She could remind her employer that this was her personal life, so Mary’s curiosity really wasn’t appropriate. And yet, this was the same woman who helped push legislation through. People all across the capitol listened to her.

“Well,” Brooke said, “It was quite a shock. At first, I don’t think he really believed The Powers were real.”

“What about now?”

“He believes,” Brooke said with a chuckle. “Oh, he definitely believes.” She thought of the previous night where he had been naked and on his hands and knees, scrubbing the kitchen floor.

Why?

Because he made a mistake. He looked up at her, and he told her, “You can’t make me do that!” These little outbursts had become rarer, but they still occurred from time to time, which meant there needed to be consequences for him.

When he finished, he crawled over to her feet, looked up, and apologized. He said he never should have uttered those words. He was sorry, and he wouldn’t make that mistake again.

“Have you started training him?”

This sounded like such a simple question, only those words shouldn’t have referred to a man. They sounded more appropriate for a dog, perhaps a small child. And yet, Brooke knew that no man could walk into this office. Or if he did, he would be carrying a tray with glasses of wine.

Just as the thought crossed her mind, the doors to Mary’s office opened, and a young man appeared. He was dressed professionally in snug, pleated black pants, a dark blue shirt, and a bow tie.

“Ma’am,” he said as he rushed over.

This was James, one of their analysts.

“Oh, don’t look so surprised,” Mary said. “James and I had a little conversation about his role in the firm, didn’t we, James?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said.

James always laughed about himself as the token male at the firm. And why not? They had been a feminist organization pushing for gender equality, so they needed to give more opportunities to women, especially considering how the vast majority of lobbying firms were run by men. Sure, there were a couple of women at every company, but they only existed as arm candy for the lecherous politicians they meant to complement and flatter. But even at those companies, everyone knew the real deals were negotiated by powerful men. A woman might get a leader’s attention, but she wouldn’t be the one who really did the negotiations.

“And what did we decide?” Mary reached out and grabbed one of the wineglasses. She glanced over at Brooke, “Would you like some?”

“Yes, please,” Brooke replied. She grabbed a glass and daintily held it between her fingertips. She took a sip and enjoyed the pleasant burn of alcohol along with the subtle, fruity flavor on the back of her tongue.

As she enjoyed the wine, Mary looked over to James, so Brooke did as well.

The young man seemed to get nervous. His cheeks flushed, and he looked down at the floor.

Strangely, that wasn’t at all what she remembered of James. They hadn’t worked together much, but James had always seemed so bright and effervescent, like the kind of young man who knew how to walk into a room and get everyone to pay attention to him. Not only that, when he left, people wondered what had happened to him. His absence could always be felt, at least for a little while.

“Go on, James.”

“Considering the new direction the firm has taken, Ms. Higgins decided my role at the company should change.” He paused and glanced at the women, almost as though he expected them to start talking. Clearly, he hoped they would.

Mary kept her eyes on the boy, locking him in place and making sure he squirmed under her gaze. If Mary Higgins could intimidate a veteran lobbyist like Brooke, she must have terrified a boy like James.

“Would you like a demonstration?” Mary asked Brooke.

James glanced over at the younger woman, and his head quivered from side to side. Silently, he begged her. He pleaded with her, his eyes wide with shining fear.

Brooke made up her mind, “Yes, please.”

“James, come here,” she said, beckoning him closer.

He followed the tantalizing curve of her finger as she motioned for him to approach her enormous desk. He walked around the side, and Mary grinned at him. “Hold your hands behind your back and tell Brooke here how you serve me.”

“I do whatever Ms. Higgins commands,” he said.

“And were you always like this?”

“No, ma’am.”

“How were you different before I started training you?”

At this point, his lips parted, and he hesitated for a moment.

“I was a misogynist,” he confessed. “I was a sexist.”

Brooke felt her brows crease with surprise. He had worked at a feminist political action committee. This entire lobbying firm had existed to work toward women’s empowerment and success throughout the country.

“Really?” Brooke had to ask.

“Yes, ma’am,” he said.

“Tell Brooke about your secret fantasies.”

He glanced back at Mary Higgins. With his hand still behind his back, he looked more like a prisoner than an employee. Still, he must have known he had no choice. There were two women in the room, and they could do whatever they wanted with him. He may as well have been a mouse locked in with a couple of predatory cats.

“I used to imagine myself as the lord of the manor house,” he told the women in a small voice.

“Be more specific.”

“I pictured myself as the kind of man who could walk through the front door, issue commands, and know that the women around me would always obey. I would have my wife, but there would also be these other servant girls.”

“And did you want to take advantage of them?”

His voice dropped further still, “Yes, ma’am.”

“Louder,” she said.

Apparently, James’ training hadn’t entirely stuck yet because his voice rose now as the fear coursed along his vocal cords, “But that’s not fair. This was just a fantasy. It wasn’t like I would ever do anything to make it happen!”

Silence.

James was panting, sucking in quick gasps of air through his teeth. Like a panicked animal, his eyes darted around the room as he searched for an escape.

Brooke couldn’t help but enjoy that worry and anxiety as it played along his handsome face. On some level, she knew this was wrong; at the same time, she also wondered how many men had craved this exact same kind of power. Perhaps it was just the human condition to yearn for authority and control over others, especially a cute boy like James.

For several prolonged seconds, Mary allowed the silence to stretch between the three of them before she finally said, “James, now you’re being disobedient and embarrassing me in front of my employee.”

“Ma’am,” he began, his voice shaking now, “I’m sorry. I spoke out of turn. I—”

“You lost control because you’re a boy, and boys are very bad at speaking and holding their tempers in check? Is that what you wish to tell me, James?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, perhaps thinking she would extend him this lifeline.

Mary Higgins considered this for several long seconds, all while Brooke worked to suppress a smile. She didn’t try too hard and mostly failed.

James glanced over at his boss, only to blush again. He wanted to maintain some veneer of dignity, but how could he do that when he had to grovel now.

“Tell me about male deficiencies,” Mary ordered.

“Men are emotional, erratic, and incapable of thinking for themselves. It’s better when we listen to our superiors.”

His voice became flat as he uttered those words. And yet, Brooke didn’t sense any kind of compulsion. This meant he spoke those words freely, only he had been trained to say them. He was like a pet performing a trick. He may as well have been a bird parroting what he had learned.

“Good boy,” she said. “But I still think you’re going to need a thorough spanking.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said.

“Get in front of my desk. You know the routine.”

His eyes bugged, “What? Now?”

“Why not?”

Brooke definitely started grinning now. She couldn’t help it. She leaned back in her seat, watched, and felt the excitement course through her.

Disciplining her husband at home had been one thing, but this was an office. Now she really got a good sense of what those businessmen back in the 1950s must’ve experienced when they could hire some pretty secretary or assistant and punish her however they saw fit. She was there as a trophy, a decoration, and a declaration. The man who controlled her had something special.

The same held true for James.

While Brooke loved her husband and had no interest in cheating, she could still enjoy this show. More than that, it gave her ideas…

“Please, not in front of another person,” James said.

“James, James, James,” Mary Higgins rose to her feet.

James was taller than the older woman by several inches, yet that hardly mattered. He shriveled back, retreating several steps.

She kept her hands at her sides as she came closer. Eventually, his back bumped up against one of her bookshelves. He shrank down even more.

“This could have been a very easy and enjoyable conversation, but you had to speak out of turn. You had to bring up that old, patriarchal nonsense. And now you need to be corrected. It’s not a problem if a woman sees you get corrected.”

“But what about the other thing?”

“Your chastity cage?”

His cheeks burned a bright shade of red. Before the world changed, these men probably didn’t believe they were capable of blushing. And why would they? They almost always enjoyed the benefit of the doubt in regular conversations, so they thought they were naturally confident. They never understood the kinds of benefits they enjoyed on the basis of their sex.

“She’s going to see it,” Mary promised. “And if you aren’t careful, I will let her do a thorough examination.”

“No!”

“Are you contradicting me? Again? After our little conversation?” Mary teased.

“No, ma’am,” he said more sedately this time.

“That’s what I thought,” she allowed. “Now, remove your pants, and assume the position.”

“May I ask something?”

“Go ahead,” she permitted.

“What are you going to use?”

“Oh, James, do you really need to ask?” Her eyes twinkled with amusement. “Oh, I guess maybe you do. You are just a boy after all.” When they were alone, she probably didn’t talk to him this way, but she had an audience. And as Brooke sat on the edge of her seat with her knees held together, she couldn’t help but nibble on the inside of her mouth as she enjoyed the show.

James said nothing.

“Give me your belt.”

Brooke’s eyes widened as she watched this young man remove the black, leather belt from his pants. He handed it off to his employer, and Mary doubled it into a nasty looking switch.

This was going to sting.

“Remember, you’re getting punished because you deserve it.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

He pulled down his pants, and he tried to keep his back to Brooke.

“Tell our guest that you’re sorry for your disobedience and that we have to waste our time punishing you.”

The office boy clearly hated this. At one point, he probably viewed himself as one of the most progressive young men in his neighborhood or city. After all, he worked with a bunch of feminists, and he probably knew everything they expected to hear. He was the kind of guy who could enjoy the privileges of being a man while simultaneously talking about how they were so unfair.

For a few seconds, he tried to think of some way to face Brooke without allowing her to see his crotch. He wanted to hide it so badly, but he must have known that bringing his hands over his exposed genitals would only earn him more of his employer’s wrath.

So he turned around slowly. His cheeks remained red, and he kept his eyes down. “Look at her. Eye contact is important,” Mary said.

Slowly, he lifted his gaze, and he looked right at Brooke.

She studied him, his face, his expression, the tension in his body, all of it.

Then she gave him a command, “Lift your shirt.” Yes, he had taken off his pants, but James still let the hem of his shirt cover most of his groin.

His knuckles turned white as he grabbed the flimsy fabric and pulled it up. Just like that, she saw the plastic cage around his shaft. There was his manhood, all locked up and restricted. He no longer had access or ownership.

Brooke glanced over at her boss, who now started to slide her fingers along the silver chain dangling from her neck. Clearly, she had the key.

“Have you looked into chastity training for any men in your life?” Mary asked. “Maybe your husband?”

“Oh yeah,” Brooke said with a grin. “I think it’s a really good idea.”

“I think it should be mandatory,” Mary declared.

“Mandatory?” Yes, Brooke had heard about the idea, only she thought that had been more of a joke. To hear a woman like Mary Higgins talk about it, she knew the possibility must have been actually floating around. Considering that the national legislature just became a female-majority body after several more men resigned “willingly,” this became a genuine possibility.

“Clearly, there would have to be some exceptions for married men, assuming their spouses decided to leave them unlocked, but I think the idea of caging every male could have a lot of possibilities.”

“Considering we have The Powers, is that really necessary?” Brooke had to ask. As they discussed this policy, James remained in place with his pants down. His boss held his belt, but the boy didn’t say anything.

He quaked with a mixture of frustration, boredom, and fear.

With a glance, Brooke could tell James had been in this position before, and he understood precisely what it meant.

“Yes,” Mary said. “It’s necessary. And very, very necessary.” She came up to James and stroked his bare rear with the smooth, flat of his own belt. The boy quivered again. They could both see the way he shook. He was scared, but something else still simmered just beneath the surface.

Anger.

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

“He wants to rebel,” she said.

“Exactly. That’s what we need to work on suppressing.”

“Please, ma’am,” James said. He obviously wished to say more, but his superior cut him off.

“Be quiet, James. Women are talking.”

The boy’s knuckles turned white as he grabbed her desk and held on tight. He was bent forward, utterly humiliated, but she made sure he wasn’t even allowed the opportunity to speak for himself.

Granted, she hadn’t used The Powers, but her command in that office rendered him speechless nonetheless. He was already in trouble, and he wouldn’t make it worse.

“These boys are looking for a way out. Even now, they’re trying to figure out some way to resist.”

“Considering we can read their minds and force their actions, I don’t think they stand much of a chance,” Brooke almost snorted. She stopped herself at the last instant because she remembered this woman was her boss.

“I’m not so sure,” Mary replied. “Remember, there are a lot of men out in the world, and they can’t be monitored constantly. Chastity could be a good step. As long as they are locked up, that will help them stay in the proper frame of mind. But even then, there will always be outliers. Isn’t that right, James?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said because he knew disagreement would be foolish. She wasn’t really asking for his opinion. Why would a woman want a voice from a boy after all?

“Those outliers could cause us problems. Remember, there are three billion men all across the world. Many of them are already upset. Once the new laws go into place, many, many more are going to want to attack, fight, rebel, and basically throw some pretty big tantrums.”

“Are you worried about riots?”

“No, Brooke. I’m more concerned about more subtle forms of rebellion. Anyway it would actually be quite easy to suppress. A dozen men could go out and start looting or fighting, but they would be controlled by just a couple of women. We might not even need the police for something like that.”

Brooke was about to bring up the possibility of guns or other armaments, but then those men would not be able to pull the triggers.

“We did an exercise little while ago,” Mary said. “Or rather, the military ran the exercise. They took some of their female officers, had them walk down the street, and they sent their best snipers after them. It wasn’t a live fire exercise or anything, but the goal was pretty simple. Could a man with a weapon hide and attack a woman?”

“What was the answer?”

Guerrilla tactics, including the use of snipers, might be the only way for men to fight back. If enough of them tried it, they could be a real threat to this new order Brooke, Mary, and so many other women intended to craft.

“None of the men were able to get a single shot off before the women found them, hacked their minds, and turned them into puppets.”

“Really?”

“Granted, this was just one experiment, but the officers in charge decided they had enough information.”

“What are they doing with that?”

“Apparently, that’s classified. And since a woman is now running the program, I wasn’t able to read her mind.” Mary made it obvious by the tone of her voice that a man would have been susceptible, and she wouldn’t have objected to pilfering a few national secrets if it could help her career.

“Anyway, the point is this: that’s not the kind of rebellion we need to worry about.”

“What, then?”

“There are other ways to attack. Lone wolves who leave bombs or other explosive devices. Men are going to start running. I know there are government agencies looking into this issue. Apparently, there is a Huntress Program in the works. I’m not sure what that will look like, but it should be interesting.” Mary smiled as she considered it. “In a few generations, none of this will matter, but we need to make sure we get there first.”

“I agree entirely,” Brooke said without hesitating.

“What about you, James? Do you agree?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said right away. And yet, both of the women sensed his reluctance. No matter how light or charismatic he sounded, they could both tell he was lying to them.

Mary stood over the boy. She reached down and ran the smooth contours of his belt along his buttocks. Another spike of fear shot through his torso, coiled around his heart, and lanced straight up his spine.

Then she lifted the belt, held it aloft, and allowed the boy to quiver some more.

Both Mary and Brooke enjoyed the way he wiggled there. On some level, they should have recognized the cruelty of how they teased him, but they didn’t see any other options.

Intellectually, he already understood that he was inferior. He heard the women talking and witnessed their powers on a daily basis. And yet, he still held onto the core of resentment, this notion that he should get all of the rights and privileges he once enjoyed as a man.

He couldn’t accept the truth. He couldn’t acknowledge the fact that these women were now in charge and always would be.

He shouldn’t rebel. He shouldn’t fight back. There was no point.

So they needed to try something else.

Pain.

Humiliation.

Fear.

These tactics would bend him. If they didn’t bend him, they would break him.

“You ready?” Mary asked.

Before the boy could answer, Mary Higgins brought the belt down like a whip. It cut through the air, whistling before the smooth black leather struck his naked backside.

He didn’t howl out. He didn’t cry either.

Instead, he maintained his stoic resolve. With his concentration intact, he told himself he could handle this because he was a man, and he could do it.

Mary started chuckling, “Did you hear that?”

“What? His determination to protect his dignity?” Brooke asked with a sneer, “His belief that he should still be strong?”

I’m a man, and I can handle this. This is a test of my manhood. I can do it. I can handle anything.

“That’s not how you’re supposed to think about things, dear,” Mary Higgins said as she reached down and stroked his ass. Then she brushed her fingers up under his shirt and along his back. She touched him and stroked him.

Brooke smiled, thinking of this older woman having her way with this young man. James was handsome. Politics, even on their fringes, required charisma and beauty. Luckily for James, he possessed both. But now that made him a target for a woman like Mary who could have any boy she liked.

“You’re supposed to recognize your inferiority, accept your chastisement, and move on,” Mary said. “That’s what a good boy would do. And I know you want be a good boy.”

He tried to accept everything she said. Brooke could sense it, his desire to obey and please these women, if only to avoid additional punishment.

“I know lots of women talk down to men like they’re children now. Personally, I don’t think this is the right tactic. Men aren’t children. They might not have our abilities, but that doesn’t mean they’re immature. In fact, they need a new kind of maturity.”

James said nothing. Ever since The Powers rewove and reworked society, he had learned to stay quiet while the women spoke. Their voices may have been quieter or had a higher pitch, but his deep voice signaled something important to the females around him: he was just a boy, and boys didn’t really need to speak.

If a boy spoke out of turn, it was easy enough to shut him down.

Before, men casually spoke over women. A female might be talking in a family gathering or at a corporate meeting, and the men around her could casually start speaking as though she had said nothing at all. Midsentence, she would find the guys around her suddenly ignoring her as they leaned in to hear what this new speaker had to say because his ideas somehow seemed more important based on the tenor and depth of his voice.

Women had started to do the same thing now. But rather than bother speaking over a boy, she could just make him be quiet. For him, talking time was over.

Still, Mary didn’t think of these boys as children. She thought of them as animals. They just needed to be trained and disciplined. They needed to learn how to behave.

“Treat them like horses. Treat them like very, very smart animals who have the capacity to love you and work for you, but first you need to show them that you’re in control. Do you feel like I’m in control, James?”

Again, Mary didn’t allow the boy to speak. Instead, she brought the belt down again and again, striking hard. Those slapping sounds reverberated through the office. Every noise jumped from the walls as he tried to remain silent.

“Do you feel like I’m in control, James?” Mary asked again.

As Brooke watched all of this, she tried not to get excited. She tried not to feel the arousal run through her skin, especially because she thought of herself as loyal to her husband.

Then again, her husband once went online and hunted down the most vile, misogynistic arguments against female empowerment he could find. Did she owe him any kind of loyalty?

Brooke tried to answer that question, but she couldn’t come up with anything concrete, intuitive, or obvious.

“Yes! Yes, you’re in control!”

“And do you feel like you need to be trained?”

“Yes, ma’am! I am a boy. I’m a boy, and I need to be trained!”

“Now, the really important question,” Mary said, “Are you just telling you what I want to hear?”

“No!”

“He’s lying,” Brooke said without even realizing that the words were about to jump from her lips.

“Agreed,” Mary said.

But now James jerked his head over his shoulders as he looked back at his former colleague. At one point, he could have competed with Brooke. Earlier in his career, they could have been equals, and he could have the potential to beat her out of accolades or the next promotion.

No longer.

This boy needed to fetch coffee, clean shoes, file documents, and scurry about for the pleasure of his superiors. He was like one of those cute girls back in a 1950s office. Yes, he could see power, and he spoke with individuals who made important decisions, but he could never be one of them because he was the wrong sex.

“No, wait, I’m—!” James started to call out, only the swats resumed.

The belt flashed down, a black blur against the space above Mary’s head as she punished this boy again and again.

“You need to accept your status, James. You need to realize your own inferiority. We are women, so we are better now. That’s how this works. We are the stronger sex, and we have taken control here in the office, and you’re going to have to get used to it elsewhere too.”

The belt dangled at her side now. “Do you want to know how you have to behave?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said between gasps.

“Most obviously, when you hear a woman talking, you need to listen. You need to be obedient for her. Just assume that she knows what’s going on, but you don’t. That’s because she can see more of the world than you can. She knows what you’re thinking, so you had better behave.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, a little stronger now.

“So if a woman tells you that you need to step back and be quiet, what should you do?”

“Step back and be quiet,” he said.

“And if a woman tells you to get down on your knees and serve her sexually, what should you do?”

Brooke’s eyes widened when she heard that question. And yet, the excitement burned through her body. There was something so intense about wielding this kind of power. Sure, she had enjoyed it when it came to Leo, but this was different. It was more intense somehow.

Because this boy had been a coworker? Because he had been a colleague? Because some of her friends had once joked that, even in a feminist lobbying firm, a boy like James could still get ahead based on his gender?

“Serve her sexually?”

Mary struck him five more times. The belt flashed down, leaving red lines along his flesh until both of his butt cheeks seemed to glow with vibrant shades of scarlet.

His eyes were wet, and he didn’t know what was going on. He couldn’t think through the agony.

“Just relax,” Mary said. At this moment, she came off more like a sympathetic employer. “I know this is difficult for you. This is very, very challenging, but that’s okay. I think you can handle it.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said. “Thank you ma’am.”

“If a woman tells you that you don’t deserve to drive, what do you say?”

“She’s right. I don’t deserve to drive.”

“Should men own their own cars?”

“No?” James asked. The uncertainty rang through his voice.

And that’s why Mary punished him. She struck again and again, this time picking the exact same spot. His belt flashed down, gripped tight in the palm of her hand as she punished him.

But then, he was trying to behave, so maybe this didn’t exactly qualify as a punishment. Perhaps it was something else, something more akin to training or conditioning. He could give the right answers, yet it wouldn’t matter because he still needed the reinforcement.

Every time the belt flew down, this boy experienced educational bursts of pain.

“Care to try again?”

“No,” he said. “Men shouldn’t own cars.”

“Go further,” Mary instructed.

The boy inhaled, hesitated, and finally announced, “Men shouldn’t own cars or even drive. We don’t need to.”

“What about all of your jobs?”

“Men shouldn’t work?”

“Oh, does that mean you’re going to resign?”

He hesitated.

Like other boys, he needed to work. Or at least, that’s what he believed. He saw working as a way to identify himself. He earned money and controlled his own life and destiny. It was so important to him…

“I don’t want to resign…” James said. “Please, don’t make me!”

“James, do you like being an office boy?”

Deep down, he hated it. Beneath the layers of freshly instilled obedience, he still expected to ascend the ranks in their organization. He still believed he could take charge and wield real power.

“Yes,” he said.

“And there we go. You keep lying to me,” Mary said with a dismissive shake of her head. She didn’t sound offended. On the contrary, she was slightly amused, as though this boy thought he had any chance of hiding anything from a woman like her.

Through all of this, Brooke sat back and watched.

That’s when she understood one of her reasons for being there. Mary wanted this boy to be trained and humiliated in front of a former coworker, a former equal. This way, he could recognize just how far he and the other males had fallen.

And to think, this was just the beginning.

Surely, female supremacy would spread across the country. It would spread across the world. They had already heard numerous reports about how society had started to shift and change.

Those movements would only pick up momentum. Organizations like Mary’s would drive these new revisions to ensure the success of one gynarchy after another.

“Try again,” she said.

Before she let him speak, she unleashed another barrage of swats and swipes of the belt down against his vulnerable ass. The bright colors practically glowed from his curves.

“Yes! I love being office boy! I know I belong at your feet, ma’am! I’m yours!”

She grabbed him, put her hand on his throat, and gently squeezed. He felt it, that tension right there. He could just barely breathe as Mary looked into his eyes. “Get on your knees and tell us what you’ve learned.”

“I’m just a boy, and I don’t deserve to drive. I shouldn’t have control. I’m an office boy. I’ll be an office boy as long as you allow me to work here. Please, may I work here?”

“You may,” she said. Then Mary glanced over at her subordinate, “Would you mind if I enjoyed his mouth while we talk? I find his oral attention helps me think.”

Brooke had to wonder how many guys in previous generations enjoyed blow jobs while sitting through boring meetings. And of course, the men would just grin back and forth like this was all some amazing joke.

The chastised the boy fell to his hands and knees, and he crawled around the desk.

Sitting up straight, Mary Higgins maintained a serene, professional veneer as she looked back toward her employee. A slight smile tugged at the corners of Mary’s mouth as the boy started to service her. He was young, handsome, and he knew his place. More than anything else, that aroused both of the women in the room.

“Would you like to partake when I’m done?” Mary asked.

Brooke imagined how that might feel. She pictured a scenario where these two women could discuss something important like economics or politics in this new world, all while the boy in the room crawled between them, his lips wet with their excitement.

Only a few months ago, an idea like this would have seemed reprehensible and utterly repulsive. Now?

Excitement pulsed through her body, but she refused the urge. Instead, she shook her head politely and said, “No, I’m saving my energy for when I get home.”

“More for me then,” Mary said with a grin.

“As much fun as this is been, do you mind if I ask why you called me in here?”

“I can see you and I are on the same page, Brooke. You’re an intelligent woman, and I think you have a very bright future here. In fact, I think you are one of those rare lobbyists who could easily slip into a political role if you decided to.”

“No, thank you,” Brooke said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “As much as I enjoy working with people, I could never be a politician.”

“Politics are different now,” Mary said. “The electorate just got a lot smaller.”

“Not officially,” Brooke replied.

“Not officially,” Mary agreed, “But I think that’s only a matter of time.”

“Really?” Brooke had a hard time imagining male disenfranchisement.

“Oh yeah,” Mary said. “We just need to frame it as a question of preventing voter fraud. It’s actually amazing how that tactic works. Just talk about how men are susceptible to manipulation, so their votes shouldn’t really count anyway. Fraud is an amazing bogeyman for situations like this.”

“I could see how that might work,” Brooke replied.

So often, in politics, messages had one clear superficial meaning, yet the ideologies driving those policies simmered beneath the surface.

Female supremacy would need some time to develop, but they could begin enacting their own policies, especially since so much of the government was now controlled by women.

“Now I have a hypothetical for you,” Mary said. “What’s the biggest threat to female supremacy?”

“Internal division,” Brooke said.

Mary arched an eyebrow, “Oh? Really?”

“Absolutely,” Brooke said. “Especially if that internal division is driven by outside forces. Right now, men still have a lot of power. I don’t think this is going to last very much longer. I mean, even the boys themselves have to realize they can’t protect their assets. In one way or another, they’re going to have to give them up.”

“Explain,” Mary said, although it was clear she knew exactly what Brooke meant.

Feeling like this was some sort of oral exam, Brooke straightened her shoulders and said, “Let’s say you are a billionaire. Let’s say you are some wildly successful technology company founder or maybe a hedge fund manager. For the time being, you still have nominal control over your company, your assets, everything you’ve built.”

“Sounds logical,” Mary agreed.

“Obviously, you want to protect those assets. You’re a hard-working, alpha male who thinks he deserves everything he has achieved. As such, you look around, and you see that women can take whatever you have. If you are a CEO, your female CFO could force you to resign and turn you into a mail boy.”

“It’s happened. It’s happened a lot. And it’s still happening,” Mary smiled.

“You’re not dumb, and it’s always been your job to try to figure out how different trends might affect you. So you going to hiding. But really, once you’re in hiding, can you really keep yourself locked away? At some point, you’re going to need help. A doctor will come to see you because you get sick. Just having groceries delivered could become a threat, especially since any one of those drivers could be controlled by a woman you can’t see. Before long, you’re going to have to come to a decision. Would you trust a woman?”

“That’s a difficult one,” Mary allowed.

“In the short term, it won’t be. These guys are going to hide. But more and more, they’ll see their rights get stripped away. But they can fight.”

“Oh?” Mary still sounded like a teacher asking questions of a particularly bright student.

“Men won’t be able to fight physically. I think the military exercises have proven that. Instead, they’ll go online.”

“You think they’re going to ferment rebellion among their fellow boys?”

“No,” Brooke shook her head and waved off the idea. “That obviously won’t work, and these guys are smart enough to realize it. Do you know what the real weakness is?”

“Tell me.”

“Us,” Brooke said.

“Go on.”

“Women have never been a unified group. We have never voted as a united block. Historically, women have voted based on class issues, not gender ones. Even before the arrival of The Powers, women couldn’t work together. For a very, very long time, women were some of the biggest sexists in society. If a woman wanted to become a lawyer, more often than not, it would have been her mother and her sisters who told her she should just go get married. They thought having families would be the most important thing any woman could do, which in turn held back countless females.”

“And you think men could exploit this?”

“The smart ones,” she replied.

“How many of those are going to be left?” Mary wondered.

“Not many,” Brooke replied. “A lot of them have probably been taken.”

“Taken?”

“I’m not sure how to describe it, but women are taking control, right? Maybe there are CEOs who are still in power, at least on paper, but their secretaries might be the ones making the real decisions. And if it’s not their secretaries, it could be their sisters, their daughters, or maybe their wives. We don’t know anymore.”

“Fascinating,” Mary said, although it was clear from her expression that she had already considered all of these variables. “But you still haven’t said anything about unity. Besides, if most of the men are taken, what’s the point of worrying about it?”

“If one billionaire gets away, he can do a lot of damage.”

“Oh?”

“He won’t focus on the men. He will realize pretty quickly that they are a lost cause. But what kind of disinformation could he spread online? If he gets away and somehow sequesters himself, he could direct millions of dollars to online trolls. He could pay women or maybe a few free boys to try to create cracks in female supremacy.”

“What kind of cracks?”

“Well, if he’s smart, he’ll go for anger. This is the obvious tactic. Anger is one of the most powerful activating emotions. That’s why so much of the Internet is based on pissing people off. If you want an article to spread, make sure it isn’t nuanced or accurate. It just needs to make you angry. If you throw journalistic ethics and professionalism out the window, you can do whatever you want, you can get people mad, and you can get them to vote for almost whatever you want. But of course, it needs to focus on creating that rage.”

Mary nodded as though all of this was a given.

“I’m not sure what strategy they would use exactly. Maybe they would create some wild new conspiracy theory. A pretty easy one would be to say that we don’t know about the effects of The Powers,” Brooke said as she thought through the different possibilities.

“What does that mean?”

“All of the medical journals have been very clear. Using The Powers doesn’t actually have any major effect on the women who wield them. But there are communities who don’t trust scientists or doctors. It would be easy enough to say The Powers cause cancer or something. From there, women would stop using their abilities, which might be enough to give men a chance…”

“I like the way you think,” Mary said. “This is something I want us to explore.”

“I can get on it right away,” Brooke replied. Her face remained set and professional, all while her boss enjoyed the oral attention of the boy between her legs.

“No,” Mary said. “You’ve done an amazing job here, but there is something you have underestimated.”

“What’s that?” Brooke asked. She had been ready to jump out of her seat, but now she felt the squeeze of disappointment in her chest.

“Technology,” Mary said.

“What kind of technology?” Brooke did her best to stay apprised of the latest technological developments. Ten or fifteen years before, technology might interact with politics, but not to a meaningful degree. For decades, television had been the only real development when it came to political thought across the world. But then, the internet arrived, and it changed everything: advertising, collecting money, creating influencers, and tracking voters.

But those changes turned out to be fairly small compared to the most meaningful difference of all: the spread of information. At one point, the information ecosystem had seemed relatively simple. There were local newspapers, radio stations, and national news outlets. But even then, most of this information was controlled by professionals with at least a passing interest in telling the truth. Sure, there were political differences, but the web made it so much easier to publish anything. Suddenly, even a passing familiarity with the truth became far less relevant than another variable: popularity. Google literally offered information based on user preference.

There was just one problem: what if the user didn’t want accurate information?

Pushing those thoughts aside, Brooke tried to remember what might have come out of Silicon Valley which could disrupt The Powers. Even powerful cloud-based platforms and AI development schemes seemed irrelevant when it came to women who could control the minds of the boys around them.

“I haven’t heard of anything,” Brooke said after several more seconds.

“That’s because this has been top secret. Jack Rushman has been working on a new piece of technology. I believe he calls it Project Morpheus.”

“The god of sleep?”

“I don’t know,” Mary said with a dismissive wave of her hand, only Brooke didn’t really believe that. “The name doesn’t matter nearly as much is what this piece does.”

“What does it do?”

“Apparently it creates some kind of static energy field that is capable of disrupting telepathic abilities.”

“What?” The word fell from Brooke’s mouth. Of the different possibilities she had anticipated, this wasn’t one of them. “How is that even possible?”

“If you’re actually interested in the science, you can talk to Megan. She’s been researching it, but I’m going to be honest with you, I don’t know. To be honest, I don’t care about how it works. I just want to know if it’s an actually viable system. Just as importantly, I want to know what his second-in-command is doing.”

“Who?”

“Her name is Pauline,” Mary said. “And I want you to talk to her.”

“Okay.”

“Brooke, this might be one of the most important conversations of your life.”

“I can do it.”

Aubrey

Aubrey was on her back with her arms braced beneath her chin as Oliver continued to pet and stroke her when her phone buzzed for her attention.

In those first couple of seconds, Aubrey didn’t think she should answer. Technically, she still had a few days off, and she loved having this boy on his knees, braced above her, focused on her pleasure and nothing else.

It was amazing.

She rolled over onto her back, and his fingers continued to brush along her legs, up past her panties, and along the smooth lines of her stomach.

“You think I should answer that?”

“It might be a good idea,” he said. “It could be from work.” If Mackenzie got into any trouble, then Aubrey would definitely need to deal with it.

When they first met, she never imagined she could have Oliver like this, servile and obedient, ready and eager to please. While other women needed to work on taming and reshaping the boys in their lives, Aubrey could just have this one all to herself.

She stretched her arms over her head, yawned, and reached for her phone.

“Hello?”

“Is this Aubrey Sivan?”

“It is,” she said.

“My name is Brooke, and I’m a political consultant.”

“Hello, Brooke,” Aubrey said, sitting up a little straighter. A political consultant? Really? Why would a woman like this want to talk to her? Then Aubrey chuckled and said, “I’m not interested in taking any surveys right now.”

Just as Aubrey was about to hang up, the other woman spoke out, “I’m not calling about a survey. I’m calling about the future of our society and how we shape it.”

Coming from someone else, those words would have sounded haughty and ridiculous. Sure, politicians loved that kind of bombast, but this woman made it work.

“What are you talking about?”

Brooke answered, “You work at an important company, one which still has a male CEO. Tell me, Aubrey, do you follow the financial headlines?”

“No, not really.” Aubrey checked up on her 401(k) once a year, but that was about it.

“Every major technology firm is now run by a woman. I’m pretty sure your CEO is the last man standing.”

“Really?” Aubrey’s grip tightened around her device.

“Not only that, your company is working on something very special: Project Morpheus.”

Project Morpheus. Aubrey knew a few of the details. She had learned quite a bit from Oliver, but unlike other women, she hadn’t gone rooting through his deepest memories. Instead, she liked talking to her boy. She was becoming old-fashioned in that way.

“And now you’re thinking it’s going to work?”

“I’m thinking it’s going to work, but I need help. I tried calling the top ranking woman at your office. She won’t return my calls.”

“So why are you calling me?”

“Because I need to get into the office to talk to her.”

“Shouldn’t you go to the PR department or something?” Aubrey knew she sounded foolish, but this woman seemed much more intense. Aubrey had just taken on a management position a little while ago. More than that, she had never been big into politics.

“I think you can help me, Aubrey,” Brooke said.

“I’m not sure…”

“I just need someone to get me into the building. Then again, an introduction would also be nice.”

“I could get into a lot of trouble.”

“Can I ask you a question?” Brooke wanted to know.

“Sure.”

“What kind of future do you want?”

“What do you mean?” Aubrey glanced over at Oliver again. She saw the look of eager patience on his face. Although he looked forward to touching and stroking her again, he could wait because he knew she had something important to handle.

“Project Morpheus, if it works, will reset everything. Right now, women are taking over. You can see it in business and politics, not just on the street, everywhere. When was the last time you got cat-called on the street?”

Aubrey blushed just a little bit.

So many men didn’t see the big deal; they didn’t understand how that gross burst of antagonism could be incredibly disruptive. They thought it was just a game, a playful little acknowledgement where they could assert themselves in a world already controlled by other men.

And yet, it had been months. The harassment had just vanished. Good.

“When did a man talk over you last? When did you feel like a guy got more attention just because he was taller or louder?”

“I see what you’re saying,” Aubrey replied.

“And think about your kids. If you decide to have children at some point, what kind of world do you want for them?”

Aubrey considered the different statistics on assault and what it had meant to be female. She pushed those ideas aside. “What can I do to help?”

“Just get me to her office.”

Right when she came back into the atrium, Aubrey could sense the difference. There was a primal excitement running through the office. Not only that, she glanced over at one of the boys and casually tried to read his mind.

Nothing. She could see him, but there were no other thoughts, no other random pulses of emotion. When she looked at him, it felt as though one of her senses had suddenly stopped working.

Just then, one of the interns came scurrying down the hallway. He saw her, his eyes widened, and he asked, “Can I do anything for you?” The words seemed rote and well-practiced, as though he had said them many times because someone told him to.

Aubrey didn’t bother asking him for some kind of clarification. Instead, she peered into his mind.

The boy turned, and he wanted to run. Sure, his plan was to casually stride away. In fact, he tried to convince himself that she hadn’t answered, so he had no reason to stay there in front of his boss.

She froze his legs, locked him in place, and made it impossible for him to move. Even after all this time, the paralysis triggered a rush of fear.

“The smart watches,” she whispered, marveling at the simplicity. Aubrey obviously didn’t know how the technology worked, but it didn’t matter. With that small device, these boys could act just as they had always done.

In fact, an engineer walked by, glanced up at her, and he smirked. His eyes practically glittered with condescension. For a little while, it had seemed like the women would be able to take control, but now the smart watches reasserted the old order.

Aubrey couldn’t read his mind, but he let his male gaze run up and down the length of her body. She could feel the judgment, the desire, and the willingness to take control. Of course, he was a well-paid engineer at a semi-prestigious computer engineering firm, so he wouldn’t do anything.

Or at least, no one would believe her if she said he had done anything.

Instinctively, Aubrey got out of his way as the engineer strolled by.

She looked back at the intern. Then she understood. He didn’t get one of the watches because he wasn’t a full employee. Maybe this technology hadn’t been perfected yet, or maybe the CEO had decided to keep the devices somewhat hidden.

It was just one device, something small, compact, and barely detectable. But now she looked around, and she saw those same prototypes on many of the men: the engineers. They were the most valuable asset.

Aubrey rolled her shoulders and stood near the double doors. She knew Brooke would arrive at any minute, and she didn’t want to risk one of the female security guards confronting her.

Still, Aubrey felt strange just standing there. Several more of the engineers arrived, and they walked right by her. They didn’t say anything, yet they moved with a new swagger. Before, these men had competed to develop a new app, something to hold people’s attention and make money with advertising. But Project Morpheus could do so much more.

They would reset everything.

Men could be politicians again. They could be business leaders and they could take charge at home, in the bedroom, wherever…

As hard as she tried to fight it, Aubrey felt that old intimidation coil through her chest.

“Are you okay?” asked a familiar voice.

“Oh, hey. Mackenzie, I was going to come talk to you after my meeting.”

“Is everything okay?”

Aubrey glanced back at her subordinate. Technically, Mackenzie was still just an intern, although she carried herself with a newfound confidence. At first, Aubrey just wondered if maybe this young woman had enjoyed her power, but it seemed like something else.

Cute blondes like Mackenzie could always seem confident. And why not? Just a smile would often be enough to get the people around them to do whatever she wanted. But no, this was different. Mackenzie lacked the brittle worry that something could go wrong. Instead, she seemed ready to take on any of the men, including the engineers with their smart watches.

“Just a little nervous,” Aubrey said.

“Why?”

Aubrey glanced around. Then she lowered her voice and said, “Can you keep a secret?”

“Absolutely.”

“Something big is about to happen.” Aubrey hesitated for a few seconds. Then she knew she had to say something. “The Powers changed everything, but I’m not sure they can last. There’s a woman coming in here, and what happens could change everything.”

The fate of the world: this phrase seemed ridiculous, but it was true. If this technology got out, then women might still have some small control. But would their powers really matter if every guy suddenly wore a device capable of blocking The Powers?

“You’re talking about Project Morpheus.”

“You know about that?”

“The interns here have things, and it’s not like they can keep secrets from me.”

“Right,” Aubrey said. Mackenzie smiled and told her, “Can I come with you?”

“I think we’ll have to wait to see what our guest has to say. But she should be here soon.”

Sure enough, the glass doors slid back, and a woman in a dark blue dress suit strode through. Her eyes locked on to Aubrey and she reached out with one hand, “Hello. I’m Brooke. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“Aubrey,” she answered. “I’m in charge of the interns here, and this is Mackenzie. She’s been helping me train the boys.”

“The devices already work, don’t they?” Brooke glanced around. She saw an engineer strut by. He glanced down at the three women by the entrance, only then he turned away like he didn’t care. There was no look of concern or worry.

“They do,” Mackenzie said.

“Let’s go talk to Pauline.”

They didn’t have an appointment, only that wasn’t supposed to technically matter. They went up to the top floor, strolled by the executives’ offices, and made their way closer and closer to the far door.

The CEO had the biggest office in the building, obviously. But Pauline’s came in as a close second. Hers came with a set of double doors, dark and wooden. Right outside, a young man sat there as he typed away at some email or performed some other menial office chore for his boss.

Halfway down the hall, Brooke turned back to her companions and said, “If you want to stop here, I completely understand. I don’t want to get you into trouble.”

“No,” Aubrey replied. “I think this is important. I’ll go with you.”

“Okay,” Brooke said as she flashed a smile.

“Is Pauline available?” Aubrey asked as she stepped up. Both Brooke and Mackenzie stood back.

The young man was handsome in his white shirt and black bow tie. He glanced up from the computer and quickly stammered, “Yes, she’s available. Can ask what this is regarding?”

“Company policy,” Aubrey said.

A few seconds later, the doors clicked open, and Aubrey stepped forward.

“Aubrey,” Pauline said from her desk. She got up and stood in front of some of the huge windows. They could see the city spread out beneath them, dozens of buildings like little sculptures and statues, plus the cars scurrying along the roads.

“Look, I know this is a little bit unorthodox, but there is someone here who really needs to talk to you. I hope you don’t feel like this is an ambush, but I thought it was a conversation we should have.” There. Aubrey had said it.

At least she didn’t stutter or stumble.

The brunette stepped forward and held out her hand. “Pauline, it’s good to meet you. My name is Brooke.”

“The political consultant,” Pauline said, only now her lips hardened into a frustrated pout.

“Please don’t be mad at Aubrey. She took a lot of convincing.”

“But she still brought you in here.”

“She cares about this company and your place in the world.”

Pauline opened her mouth, and it was clear she had something to say, but Brooke rushed ahead anyway, “All I’m asking is for a few minutes of your time. Even if Project Morpheus works, are you sure you want to risk getting into a political fracas?”

Every person with an MBA understood just how dangerous politics could be when it came to business. Anything could be politicized. Anything at all. More often than not, people looked around online for reasons to get angry, and they almost always succeeded. The company might be trying to sell paper cups, only to end up in the middle of a flame war between very big, very angry factions.

Finally, Pauline exhaled through her teeth, walked back to her desk, leaned against the edge, and crossed her arms. She made it clear her visitors weren’t welcome to sit down.

“What can I do for you?”

If Brooke was put off by the hostile note in that very simple question, she gave no sign of it. Instead, she held her hands in front of her, made clear eye contact, and said simply, “I represent an important organization, and we know about Project Morpheus.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Pauline said. “We don’t make announcements about our projects until they are out of early-stage development.”

Brooke just smiled, “Okay then. You don’t need to say anything about Project Morpheus. Instead, do you mind if I talk?”

Despite the irritated expression on Pauline’s face, she nodded her acquiescence.

“There are very few moments in history where someone has as much power and influence as you do, Pauline. This company is on the cusp of something great. In case you haven’t been following, all of the other tech companies across the planet. Universally. They have all given up on this line of research.”

“And what line of research is that?” Pauline asked, if only to add a gilded sheen of plausibility to her denial.

“Blocking, suppressing, or otherwise undoing The Powers.”

“Those haven’t even been officially verified yet,” Pauline said.

“That’s because there are still men who can’t acknowledge what is happening. But I think we both know the truth.”

“Why didn’t you take over?” Mackenzie stepped forward and blurted out. “You are this amazing woman, and people respect you. If you assumed control of this company, it’s not like anyone would have questioned it.”

“And who are you?” Pauline asked.

If Mackenzie was supposed to look cowed or frightened, she failed. Then again, she was just an intern with a passing interest in the technology industry. Making enemies didn’t really bother her.

“I’m an intern here,” Mackenzie said.

“But maybe you should be quiet right now. Listen. Don’t speak.”

“But this matters. It matters to everyone!”

Aubrey smiled for a second, especially as she considered the intersection between politics and technology. Lots of these companies said that they were politically neutral, that they didn’t care about doing anything but giving people fresh tools. They never imagined how different factions might use those tools to spread propaganda or misinformation. And now, no one knew that this small app developer had come up with a piece of hardware capable of blocking The Powers.

No one would get to vote on it. No one beyond a few engineers, their CEO, and this woman in front of them, would have any say in what would happen to humanity.

Because what if The powers persisted? What if they didn’t just fade away?

Aubrey tried to suppress her shiver of excitement as she considered how the rest of humanity’s future could unfurl, only now men wouldn’t be in charge. Women would control everything.

“Don’t worry, Mackenzie,” Pauline said carefully. “We consider very carefully what we do here.”

“How do you feel about female supremacy?” Brooke asked, making the question fall like a bomb.

Pauline’s lips hardened. “I don’t believe in feminism.”

“We aren’t talking about first wave feminism or second wave feminism. We aren’t talking about a egalitarianism. We are talking about female supremacy,” Brooke said. “Here we are talking about a scenario where women are in charge, or men, if they’re allowed to work at all, aren’t in subordinate roles alone.”

“That sounds pretty oppressive,” Pauline said.

“What if we teach them to like it?” Mackenzie asked. “You can do it. Seriously. You can turn a boy into an eager plaything. And it’s really good for him. They’re so much happier when they’re told what to do and what to think. Heck, I think a bunch of the boys were secretly hoping women would take over anyway…”

“Let’s say, just for the moment, that something like Project Morpheus even exists. If we gave that revenue stream up, do you know how much money we would lose? Right now, we can bring in a few million every year. Competing with the larger companies is almost impossible, but we’ve been able to do it. If we get this one device, men all across the globe will pay for it. We’re talking about a market numbered in the billions for a product where each unit cost hundreds of dollars.”

“So what?” Mackenzie asked. “It’s just money.”

“I have a responsibility to our shareholders,” Pauline said.

“What about your responsibility to the rest of the women on the planet? Even now, in certain parts of the world, horrible things happen to females every day. The Powers have stopped that. And if my initial reports are correct, there hasn’t been an equivalent amount of violence against the boys. It turns out women really are kinder and more empathetic.”

Pauline stared at this woman for several long seconds.

Brooke kept speaking, “Maybe it has something to do with giving birth. Men can oppress women because they don’t carry them to term. Women, on the other hand, are better connected, at least in general, to their children, both male and female.”

“I won’t be part of this oppression,” Pauline stated emphatically.

“You might not have a choice. You might be a part of oppression one way or the other,” Brooke pointed out. “If you release this technology, what do you think will happen to the women of the world?”

Pauline’s eyes narrowed slightly.

“What are you talking about?”

“You don’t think there’s going to be any kind of backlash? You don’t think there will be men out there who will suddenly start thinking about revenge? For months now, they have been powerless. They’ve been frustrated and angry, embarrassed and ashamed. I’m assuming you’ve met enough boys to know that, if they get your blocking technology, they will throw one heck of a tantrum. Who knows what they’ll want to do to women. Maybe we will be rounded up. Maybe will be put in special camps. Maybe we will be kept at home or kept from voting.”

“That would never happen,” Pauline said it, but her voice shook just a tiny bit.

It was Mackenzie who stepped forward, “Women have only been allowed to vote for about a century. Even then, they weren’t allowed to get their own credit cards. And if something happens to a woman and she makes an accusation, the default has always been to believe the guy over the woman. Do you think that’s going to go away? Oh, what about pay? I didn’t believe it before, but I’m starting to see how men have been able to rule for such a long time. And this is the problem.”

“What?” Pauline asked.

“Us. Right here. Right now. We have a group of smart, capable women, and we need to work together. If the situation was reversed and our bunch of boys were in here, do you think they would hesitate? Hell no! They would make sure they got to keep The Powers, and they would use them to control the women in their lives. Girlfriends and wives would become sex slaves!” Mackenzie’s pale cheeks became a bright shade of red. Her chest rose and fell.

“That’s a very interesting idea,” Pauline said. “And I’m going to give it a lot of thought. But right now, I think it’s time for you to leave.”

“You’re not going to do anything, are you?”

“I’m going to give it a lot of thought,” Pauline said again.

“How much of this company do you own?” Brooke asked.

“Twenty percent,” Pauline replied.

“That’s it,” Brooke said. “You would rather be an obscenely rich and powerful woman in a society run by men rather than let The Powers maybe bring some justice to the world.”

“You’re not proposing justice,” Pauline said. “You’re proposing chaos. Now, do I need to call security?”

They gathered in the atrium again.

With the vibrant green trees around them, the slate grey flooring, and the brightly lit windows, they remained quiet for a little while.

“I’m really hoping I didn’t just kill my career right there,” Aubrey said with a shake of her head. Then she glanced at her colleagues. “I’m sorry, Brooke.”

“No, it was my fault. I should have had better leverage when I went in there.”

“What do we do now?” Mackenzie asked.

“I don’t think there is anything we can do,” Brooke said. “I’m going to try some other channels, but I don’t think it’s terribly hopeful. Pauline is focused on her payday.” Brooke snorted, “I hate to say it, but she is right. If this company can get the blockers out, men are going to be paying whatever they can to buy them.”

“Can women stop the technology?” Aubrey asked. “I mean, lots of guys don’t have jobs anymore. Or if they do, they’re working in mailrooms and as servers at restaurants. Could they even afford this stuff?”

“There are ways around that. Loans. Or maybe just free samples,” Aubrey said automatically. Ever since she got her promotion, she had spent some time reading up on different business models when it came to technology. “Or maybe they will make this a subscription service. If you want your smart watch to work and block The Powers, you have to spend a certain amount of money every month. Three billion subscribers would be huge.”

“So we just give up now?” Mackenzie asked again.

“Pretty much,” Brooke said, more honestly this time.

“No,” Mackenzie said. She lifted her foot, and she was about to stamp it down. “Please, there has to be something else we can do, some way for us to fight back!”

“I don’t see how,” Brooke replied. “Look, I understand your frustration. But the world is going to be a different place. If men need to wear those smart watches, there are always going to be on the defensive.”

“But like you said, that’s going to make them scared and angry. If they get scared and angry, they are going to push back. Things could get really, really bad. Look, I know you were probably just aiming for hyperbole or whatever, but I believe you. If men lose power for a little while and they have the chance to take it back, they’re going to take it back hard!”

Both Aubrey and Brooke, with their maturity and experience, glanced back at one another.

Mackenzie’s eyes started to water. They shined.

Then Aubrey glanced up and saw one of the boys on her team dart down one of the hallways.

“The interns,” Aubrey said.

“What about them?” Brooke asked.

“I have an idea.”

Aubrey, Mackenzie, and Brooke oversaw the team of interns. All of the boys were at their computers, scrambling frantically to break through the firewalls. There had to be some way to get access to the corporate database. If they could get in and find the code, then maybe they could figure something out…

Aubrey watched the boys as they frantically worked. Every few seconds, they would glance up. In moments like that, one of the women would force him to return his focus to the screen.

In the meantime, Darren brought the rest of the boys drinks and granola bars to make sure their energy levels didn’t drop.

“They can’t do it,” Mackenzie whispered.

“They have to,” Aubrey said.

Brooke didn’t reply.

“Do you think they can get through? We’re talking about some serious encryption. This is next level hacking we are asking them to do,” Mackenzie finally added.

“We aren’t asking,” Aubrey said. She thought of Oliver and what kind of man he could be in a world where males learned to serve. He would be happier that way. Yes, she did this for herself, but she also did it for her boyfriend.

“They can do it. I know they can.”

An hour elapsed.

Then two.

Three.

Four.

Five.

The air-conditioners worked hard hard, pumping in crisp, filtered air. Even so, the machines continued to whir as the interns tried one algorithm after another. They researched online, frantically typing in fresh search terms and different possibilities as they checked out esoteric repositories and even scanned through dark websites dedicated to hacking.

Yes, they managed to rip through dozens of digital walls and barriers. They could have accessed the HR department, payroll, and even the system that managed the employees’ stock options.

At some other place or time, those discoveries would have been worth millions.

But they weren’t interested in money.

No, they were focused on the future for their entire species.

At several points, some of the boys tried to resist. They understood what was happening and what was being asked of them. Maybe they weren’t exactly sure what Project Morpheus was supposed to do, but they sensed the females’desperation.

Finally, Brooke got up from one of the office chairs. She looked at the other women and said, “They can’t do it.”

Aubrey slumped against the wall. She pressed the back of her head to the beige paint and nodded, “You’re right.” Outside, the sun had set, the stars emerged, each one twinkling against of the bright haze of city light pollution. In here, everything seemed shiny and glittering.

“We can’t give up,” Mackenzie said again.

“You know, this would be so much easier if we could just access one of the engineer’s memories,” Aubrey said with her eyes closed. Exhausted, she thought of her husband locked in chastity at home.

What would Leo do if he got his hands on one of the blockers?

“We can’t, not while they’re using those smart watches,” Brooke said.

“We have to try something. I mean, when they find out about us trying to hack their system, this could get us in trouble, right?” Aubrey rubbed her forehead with the tips of her fingers.

“Probably,” Brooke said. “But hey, I can probably get you guys jobs at my firm.”

“Gee, thanks,” Aubrey shook her head and looked out at the boys.

But it was Brooke who really saw them. “We just need one engineer.” She said those words again. “We just need one engineer, and we have all of the firepower we need here to get one of those boys.”

“What are you talking about?” Aubrey asked.

“We use them,” Brooke said.

It was obvious this guy needed to fall asleep. As he walked back from the break room with his coffee cup in hand, he could barely keep his eyes open. His eyelids drooped, and he stumbled over to the door.

Aubrey couldn’t read his mind, but she could guess what he was doing. Zack Delfin did his best to stir up another jolt of excitement in his chest. Maybe he thought about his stock options and what they would be worth when Project Morpheus was announced to the rest of the world. Suddenly, tech entrepreneurs and investors from across the globe would be talking about this company.

And he had been part of it. He had been one of the engineers who put the entire system together.

In fact, just before they sprang their trap, Zack glanced down at his watch. Maybe he needed to check the time. Judging from the little smirk on his mouth, he really wanted to admire his handiwork.

Their blocker (or whatever cool, trendy name the eventually assigned it) would change the world. It would make sure men remained in power, independent and able to hold onto control for as long as they wanted.

Forever.

Yeah, that did it.

Moving a little faster now, he walked through the doors back into the main office. It was empty, and he was the last engineer. Most of the lights had already gone off, but his cubicle glowed. And as he walked through, he finally noticed the figures standing still in his peripheral vision.

“Can I help you boys?” Zack asked.

He stopped.

Before him interns stood there like statues, clearly unable to move. Instinctively, Zack glanced down at their wrists and saw that they weren’t wearing blockers. Why would they be? They were just interns. They didn’t have access to any special information.

That’s when one of three women stepped out of one of the cubicles. A redhead, brunette, and a little blonde. The blonde had to be a college girl, yet she looked at the Zack like he was some wild animal who just wandered into a trap.

“Just relax,” Mackenzie said. “Don’t worry. Nothing bad is going to happen to you.” The college girl even held up her hands, like she wanted this man to see that she really wasn’t a threat.

“Take off the watch,” Brooke ordered.

Defensively, Zack brought his hand up to his chest, “No way.”

“We have to make you?” asked the redhead. Aubrey grinned at the boy, especially as he turned pale and glanced to his left and right.

“You can’t do this.”

“Don’t worry. If you really cooperate and beg very nicely, maybe we will suppress these memories so you don’t have to feel bad about the drain on your company.”

“What, what are you talking about?”

Brooke, the tallest of the three, strode forward. Zack, somehow, managed to hold his ground. He had never been this intimidated by a woman before, but there was something about her expensive clothing, the shine of exhaustion in her eyes, and the sleek stare she pointed at him. Clearly, this woman had dealt with much more powerful man in the past.

“This is what’s going to happen, Zack. You are going to take off that watch in one way or another, and my friends and I are going to have a little bit of fun inside of that head of yours. And when we are done, if you ask very nicely, we can remove the memories so no one will ever have to know that you destroyed Project Morpheus.”

“What, what you talking about?”

“You heard me,” she said simply.

Zack glanced back at the young men. As a tech bro, Zack was only four or five years older than the interns. Even so, he looked at them for help. Instead, the boys continued to stare forward, almost as though they couldn’t see. They didn’t look like people. They had become puppets because these women decided to use them.

“I—” They didn’t need The Powers to read his mind as he turned, twisting around and running hard back toward the doors. He burst through them and sprinted into the main corridor. From there, he could get to the stairwell, then the atrium. He might be able to find a security guard and…

Like so many other men, Zack had never been trained to fear for his safety. When he grew up, all of the heroes were men who could fight no matter what. That’s why didn’t even occur to him to shout for help. But then he glanced over his shoulder, and he saw them, the interns. They ran at him like a pack of wild wolves.

He made it halfway down the corridor before one of the boys leapt forward, grabbing him and tackling him and shoving Zack to the ground. The world blurred, he hit the industrial carpet, and the air was knocked from his lungs. Zack tried to scramble up, but the rest of the interns arrived, grabbing him, pinning him, and holding him down.

“Poor, poor boy,” said the woman in a nice suit. “You made that so much harder than it needed to be.”

The redhead came up, bent down, and started to pull the watch off of Zack’s wrist.

“No! You can’t!”

Plainly, she could.

Aubrey pulled the wristwatch away, turned it off, and that’s when all three women looked right down at the Zack.

Finally, it occurred to him to shout for help. But just as he inhaled, they took over his mind and flooded his thoughts with their abilities.

“I love engineers,” Aubrey said as she watched the interns and their new helper.

Zack Delfin sat there with his back straight and his eyes fixed on the screen as he continued to type. The ladies had been true to their word, however. When he finished, he wouldn’t remember any of this. He could wonder, along with the rest of the engineering team, just what went wrong.

How could one of them have been foolish enough to download viruses like this?

Aubrey didn’t understand the minutia, but apparently it was a rather pernicious computer bug. Essentially, it would shut down the blocker with one calculation error. Once that problem was found and fixed, the virus would mutate, leaving a second problem, then a third and a fourth and a fifth.

The engineering team could start from scratch, obviously. They could also work their way through every single little problem. Apparently, Zack himself couldn’t figure out which would take more time.

But guess what?

By then, it wouldn’t matter.

Every major company would be controlled by a woman at that point. Oh, and this kind of blocking technology could simply be outlawed.

Pauline may have yearned for cash, but she wouldn’t get it, not if she had to work her way through dozens or hundreds of powerful women who refused to go back to a patriarchal government.

Finally, Mackenzie looked up from one of the computer screens. It was almost dawn, and the rest of the engineers would be arriving soon.

“It’s done,” Mackenzie said. The excitement burned away the jagged fatigue they all experienced.

Aubrey and Brooke quickly rushed over to one of the computer screens. The three women leaned over and looked at the very simple menu option.

Initiate?

“This is how we do it,” Brooke said. “This is how we make sure women rule forever.”

All three hesitated. They glanced back at one another, then at the enthralled males around them.

“Who should do it?” Mackenzie asked in a small voice.

Aubrey and Brooke glanced back at one another. Finally, Aubrey said, “You. This is your world, your future. You should do it.”

Mackenzie didn’t pause. She reached down, touched the mouse, clicked the button, and they watched as the computer virus ran automated code. They saw Project Morpheus in all of its digital glory: millions of lines of code, only now the virus began to modify the data.

“The boys belong to us now,” Aubrey said.

Epilogue:

Historians came up with different phrases and titles and descriptions for what happened. In Europe, they mostly called it The Takeover. In North America, academics described it as The Backlash. Every culture came up with its own way to interpret The Powers.

But one point became clear.

Women ruled, and men obeyed.

In business, politics, at home, the power structures were obvious now.

In some places, men lost the right to own property. Elsewhere, they weren’t allowed to drive. In some places, men actually required handlers or guardians. These were women who would oversee their decisions and make sure these males didn’t get into trouble.

It was time for a new world, one where women held every thread of power.

Maybe a few of the men tried to hold out even as they recognized what was going to change. After all, there had been women with money during the days of the patriarchy. Unfortunately, those women had been smarter. More than that, the few physical advantages men enjoyed hardly amounted to the same influence offered by The Powers.

Every male would need to be controlled and trained.

Every boy would need to be owned in one way or another.

After more than a year, men could try to resist.

After five years, they learned to obey. A few of them even enjoyed it.

But then ten years went by, twenty, thirty, and more. More and more girls were born and raised in a world where females had always been in charge.

No one talked about building blockers again, and no one heard about Project Morpheus either. The boys had one chance, and they couldn’t make it work, all because of Brooke, Aubrey, and Mackenzie.

The End




Connect with me:

My name is Anna Ritter; thank you for reading my story. I love books about erotic power play, and I’m eager to connect with my readers and talk about

our favorite fantasies. You can email me here at ARitter664@gmail.com. Feel free to ask questions or send me ideas for future stories. I’m also available for commissions.

My favorite games:

Female supremacy is my favorite fantasy. I love stories and novels about entire societies where women have seized control. Men are reduced to the status of chattel, slaves, and toys for their female superiors. In these storylines, men can fight, but they’re destined to lose. Sometimes women have taken control based on magic or technology. In other stories, women are just smarter and work to outmaneuver the boys who foolishly thought they were in charge.

Dominant women make up many of the characters in my stories. These tales focus on wives, girlfriends, and other female rivals who take power in specific microcosms. Here, the women are still very much in charge, but their control is limited to a single man. He’ll still be enslaved, but the rest of the world remains largely the same.

Chastity training is intense. Boys are obsessed with their libidos, so there’s something magically enticing about locking a man up and reducing him to a pathetic, kneeling slave ready to obey every command. Sometimes these males need to be tricked. Maybe they need to be blackmailed or even kidnapped and forced into a chastity cage. One way or another, they’ll give in. Holding his key is one of the most delectable pleasures I can imagine.

Cuckolding is another incredible fetish. Since I am interested in how men can lose control, I’m fascinated by the idea of a wife or girlfriend who’s decided that her man just isn’t good enough. Yes, she still cares about him and wants to keep him around, but he will be a slave, forced to watch his girl with another man—if he’s lucky. This kind of the trail is one of those ultimate expressions of power and control.

Bondage can be psychological, but I tend to prefer the literal restraints. The notion of having a man strapped down, his arms and legs spread, his naked body on display is powerfully erotic. I love knowing his girlfriend or wife can touch him and tease him, forcing him to beg and plead. His dignity drains away as he succumbs to that overwhelming desperation.

Spanking is an amazingly simple punishment. Take a man, put him across your lap, and spank him. Make him cry out. Pain might be one of the oldest incentives, but it works beautifully. When a man whimpers, he understands what he’s lost.

Humiliation is one of those tools men seldom acknowledge. They want to believe they’re capable of dealing with any slight or insult, only this isn’t true. So many men are incredibly fragile. They tell themselves that they’re powerful, but they still worry about what the women nearby might think. Getting collared, leashed, and crawling before a woman is an incredibly humiliating experience. It strips him of his identity now that the world can see who he really is.

These are just a few of my favorite fetishes. If a game involves taking or losing control, I’ll probably love it. So please, if you have any fantasies or ideas you would like to share, feel free to email me:

ARitter664@gmail.com.

Commissions:

Do you have a fantasy you just have to explore? If you’re interested in hiring me for a commission, you can get started by sending me an email.
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