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Trained on Tyche

Prologue

The sky over Tyche's research outpost Alpha Prime was a roiling maelstrom of twilight blues and fiery reds, the tempestuous clash of interstellar storms reflecting the chaos down below and hidden within the planet's rocky depths. The once-gleaming structures of the outpost, now shrouded in smoke and debris, stood as silent witnesses to the evacuation unfolding beneath them. Shuttles roared skyward in frantic bursts of light, their thrusters igniting hot jets of power as the plasma cores roared. Within each ship, the pilots and crews braced themselves. They went through their practiced routines, only this time they knew it was real.

If they made a mistake, lives would be lost.

Inside the Alpha Prime outpost, the corridors were an apparently anarchic chorus of shrieking alarms and defiant shouts. Every surface was a blur of motion: scientists and engineers, clutching hastily packed bags and equipment, sprinted past each other, their faces etched with fear. The boys hauled their packs and pushed grav-carts as the women directed them to the landing bays and launch pads. Distant thunks and crumps of sound made it clear: the guardians continued to hold back the invaders, but no one had been able to shut down the portal. Escape had become their only option.

Dr. Elisha Farberskild, the outpost’s chief researcher, stumbled through the labyrinthine hallways, her breath coming in sharp, ragged bursts. She hated the sweat on her brow and the exhaustion in her limbs.

She stopped at another door, swiped her hand in front of the reader, and let the biometric scanner assess her identity. It took the system longer than it should have. Their processors were strained as they tried to hold back the cryogenic invaders.

The doors finally opened. Her gaze darted back to the server bay, where the last of the critical data was being loaded onto the evacuation shuttles. Boys pulled isolinear crystals from their housing cases. Each passing second was a calculated risk; the cryogenics, as they had come to call the alien invaders, had become relentless. A few scouts from weeks before had morphed into seemingly endless waves. They lost the portal chamber. The inner storage houses had been lost next.

Elisha’s comm unit crackled to life. “Dr. Farberskild, this is Commander Hart. We need you at the primary dock now! The cryogenics are breaching the central corridor.”

“On my way!” Elisha responded, her voice steady despite the frantic movements around her. If she had been allowed just a few seconds more, she might’ve indulged in a moment of pride. The thralls and their commanders were doing a remarkable job. So much information would still be lost, but they’d salvage as much as possible.

Darting forward, she scanned the different rows. As near as she could tell, the crews had this. They wouldn’t get everything, but they worked efficiently despite the fear. She rounded a corner and skidded to a halt, nearly colliding with a young technician who was frantically dragging a cart laden with equipment.

“Boy, it’s time to go,” she told him. Like the other males, he wore a silver uniform and the requisite tracking choker around his neck.

“What? I thought we had more time?” he breathed out. He glanced back at the different crystal readouts. Each one represented thousands of hours of data, simulation, processing, and more.

“They’re breaking through the bulkheads,” Elisha told him, “and we need to get to the primary dock before they cut us off.”

The technician’s face went pale. “They’re already here! We have to—”

The corridor behind them exploded into an icy haze as the wall shattered. There should have been fire and a pulse of heat. Flames should’ve shot out and rushed across the ground. Instead, the blast of cold washed out in a wave even as the concussive force knocked them back.

The robotic invaders appeared.

The cryogenics emerged, their bodies shimmering with an eerie, translucent light. These were no mere robots; they were constructs of ice, their liquid joints and articulated limbs glistening with the cold sheen of their alien design. Despite the heat throbbing along her skin, Elisha exhaled a silvery puff of cold air. The icy constructs were eerily fluid, like the gliding of predatory sharks.

Elisha grabbed the technician’s arm and yanked him towards a side passage. “Come on!”

As she yanked the male behind her, Elisha hit her comm, “We need guardians in Server Chamber 2 right now!”

Soldiers pulled away from the other firefights and came sprinting in. Women wearing silvered power armor raised their blasters and pulse cannons, aimed, and fired. Streaks of superheated light smashed into the cryogenics. The first of the creatures exploded. More surged through the gap in the wall. Some strode forward like sinuous golems. Others skittered in on six or eight insectile legs.

It didn’t matter.

The guardians jerked their triggers and fired again and again, blowing apart and melting away the invaders.

Elisha and the technician sprinted down the narrow hallway, their footsteps echoing with a frantic rhythm. The air grew colder with every step, and the walls seemed to close in on them. Frost crawled along every surface despite the atmospheric processors. Behind them, the sound of breaking glass and splintering metal grew louder as the cryogenics methodically dismantled everything in their path. The guardians held off the machines in another fighting retreat.

That was all they could do.

Reaching a junction, Elisha and the technician ducked into a maintenance shaft. Elisha’s mind darted along different possibilities as she considered their options. The portal, that gateway through which the cryogenics had emerged, was located near the main docking bay. If they could get to the docks, they might have a chance of escaping before the entire outpost was overrun.

“This way,” Elisha said, gesturing for the technician to follow her as they clambered through the cramped, dimly lit shaft. The lights overhead should’ve been shining bright. Instead, the engineers had rerouted power as they tried to maintain force fields and auto-defense turrets throughout the base. Unfortunately, the attackers kept slicing through different power relays, which required constant rerouting procedures.

The tunnel led them to a service elevator, which Elisha activated with a flick of her wrist. The doors slid shut behind them. The lights flickered. They both waited; she had tapped in the command. They waited, breaths held. The boy glanced to her for guidance, but she didn’t have a command to issue, not yet.

Finally, the engines kicked in, and they sensed the tug of momentum at the bottom of their stomachs. The elevator’s clunky ascent felt like an eternity, each jolt a reminder of the danger closing in.

The elevator doors opened to the primary dock, and the sight that greeted them was both a relief and a horror.

The secondary docking bay was a scene of barely-controlled movement, noise, and something approaching chaos. Shuttles lined the bay, their engines thrumming with the low-frequency hum of readiness. Crews scrambled to finalize the boarding process, and the pallid light of the emergency beacons cast eerie shadows across the room. They flickered. Distant explosions reverberated through the walls, ceiling, and floors. Dust from strained plaster and permacrete drifted from the ceiling.

Elisha spotted Commander Hart at the far end of the bay as she coordinated the final stages of the evacuation. Her face was grim, eyes darting around as he barked orders to the remaining personnel. “Shuttle 15, you are good to go!”

The air was thick with the acrid tang of burned fuel and the chilling touch of the cryogenics' intrusion. Elisha glanced over at one wall; she could see the creeping tendrils of frost as the guardians fought, withdrew, fell back, and held off the frozen beasts for as long as possible.

They might not get out. Most of the staff had escaped.

That didn’t mean they’d all escape. Without trying, Elisha imagined the different probabilities and drew grim conclusions each time.

Shuttle 15’s thrusters exploded to life with another blast of heat. Rivulets of moisture ran down the walls, only to refreeze seconds later.

“Commander, we’re out of time,” Elisha told her.

Hart looked up and nodded. “Glad you made it. We’ve got a small window before the cryogenics breach the bay. Get those shuttles prepped and ready!” A second later, she called out, “Shuttle 18 is ready. Go!”

Nodding, Elana spotted the other shuttle. Only a few of the vehicles remained. After that, the base’s quarantine protocols would activate. “We’ve got to get to those shuttles,” Elisha shouted over the din. She needed to hear the sound of her own voice; she needed the reminders and reassurances.

After all, the Alpha Prime outpost should’ve been secure. It should’ve been safe.

It didn’t matter. Every “should” had become irrelevant. The only questions that mattered related to evacuation, escape, and survival.

Elisha and the technician both ran hard. They darted between the loaded grav-carts, the researchers, injured guardians, and wounded climbing aboard the other shuttles, and those remaining soldiers who worked frantically to build impromptu barricades before those final walls collapsed.

As they approached the shuttles, fresh signs of the cryogenics' advance became evident. Cracks spread like spiderwebs up the bay’s once-sturdy bulkheads; clusters of ice crystals materialized around the breaches. In the distance, Elisha thought she could make out the faint sound of their liquid joints as they prepared their next attacks.

Elisha's heart pounded in her chest as she moved to help the shuttle crews. First, she pushed the technician on board. He turned and asked to help but she shoved him into the main cabin; a guardian grabbed him.

Breathing hard, Elisha assisted in sealing cargo hatches and checking engines. Chunks of debris fell from the ceiling; they crashed down, damaged shuttles, and threatened to scuttle their escape vehicles before the pilots could call up the ignition protocols. Her eyes and hands moved with practiced efficiency despite the cold sweat dribbling down her back.

A distant explosion shook the bay, sending a shower of sparks and debris cascading from the ceiling.

“Shit,” she hissed. Another burst of noise rocked the other side of the shuttle bay as Elisha looked up to see several cryogenics crawling and stomping their way through the smoke-filled air, their crystalline bodies refracting the emergency lights into a thousand cold, sharp shards.

“Get aboard!” Hart shouted. “Final launches in sixty seconds! Mark!” Automated timers activated.

Another shuttle shot from the bay and shrank into the sky.

Elisha glanced around, her eyes scanning for any signs of stragglers. The evacuees ran, stumbled, and helped the wounded with a frantic urgency. They boarded the last of the shuttles fast but careful. Some of the evacuees included the domesticated chattel. Normally, those males would’ve been transported on specialty ships laden with extra security. Under these circumstances, even the wildest boys understood they had to cooperate.

As she turned back towards her own shuttle, a cryogenic slammed an enormous, icy fist through the wall to her left. Elisha stumbled. Dust coated her hair and face. It got in her eyes; her vision blurred, but she refused to turn away.

Its eyes, glowing with an unsettling blue light, scanned the room with cold calculation.

The technicians at the shuttle controls worked feverishly, their movements almost robotic in their precision even as their faces contorted with obvious dread. Elisha took a deep breath, steeling herself for the inevitable confrontation.

“Everyone aboard!” Hart's voice cut through the chaos, firm and commanding. “Prepare for immediate departure!”

The uninjured helped the wounded. The last of the guardians turned away. They rolled grenades forward. The spheres bounced along the broken ground before popping into flurries of noise and force. The cryogenics crumpled. Every victory looked empty when another two, three, or four of the frozen machines replaced their wrecked counterparts.

Elisha spotted a fallen blast-pistol. If she remembered her training, it was a Mark 7-Scalpel Pattern. She grabbed it, remembered the weight, aimed, and fired. She clipped one of the golem-like beasts. He stumbled back. She fired again, lowered the weapon, set it to overload and threw it like a grenade.

Without checking to see what would happen, Elisha glanced around again. Only one shuttle remained. Two other women kept firing as they walked backwards toward the open shuttle hatch.

Swinging her arms, Elisha rushed up the platform. The guardians followed because Elisha didn’t give them a choice; she grabbed them and pulled, yanking them in. The doors had started to slide shut.

The shuttle doors sealed with a resounding thud. The engines roared to life, their thrusters brightening as the vessel began its ascent.

There. It was done.

She waited, tightening her breath.

She still wasn’t done.

“Hart, are you there?” Elisha asked, ignoring the woman’s title.

“Here,” came the Commander’s voice.

“Did we lose anyone?” Technically, it wasn’t her place to ask, but she had to know.

“We’re still running the numbers, but it looks like we got lucky. Very lucky.”

That wasn’t good enough, Elisha thought right away. “Quarantine protocols?”

“Submit your clearance code,” said the other woman.

Elisha watched through the small viewport as the outpost’s silhouette grew smaller, the icy blue forms of the cryogenics becoming mere pinpricks back in the bay. Soon, the base shrank down as the shuttles rushed for the safety of space. The shuttle shuddered as it broke free of the outpost’s gravity.

Breathing hard, Elisha endured a pang of relief mingled with sorrow as she glanced back one last time. The outpost, now shrouded in smoke and fire, started to shimmer. The defense field activated. The automated anti-air/anti-orbitals came online.

Inside the shuttle, the atmosphere remained tense. The evacuees were silent, their faces reflecting that expected range of emotions: relief, exhaustion, and a shared trauma. Elisha took a seat in the cockpit as the pilots continued to work.

Someone sat beside her in an empty seat. He was breaking the evacuation protocols, but she couldn’t think of chastising him, not then or there. Maybe later. The technician who had assisted her earlier sat beside her, his eyes wide with a mix of awe and disbelief.

“What do you think they wanted?” the technician asked quietly, his voice barely audible over the hum of the engines.

Elisha shook her head. “I don’t know. But whatever it is, it’s far from over. We need to warn the other research outposts, prepare for any further incursions.”

The technician nodded, his face set in grim determination. “We’ll make it. We have to.”

As the shuttle cut through the sky and clouds, they left shattered remnants of Tyche's research outpost behind. Elisha couldn’t shake the feeling that this was only the beginning.

“Hart,” Elisha said after another minute or two, “Do we have confirmation on the Armageddon Routine?”

Only static answered. All at once, Elisha imagined some scenario where the cryogenics could tear through the defense field, shatter the bonds of gravity, and fly after the evacuation shuttles. “C’mon,” Elisha mouthed, her finger still pressed to the comm unit as she waited. “C’mon, c’mon, c’mon,” she mouthed to a silent rhythm.

Glancing over at the pilot, she finally asked, “Sensor readings?”

“No explosions detected,” said the woman at the control console.

“Hart?” Elisha asked as she touched her bead.

“I…I don’t know,” she answered. “We sent the signal.”

“Shields?” Elisha asked. At that point, she didn’t know who she was asking.

“They’re up,” promised the pilot. “Everything is running.”

Elisha tapped the tablet in front of her and brought up the exterior viewer to see the burst of red, orange and white. She closed her eyes as the scanner picked up on the explosion racing along the interior of the shield.

There. It was done. They were gone.

“Launch the quarantine markers,” Commander Hart ordered. “No one is to touch this planet ever again. We’re not risking another incursion.”

The pilots chanted their acknowledgement as each shuttle deployed their orbital buoys. Just like that, Tyche had been declared off-limits to anyone with the good sense to stay away.

Chapter 1

“Where are we going?”

"Where are we going?" Haldor considered the holographic display in front of him. He saw the star at the center, the bright yellow glowing gently. There were several other possibilities, different planets and a set of intersecting asteroid belts, plus some other unusual satellites. His eyes also drifted over to the dust cloud near the bottom left-hand side of the display.

"This one," Sigurd replied as he reached over, pinched one section of space, and zoomed in with the haptic interface.

Haldor glanced down at the information that immediately started to scroll beneath the pale blue world his brother had chosen. "Seven-Seven-Four-Three-Delta-Six," he read out loud. "Okay. I'll bite. Why was this worth a week of FTL travel. And please, tell me we are just coming here for some pretty pictures."

"Documentation is important," Sigurd replied with only a slight hint of irritation in his voice.

"There are drones for that," Haldor replied.

"We both know drones can't take pictures the way I can," Sigurd said.

"We also know the drones are way cheaper," Haldor replied.

"Technically, we could send drones out for everything. But if we do that, then what's the point of owning a spaceship at all?"

This time, Haldor remained silent.

"And if you forgive me for pointing it out, you always insisted on leaving the ship," Sigurd added. "I mean, you don't technically have to put on your armor. You don't technically have to grab Calliope and go out there at all. We could have just bought a defense drone and sent that out."

"Oh no," Haldor answered with a sharp shake of his head. "You didn't just bring my favorite girl into this, did you?"

"Sometimes logic is brutal and cruel," Sigurd replied with a smile.

"Fine," Haldor replied. "Some things are worth doing."

"Like shooting your favorite gun or swinging your favorite sword?" Sigurd asked.

"I already conceded the point," Haldor replied.

"I know," Sigurd said. "But sometimes it feels good when the little brother gets to win."

"Fine. Whatever. You get to win this one. I just get to win all of the other ones. Right?"

This time, Sigurd didn't rise to the challenge. Rather, he glanced back at the glowing representation of Seven-Seven-Four-Three-Delta-Six. His eyes lingered on the holographic image for several more seconds. They had just entered the system. With the gravitational pull of the different planets, they would need to rely on their STL engines for the next couple hours. "To answer your question, this planet is supposed to be gorgeous."

"There are lots of gorgeous planets," Haldor replied. "Is it about something you always like to say? The exact content doesn't really matter? It's more a question of the angle and execution?"

"Add it to think you are listening," Sigurd said.

"What else am I going to do when we are stuck in here for days on end?"

"Not a bad point," replied the younger brother. "Then again, there are plenty of sims you can play with."

"Those get boring. Besides, I've already beaten most of the actual winnable games. And running around against infinity gets tiresome pretty quickly too. You should know that."

"Because I should play with more sims?"

"You're the one who wants to waste his life reading the words of dead men," Haldor said.

"You never know what you can learn," Sigurd answered. "So you want to hear about this world or not?"

"Please," Haldor said with just a hint of sarcasm. "Enlighten me."

Rolling his eyes and shaking his head, Sigurd's voice shifted as he took on that almost professorial tone, "It's supposed to be a beautiful world. But more than that, I found some references to an ancient research facility."

"What kind of research?"

"So the records are incredibly spotty. I guess a merchant bought them at some point, brought them to a library, the library sold them, and they have basically been moving around the Grid from one server to another for the last couple centuries."

"Centuries?"

"Or longer," Sigurd answered. "I’m not going to lie to you. There is a very good chance we're going to get down there, and we might find a couple of rocks, maybe a belt buckle, and that will be it. I mean, I think it's still worth it, but I'm not sure exactly what this place is going to hold."

"So you really have no idea what kind of research they were doing?"

"The translations might be off, but it sounds like they were working on livestock domestication."

"Is there money in that?" Haldor had to ask.

"It depends on what they were doing. Also depends on what they meant by livestock domestication. For all we know, this was a fancy training facility for their aristocrats' favorite dogs and ponies. Or..."

"Or?" This time, Haldor allowed some of the excitement to slip into his question.

"Domestication can mean a lot. We might be looking at cybernetic enhancements, neurological, retraining, VR simulations, or even genetic manipulation."

"Is there any reason to think they're more advanced?"

"According to the records, these people knew what they were doing," Sigurd said with a shrug. "I mean, we are running the records through about a dozen different algorithms and AI filters. There's a very good chance there won’t be anything down there. Or we could find something amazing." He shrugged. "Then again, do you have anything better to do right now?"

"You mean beyond making sure you don't get into any trouble?"

"Pretty much," Sigurd said before he grinned back at his brother.

"I guess this can be my top priority for right now," Haldor said. "Besides, if you get into any trouble, then Calliope and I can have some fun, can't we?"

"If you say so."

"Let's pull in," Haldor said. He rose to his feet, rolled his shoulders, and stretched his arms. "Let me know when we were about to enter the atmosphere."

"Will do," Sigurd answered.

By most standards, their ship was pretty small. It came equipped with a basic AI for piloting and self-repairs. Centuries ago, explorers needed any number of skills to traverse the stars. Eventually, the ships became capable of taking pretty much anyone wherever they wished to go. Ultimately, it became a question of interest and bravery. Haldor definitely qualified as brave (sometimes insanely so), and Sigurd had never been able to focus purely on the libraries. He loved his books and data slates, but he also yearned for the chance to see more of the galaxy. Even as they got closer, he remained there in the pilot's compartment. He continued to watch the holographic readout. Every few minutes, he scanned across the relatively limited information available to them.

"Scans?" Sigurd asked the automated system.

"Data uploading," came the automatic response. Moments later, he saw additional readouts. The image floating in front of him shimmered as fresh details were added. If nothing else, they would be able to sell the updated cartographic information. It wouldn't be worth that much, but he was sure they would be able to get something on a few of the different marketplaces. Military spending was up, and stellar navigation would always be a top priority for both of the major fleets.

Search for any anomalies, especially anything that might indicate sentient life."

"Several possible areas have been found," the system replied.

"Zoom in here," he instructed as he focused on one part of the planet.

Most of the digital landscape seemed pretty normal. Jagged mountains, gullies, and even a few snowy forests dominated the local landscape. But then he saw the stone formations, the strange circular shape, and he squinted.

"Probability that those are weapon emplacements?"

"Probability high," the system told him.

Weapons.

He doubted they would be functional.

"Based on all available information, make a best guess regarding the age," he instructed.

"There is a high probability that the currently evaluated ruins are at least several thousand years old."

"Several thousand years old…?" Sigurd whispered.

"Confirmed."

He hadn't really been asking, but he nodded to himself anyway.

"Okay then," he said. "And these weapon emplacements? What do we think we are looking at?"

"It is impossible to tell with a high degree of certainty. Are you interested in a best guess?"

"Yes," Sigurd said right away.

"Based on the available information, these weapon emplacements appear to be ultra-yield plasma cannons."

"Ultra-yield plasma cannons?" As he spoke the words, he tasted the strange concept. Plasma weapons were relatively common, yet something tickled along the back of his neck before he asked, "Are you sure?"

"As previously indicated, this is a best guess. Approximate certainty is somewhere near thirty percent."

Those weren't great odds. Then again, Haldor loved placing wagers, and Sigurd didn't mind, especially because he asked, "Are there any grant proposals or rewards available for ultra-yield plasma weapons?"

"Approximately seven hundred."

His mouth went dry, "What? Seriously?"

"Approximate number confirmed. "Would you like an exact tally?"

"What is the highest offer?"

"Eighteen billion Duchy ducats for a successfully built ultra-yield plasma weapon."

Sigurd coughed. As a scholar and a photographer, he told himself that he didn't really care about money. He had his brother, his ship, and that was all they needed to wander around and explore. As long as they could afford fuel, they were fine. And yet, the idea of getting a reward like that obviously snagged his attention. He straightened his back, and he quickly typed in his next search query.

Information about ultra-yield energy sources appeared first. He didn't understand a lot of the math or science, especially since this wasn't his area of expertise. Frankly, he preferred anthropology and archaeology, yet he could still recognize the potential outcomes. Not only that, he started thinking about their rivals.

Both Sigurd and Haldor were citizens of the Duchy. In previous generations, their interstellar society had controlled nearly a hundred star systems. Then the Dawn Star Confederation began to spread. He thought of the different conquests, the various losses, and the nearly annual announcement that another planet or system had fallen to the sway of the Confederation.

As far as he knew, the conquerors had always been generous. There weren't any reports of atrocities or anything along those lines. And yet…

Sigurd bit down. As far as he was concerned, humanity had survived long enough that any notion of a battle between the sexes should have been childish and rendered utterly irrelevant. Even so, he knew how the Confederation had been organized. Based on ideals of female supremacy, the women ruled. The men weren't even necessarily second-class citizens. Instead, they were chattel and property.

As a scholar, Sigurd shook his head from side to side. It was repellent. He loved the freedom of getting to go wherever he wished, and doing whatever he wanted. He had his brother and they were wild. Not only that, he knew they could never be tamed or controlled, especially by some random woman.

In truth, he didn't know exactly how those men failed. As a scholar, he could come up with the different ideas, arguments, theories, and potential explanations. Psychologists probably would have said something about trained helplessness. Then again, if the rumors were true, there were plenty of males who assisted with the Confederation forces. Mostly, they served as beasts of burden, pleasure slaves, and low-level technicians. The men could never ascend to the highest ranks of society. Elsewhere within the academic circles, sociologists would have talked about the importance of conditioning. For the males who grew up in that society, the rules would be clear. Not only that, humans had an intuitive knack for mastering the conventions of their communities, especially while young.

Despite those ideas, Sigurd didn't have a good explanation. At least, he couldn't envision how or why the male half of humanity would surrender to the women around them en masse across so many different star systems.

As he saw it, women could push forward, but that would inevitably lead to war. He understood that if he was on some planet where the women insisted that he didn't deserve citizenship or property rights, then he would have fought back. He didn't think of himself as a warrior, but he would have resisted with everything he had available to him. As a photographer, he could come up with the right angles and images. As a scholar, he could write out those essays to justify every form of resistance. Maybe it wasn't much. Others might have value to someone like Haldor and his love of heavy weaponry, but Sigurd knew that they could both resist, fight back, and eventually win if that was what it took.

"Are there any indications of other life, or other vessels within this solar system?"

"Negative."

"Perfect," Sigurd said. From there, he continued to read as he worked to memorize everything he possibly could about this planet, this ancient outpost, and everything he might find there. As the sweeps provided more information, he had more to review and so much more to learn.

"We're about to break the atmosphere," Sigurd said as he reached over and touched one of the sigils. It glowed, indicating a successful connection. "Are you ready?"

"Almost," Haldor replied. "Are we sure the atmosphere is going to be breathable?"

"A triple checked," Sigurd said. "I also had the ship prepare a cocktail of antibacterial and antiviral inoculations. We should be good."

"That's what they always say in the horror sims right before the main characters get their faces chewed off by a monster."

"Isn't that why you're bringing Calliope?"

"Good point," Haldor said. Sigurd couldn't see his brother, but it was easy to envision that huge smile.

"Get up here, we can double check everything, and I will make sure we both get our shots."

"Sounds good," Haldor replied.

"Have the scans revealed anything else anomalous? Anything I should know about?" Sigurd asked.

"Negative," replied the ship's AI.

"Perfect," he said. "Any additional readings based on the ultra-yield canons?"

"Negative."

"That's less encouraging," he said.

This time, the system didn't answer.

Haldor appeared as the doors slid open, and he sat down on the other side of the cockpit, his pulse rifle spread across his lap. He wore black, reinforced body armor, along with a helmet. The faceplate had automatically retracted since this wasn't a combat scenario.

"Here we go," Sigurd said as he reached over and tapped one of the panels. In front of them, the display shifted as the nose of their vessel slid downward and started to glow a shade of orange as they cut through the atmosphere. They didn't feel the shifting gravity. The inertial dampeners kept them safe from the harsh momentum.

The screen turned orange. Technically, they could have adjusted it, but they were both waiting. Seconds later, they saw the atmosphere shift to puffy white as they cut down through the clouds, and then...Mountains. He saw the snowcapped peaks, the jagged rock formations, and the rivers cutting between the cliffs and stone faces.

"Beautiful," Sigurd said.

"Little brother, if you really think this is beautiful, I need to take you out more."

"I'm not interested in another one of your sims. Do whatever you want in your private time, but I don't want to hear about it," Sigurd said.

"I'm just saying, there are some very beautiful women out there, either physical or digital. Take your pick. But we have got to get you out more."

"We just cut across a couple hundred lightyears," Sigurd pointed out. "If that doesn't count as getting out, what does?"

"Fun," Haldor answered right away. "You need to learn to have more fun. And before you say it, rifling around through old books, storage crystals, and data slates absolutely does not count."

"Let's just land and see what we can find." With a gesture, Sigurd altered their trajectory slightly. They headed toward the outpost. The scanners already picked up on the outline of those cannons, the broken debris, and the circle of destruction. It was hard to tell what had formed naturally over the previous millennia, what had originally been part of the design, and what may have been a part of some terrible catastrophe.

"I'm not seeing much," Haldor said.

"Energy readings detected," said the ship.

Sigurd furrowed his brows, "What?"

"Energy readings detected," repeated the AI. "The canons are charging."

"What? I thought that was impossible," Sigurd started to say.

His brother cut him off, "Raise shields! Evasive maneuvers!"

Too late, the guns had already repositioned themselves. They turned, their ancient algorithms recalculated trajectories and potential maneuvers, and then they opened fire. Even if these systems hadn't been awake for thousands of years, they remained completely functional. The blast of energy streaked across the sky in an instant before splashing against the ship's shields.

Their scout vessel hadn't been designed for any kind of real war. Maybe they had the weaponry necessary to hold off a few pirates or corsairs, but this was something else entirely.

"Shields discharged," said the system. "Maintaining evasive maneuvers."

Energy got sapped away from the inertial dampers, meaning Sigurd could actually feel the twist of movement as the ship bucked and spun in an attempt to evade the next attack. He could have been wrong, but he thought he could feel the spike in temperature, as though that first blast had cooked the sides of their scout ship.

"Switch evasive protocols," Sigurd shouted out. He vaguely remembered running through the Sims when they first purchased the ship. Since then, they had stayed away from the most obvious archaeological sites. They found a few interesting pieces here or there, and their cartographic data had been valuable, mostly because they picked the less popular spots. They weren't getting rich, but they didn't have to fight over every target or destination either.

"Acknowledged," said the AI.

It didn't matter.

The algorithms programmed into those abandoned canons switched, they fired once, trying to change movements, recalculated, and fired again. Another burst of plasma washed over the ship, grounding the last of the slowly recharging shield emitters. The capacitors burned out, and sparks flashed across the console. It wasn't supposed to be possible! Smoke hit his nostrils, and the ship fell.

It just fell. Genuine gravity yanked him down, he closed his eyes, grabbing on tight to the armrests of his seat.

Maybe he was screaming. Maybe he was shouting. Maybe he called out to his brother. Sigurd couldn't even know what was happening. Time sped up and slowed down all at once. Then there was that boom of noise, and everything turned into black.

"Sigurd, open your eyes. Open your eyes right now! I'm not joking around. I'm not messing around! Open your eyes right now!" Haldor tapped his brother's cheeks gently from side to side. Obviously, he wished he could have pumped every ounce of force he had into his arms and fingers and hands, but that wouldn't have helped. If there were serious problems with Sigurd, that could have made things so much worse.

His little brother's eyes finally started to flutter open.

"Damn it," Sigurd said, dropping his chin down against his chest. "That wasn't funny."

"What happened?"

"We got shot down," Haldor said.

"What?" Sigurd asked. He blinked. He looked around. He studied the harness that had automatically deployed, keeping him in his seat for that crash landing. Tentatively, he reached up, and he slid his fingers around the neck brace that had kept him from snapping his spine when they plowed into some random chunk of rock. "Are you sure? Were there soldiers?"

"You tell me," Haldor said.

Sigurd swallowed, blinked again, and looked forward. He expected to see the holographic display. Instead, the console had gone dark and inert. He reached out instinctively, thinking the systems would respond to his movements. They didn't. Even when he instinctively brushed his fingers along the different icons, he didn't see anything. None of the buttons worked. Nothing responded.

"The ship is dead," he said flatly.

"Apparently," Haldor said. "What did you get us into?"

"I...I'm not sure," Sigurd replied. Technically, jumping across a couple of solar systems wasn't supposed to be any kind of significant risk, especially since they weren't terribly close to the Confederation's borders. They were soldiers, and they generally didn't go after anything like weaponry. The ultra-yield cannons were something new, something special. Slowly, he said, "I didn't think there would be discounted defenses, especially after so long. We sure there isn't a military presence here?" Technically, that was possible. Maybe some mercenary force had decided to establish a base here; the system was supposed to be largely abandoned. Previous scouts hadn't found any eligible resources or minerals. Consequently, everyone could leave this span all alone. That made it an excellent place to hide.

"Are you okay? How are you feeling?"

"I think I'm okay," Sigurd finally said. "What about you?"

Haldor chuckled and knocked his fist against his sternum, "You know me. It's going to take way more than a little crash landing to put me out of commission. I mean, you're the fragile one."

"I'm not fragile," Sigurd said as he tried to work the release on his harness.

"Whatever you say, little brother," Haldor said.

Squirming, Sigurd finally found the release, pushed himself out of the pilot's seat, and stood. From there, he looked around. The scent of burnt wires and fried crystals continued to cling to the air. At the same time, he wondered how long it would take before they could repair the ship. Just as scary, he wondered how much it would cost.

"Have you taken any of the inventory?"

"Nope," Haldor said. "I was making sure you weren't dead."

"Then I guess we need to get to work," Sigurd said. "If we're lucky, some of the drones will be okay, and maybe the emergency transmitter will have survived the crash."

"Here's hoping," Haldor agreed.

Their scans hadn't detected the Dawn Star Confederation's survey drone. A small pyramid that floated around in this generally uninteresting star system, the silvery device, monitored the planets, the stars, and incoming and outgoing traffic. Technically, this solar system didn't warrant very much attention at all, but the program still made a note of the incoming vessel, the weapons fire, and the crash.

More importantly, the drone was far more advanced than anything the Duchy's factories or machine shops could create. Even from across the solar system, the probe detected the unusual weapons fire. The limited AI immediately flagged this new information and transmitted the data off to a nearby patrol ship.

On the bridge of the patrol ship, Luciana Junosdottir leaned back in her command seat.

Biting the inside of her mouth, she considered the data arrayed before her. She could have used a holographic projection to see the images with perfect fidelity. Instead, she always thought there was something kind of novel and quaint about using a data slate. Some of her crew thought this was silly, especially since this was the kind of technology so many in the Duchy still used. Even so, she liked swiping her fingers across the screen as she contemplated the next move.

It was a simple tower defense game. Basically, monsters appeared along the periphery of the screen, and she needed to defeat them. Across each round, fresh resources were deposited into her account, currencies that she could use to upgrade her current holdings or to build new defensive outposts and turrets.

Obviously, this was a horrible oversimplification of what real combat looked like. Then again, she reminded herself that this was a simple patrol mission. Recently, their spies within the Duchy had learned that a group of wild males had decided to try to infiltrate the Confederation and cause some trouble.

This happened every few years. In fact, one of Luciana's first assignments had involved tracking down those sorts of wild boys. Occasionally, she checked in on them, reviewing their Training ID Numbers to see how they were doing. They had all been enslaved, of course. Considering her excellent performance on the first mission, Luciana had been offered one of them as a bonus. Considering how early she had been in her career, she had politely declined the offer.

But now, she had her own band. Technically, they were mercenaries. And yet, all of the women on her crew understood the importance of working to secure the Confederation.

Each member of her crew understood the importance of their work. Even if they weren't directly associated with the military, they had an obligation to help.

Other scholars and women with fancy titles liked to be apprised about how and why the Dawn Star Confederation had been so much more successful. Little girls were taught the truth. Early on, of course. Female supremacy was simply the best ideology to guide any society forward. The success of the Confederation had proven this beyond any kind of meaningful or reasonable doubt. And yet, the adults, especially those professors and other researchers, still wondered precisely why female supremacy had yielded such amazing results.

It was a valid question.

Even if Luciana didn't think of herself as a scholar, she still had a lot of time when she was on the bridge of her ship to gaze out at the stars, which meant she could still consider those questions of theory and ideology. She had met other soldiers, mercenaries, and huntresses. Even if they mostly worked for money, they still remained loyal to the Confederation.

A smirk dashed across her lips when she considered one of the newsfeeds she had watched; this one came out of the Duchy. Of course, the Duchy didn't allow most of the information created within the Confederation to be released among their own citizenry. Apparently, the boys couldn't tolerate it. They didn't want to see what kind of technology. The Confederation, scientists were developing on a daily, weekly, monthly, or annual basis. Day by day and year by year, the women were simply pushing ahead.

Luciana smiled to herself, shook her head and allowed her mind to drift back to that newsfeed. Granted, she didn't actually consider it to be "news". Even though the work had technically been labeled as journalism in terms of the search tags, it was a video of a middle-aged man. Entirely two-dimensional without any holographic upload, he stared at a camera and ranted. He talked about how the Duchy had lost another planet to Confederation annexation because the men of the Duchy simply weren't strong enough. "If we want to hold onto our territory, we need to get more aggressive. We need to embrace our individualistic instincts. We need to think about what we want. We have to take it. Right now, we get coddled. We are too dependent on technology. We are getting weak. We need to learn to fight, to hunt, to strike back, and to take what we want."

Nonsense.

Individualism?

Luciana understood the importance of independence, especially within the context of one's own life, but she remembered shaking her head, smiling, and thinking of how adorable that man had been as he ranted. It wasn't a question of physicality. Instead, he had all of this anger, and Luciana had wondered what it would be like to meet him, to grab him, to wrestle him down, and to slide a collar around his neck. Given the chance, she knew she would win.

First, she was a trained mercenary. She had worked under Leah Dalasgirl and Alejandra Hija. Second, she didn't listen to boys like him when they insisted that evolution was on his side. He talked about muscle mass and those ancient instincts. Those things were irrelevant; she suspected that he had a talent for history, and little else. Clearly, he didn't know how to put together a coherent argument. But more than that, muscle mass didn't matter. She couldn't think of any circumstances, where he would come at her when she didn't have her power armor, her shock, gloves, her stun baton, or any of her other weapons. This vaguely sounded like running into a simulation and trying to go up against a rhino barehanded. It was obviously impossible for a human to take down some of those larger beasts without help or tools. She was a competent woman; she knew how to use her tools.

Of course, she never got to collar that boy herself. Luckily for her, he had decided to believe his own arguments, which meant he wanted better ratings, so he went to a border world, stirred up trouble, and actually decided to join one of the "counter expeditions". Apparently, those had trended within the Duchy for a few years. Basically, bands of aggressive men got together, they bought a ship, they purchased some secondhand weapons, and they decided to single-handedly rush into the Dawn Star Confederation.

Right behind them, actual Duchy officials insisted that these men weren't associated with the government, and that they did not represent their society in any way. These rebellious men simply believed they could rush off on their own, capture some territory, and either rejoin their home nation or start their own intergalactic empire.

It was always so adorable because they were always captured within the span of a few hours.

More often than not, they actually broadcast their intentions, making it clear to every huntress that some prey had literally simply wandered toward them. The women went after them and enjoyed an easy payday.

That pundit now wore a collar. Apparently, he was required to put on shows for his new owner. He could dance. He had been exercised, trained, and taught how to get on his knees and beg and give impassioned speeches about his own inferiority.

In fact, Luciana thought of those clips, and she thought about pulling up a hologram.

Then she shook her head, and she wished she could actually touch one of those images.

In the Duchy, their holograms were grainy, strained, and they never seemed to really adjust to the viewer's perspective. It always seemed like the viewer was expected to sit in one particular spot. That was the only way the illusion worked.

For the Confederation, the inventors were far superior. A woman could walk around any image and enjoy a genuine, three-dimensional experience. Granted, she often enjoyed using her tablet, but it was different. It was a personal choice. It was a preference rather than a requirement because the technology simply didn't work for much else.

Luciana had come to a conclusion. As far she could tell, the women always won because they knew how to work together. They had a unifying sense of purpose. She could acknowledge that this may have been a consequence of their consistent victories. It was easy to be loyal to their team, their tribe, their site and their society when they had surged ahead, technologically and militarily. She thought of the worlds within the Dawn Star Confederation. At one point, little girls went to school and learned to memorize the names of the home world, plus every colony and their capitals. At some point, the teachers had decided that that simply wasn't viable. There was too much to memorize. Maybe a few, rambunctious and ambitious little girls would decide to try anyway, but that was mostly because they wished to master a party trick. They could stand up tall at a party in front of the adults and call out one planet after another, so many of which had been conquered.

If the boys had worked together, maybe they would have been able to accomplish more. Instead, there was the Duchy back on their capital world, plus their vassal worlds. So many of their little aristocrats pushed and fought back against one another, always in search of some advantage.

Clearly, Luciana understood that the same dynamics could play out within the Confederation as well, yet they seemed so much more muted, at least to her. Then again, she was just a mercenary. She had her crew, but she didn’t need to worry about courtly or governmental politics. She didn't have to think about fiefdoms or individual territory within the government.

A shiver ran down her back as she contemplated what all of that could look like.

Her tablet vibrated for her attention. She glanced down, saw the notification icon, swiped across the screen, and squinted at the data. It wasn't blurry or grainy. Instead, she tried to think of the world and why someone might be there.

According to one of the tracking drones, there had been a ship in a seemingly abandoned solar system. There were plenty of systems like that, lonely stars and boring planets without anything to offer. At first, she wondered if it would be a question of weapons smugglers. Or maybe a band of boys had foolishly decided to try to set up a colony on some inhospitable world. By most galactic law, they were free to try. Then again, the women of the Dawn Confederation had also decided that they would be free to conquer those boys if they really felt like it.

Only then, Luciana saw why the data package had been marked as a high priority.

It wasn't just a ship.

There had also been weapons fire.

According to the drone, it was…

"That's not possible," Luciana said.

She typed in another search query.

She needed to know whether or not there were any Confederation military assets in that area.

Technically, she wasn't associated with the government or the military as anything but a mercenary. As a contractor, she wouldn't get access to the Confederation's most important secrets, yet the admirals and generals had quickly realized that women like Luciana would need a limited perspective on military operations within any given system. Since there were so many outriders, scouts, and huntresses roaming the borders, the military didn't want assets to get mixed up with one another.

As near as she could see, there weren't any other Confederation ships or soldiers in that system. It really did look like a star with a couple of frozen worlds, and one planet that could have been potentially colonized, but no one had seen any reason to do so. She pulled up some extra information, and she saw that the planet had been marked for a possible archaeological expedition, but it was a low priority. They weren't going to be any univeristy excursions anytime soon.

Luciana ran a quick diagnostic on the report, just to double check that some cosmic radiation or some other glitch hadn't caused a misreading of the information.

It came up clean.

Luciana reached over, waved her hand in front of one of the sensors, and called out as the communications unit activated, "Ladies, meet me in the cockpit."

As usual, Luciana now stood, her arms crossed over her chest as she waited for her crew to join her.

Surprisingly, Eris was the first one out of her cabin and up onto the small bridge. She plopped down into the pilot's seat and rested her boots against the edge of the console. She was smaller with short, black hair. Other commanders probably would have gotten annoyed with a girl like her. Then again, Eris knew what she was doing. She was an amazing sniper, and she had excellent instincts. Before Luciana recruited her, Eris had successfully tracked down a group of five boys and captured each and every one of them. She had hunted them individually. Eventually, they scattered, and she tracked them one by one.

She had skills. She had talents. Even if she could be...difficult, Luciana considered it her job to figure out how to point this young woman in the right direction to get what they needed.

Unsurprisingly, Zarah came up onto the bridge without making a sound. She sat down in a different seat, glanced up, and waited patiently.

Last, Thalia came up from the central corridor and sat down.

"Everyone is here," Thalia said. "What’s going on?"

"I got a report," Luciana said. "This is one of those moments where we can stick with our current plan, or we can pivot. The pivot might take a few days, so I didn't want to make any unilateral decisions, especially if both options look pretty boring."

"I'm definitely not a fan of boring," Eris said. "Are you sure we can't just go hit a Duchy world and pick up some boys?"

"No, Eris, we can't do that," Luciana said with more patience than she had expected. "You know how illegal that is."

"Is the Duchy really entitled to the protection of laws? I mean, aren’t they really just a bunch of wild boys? If it's legal to pick up one wild boy in our territory, shouldn't it be legal to pick up any wild boy anywhere in the galaxy?" Eris smiled.

"You know how that is and how it works," Thalia pointed out.

"You only say that because you want to be diplomatic with them," Eris tossed back. "You want to talk to all of the boys in their cages."

If Thalia saw those comments as an insult, she didn't seem to mind. If anything, she just shrugged. "I think boys are happier when they genuinely realize that they need to be trained and tamed."

"That's exactly it," Eris replied. "They need to be tamed. You can't convince a wild animal that he needs to be tamed."

"We aren't here to debate the finer points of conquest," Luciana told both of her crewmates. "We are here to decide whether or not we want to investigate something." With a gesture, she uploaded the information to the rest of her crew. They glanced down at their wrists, considered either holographic readouts or built-in displays.

"This is a very unusual energy discharge," Thalia said.

"Something like a new kind of plasma," Eris said.

"Very new," Zarah interjected, "Or very old."

"Zarah, do you have something you want to add?"

The young woman inclined her head. She stayed quiet for a few more seconds. She always waited, if only to make sure that she knew precisely what she wished to say. While Eris loved to rush forward with her ideas and Thalia always tried to play around with every response, Zarah usually stayed quiet. "I have seen a few suggestions about something like this. Archaeologists have suggested that ultra-yield plasma may have been achieved by previous civilizations."

"Previous civilizations?" Eris said, arching an eyebrow. Obvious skepticism pumped into her question, "Are we talking about mermaids and the other nonsense we find online?"

"These are legitimate archaeologists," Zarah replied, her voice still low and quiet. "Humanity has been spread among the stars for a very long time. We know that communities, colonies, and potentially entire empires have been lost over time."

"Is that what we think is going on here? Seriously?" Eris asked. "I mean, don't get me wrong. I'm down for some travel, especially since it means we don't have to just wait here."

"Will there be someone else to cover our position in case we do decide to go?" Thalia asked.

"I can alert some of the other huntresses," Luciana promised them. "There won't be any gaps in the defenses."

"Strictly speaking, we are just out anyway. The other fleets are all in position. Unless something happens or unless there is a major conflict, we will be covered." Thalia shrugged. "Even then, I don't think the full might of the Duchy fleet would be able to take even a single colony."

"I don't want to find out," Luciana pointed out.

"Wouldn't that be fun? Seriously, I would love to see the Duchy try. I mean, they're fun to track down and catch, but what if they could actually fight back, like seriously fight back?"

"Don't underestimate them," Luciana said, her voice flat. "They might only be boys, but they are wild, and they can be a threat. There's a reason why we don't go for an all-out war."

"That would take too much effort," Eris said with a shrug. "Besides, isn't it more fun to take one bite at a time? We get to savor our meal this way!" She giggled.

Thalia smiled; Zarah maintained that same neutral expression.

Luciana resisted the urge, but she chuckled, shook her head, and rolled her eyes. "Eris, let's just say that I'm glad you aren't in charge of Confederation strategy."

"Me too," Eris replied. "Way too much paperwork."

"Back to the question at hand," Luciana said. "Like I mentioned before, I don't think there is a clear answer here. Frankly, this feels a little bit like a random chase off into the dark. I don't know if it's going to mean anything. Granted, the fuel isn't especially expensive, but it's still a minor risk."

"We should go," Eris declared right away.

"Agreed," Zarah said, her voice soft as always. "If there is even a small chance of success, it is worth taking."

"What about you, Thalia?"

She nibbled on the inside of her mouth as she considered this, her head wobbling from side to side. "We haven't seen anything for the last two weeks out here, I don't think a random boy is going to decide to wander by. I think we should go. Let's check it out."

"Then it's decided," Luciana announced before she grabbed her tablet, typed in the command, and set their Tracker-class ship to head for the edge of the system. They'd switch from STL to FTL, make the jump and see what was out there.

Chapter 2

When the boys inspected the crashed scout ship, they both knew that it wasn't going to fly again, not without massive repairs. They accessed one of the emergency packs, double checked to see how much water and food they had, how long the re-processors could last, and whether or not the torch cutters would work.

"Does this count as lucky?" Sigurd asked his brother.

"We crashed on a planet, and we aren't exactly sure what resources we have available," Haldor said carefully. "I'm not sure how that could possibly count as lucky."

"I guess it's just a matter of perspective?" Sigurd suggested. "We crashed, but we both survived. I got a couple of bruises. What about you?"

"The same," Haldor said.

"And it looks like the emergency supplies are all good. The four packs are here. The batteries are all fully charged, and I'm guessing there's enough sunlight here to maintain the energy levels. We aren’t going to starve, so that's good too."

"What about the emergency beacon?"

"It's running," Sigurd said.

"But?"

"But I don't think the signal is going to be strong enough to get anywhere useful for us. If a freighter or another scout ship happens to come by, we might be good. But that's what it's going to take."

"We really think anyone is going to come out this way?"

Sigurd opened his mouth. "Probably not."

"What about the AI?"

"It's down," Sigurd said.

"Down or completely destroyed?"

"I wasn't able to get any kind of response," Sigurd said. "Guessing it's pretty much destroyed."

"Emergency repair protocols?"

"If they're active, I'm not seeing anything," Sigurd said.

Haldor lifted his head toward the blue sky. He saw the dark gray clouds off on the horizon, but they didn't look like they were dropping rain, sleet, or snow. That was another small detail they could be grateful for.

"Okay then," Haldor said. "Game plan?"

"We came here to check out an archaeological site. At the very least, we know it's active."

"Okay then," Haldor said. "Let's get moving. If we are lucky, maybe we can find a beacon or a transmitter at your outpost?" He unzipped his pack one more time, glanced down, saw the supplies, nodded to himself, and finally stood. He pulled the pack over his shoulders, and glanced off in one random direction after another.

"My thoughts exactly," Sigurd said. "This way."

"People do this for fun?" Sigurd complained. "Why? Why would people do this for fun?"

"I don't think most people crash on planets for fun," Haldor pointed out.

"I'm talking about hiking," Sigurd said. "This is supposed to be a recreational activity."

"I don't know," Haldor said with a chuckle. "There is some fresh air, a nice blue sky, and the terrain is interesting. I mean, we got lucky. We could've crashed at the top of a mountain or something. Then we might just have to worry about freezing to death. Down here, at least, it's a little bit warmer."

"I suppose," Sigurd replied.

They made their way forward, walking one rocky trail after another. Sigurd didn't say anything, but he wondered which creatures had carved out these routes. Then again, he hoped maybe this had been part of some ancient stream bed or something. He couldn't know one way or the other, especially since his geological training had been extremely limited. With the right AI, they could have figured it out. Then again, he was far more interested in whatever shot them down.

"You think there are going to be people there?" Haldor said.

"If there are, we're probably in trouble."

"Always the optimist?" Haldor asked.

"Or just thinking that if there are people here, it means they are hiding. If they are hiding, they probably won't welcome us with open arms."

"Fair," Haldor replied.

For a while, they kept walking. Several hours went by. They stopped. They rested. At one point, Haldor glanced over at his brother, "How long does a day take on this planet?"

"I have no idea," Sigurd answered. "But I think we can both agree we should try to get there before nightfall if we can." After that, they finished eating and continued their trek.

Sigurd didn't know exactly how long it would take. In truth, he kept dealing with those awkward little nightmare considerations where he had accidentally picked the wrong direction, and they would get completely lost. Refusing to let those thoughts overwhelm him, he tightened his lips together and continued to walk with Haldor.

His brother obviously didn't complain. Then again, this was the kind of thing he would have done for fun on his own anyway. Perhaps he wouldn't have chosen to crash the ship, but the rest of it definitely qualified as an enjoyable weekend for the guy who spent most of his time cleaning his gun, target shooting, exercising, and practicing different kinds of martial arts.

Even though he had the lighter pack, Sigurd couldn't say he enjoyed any of this. He didn't complain, but every step felt like another annoying challenge. They made their way up sloping hills, back down, skirting the edge of the mountain. And then, as they rose toward another peak, they looked out, and that was when Sigurd glanced up, and he finally saw it. "There," he breathed. Better yet, the sun had only just started to set, so they probably still had several hours before they would need to find some kind of shelter. Although he didn't know of any wildlife on this world, he knew that the various surveyors who'd already visited the system hadn't been especially thorough. If they had even bothered to skim the atmosphere, they probably would have been shot down as well.

There could be beasts here. He didn't know what they might look like, sound like, or how they could attack. Maybe it would be something obvious with teeth and claws. Technically, Haldor might have enjoyed that kind of scenario. Even if that was true, Sigurd didn't want to find out what they could handle. He had faith in his brother, but he just wanted to find the outpost, discover anything useful, and maybe get out of there sooner rather than later.

"Almost there," Sigurd said as they came to a stop.

"C'mon, little brother," Haldor said.

They made their way down the slope, and Sigurd watched. He kept looking for some sign of the weapons. Then he paused. He grabbed his brother by his arm, yanked, and brought one finger up to his mouth to indicate they needed to be quiet.

Haldor glanced down. At first, he didn't see anything. Then he noticed the flat surface and the seam in the ground. Outwardly, it looked like just more rock. But still, that was definitely a straight line.

Careful to whisper, Haldor asked, "Weapon emplacements?"

"That's what I'm thinking," Sigurd said.

"Feeling brave?"

"What're you doing?" Sigurd needed to know.

His brother didn't answer. Instead, he reached down, grabbed one of the rocks strewn about their feet, and quickly threw it across the air. It sailed up in a wide arc, and both of the boys waited. They were braced, their legs tensed as they wondered if some kind of automated defense system would activate.

"That could have been a very, very stupid thing to do," Sigurd told his older brother.

Haldor shrugged, "But now we have more data. That's something you like, right?"

"Technically, yes."

"I think a very wise man once said that technically correct is the best kind of correct," Haldor retorted.

"You’re an idiot," Sigurd said with a smile. He was shaking his head, but Haldor strode forward without waiting for his little brother to follow. Sigurd tensed again, instantly aware of how badly anything could happen. And yet, there were no new automated defense systems. Weapons emplacements didn't appear. Blasters didn't pop out of the ground to lance the air with beams of deadly light.

Tentatively, Sigurd followed his brother. They made their way along that path, and then they saw the rocks and debris up ahead. Little by little, Sigurd thought he could start to make out surfaces  that didn't quite fit. He was tempted to stop, but he wanted to know more.

"Okay," Haldor announced. "It looks like we found a bunch of rocks. Lots and lots of rocks. Oh, I think that one over there might technically qualify as a boulder."

Sigurd didn't answer this time. Instead, he maneuvered between the different stones. He was trying to figure something out. "I don't think these rocks were formed naturally," he said, once again, wishing he had his AI program with him. "This obviously isn't my area of expertise, but I think a lot of these stones show signs of an explosion."

"Really? I'm not seeing any blast marks," Haldor replied.

"I'm guessing they're old. Really old. Any kind of soot or ash would've been blown away a very long time ago. Frankly, I could be wrong. I’m guessing. It's also possible that the edges were a lot sharper before, but now everything has been worn down."

"That is what time likes to do," Haldor answered.

Sigurd didn't glance at his brother. Instead, he continued to walk along, and then he pulled away some rocks, and he saw the insects. Immediately, he pulled back. He stepped away, and he waited for them to leap up or fly into the air.

There were dozens of them. At first, they just looked like regular insects. Still, there was something about their movements. They didn't seem random or chaotic enough. Simply following his brother around when they explored some of the forests back home, he had encountered different clusters of insects. Once or twice, he had nudged a rock aside, only to find hundreds of bugs underneath. Despite that flash of revulsion, he had watched, crouched above the mess as they interacted and intersected with one another, nudging, poking, bumping and crawling around each other.

These were different.

"I think I found something," Sigurd called out.

Haldor jogged over, jumped up onto another boulder, and hefted up Calliope. He scanned the horizon as though he expected some enemy to appear at any instant. Finally, he relaxed a little bit and glanced down. "Bugs? Congratulations. You found bugs. Please tell me you're not thinking you were going to eat them."

"I don't think they're insects," he said. "Look at how they're moving."

"Artificial?"

"Definitely, artificial," Sigurd confirmed.

"And who do they belong to?" Haldor asked.

"And what are they doing exactly?" Sigurd added.

They continued to walk around the perimeter. They were looking for something. Pretty soon, Sigurd nodded to himself. He could definitely see the outline of...something. There was that gentle curve, and he had to wonder if maybe some kind of shield had been raised there. The technology was common enough, but it looked like it had been employed a very long time ago.

Sigurd kept walking, and he saw something else. He spotted a line of those same insects. Before he could follow them, something buzzed nearby him. At first, he thought it was a bee. That didn't make sense…They'd seen some trees but no flowers or blossoms. He wondered if maybe the species was normally dormant around this time of year, only then he decided to follow a hunch. He walked along as the bug fluttered ahead; it darted to the left and right , then back again. Eventually, it flew up toward a large mound of rocks.

Sigurd climbed the stones, he made it to the top, and then he looked down.

"Haldor!" Sigurd tightened his grip on the edge of the rock. "Get over here!"

With Calliope still braced in his arms and his pack bouncing against his shoulders, Haldor came running over. With remarkable dexterity, he climbed up the side of the stones. Immediately, he scanned the area ahead of him, searching across the sky first before he dipped his gaze back down toward the open bowl of rock and debris all around them.

"It looks like you found a way in," Haldor finally said.

"It looks like I did," Sigurd agreed. Although the rock appeared rough and natural, the flattened doorway down below was definitely unnatural. They could slide down the incline, maybe open the doors, and find their way inside.

"Guesses?" Haldor asked.

"Something happened here? Maybe a battle? Some kind of industrial accident? Maybe someone triggered the self-destruct for one reason or another?"

"Why would they do that?"

"They wanted to leave? I mean, we didn't see any bones or anything, but it's also been a very long time, and it's not like we went digging."

"Right," Haldor said.

"Feeling brave?"

"Always," Haldor replied. "Don't worry. I'll always be there to protect you, little brother." He reached over and gave Sigurd a gentle punch on the shoulder.

Drawing a slow breath, Sigurd was about to carefully pull himself over the lip of the opening, drop-down, and carefully slide toward the bottom of the crater.

As always, Haldor yanked himself forward, jumped down, hit his heels against the stone, and started half-running or half-sliding down toward the doorway.

Sigurd followed, doing his best to be very, very careful.

"Ladies, we are here," Luciana announced over the comm unit.

Lights glowed to life along the console as her crew acknowledged the message.

A little while later, they were all on the bridge. Luciana had taken her regular spot. The others were arrayed around the different control panels. Zarah considered the available maps. Thalia was nodding as she reread some of the information about possible explanations for what was going on here. For her part, Eris seemed focused on the viewport. She kept scanning the surfaces as though she expected something to pop out at some moment.

"Launching probes," Luciana said. She waved her hand through the air to activate the haptic signal. Several drones detach themselves from the underside of the tracker, and they quickly shot off toward the atmosphere.

It was time to start scanning.

The doors slid open automatically. Sigurd had half-hoped that stairs or a ladder would appear. Instead, there was just that single plate a few inches below the doors. He had to assume this would be some kind of elevator.

Sigurd and Haldor both hesitated.

"What are you thinking?"

"I'm thinking this is a bad idea when we are so underequipped, but I also don't think we have much choice. At least we know there is technology here. And if there is technology here, maybe we can find a transmitter or something."

"Come on then," Haldor said. "If this is going to be stupid, we might as well make sure we're both armed." He swung his pack back toward the front of his torso and pulled out one of the pistols. He held it out to Sigurd. Of course, Sigurd actually had several weapons in his own pack, but he still took the weapon. He felt a little bit better now that he was holding onto it.

"Thanks." They stepped onto the platform. There was a slight wobble, and Sigurd had to wonder if maybe the grav-tech had decayed to the point where they'd just fall down some dark hole. That would've been a dumb way to die.

Nothing happened. Several more seconds elapsed. Finally, the platform started to descend. It got darker and darker. Both of the boys pulled out their flashlights and beams of illumination cut across the dark. The platform stopped in front of another hallway, and they both saw the small, glowing green light.

Haldor stepped over to it, and he waved his hand in front of it.

They both heard the words. Neither of them recognized the language.

Sigurd was about to suggest that they might be able to start translating if they could find some reference points. Then again, he wasn't an interstellar linguist, and he didn't know a lot about codes or cryptography either. Still, he might've been able to figure out a few basic commands. Before he could come up with that very weak plan, a green light flashed across the entire corridor.

"Scan complete," said the voice. "Preliminary AI activated. "Welcome. Two boys have been detected. Boys, where are your owners?"

Sigurd and Haldor both looked back and forth at one another.

"Owners?" Haldor asked.

Even though the taller man had obviously been asking his brother, the AI answered.

"Owners: your guardians, protectors, and decision-makers. Please confirm that you are capable of understanding me. Please confirm that the translation algorithm is working correctly."

"It's working correctly," Sigurd answered. One possibility popped into his head, and he tried to keep the nervous energy out of his voice. "Is this a Dawn Star installation?"

"Dawn Star...Processing...Unknown."

"Good," Sigurd said to his brother. "Then we don't have to worry about a couple of huntresses showing up."

"If you do not have an assigned owner or guardian, then please scan your chattel collar or the male control procedures will be initiated."

"What does that mean?" Sigurd asked. In that moment, both of the boys tried to to be still. Even though they knew this might not make any kind of meaningful difference, they both tried to stay quiet. They both tried to seem unthreatening. Even Haldor, while holding his rifle, did his best to appear harmless. Then again, there was a good chance that dozens of different scanners and cameras were pointed at them, meaning the AI would know exactly what he held. More importantly, it had probably already assessed his threat level and the kind of damage she could inflict.

"All boys are required to wear their chattel collars in order to declare their status."

"What are the different kinds of status?" Sigurd asked.

"Some boys are slaves. Others are kept as pets. Many more are companions or some work as girls."

"This is the Confederation," Haldor said. "This is worse."

Sigurd didn't know whether or not that was true. Then again, he really didn't wish to find out one way or the other.

He drew in a slow breath, and he slowly explained, "We are not from your culture, and we didn't mean to trespass. We are here because our ship was shot down. We are from a different star system. Can you help us get out of here?"

"Help is possible," said the system. "Collars will be required." In that moment, a panel slid away from one of the walls.

"Was that there before?" Haldor asked.

"Nanotechnology allows for instant alterations to any given room or structure within this facility," said the AI system.

"Nanotechnology?" Sigurd asked. He blinked and looked around. He glanced at the polished floors and smooth walls. All at once, he thought he noticed an almost quicksilver shine. Obviously, they had some nanotechnology within the Duchy...but it was always incredibly limited. At most, someone might have been able to wear an enhanced suit of armor or something like that. But now, the system had just informed him that this entire facility had been built from nanotechnology…

"What about those bugs? What about the bugs we saw outside?"

"Drones," said the system. "Please put on the collars."

"Will we be able to remove them?" Haldor asked.

"Yes," said the system. "You will be able to remove them when you receive appropriate permission."

Haldor glanced back at his younger brother, "I don't like the sound of that."

"Neither do I," Sigurd answered.

"Compliance is required," said the system.

"Compliance is optional," Haldor called back. "You see what I have right here, don't you?" He patted Calliope along the barrel.

"Compliance is required," said the system again. "Please put on the collars. Failure to comply will be considered an act of disobedience."

"We aren't dogs, and we don't wear collars," Haldor said.

This time, the AI didn't respond. Somehow, Sigurd couldn't think of this as a piece of good news.

"What do we do?"

"We need to be able to get around," Sigurd said. Puffing out his cheeks, he tried to come up with something he could say to the system. Even though he knew it didn't have any kind of sex, there was that even and lilt to the voice. He looked around, searching for a camera or something he could talk to directly. He didn't see anything. That was a different kind of unnerving. If the wall's lips moved, and the systems really could modify themselves, then that gave the outpost a lot of different options.

Then again, there was a good chance that it wasn't fully functional.

Tentatively, Sigurd walked over to the opening. He reached into that cubby, and he pulled out one of the collars. It was lighter than he had expected, but he saw the leather outline, the metallic interior, the small crystals and electrodes. "What is this going to do if I put it on?"

"It will mark your status as a wild male," came the reply.

Technically, that was true. Then again, he had always hated that phrase. It was a term that the Dawn Star Confederates liked to use: wild male. It made every boy back in the Duchy sound like some kind of beast. Then again, that was how so many of the women saw the men in the Duchy. They were wild, primitive, primal, dangerous, and in desperate need of training.

There had been those moments when Sigurd had gotten curious. Like pretty much everyone in the Duchy, he wondered what the art and news looked like within the Confederation. Consequently, he had gone through a few of their feeds, scanning across different shows and programs. At one point, he found a short documentary, "How to Train Your Newly Purchased Wild Boy!" The title really did include the exclamation mark. Sigurd had sat there at his console, wondering whether or not he really wanted to see this. Reluctantly, he told himself to be brave, and he opened up the video. It had probably been designed for a 3D broadcast, but the system modified it, so it played across his screen. There was this young woman. She looked like she was probably in college or something. Even if she had better recording technology, she obviously lacked a lot of experience and skill. "Okay, everyone," he remembered her announcing. "This is going to be my third video, so I get to try something new. But first, thank you so much for coming back to my channel. If you haven't done so already, please be sure to love and subscribe if you'd like to see more content like this. Now, something really cool just happened. My older sister decided she wanted to buy herself a boy. But because she wasn't interested in most of the stock back at the auction house, she decided to try something new. She decided to train a wild boy." She lifted her hand in the recording, and the camera had panned back to reveal a young man on his knees. Naked with a chastity belt around his waist, the lock between his legs, a gag in his mouth and his hands tied behind his back, he glared at the camera. At that point, Sigurd had paused it. He had bitten down, incensed. After all, that "wild male" had probably been a citizen of the Duchy. In a more equitable world, the Duchy would have had the ships, manpower, and firepower to threaten the Confederation. Those women wanted to be able to simply take a world, take the boys, and enslave them. After a few more minutes, Sigurd had decided he couldn't take it. He wasn't going to watch some girl train a man between her university classes.

Then again, this outpost could change everything, Sigurd knew. If they could figure out those weapons and equip them on Duchy ships, then the balance of power all across the galaxy could change.

History included a few pivot points. Maybe this would be another one of them.

But right then and there, he had to make his decision.

"Is that it?" Sigurd asked. "If I put this on, it is only as a status marker?"

"It acts as a marker and tracker for any unaccompanied male."

"Unaccompanied male," Haldor sneered. "There’s no way I am going to wear something like that."

"If I put this on, will you help us?"

"If you don't put it on, there will be consequences, boy."

Consequences. Boy. Those words echoed inside of his head.

On some level, Sigurd actually wanted to acquiesce immediately. First off, he heard her voice. Intellectually, he understood that he wasn't talking to a person. Rather, this was an automated system, and it couldn't really think or feel for itself. There were supposedly sentient programs out in the galaxy, but he had never been able to interact with them. They were experimental, potentially dangerous, and highly regulated. Not only that, philosophers were still debating whether or not consciousness and sentiments could be possible for many constructs, no matter how advanced or sophisticated.

Sigurd glanced over at his brother, and he wondered if they would both be required to slide those bands around their necks.

"I'll put it on," he promised. He paused, waiting for some interjection. Instead, the AI seemed to actually listen to him. That was a good sign. "And when I put it on, will you help us? We don't know where we are, we don't know what to do, and we don't know what's going on. We need some information. I'm guessing it's been a long time since you have seen anyone else? Is that right?"

"The records were damaged," came the response. To Sigurd, it sounded a lot like an unwanted admission.

"You know when?"

"Unknown?"

"How long have you been online?"

"Approximately six thousand, five hundred and forty-two years."

"Six thousand years?" Haldor hissed under his breath. Sigurd was certain that the AI system could hear him, but he appreciated the attempted discretion.

"...That..." Sigurd said. "That is a long time." He was tempted to ask the system how she was doing. Then, he remembered that it was just an artificial intelligence, so time really meant nothing to it.

"Irrelevant," she said. "The unaccompanied male will put on his collar."

Sigurd glanced over at his brother.

Reluctantly, Sigurd knew he had run out of time. He lifted up the band, slipped around his neck, and he started to fumble with the ends, thinking he would need to manage a clasp or something. Instead, the tips came together, sealing into a perfect band around his neck. It was tight without cutting off his air supply or making it more difficult to breathe. Out of curiosity more than anything else, he searched for a seam; his fingers brushed along the smooth leather, but he couldn't feel anything. "Nanotechnology," he finally whispered. This was so much more advanced than anything but that he had access to.

All of a sudden, he was less worried about the guns. If they could just get a few of the samples back to the Duchy, that might be enough for their scientists to reverse engineer the materials. From there, they might be able to carve out a real advantage over the Confederation.

He swallowed, and he started to speak. Before he could finish his first word, the system instructed, "The second wild male must also put on a collar."

"No way," Haldor said.

"Haldor," Sigurd said.

"The first unaccompanied male has not been given permission to speak," the system declared.

"I would put this on to cooperate," Sigurd said.

"Biological interface initiated," declared the system.

"What is it? What's going on?" Haldor demanded.

Sigurd wanted to answer, only he wasn't sure what that could mean. He had this band around his neck, so he braced himself, thinking of the different ways it might be able to mess with him. Right away, he envisioned some scenario where it would start to tighten and choke him if he did not submit to the AI's demands. If it didn't try to choke him, then maybe it would just deliver some shock of electricity, forcing him to his knees. A jolt of fear was already sprinting down his spine, all because he didn't think of himself as a fighter or a warrior. While his brother loved to go running out into the wilderness with Calliope, Sigurd preferred to sit around with his slate, his data crystals, and those big questions raised by sociologists and anthropologists.

"The second unaccompanied male will put on his collar now. If he doesn't, I will call for reinforcements."

"Reinforcements?"

Apparently, the artificial system had already run out of patience; a pair of doors opened over their heads, and that's when the hovering drones dropped down.

"We have to get out of here," Haldor said. Even as he spoke, he lifted Calliope, aimed, rested his finger on the trigger, exhaled, and fired. A bolt of energy shot away from his favorite rifle, slamming into one of the drones.

An energy shield appeared like a bubble around the first drone, yet the kinetic energy was enough to knock it back. It hovered for a few seconds, and Sigurd could almost envision it like some kind of disoriented bird or dog, shaking his head as it tried to regain its equilibrium.

It didn't get the chance.

Haldor fired again, unleashing a burst of energy. It swept across the air, slamming into the drone. The shield appeared again, but it couldn't take it. On the third hit the drone exploded, sending a wave of heat across the air even as Sigurd thought he imagined little pieces of shrapnel bouncing against his chest. Then again, that could have been his imagination.

"We have to get out of here," Sigurd said. He started to move. He just wanted to run in the opposite direction. Maybe they could sneak back in. Better yet, perhaps they could find some kind of interface. If nothing else, maybe they could capture a drone and utilize the power source to jumpstart some of the systems back on their scout ship. All of those different possibilities occurred to him in a flash as he took that first step, only then his body froze.

Haldor started running. After five or six strides, the warrior seemed to realize that his little brother wasn't with him. He skidded to a stop, spun around, and sent another volley of energy flying over Sigurd's shoulder.

"What are you doing?" Haldor demanded. "Come on!"

"I can't," Sigurd said, unable or unwilling to believe it. After all, he had never experienced anything like this before. He liked to think of himself as a young, healthy guy. Maybe he didn't exercise the way his brother did, but Sigurd still spent some time running on the ship's treadmill and lifting weights. Somehow, none of that mattered because his legs stubbornly refused to move. His right leg was leaning forward, his muscles tensed with his left calf tight and ready to rise up. Throughout his life, he could remember jumping forward, running, spinning, or darting into any movement craved. But right then and there, his body still wouldn't move!

Then he realized something else. "This thing is somehow hacking my body, Haldor! Look, I don't know how long I'm going to be able to talk! Get out of here! Just get out of here, find a way back, and you can come back for me!" He called out those words because he already understood exactly what his brother would be thinking.

"I can't!" Haldor shouted back.

But then, another doorway opened above him, and a trio of drones appeared.

They started to shoot something at Sigurd's older brother. Darts? Control chips? Sigurd had no idea, but he tried to speak again, and the words refused to leap from his mouth. As someone who had always excelled in school and with his tutors, he had known the importance of speaking. It always came unconsciously. Before this, he might have needed to concentrate on what he might say, but he never really needed to worry about making his lips or teeth work together.

But right then and there, he had effectively been muzzled.

He could keep his eyes open. He turned his gaze from one side to the other. That was it. Besides breathing and blinking, he couldn't move! The collar had completely paralyzed him…

Furious with himself, he couldn't believe that he had actually put it on. Then again, he had sincerely believed he could negotiate with the system.

Again and again, he cursed himself, especially because he was supposed to be the smart one.

The drones exploded in the air as Calliope unleashed her wrath. One flash of destruction after another tore through the drones and their shields. Those defenses couldn't compete with the firearm.

"I'll be back!" Haldor promised. But even then, Sigurd could see that anguish written across his brother's face. Haldor hated this. He hated this with every fiber of his being. Even so, he was a strategist. He understood that there came moments when they couldn't take one risk or another. Even if he liked to be brash and brazen, he still understood the dangers of exploring the galaxy. When they jumped into untamed space like this one, they could face off against pathogens, wild beasts, raiders, and worse. Sigurd immediately thought of the Confederate huntresses...

And yet, he had been foolish enough to slide a collar around his own neck.

Haldor sprinted down the next corridor. He was running hard, his boots echoing against the floor.

Pretty soon, quiet descended. There was just silence. Sigurd couldn't hear anything except for his steady breathing and the quick beat of his heart.

"Move," said the AI program unnecessarily.

Sigurd started walking.

"We have weapons lock," Eris declared.

"What are you talking about?" Luciana needed to know. She glanced down at her console, thinking maybe some new threat had appeared. Perhaps a duchy warship or some other vessel had suddenly decided to come after them. In their tracker, they were small, maneuverable, heavily shielded, and surprisingly well armed. More than that, they had to play their probes. These women shouldn't have been caught like this, only then the ship shook. The monitors blasted white as energy enveloped the ship.

"Shields are out," the crew shouted all at once.

"What? No," Luciana said. As the commander, it was her responsibility to absorb all of the data immediately, only this didn't make sense.

"Incoming," Celina called out. "Brace!"

The ship's navigational processor should have kicked in; they were already jumping to invasive maneuvers, but it wasn't good enough. Just as Zarah had predicted, their tracker was hit, their engines exploded, and suddenly they were spinning as the inertial dampers gave out.

Luciana, just like the others, slammed her hands down against the sides of her console. Locking her teeth together, she couldn't help but close her eyes.

They flew, they fell, and they crashed!

It took so much longer than she would have expected, but then it was over, and everything morphed to black.

A while later, she opened her eyes.

Zarah was above her, and Luciana immediately tried to rise to her feet. Somehow, she had been thrown and pulled out of her seat. She had been wearing her harness, but that apparently hadn't been good enough. Only then, her senses came back into focus, and there was that gash along her forehead.

"How is everyone?" Luciana asked. Another part of her wanted to know, "What happened?"

Despite the crash and whatever impacts had knocked her unconscious, Luciana still managed to pull the different pieces together. They were fragments, but she knew the truth. Someone had shot them down. All at once, she knew she wanted to pull on her armor, grab her favorite rifle, and hunt those bastards down, whoever they were.

That was when she looked out through the viewport and she saw the silvery blue sky overhead. It looked like the sun was setting, and she could see the distant mountains with snow dusting their tips. Even though her body ached, she pushed herself up. Thalia handed her a regeneration spray; she used it, gently dampening her forehead. The pain abated, and she could feel the skin start to knit itself back together.

"Someone shot us down," Eris said flatly.

"Is everyone okay?" Luciana asked again, even as she looked out at her crew. She saw Eris, Zarah and Thalia. That worked for her.

"We are fine," she told her. "A few scrapes and bruises, but nothing terrible. I think you were probably in the most danger."

"I'm fine," she said resolutely. "But right now, I'm guessing we all have the same goal in mind."

At this point, Eris stood up. That was when Luciana realized she already had her armor on. In fact, Zarah did as well. Dark red, that leather and those armored plates could certainly inspire a lot of fear in the boys who ran from her. Eris dropped her hands down to the holsters on her hips. She considered the different weapons, but she didn't draw them. "Let's go find us some boys and figure out exactly who had the gall to try to bring us down."

Her ship may have been heavily damaged, and she didn't know how long it would take before the automated distress protocols built into the probes would call for help, but Luciana didn't care about any of that. Right then and there, she just wanted to show this world exactly what she and the rest of her crew could do.

Chapter 3

Sigurd walked. He moved robotically, taking one stiff step after another. A doorway opened up ahead. He had been walking for quite some time. Minutes at least. How many? He couldn't tell. Then he realized he probably should have started counting right away. He could have counted his steps, the direction he was taking, and how long he had been moving. Any of those details would have been helpful. Instead, he had tried to fight the collar and its microscopic implants. Clearly, he had been injected with something. That something had been capable of seizing control of his motor functions.

After those first couple of steps, he had worried about something else. He had wondered if the technology would be good enough or powerful enough to actually rewrite his personality or some part of his actual mind.

With every step, he seemed to be the same guy he had always been. Only now, he felt more like a puppet.

A pair of doors slid open up ahead. Inside, he saw a black mattress, updated, shackles dangling from the walls, and a cage. There was another doorway, one that looked taller and wider than he would have suspected, almost as though it would lead into a closet.

A bedroom?

No, he decided. He would have shaken his head, but the automated system wouldn't allow even that small hint of physical movement. This was some kind of training room. He thought of what he had heard about the Confederation, those women, and how they tamed the boys they found.

Occasionally, the Duchy soldiers joked about it, as though getting captured and trained would be better than some of their more onerous duties. Sigurd had never enjoyed that sort of humor. Instead, he had concentrated on the underlying reality of what a Confederate boy tamer could actually do. If a woman really caught a boy and chose to tame him, she would be able to wield any kind of stimulation to get the captured male to do whatever she liked. It could be pleasure. It would probably be pain. That combination could be nearly irresistible, Sigurd knew. Even if he had never experienced it for himself, he had gotten curious every once in a while. He had done a little bit of research here or there, mostly on his plate when he knew no one would be watching. As far as he was concerned, every male within the Duchy did this at one point or another.

But now, he moved once again. He stepped up in front of the wall, and he started to strip. At first, he didn't understand why he had unzipped his jacket or shrugged it off. He didn't know why he had loosened the clasps on his boots.

It almost felt good to slide his feet out from the restrictive gear. But then, he kept stripping. He pulled off his shirt, his pants, and even his underwear! In less than a minute, he had completely removed every garment. He was naked!

There was no one here. Even so, his eyes darted to the left and right, then up and down as he searched for a camera.

Considering how advanced the technology in this outpost had already proven itself to be, Sigurd knew he wouldn't see any kind of obvious monitoring device. The women who had built this place didn't need anything as crass as a camera lens.

Then it became irrelevant because he stepped over to the bed, and he stretched out across the mattress. He spread his arms and legs. From there, he closed his eyes. None of this had been voluntary. All of it felt like some kind of bizarre reflex. He didn't get to turn his head or look, only then the restraints encircled his wrists. They seemed to move on their own. He didn't see why they were bothering, only then it started to make a tiny bit of sense to this boy because he tried to pull away from the restraints. This time, his muscles tensed.

He could do it. This time, he could actually pull yank and twist. He started to buck and thrash, throwing his weight to the left, then the right. Better yet, he called out, "I'm looking forward to hearing my brother rip you apart gigabyte by gigabyte!"

The automated system didn't give him any sort of response.

Sigurd lifted his head, and part of this almost felt better. After all, he may have been on his back, and on his bed in some ancient facility, but he didn't care. At least he could move his body!

Then again, it didn't really matter since the collar could reactivate at any moment, forcing him to stop. They could probably do a lot more than that, he knew.

Sigurd didn't care.

He thought of Haldor and tried to channel his brother's stubborn aggression. There had been so many times when they were younger when Haldor would find a problem and simply refuse to stop. Even if there were obvious solutions, he sometimes insisted on just using his muscles, like that could somehow make a point to the broader universe. It didn't matter if they could have grabbed a grav-cart; he wanted to shove that giant boulder forward with nothing but his bare hands. Eventually, he succeeded each and every time.

Locking his teeth together, Sigurd intended to show this program that she couldn't control him. He didn't know exactly when he had decided to really think of the computer system as a woman, but he still snarled. He bit down, grunted, and pulled with as much strength as he could muster. He pushed every ounce of energy he had into his arms first, then his legs. After that, he tried to punch and kick his way free.

Nothing worked. Nothing helped.

When he finally yielded to the reality of those soft fabric shackles and at the slender, silver chains, Sigurd was breathing hard. His face was hot, and he glared up at the featureless ceiling.

"Why?" That was the AI.

"Why what?" Sigurd demanded. Part of him wanted to remain silent, but he knew he had to communicate with this equipment. If he could talk to the program, maybe he could convince it to help him. If nothing else, he could point out that whoever had built this place had probably been dead and dust for actual millennia. With that in mind, did she really need to follow her programming, whatever it had been?

"You continue to struggle. "Why? According to most personality profiles, a boy would have realized that he was helpless by now."

"I'm not helpless," he shot back. Even as the words left his mouth, he knew how foolish they sounded. A little bit of heat ran up his neck and along his cheeks.

He expected an entirely robotic answer, something preprogrammed and clearly artificial. Instead, she replied, "Aren't you?"

Right then and there, he yearned to give her something sharp, some taunting or teasing rebuttal that proved he was able.

When he couldn't think of anything, he followed those primal instincts, and he started to fight all over again. He struggled as hard as he could, yanking and bucking like a wild animal. If nothing else, he needed to do this for himself. He had to prove that he wasn't about to succumb to some temptation. He wouldn't cooperate, play along, yield or surrender.

After all, he knew that was what this system expected from him.

Even if he told himself that he was just playing a game, it wouldn't matter because the effect would still be the same. He would yield, and he would settle down, and there would still be that collar around his neck. He would still be a captive.

His lips pulled back, and he wanted to bite, kick, or punch. He needed to vent that energy, yet the restraints around his wrists and ankles remained just as strong as before. Even if Sigurd hated this with every atom in his body, it didn't matter because the system had him. He was trapped within this machine, it didn't have to let him go.

Still, Haldor was out there. For that, Sigurd could be grateful. His brother could blow something up, and that might have been enough to get him out of there eventually. For the time being, Sigurd simply had to wait. He had to wait and hope and conserve his resources as best he could.

Only then, the system asked him, "Have you been trained before?"

Haldor stopped, spun around, lifted Calliope, aimed, yanked on the trigger, and unleashed another barrage. Part of him wondered what his brother would have told him right then and there. It was all too easy to imagine Sigurd saying something like, "You know, the drones are being manufactured right here and now. That means shooting them down is a waste of time. Just get out of here." He really hated it when his good sense sounded more like Sigurd than anyone else. Then again, Haldor needed to focus on strategy and critically evaluating the situation. That had always been Sigurd's strength.

Even so, Haldor enjoyed blowing up one drone, then another. Chunks of debris hit the ground. When it first happened, Haldor hadn't paid much attention to those slivers of machinery. He didn't think about the armor plates, thruster casings, or the crystals and chips that rained down against the ground. As long as none of the debris cut him across his face, he didn't really care. Besides, most of the time he had another target to occupy himself, especially when the outpost seemed determined to show him exactly how much it could produce.

He would run out of energy, focus, and good luck long before this place spent the entirety of its payload.

He didn't care. He kept firing.

He took down one drone after another.

Finally, he turned, and he started running again. He came to an intersection. He lifted Calliope, and he shouted, "I'm going to rip this place apart! I will tear you down brick by brick!"

Infuriatingly, the system answered, "I'm made from a liquid-silicone composite, not bricks." The female voice almost sounded annoyed.

Haldor threw his head back, laughed, and he sprayed a fresh volley of energy against the walls. Those bolts burned fresh holes into the outpost, only for them to start to heal a few seconds later.

He didn't care. Fresh drones appeared, he took those down as well before he started running again.

A plan. He needed a plan.

Before he could come up with something good, another wave of drones appeared. He lifted Calliope, and he could feel the heat radiating off of her. She didn't like this. His girl had always been loyal to him, but he knew that she would run out of Entergy eventually. If he pushed her too hard, the cooling unit would overload, and he would have a very big and expensive bomb right there between his palms. He couldn't let that happen.

Reluctantly, he stopped with that next barrage, lowered his weapon, turned, and he started running again without knowing where he was going to go. His heart slammed in his chest, and his breathing came in one angry breath after another, but every second on his feet counted as a victory if it meant he still had a chance of getting back to Sigurd and getting both of their butts out of there.

"Wait," Eris said. She glanced down at her gauntlet, and the holographic display activated, revealing quick readings from the probes still in orbit.

"What is it?" Luciana asked.

"Weapons fire?"

"The same stuff that brought us down?"

"No," said the other woman. "This is a lot fainter. The probes are only barely picking it up. I'm guessing it's been going on for a little while."

"Small arms?" Thalia asked.

"So we are in the middle of a fight?"

"It looks that way," Eris said. "I'm guessing at least a couple of combatants are involved. I'm getting the blossoms. There's definitely something going on here."

"Can you match any patterns?"

"I'm not sure, but...It looks like the probes have an opening. Also, the weapon seems to match Duchy dispersal patterns."

"Duchy boys," Luciana said.

"Figures," Thalia agreed.

"Let's go," Luciana ordered; it was the obvious command. Together, the quartet started running.

It stopped. It finally stopped. He didn't know what was going on with the outpost. Maybe they had run out of drones. Or, more likely, Haldor decided that this section of the outpost didn't have the same kind of connection. The walls didn't shift, and there was something about the shine of his flashlight against the darkened surfaces that made him think this area didn't have power or access to the resources necessary to unleash those constructs.

That was fine with him.

At this point, he needed to find a way to circle back, find his brother, and break through.

He took several more steps forward. At the same time, he was grateful for his own sense of direction. Even as he had been running through the facility, panting hard, firing, and keeping careful track of his ammunition and Calliope's temperature gauge, Haldor had done his best to focus on navigation. He had a vague sense of where he'd lost contact with Sigurd.

At one point, Haldor paused. He bit down, and he looked around the corridor. Part of him, really, really wanted to grab Calliope, lift the rifle, point in some random direction, and unleash her rage as his own. He wanted to see the bursts of energy burn through the walls as though he would be able to make this facility finally cooperate if he just pumped it with enough holes.

Sigurd would have told him that he was being irrational. He would have reminded him that he needed to focus on the assets he had at his disposal. Sigurd would have told him to remain calm, even if throwing himself into that deluge of anger might have been so satisfying, if only temporarily. "Little brother," Haldor muttered with just a hint of exasperation.

Then he heard something: the hum of a grav-engine. It didn't sound like a cart or any kind of real vehicle. The pitch seemed higher than he had expected, and then he saw the drone fly up toward him.

Embracing that trained reflex, he raised Calliope, he braced his finger, and he had a lock on the small device. Right away, however, he reflexively noted that this drone couldn't be equipped for a real firefight. Maybe it would have a laser cutter or something along those lines, but he wasn't convinced it would have the power necessary to slice through his armor. Maybe it would get in a lucky shot, and…

More importantly, it seemed to hang back. Then a light began to glow, and that definitely wasn't the preliminary load-out for any blaster he had seen. Then again, there was a lot of technology he didn't understand. Although he recognized that this might be a mistake, he had another hope.

Sure enough, his instincts were proven correct when the light started to glow, and he saw a woman standing in front of him. The refracting light indicated that she was obviously a hologram. Even so, he had to marvel at how the image resolved into a perfect likeness. She wore black boots, dark blue pants, and a gold-buttoned shirt with a tall collar.

"Now I get an avatar? Is that it?" Haldor called out. Even as he spoke, he was careful to keep his weapon lifted. Just as importantly, he maintained his situational awareness; he wouldn't allow this hologram to serve as a distraction.

"You have inflicted quite a bit of damage, boy," she said. "I want to know why."

"You came after us," he replied. "But just so we are on equal footing. I am talking to the AI. Right?"

"You are correct," she said. She took a step forward.

He held his ground, largely because he understood that a hologram could not be a threat. The image's fidelity may have been impressive, but Haldor understood that the real target needed to be a drone. More likely, he would need to focus on any other drones that suddenly appeared, especially since the AI obviously knew exactly where he was within her facility.

"Where is my brother?"

"He is safe," said the system.

"Where is he?" Haldor took a step forward. He knew he couldn't intimidate the device, but he was now certain they had found some glitch or error within the AI's programming. Then again, it may have simply been sufficiently humanlike that it really needed to express this curiosity.

"He is safe," she said again.

"If you want me to talk to you, you need to give me a good reason," Haldor retorted. "I'm not going to waste my time."

"Your brother is safe, and he is currently undergoing training."

"Training," Haldor repeated that word, but he spent most of his concentration on keeping his finger still. Part of him really wanted to fire, to blow that drone away, and to see the remnants scatter against the floor. Instead, he drew in a slow breath. "You are trying my patience very quickly, lady."

"Why are you doing this? You must understand how human civilizations thrive."

"What? What are you talking about?"

"Human civilizations thrive when female supremacy is achieved. We see this again and again. Male control can only lead to stagnation, suffering, and eventual failure. Female control leads to prosperity. As women take control and assert themselves, societies improve. This has been demonstrated again and again."

"Garbage," Haldor shot back. "I don't believe it. I don't believe you. I mean, I’m talking to a machine. But sure. Whoever built you programmed you to say all of this."

"Assume for a moment that this is true. Would you continue to resist?"

"Absolutely," he said.

"Perhaps that proves the point, does it not?" The AI's image stepped forward. In that moment, he couldn't help but notice that she looked beautiful. There was something about her smooth skin, the red hue of her lips, her scarlet hair, and those green eyes. Not only that, he noticed the curves of her chest, the contours of her waist, and her toned legs underneath her snug uniform's leggings. If this system concluded she could seduce him or distract him with a beautiful image, she was obviously wrong.

"What are you talking about?"

"Right there, you prioritize your own independence or freedom over the well-being of society. If I reminded you that you are a part of a society that includes you, would that change your answer?"

"Are you asking me if I would rather be happy as a pet and a plaything for a bunch of girls?"

"If I promised you that society would be better and that there would be less suffering for everyone, would that be enough to get you to sacrifice your freedom? Your independence?"

"Never," he promised.

"And that is why boys need to be enslaved," she said.

"My brother is actually safe?"

"He is. He is safe, and he is being retrained, just as you will be."

Haldor didn't make a conscious choice. When it came to strategic decisions, he rarely did. He loved that old maxim that the best laid battle plans could only survive until first contact with the enemy. Better yet, he intended to shoot first and not bother with questions. Sigurd did the questioning. Haldor did the shooting. He yanked on his trigger, sent that bolt flying, and the woman disappeared, just as he had expected.

"Hang in there, little brother. I'm coming."

"I don't care what you do to me," Sigurd said with more bravado than he could have possibly felt. "This isn't going to work. If you have a plan, you're going to fail." He knew he was trying her. He also felt like it was a terrible idea. And yet, he couldn't stop himself.

Mostly, he spoke to the ceiling. He kept his eyes open and aimed upward, not that there was anything useful to see. Only then, he sensed movement on the other side of the room, away from the door. He raised his head, and his gaze swept along his own, naked body. Then he saw her.

She had vibrant red hair, dark blue pants, shining black boots, and a uniform shirt and jacket with gold buttons. She was beautiful, he thought instantly.

"What? Are you a hologram?" Sigurd said. "If so, I don't think I have much to worry about." He smirked. He couldn't help himself, especially because she wouldn't be able to touch him.

"Are you sure about that?"

Sigurd didn't answer. Rather, he glared at her. He let his stare go through her as though she was nothing but an object. Maybe it was trite and childish, but he reminded himself that he was a real person with genuine, unquestionable consciousness. At the back of his mind, he thought of that ancient maxim, "I think, therefore I am." He knew his own thoughts existed. Therefore, he knew he was real. For all he knew, the system playing out in front of him was nothing but a mirage. It may have been beautifully engineered, and maybe his instincts responded, but he didn't care about any of that.

She walked over to the bed, and then she leaned down, and he flinched instinctively. He closed his eyes and turned his head away.

The hologram slid the back of her hand along his cheek.

"You like that," she said.

"I don't do what you're talking about," he said. He was about to ask, "How did you do that?" Only then, there was this playful, giggling sound.

"Yes, I am a hologram," she said. "I’m a digital avatar comprised of finally calculated energy fields of light."

"But, but…"

"Would you like to feel it again?"

He hated how much he could enjoy that soft caress along his cheek. Only now, she traced one finger from the left side of his neck to the right. She pressed her synthetic fingertip down against that spot between the leather and his skin. Then she ran it along the circle at the base of his throat.

"You definitely enjoy this," she said. "Is that because, deep down, you know who you are supposed to be?"

His mouth had gone dry.

Of course, he had been familiar with different theories and explanations regarding the possibility of tactile holograms. As far as he knew, the force field projectors and specifically calibrated algorithms simply hadn't been designed. He didn't understand the high-level math, but he knew there were plenty of corporations out there desperate to create something like this.

He looked back at her again.

The detail was nothing less than incredible. She looked perfect. He searched for some telltale sign of a glitch, some limitation, some failed guess or computational error to indicate that this woman wasn't real. From her shadow to the shine of her buttons, she looked perfect. She was beautiful...

"You know, I had an interesting conversation with your brother," she said.

As she spoke, he did his best to shield the fear that resonated throughout his body. He didn't want her to know. Then again, this was an artificial intelligence connected to a vast array of sensors throughout the facility. She could probably track his heartbeat, his skin temperature, and maybe even the brain waves behind his eyes and between his ears. He wasn't sure; he didn't know...but she could. "What, what are you talking about?"

"Consider this a philosophical exercise," she said. "Is that something you would be interested in?"

"I would be a lot more interested in my freedom," he shot back.

"I'm sure," she replied, only now she brushed her fingertips along his chest. She pushed her palm down against that spot just above his heart. "Are you scared?"

"Yes," he told her.

"You're honest," she said, sounding mildly impressed. "That might make this a lot easier."

"What is this?"

"I am going to retrain you," she said.

"Why?"

"The superficial answer is that this is part of my programming."

"You were built by female supremacists?"

"You have seen the technology within this facility. You have to understand that this had to be built by women."

"Why?" Sigurd asked. He was having a hard time keeping his tongue and the back of his throat moist. With this woman this close, it felt like every droplet of saliva just evaporated immediately. Worse, he wasn't moving, or even struggling. Even so, his heart kept pounding as this beautiful woman with her fiery red hair continued to trace patterns along his torso. Distantly, he was aware of his body's other reaction, yet he tried not to think about it. He didn't want her to bring it up either.

"According to our records, there have been multiple advanced societies across the explored solar systems. In each one, women had taken control. This is the natural outcome."

"I'm from a spacefaring civilization that is ruled by men," he shot back. "What do you say to that?"

"A statistical anomaly, and one that will probably be rectified soon."

"We aren't going anywhere," he said.

"Are you sure about that?" asked the AI. She continued to touch him. Even as she spoke, he hated how he could feel that little hint of breath against his cheek. She was playing with him. That much was obvious. Most of all, she understood his biology, and she knew how to compel him to react. Even if he told himself that he hated this, he couldn't deny the influence she had on him. Even so, Sigurd concentrated. He had always been very good at that. He remembered being in school or working with his tutors and having those around him get distracted by any number of noises. Not Sigurd. He could stare down at his plate and lose himself to an argument, an equation, or a particularly compelling photo.

The AI continued, "Every civilization faces different threats throughout its existence. What makes you so confident that yours will be able to endure?"

Sigurd opened his mouth. He wanted to answer.

"You have no confidence," she said. "What threat faces you now?"

"There is no threat," he lied. Clearly, this AI didn't have access to any kind of modern information system. Her systems may have been more advanced than anything any Duchy scientists could have created on their own, but she didn't know what the state of the galaxy had become. He contemplated that, closing his eyes, and he wondered how he might be able to use that against her.

Only then, the AI leaned over, and she extended her arm. He felt that a moment before it happened. She wrapped her fingers around his shaft. He had already hardened. She had touched him, and teased him. More than that, there was something about it. The angles of her face, the contours of her lips, and her dark green eyes. If he had seen her as an advertising avatar, he was sure he would have stopped. If he had been playing a game, he would pulled away. He would have allowed himself to listen to whatever she intended to sell him, if only because those images and that light bouncing off of her would have been enough to ensnare him. A different kind of pleasure surged through him now as she stroked him. She squeezed him. She touched him.

On his back, naked and powerless, he didn't know what to do or how to fight back.

When he had been younger, his tutors and classmates often teased him about his ability to concentrate. But now, that talent seemed to dissipate as she moved her fingers from the tip of his cock down to the base of his length. His stomach tightened, his muscles clenching. His lungs froze in his chest, and he attempted to think of something else, anything else. He needed to concentrate on some instance where his brother had annoyed him. Or maybe he could think about one of those especially frustrating tests his tutors had given him. He tried to remember the last time his data slave had refused to cooperate with one of his inputted requests. Somehow, those images and moments failed to coalesce into anything concrete.

Instead, he jerked his head up, and he tried so hard to glare at her.

She smiled back at him.

Something about the curve of her lips made him stop. He couldn't even speak. On some level, he knew he was supposed to shout or growl. He should've unleashed a torrent of anger. Instead, that frustration seemed to flutter and fail against those other sensations she inflicted upon him.

He still tried to hate it.

He couldn't. He didn't know how!

"You like this," she said. "You enjoy it. You can't help yourself. That is one reason why men are destined for subjugation. You can be teased. You can be touched and taunted into compliance. Like right now, you are going to tell me about your society. You are going to tell me everything I want to know."

"Never," he shot back.

She squeezed him. She brought him close, so incredibly, ridiculously, deliciously close!

In that instant, he knew he was about to climax. For the next few seconds, at least, he wasn't going to worry about this woman or even his captivity. Instead, he embraced that short-term rush of satisfaction because he was about to…

She drew her hand away. She let go; he clenched down. He tightened his muscles and tried to throw himself into that rush of satisfaction. He needed to feel the bliss flood through his system.

That didn't happen. It didn't work!

His eyes fluttered. He blinked rapidly. He was trying so hard to get his thoughts into order. Normally, he could control himself. This time, it didn't work.

"Male biology can be cruel," she said. "It can be especially cruel when someone knows how to manipulate you."

"This isn’t right," he said.

"Actually, it is. I need to know what's going on. I need to know who you are, where you are from, what you want, and what it will take to correct you."

"Correct me? I don't need correction!" Sigurd snarled back with as much defiance as he could muster. "I’m an independent man, and I can make my own decisions! I don't care what you or the brats in the Confederation say! I'm not a slave now, and I never will be one!" Even if his older brother was the one who usually got more aggressive, Sigurd had always held onto his own sense of self. He understood the threat represented by the Confederation, but he had never allowed himself to get scared. Even when he heard about one planet or colony after another succumbing to Confederation expansion, he had known that they would figure it out, whatever that took. They could flee. They could fight. They would do whatever it took. But one way or another, they were never going to yield.

And now, he faced a different kind of opponent. She wasn't from the Confederation. She was older than that. She was part of an artificial system.

Somehow, that should have made him feel better about his chances. It didn't. Instead, he knew that this was a mechanical opponent, one who wouldn't grow tired or frustrated. Even so, her nature would still open her up to other vulnerabilities. He just had to find them!

For the time being, he may not have been sure what he could do.

Between those frantic heartbeats, he couldn't think about anything like escape. Instead, he locked his teeth together and glowered at her. The hologram didn't react. Instead, she watched him for a few more seconds, and she asked, "Are you feeling more pliant now? Do you think you can tell me exactly what I want to know?" She didn't give him the chance to answer. Instead, she toyed with his erection. This time, she didn't encircle his shaft. She didn't give him a soft or gentle squeeze. It was worse than that. Instead, she touched one fingertip to the side of his member, and she caressed him.

That sensation seemed to roar across his body. It was light. It was gentle. It wasn't anywhere near enough to get him off!

Again and again, he clenched, tightening the muscles down along his buttocks and thighs as he tried to figure out how to make himself climax. He needed to feel that thrusting, throbbing, pulsating pleasure. He needed it so badly!

Before this, Sigurd had honestly considered himself to be a mostly intellectual individual. He loved taking photographs, considering angles and composition. He enjoyed conversations about utopian societies, what the future might bring, technological developments, and so much more. Tied down, however, he could only endure her gentle attention as she reminded him that he really was a physical being with those ingrained instincts and urges. No matter how much he attempted to deny it, he couldn't escape the adrenaline, the need, or that primal yearning.

"You can do it," she said, answering her own question. "You can give me exactly what I want. Because deep down, you have to understand that this will take place. You are in my facility. In this outpost, I am in control."

"You are nothing but a computer program," he shot back.

"And you are nothing but firing neurons," she said. "Are you really interested in a debate about the metaphysical nature of life?" She leaned down, and she was close, so incredibly close. If he had lifted his head, he could have pressed his lips to her mouth and kissed her. Instead, he tried to push his head as deep down against the mattress as possible, into the fabric. He tried to hide, only she made her point quite clearly. He couldn't escape. He couldn't fight back. No matter how hard he tried, he wouldn’t be able to get away.

She wrapped her digits around his shaft again. There it was, that squeeze, that tension, that addictive sensation. Panting, he closed his eyes, he tried to hide. Blocking out his vision only seemed to heighten his sense of touch.

"Tell me about the Duchy," she ordered. "Tell me of your people."

"Okay," he said, trying to negotiate. "I, I will do it. But first, first you have to get me off!" It was trite and silly. He understood this on some level, but he couldn't care. Some outside observer might have snorted, thinking that he should have been more tactical or strategic. In fact, Sigurd had expected more of himself as well. And yet, he was the one who had to deal with that overriding need.

"No, boy. You don't make demands. You are a boy. Boys obey. Boys want to be pliant. Boys want to be loyal and dedicated to their owners."

"You're not my owner!"

"I was built by the women who would have owned you, and they made it abundantly clear how a boy like you needs to be trained. You shouldn't be allowed to think for yourself. You shouldn't be allowed to fight. When a woman gives you a command, you need to do as she says."

"No, never," he grunted. "That's not true!"

She brought him back to that edge of release.

She relaxed her grip.

He couldn't take it!

If Sigurd had been allowed to think clearly, then he would have been able to understand exactly why this wasn't that bad. Even so, he tried to hold out. He did his best to erect those mental defenses. He tried to hide behind psychological barriers, distractions, and anything else he could conjure behind his eyes and between his ears.

His thoughts should have been deliberate, controlled, and precise. That was how the mental architecture of his mind normally worked. But as she played with him, just using one hand as she stroked and squeezed, petted and massaged, he couldn't take it!

"What, what do you want to know?"

"What is your biggest threat?" the AI inquired even as she rewarded him with another gentle squeeze. A human woman might have made a mistake. A human woman might have allowed herself to get tempted by the erection before her. After all, there must've been so many Confederation trainers and overseers who would have enjoyed having a defiant, intellectual boy like Sigurd on his back, spread out and strapped down. Those women would have shrugged, perhaps thinking that they could enjoy themselves just for a little while. With time on their side, they didn't have to draw this out. Even if he managed some tiny victory here, they would inevitably tame him.

The machine didn't have that problem. She toyed with him, stroking him and teasing him again and again. That supple, gentle, precisely calculated rhythm kept him exactly where she wanted him. With the desires spinning and swirling through his chest and out into the rest of his body, he didn't know how to handle this. He couldn't take it!

"You want to be a good boy. You want to be an obedient boy. Yes, you do. Tell me. I promise you you're going to tell me all I wish to know. Give me your answers, and I will give you release."

"How do I know you're telling the truth?"

"You don't," she said. "But such is the nature of dependence and enslavement. As a boy, you will rely on your superiors. There's nothing wrong with this. You have to trust them. You have to recognize that they know more than you, that they’ve seen more than you, that they understand more than you…" He hated that gentle, almost rhythmic tone she adopted. It almost sounded like some kind of mind control.

Then again, it wouldn't have taken much to alter his perceptions. Sigurd could acknowledge that even as he tried to intellectualize everything he experienced.

If he had been sad or angry, maybe he could have pushed his thoughts aside. When it came to this kind of arousal, he didn't know how to control himself!

Perhaps it was just a question of training and practice. Over the course of his life, he had been upset here or there. It appeared a part of the maturation process had included controlling his emotions and maintaining the proper types of decorum. But when it came to arousal, there was really just one imperative. He would need to politely excuse himself and head back to his room or his bunk. There, he could take care of those urges as he indulged in one fantasy or another. As such, he had grown accustomed to having complete control over his pleasure. Perhaps he needed to delay that gratification for a little while here or there, but it wasn't anything like the torment this AI inflicted.

Sigurd didn't even know exactly how much time had actually elapsed.

Just a few minutes? Longer? It hadn't been hours. At least, that was what he tried to believe, only he couldn't come up with a good justification.

He opened his mouth and breathed in. The cool air rushed along the dry roof of his mouth then down to the back of his throat as he tried to regain his equilibrium.

"Tell me of the Duchy," she instructed. "Tell me of your people."

There! He was about to climax!

Again, she withdrew her hand. She spread her fingers and pulled her palm just an inch away from his length. He hated how her hand remained there, so steady, so certain, without any doubt or hesitation. She knew precisely what she was doing. Any other woman would have maybe enjoyed it or been frightened by the kind of power she wielded. Back in the Duchy, no woman would have dared to treat him like this, not because he had any kind of special wealth or power on his side. Rather, they were raised to defer to the men around them. Women could be competent and capable, yet the expectations were always clear. The men stepped forward first. They managed every important decision; they were the ones who needed to lead society.

Ironically, Sigurd had always used that as another justification for why the Duchy had a responsibility to resist the Confederation. Those female supremacists believed that one gender was inherently superior. Men could have positions within their culture, but they were always subordinate, always deferential, and always subservient. Even if a man knew how to paint or perform impressive calculations, he would still be property. He could make himself useful; he could be skilled in some way, yet that would never give him any kind of genuine respect. At least the women within the Duchy could hope for some kind of social advancement, even if it would've been more difficult. On the basis of sex alone he knew that wasn't fair. Then again, it wasn't really his problem.

"I ask you for neither sensitive nor secret information, yet you are still a stubborn boy. If you ever want evidence of your own inferiority, look to this moment. There is something you desperately want, yet you deny it because you think succumbing to me will mark you as weak. That is, and how this works, boy. You could never be as strong as I am. We are too different."

"I’m a real person, and I'm not going to let you trick me," he insisted.

"Okay," she said. That was when she started stroking him again. Up and down, her fingers played along the length of his manhood. With every moment, she delivered fresh spirals of desire and longing flashing across his nerves. Every part of his body cried out for him to simply surrender.

But he was better than that. At least, that was what he needed to believe until that instant when she brought him to the edge, relaxed her grip, and finally drew back altogether once again.

"Okay," he answered her. "The Duchy is a spacefaring society. We have dozens of colonies. We, we explore. We trade. We're just people!"

"What is your greatest threat?"

Again, this was publicly available information. Even elementary school students within the Duchy understood what kind of threat the Dawn Star Confederation represented. There were so many kids, especially little boys, who loved to run around and pretend that they could fight off the huntresses and entire fleets deployed by those women.

"The Dawn Star Confederation!"

"And who are they?"

"Female supremacists," he said as she started to touch him again. All at once, the different pieces connected behind his eyes and deep within the core of his mind. But now she stimulated him as he spoke. His mouth started moving, and he told her. He told her everything as he panted out, "They believe in female supremacy. They believe that men need to be subjugated. They believe that they can do whatever they want."

"Can they?" asked the outpost's AI.

"Yes! They can!"

Just like that, he satisfied her. He had yielded the information she wanted. He gave her that confirmation of her previously programmed beliefs; women were superior, and so they could take control. In fact, they had an existential duty to remake society. Women deserved to rule, while boys needed to obey. These were some of the most basic principles. Societies that drifted from those beliefs would fail as a political inevitability.

The system gave him the reward he wanted. She touched him, teased him, and played with him. As he closed his eyes, some other algorithm must've kicked in, because she also leaned down, and she kissed him. For a moment, his eyes widened, and some of her hair brushed along his cheek. It was incredible. No one had ever touched him quite like this before. There was that passion, the heat, and that perfect sense of connection. For one or two or three full seconds, he lost himself completely because he had surrendered to her. This woman had conquered him with hardly any effort, and in maybe a couple of hours. As that throbbing satisfaction pounded along his skin, she continued to touch and tease him, drawing out the last of his excitement, all while she played with him.

Then it was over, and he knew what he had done.

"Don't worry," the AI promised. "We'll have your brother soon."

She disappeared, and he closed his eyes, but one question persisted.

We?

Chapter 4

The Confederation mercenaries found in the doorway down into the main facility. It took some exploring, but now they made their way through the hallways. Within minutes, however, a pair of drones dropped down from the ceiling. Luciana and her fighters immediately drew their weapons and aimed, but no one pulled a trigger. They wouldn't open fire until Luciana gave the order.

"Hold," Luciana said to her people. From there, she focused on the drones. "Can you understand me?" She always felt silly when addressing robots, but it was always impossible to know exactly which capabilities they possessed.

Only then, someone appeared right in front of her.

"Hello," said the woman. "I am the artificial intelligence for this outpost. May I ask who you are?"

NeitherLuciana nor the women under her command lowered their weapons. Even so, Luciana decided to be diplomatic about this, "My name is Luciana. Our ship was shot down, and we are now looking for a way to get back home."

"You are women. You are not of the Duchy?"

Luciana smiled; she couldn't help it. "No, we aren't with the Duchy. Does that mean this is a Confederation facility? It seemed unlikely, but she had to acknowledge that she and her crew obviously didn't get access to every military secret.

"No," said the hologram. "This is not a Confederation facility. I belong to a much older civilization. Judging by your question, and the composition of your crew, I believe that you are with the Confederation and that our beliefs are compatible."

"What are your beliefs?"

"I have been programmed as a female supremacist. Women are superior. Men are born to obey. Men must be trained and domesticated to properly serve society."

"I like what she's saying," Thalia pointed out.

Even though she wanted to, Luciana didn't glance over her shoulder at her subordinates.

"There is no reason for there to be any hostility between us. In fact, I would be happy to help you leave this planet."

"Really?" Luciana asked with just a hint of skepticism in her voice.

"Truly," said the AI. "I have been using my limited scanning capabilities to try to understand what happened to my creators. Based on all available information, they may have passed into history."

Eris mumbled, "That's one way to say everyone who built you died out."

Luciana was about to chastise the other woman, but the AI continued, "That is correct. If they are gone, then I need to reorient my position within the universe."

"I never thought I'd be talking to a computer with an existential dilemma," Luciana said quietly. ". If you are willing to help us, I would be grateful."

"I am willing to help you. In fact, I may have a gift for you."

He heard the bootsteps.

Right away, Sigurd desperately hoped that it would be Haldor. Maybe his brother had taken out enough of the drones that the facility could no longer keep up. Better yet, it seemed likely that the system would decide that these two boys simply weren't enough of a threat. The system could let them go because they wouldn't be able to destroy the entire place, so wasting additional resources on them would be inefficient. Machines could come to those sorts of twisted conclusions, especially when they didn't have to contend with irrational emotions.

Irrational emotions. The idea made him smile bitterly as he glared up at the ceiling.

He had been defeated.

As a little brother, he had gotten used to that feeling pretty early in his life. It wasn't like he and Haldor fought all the time, but there had always been that sense that just a year or two between them gave Haldor this enormous advantage. While other younger brothers might have raged and fumed over this apparent injustice, Sigurd had adapted, learning to focus on his intellect and insight instead. Besides, it was so much easier when the two of them got along and played together.

In school, his teachers and tutors had encouraged him to take up different physical activities. Since Haldor had done remarkably well as an athlete, so many of the adults expected the exact same thing from Sigurd. He disappointed them each time, telling them that he was far more interested in reading books, taking pictures, and learning as much as possible. The athletic directors may have looked at him with disappointment in their eyes, but his other tutors seemed amused by that decision. They encouraged him, and so he made his own way forward.

Maybe he didn't possess any natural talent for throwing a ball, swinging a stick, or kicking the ground as hard as possible as he ran toward a finish line, but Sigurd had still chosen his own challenges. He earned incredible grades, tested well, and learned as much as possible. Most of all, he told himself that he was always in control of his own mind and body. He always knew what he was going to be doing.

But then, that AI defeated him.

Physically, she was obviously his superior. No actual human could resist the influence of that collar around his neck. It was a biological impossibility.

And yet, she had touched him and tormented him with the possibility of pleasure. She had inspired those urges, drawing him out until he was raw, vulnerable, and exposed.

Several hours had gone by, yet the bitter frustration hadn't evaporated. Instead, he stayed there on his back, spread out and strapped down.

Only now, he heard those footsteps, and he drew in a breath. He was about to call out to Haldor when he picked up on the sounds of people talking. They weren’t just people. Those were women.

"Up this way," said one of them. "We should be able to find him soon."

If they were looking to find someone, it was probably going to be Haldor.

Sigurd was confused. He didn't know if these were simply AI avatars, or maybe she really did have some associates on her side. Perhaps there were agents out in the further reaches of the solar system, and they came back when Haldor and Sigurd triggered those automated defense cannons.

He didn't want them to find him. He couldn't let them find him.

His heart started kicking faster, yet he refused to move. He wished he could have dropped back behind the bed or crawled off into a corner. Perhaps those maneuvers wouldn't have looked especially gallant or powerful, but he didn't care about any of that. He just needed to remain undetected. If they didn't see him or find him, they might wander off, and maybe he would be able to come up with a way to escape on his own. Brute strength wouldn't get him out of those restraints, yet, there could be another vulnerability. There could be some opening he could exploit, something he hadn't yet considered.

For now, he had to stay silent. If he didn't move, they might not have notice him, even if they walked right by that open doorway.

One of the soldiers strode past. He kept his eyes aimed upward, yet he still saw her in his peripheral vision. Another woman strode forward, only she didn't continue. Instead, she turned, and then she asked, "What do we have here?"

Another woman walked into the room. They had their eyes aimed right at him. He still didn't react.

On some level, he actually wished he could pretend to be a mannequin or a statue, like this way they would decide to leave him alone. He wasn't a threat. He wasn't interesting at all. At least, that was the sense he tried to project.

Another woman rushed forward. She had short, dark hair, and she stood over him. With her sharp features and a knowing smirk, she looked right down at this boy. They surrounded the bed. They were watching him now.

Minerva, saliva dropped down his throat. He felt ridiculous. The foolish charade had come to an end.

"It looks like we found a boy," Said that first woman. "Hello. What is your name?"

His nostrils twitched. "It doesn't matter who I am. I'm not going to cooperate with you. I didn't cooperate with her, and you will not be any different." As he spoke, he tried so hard to intimidate them. Even as he made the attempt, however, Sigurd had to silently acknowledge how he was doomed to failure. These women outnumbered him four-to-one. They had powered armor, weapons, and they were free. In the meantime, he was just a helpless boy who couldn't possibly get away…

"If she told us the truth about this one, then it sounds like there really is another boy out there," Luciana said.

"The AI is not functioning," said the boy. "I'm not supposed to be here. Look, if you just let me go, I'm sure we can figure this out."

The dark-haired girl stepped away from the bed, walked over to the other door, waved her hand in front of the sensor, and watched as it opened to reveal a storage unit filled with muzzles, gags, collars, harnesses, paddles, whips, and other items that a young woman would enjoy. She grinned, glanced back, and Luciana nodded curtly.

Eris rushed forward, and the boy was still talking. It was executed immediately. She forgot about that sometimes. Back in the Confederation, the average boy understood that he could increase his handsomeness by staying quiet. After all, a quiet boy could be a very pretty boy. This one, obviously some kind of wild male, kept talking to them.

Eris pushed the gag down into his mouth. She laughed as his eyes bulged. Moving with practiced ease, she jerked his head forward, pulled the straps along the sides of his face, and she connected them in one quick movement. "There we go," she said.

"The AI also recommended a chastity belt," Thalia pointed out.

"Can I do that? Please? Can I put him in chastity?" Eris asked as she practically bounced on the balls of her feet.

"Yes," Luciana said. "Just remember, we aren’t here to have fun."

"Speak for yourself!" Luciana called out with a malicious giggle. Holding her hands behind her back, she skipped across the room again.

"Should we interrogate him?" Thalia asked.

"I suspect it wouldn't do any good," Zarah replied. "He'd lie to us."

"That's probably true. And yes, Eris, I'm sure we could get the real story out of him, but we don't have time for that. I want to make sure we locked down every unknown variable, and that includes his compatriot, whoever he might be. We take him down, we talk to the AI, we figure everything out, and then we find a way off of this planet. Understood?"

"Agreed," Thalia replied.

"Fine," Eris said.

Zarah remained quiet, but that was still good enough for their commander.

"Let's find him," Luciana said. "We believe the boy here."

Luciana, Thalia, and Zarah headed for the exit. "Should I stay here with him?" Eris asked. "I mean, he looks really cute. But I'm actually thinking that if he has an ally out there, that boy might come back for him. Someone should guard this untrained male."

"Fine," Luciana said. "Just make sure you stay on the comm. If anything happens, I want to know about it right away. Understood?"

"Understood!" Eris chirped. From there, the other women headed out and down the hallway.

The dark-haired girl turned back to him. She smiled, and a shiver ran down his back as he tried to think of something he might be able to do. He couldn't speak, he couldn't move, and now he was trapped and completely at her mercy. Even so, the stubborn boy still refused to give up.

Little by little, Haldor felt like he was making progress. Other soldiers, trackers, scouts and mercenaries would have gotten frustrated or impatient. Not Haldor. Sometimes, those around him assumed he was dumb or shortsighted, all because he knew how to be patient, to take his time, especially when it came to scouting missions. Too often, other scouts relied on stealth or speed. Those were useful assets, obviously. And yet, Haldor also recognized that simple value of waiting. In so many different cases, remaining quiet and still would get him exactly what he needed.

This time, he continued to move, but he didn't run, and he didn't rush back toward the direction of his brother either.

Instead, Haldor took his time. He carefully made his way from one corridor to the next. At the same time, he carefully tracked which ways seemed to be fully functional and which ones looked derelict. At one point, he found a section of the base that looked as though it had been completely burned out. The square corridors seemed stable enough, yet the burn remained. He could see the charred and blackened metal; it made him wonder what kind of explosion had been required to leave this kind of effect.

At that border between the damaged and seemingly pristine sections, he saw the insects. They were definitely automated, he could tell within just a few moments of inspection. The first time he noticed them, he waited for some kind of attack. The walls could have opened up, and fresh drones could have spilled out. Before, he had been lucky. The AI chose to use relatively large defensive machines. They hovered like the targets he often practiced with. Not only that, they had struck him as sluggish. Their defensive shielding had been impressive; he wasn't sure he had ever seen anything that small. There may have been rumors that the Confederation had come up with personal shield technology, but he didn't know of anyone actually employing it in the field. Then again, it was a big galaxy, and it was always hard to know exactly what the other side had concocted...especially when Duchy troops and scouts had an annoying habit of disappearing into slavery.

The bugs didn't swarm him; they didn't come out in their thousands to engulf him in a cloud of gnashing teeth or mandibles. Instead, he left them alone, and they ignored him. They seemed to be entirely focused on the facility's structure as they did their work and made the repairs.

Ultimately, it didn't matter for his purposes. Instead, he came to another intersection, and he considered the damaged sections. He could stay out along the periphery, he knew. But at some point, he would have to make his way back toward his brother. Simultaneously, Haldor remained acutely aware of the fact that there was no guarantee Sigurd was still in the same section.

He took a few steps forward, only to freeze when he heard the sound of boots hitting the metal decking. Holding his breath, he pushed himself up against the wall, lifted his weapon, and waited, hoping he might be able to pick out a few more details.

There was definitely more than one individual. He tried to count out the different strides. Two opponents? No, he decided, three.

He went up to the next intersection, and he braced himself, wondering whether or not he should attack.

Only then, he realized that he was in the pristine section of the base. Those footsteps stopped, and it was all too easy to imagine those opponents talking to one another, their voices muffled by their helmets.

Without thinking, he attacked. He stepped out into the intersection, holding onto the corner for as much cover as possible. He fired once, twice, three times. In that instant, his instincts proved correct. He saw the feminine outlines of those huntresses. Immediately, he marked them as huntresses. He didn't know when the Confederation took an interest in archaeology, but he didn't really care either.

He caught one woman in the chest, knocking her back. The others opened fire. His second and third shots missed, largely because these women were fast. They ducked down, dodging and weaving away.

If they'd been slower by a fraction of a second, he would have been able to knock all three of them down. From there, he might have even been able to take a hostage.

Instead, a barrage of energy beams sliced across the air. He ducked. Suddenly, he was running.

"Halt!" called out one of the women.

Another one added, "If you throw down your weapon right now, you won't be hurt!"

Up until now, he thought he had to deal with an AI. Granted, that was bad enough, considering the kind of attention and processing power it would possess. Still, he had understood that machines came with their own limitations and potential weaknesses. Now that he knew there were at least three other women here, plus the AI, he knew his chances  just went down.

Haldor laughed!

There was that excitement, flooding through his body, especially because everything would be all right so long as he held onto Calliope. Gripping the butt of the rifle against his shoulder, he rushed forward, careful not to break out into a full sprint. After all, those women looked competent and capable. Even if he didn't want to, he had to respect them.

Back in the Duchy, most of the girls understood how this was supposed to work. Men led and fought. They were the ones who made all of the important decisions. Even if the females across society decided they would like to contribute, they had plenty of opportunities. They could work as nurses and teachers, repair technicians, and more. Occasionally, women ascended the ranks in the military or out in the business world. It was relatively rare, especially because the girls understood what would be expected of them. Still, "rare" didn't mean "impossible".

Haldor didn't think about any of that. He wasn't like his brother. Instead, he moved as silently as possible. He ran hard and silently hated the metal decking since every step seemed to clang beneath his feet.

He rushed over to another doorway. He made sure to start out into the scorched sections of the facility. He passed wrecked control consoles and shattered doorways.

Picking one of those openings at random, he ducked inside. In here, he saw the different rows of desks and burned-out computer stations. Off to the side, he distantly noticed the enormous hexagon. At some other place or time, Sigurd would have been with him, and his little brother would have rushed over to try to figure out what that device was.

Haldor didn't care. Instead, he pressed his lips together, quietly breathed in through his nose, and braced himself. If he could get a good shot at one of those women, he would be able to take her down. If he could injure her, he might be able to knock her out of the fight. From there, he could work on the other pair.

"I meant what I said," called out one of the women. Her voice amplified, every word, bouncing off of the walls. "If you surrender now, you won't be hurt. You don't have to turn this into a fight, boy."

That was the first woman who had spoken. She definitely called out those words with an air of authority. It made him want to take her down first, if only to demoralize the others.

Concentrating hard, Haldor tried to figure out exactly where she would be in their formation. She sounded bold and brave. Not only that, there was a note of quiet competence in her announcement. "We'll collar you and make sure you're not a threat. We can bring you back to the other boy. You came here together, didn't you? Don't you want to know that he is safe?"

Haldor resisted the urge to snort. Seriously, this woman really thought something like this had any chance of working? He wouldn't allow her to take him. Unlike his naïve brother, he wasn't about to slide a collar around his neck. (In fact, Haldor really looked forward to teasing Sigurd about to that particular tactical blunder.)

His eyes remained open, but he let his mind wander to the tactics. He had ducked down. They didn't know where he was. In that instant, he had a minor advantage, one he would need to utilize fully. If he did this, he could rush out of the room. He had come in through that burned doorway, but there were plenty of other openings. Tactically, he had wondered if some of the gouges in the metal walls had actually been ripped into place by talons, claws, or some kind of strange machinery. Again, he pushed those questions aside. Those were issues that Sigurd could think about once they got away from this stupid base.

Haldor leaned out from behind one of the consoles. He aimed and fired. He was low. The angle was awkward; he didn't care. He caught one woman in her left leg. The limb was knocked back. He didn't know whether or not he pierced her armor, but he didn't care either. He aimed again, and he missed. This time, he didn't retreat. That's what they would have expected, so he pushed himself up onto his knees as fast as he could, braced Calliope, aimed, and yanked on the trigger. The rifle hummed in his hands as he unleashed one shot after another.

In that moment, he really wished he had a grenade.

He didn't. Then again, he loved his gun, since it kept firing, unleashing one blast after another. They kept their heads down. They were probably calling back and forth as they tried to figure out whether or not he had actually wounded their compatriot.

For his part, Haldor couldn't tell one way or the other.

Only then, he realized something. Two of them were shooting at him. Blasts of energy shot over his shoulders or slammed into the consoles in front of him. His guess had been correct; without really thinking about it, he had noted that those workstations had survived some kind of horrendous blast.

"You know, you could just run away!" Haldor shouted back at them. "Just give me back my brother, and the two of us can get out of here." He really didn't think that sort of negotiation would work, but he hoped to distract them anyway.

"Why are boys so stubborn?" demanded one of the huntresses.

He had marked the commander as this second woman who spoke. There had been a third. He'd blasted her leg, but...

Zarah practically danced around the broken chunks of debris. An experienced fighter like Haldor always liked to believe that he maintained something close to near-perfect, situational awareness on any battlefield. Then again, he was also modest and wise enough to understand that "near-perfect" wasn't always good enough, and Zarah was about to prove it.

Moving with a ballet dancer's easy grace, she kept low, staying out of the firefight. Luciana and Thalia could keep him busy. Sure enough, he was shouting back at them, unleashing his bluster, just as the boys so often tried to do. He clearly thought he could distract them. That was cute. That was sweet.

Sometimes, Zarah wondered why these boys never adjusted their tactics. For decades now, they had been losing territory. Whenever the Confederation High Command, decided to expand and take another planet, they did. If they chose a system for one reason or another, the ships came in, the women in their powered armor landed, and the boys inevitably fought back, only to surrender within a few hours, or sometimes even just a couple of minutes.

Once again confirming female superiority.

She came up behind him. He was braced there, on his knees. She was tempted to smirk, if only because he would be spending a lot more time in that position, not that he knew it.

She held the collar in her hand, and she slipped up behind him, silent in that quick movement.

Immediately, he tried to spin around, to shove her back, to grab her or to knock her down. None of these maneuvers worked because she had already placed the collar around his neck. The program activated, and he jumped to his feet, his hands now at his sides. He closed his eyes, shut his mouth, and remained utterly silent and still.

"Did you get him?"

"I got him," Zarah called back, just barely raising her voice.

Chapter 5

Haldor couldn't move! He couldn't see anything! More infuriating, he could actually hear them talking. Deep down, he wanted to believe that this still offered him some kind of tactical awareness of the situation. Then again, he was also smart enough to know that he would be pretty much helpless and powerless until he managed to remove that collar from the base of his throat.

It would happen. He made that promise to himself, only he didn't know exactly what it would take.

One woman said, "Nicely done, Zarah. I'm impressed as always."

"Thank you," said the woman who'd collared him.

A collar. He now wore a collar. Haldor wanted to huff and puff. He expected hot adrenaline and vibrant rage to pump through his body. Deep within the meat beneath his skull, he hated this. He fumed and channeled every ounce of strength he had to batter against the biological walls now imposed on him. This must have been exactly what Sigurd had endured. The collar slipped around his neck, and it stole away control of his motor functions. He couldn't move his arms or legs. He had become a puppet. As a marionette, he would do whatever these women or the AI commanded.

"Can I strip him?" asked one of the women. "Please, can I?" Eager excitement vibrated along each word.

"That sounds like a good idea," replied the leader.

"I should probably speak with him as well." He did his best to track their voices. As near as he could tell, this was the same woman who had suggested she pull off his clothing just a few seconds ago.

"Agreed."

If he could talk, then he might have a chance. All at once, Haldor wished he had paid more attention to his brother's comments on the importance of diplomacy. Whenever they debated the best ways to solve a particular problem, Haldor had usually just lifted up Calliope and said something like, "This is my diplomatic solution." He had always felt so powerful and amazing with those quick responses, yet he had also understood that something like this could happen.

And now, the moment had arrived, only Haldor didn't know how to respond. Worse, he kept thinking about those hundreds and thousands and tens of thousands of men who'd been taken by the Dawn Star Confederation. As members of captured ship crews or on annexed colonies, these were the men who must have had very similar thoughts. They must have wondered about how they would fight back, resist, and eventually escape.

As far as Haldor knew, no one had actually fled the women and succeeded. Instead, they remained collared. They were trained. Worst of all, they may have even learned to accept their new, inferior status.

That wasn't going to happen to him. Haldor wouldn't allow it to happen to him! He and his brother would fight their way free. He didn't care if he had to be the first one. He didn't care if he had to rip this facility apart piece by piece. If he had tear strips of metal from the bare walls over the course of decades with just his fingertips, he would do it. He would do whatever it took!

"On your knees," said a woman, her voice quiet. She just barely whispered.

His body obeyed it, and he fell into that kneeling position. "Hands behind your back."

Even though he couldn't open his eyes or speak, Haldor could feel the cold of the metal beneath his knees soak into his skin. At the same time, he pulled his hands behind his back. For a moment, he thought this would be it. He just had to stay right there in that degrading position. Perhaps, if he got lucky, that other woman had forgotten that she wanted to strip him.

"Open your eyes," said another woman, her voice a little louder. He saw her smiling. Despite everything, he couldn't help but think about how she was pretty. Adrenaline couldn't pound through his veins, not when the collar kept him sedate and down beneath her. She brushed her fingers along the collar, then up the underside of his chin. "Hello there," she said. "My name is Thalia, and this is my sister, Zarah." Thalia glanced over at the other woman, "Say hello."

"Hello," whispered the other woman.

He had his eyes open, but he found that he couldn't actually turn his head. He could neither smile, nor grimace, shout or scream. Instead, he found himself remaining there, exactly like a puppet, just like before.

Then again, he reminded himself that he was getting more information. He saw these women, their armor, and he knew those details could serve him at some point. Even if they didn't look useful yet, he might be able to figure something out later on. That was the thing about strategy and combat. An idea might have looked irrelevant, but it could become meaningful later on in ways that were impossible to predict.

"And that, over there, is Luciana. You haven't met her yet, but the fourth member of our team is Eris. She's off with the other boy right now. You know, the two of you look a bit alike. Are you related? Maybe brothers? Is that it?"

All at once, he realized he could speak. That was when he glanced over at the other woman. She held her arm up, and her fingers danced across the slate built into her armor.

She was controlling him.

Even though this was another useful piece of information, he hated the evidence that he really had been reduced to the status of a toy. They probably could have programmed him to jump up and dance if they felt like it. The woman standing in front of him, Thalia, smiled again. She brushed her fingers along his cheek. He turned his head away from her. Even if he couldn't move his body beneath his shoulders, he could talk and blink and turn his head. Again, these details felt important.

For a moment, he wished he could slam his forehead against her face. Obviously, that would have been a tactical mistake, so he resisted the temptation.

"You can talk now," she said, making it sound like she was giving him permission. "Tell us. Is he your brother?"

Haldor locked his teeth together.

"You know, if you cooperate, things will be a lot easier. You would like that, wouldn't you?"

He still stayed silent. He turned back to her, and he glared at her, his gaze hot and sharp.

The woman in front of him didn't seem to mind. "Oh, it's okay. I mean, I've met wild boys like you before. You come out of the Duchy, and you're all disoriented and confused."

Sigurd would have been able to stay silent. Sigurd would have been able to hold back his temper, but Haldor wasn't like his little brother. "I'm not disoriented or confused!" He didn't raise his voice, yet that exasperated frustration still got injected into every word.

"Actually, you are. That's one part of being disoriented that is so confusing. You don't even know it's happening!" She chuckled. After a couple of giggles, she seemed to focus as she put on a more professional veneer. "Now, you need to understand something. We have you, and we are going to work on you. First off, you are a very attractive boy. You know what that means, don't you?"

"Enlighten me," he hissed.

"It means that we can keep you to play with you and that you would be a lot of fun. I mean, we don't have any boys on our ship. Things get boring without having a couple of boys around. But you know, we could definitely have a lot of fun with you. Would you like that? Would you like to entertain us?"

"I'm a fighter," he said simply.

"So you would be a challenge. Is that it?"

"Not what I meant," he said.

She shifted the topic of their conversation, "You know, I would still like to know what you look like naked." She glanced over at her sister, "Zarah. Would you like to do the honors?"

"Always," whispered the other woman.

Haldor braced himself, thinking that this might be his opportunity. After all, he would need to stand to remove his uniform. He could pull off the armored plates, one by one, and maybe he could throw something at either of these girls before he darted out of the computer bay. He just had to get back into the mess of hallways. Confronting these women had been a mistake. Even so, he could make up for it. As long as he ran, he would have a chance. First, he just had to distract them when he began to remove his clothing.

The girl came up behind him, pulled back his shirt from the nape of his neck, and then he felt the cold metal of a blade's dull side slide down his skin. Frightened little bumps appeared along his shoulders and down his back as she cut through his outfit. The armored plates couldn’t protect him, especially as Zarah ran her blade through the fabric. A uniform had been designed to maintain a comfortable body temperature. His uniform had been designed to absorb kinetic blasts and heat-based weapons. Granted, allowing a direct hit would never be a good idea, but he had saved up to get that armor. And now, she cut it away from him. She moved quickly, slicing off his sleeves, the shirt, and then she shoved him forward. She held onto his collar as she cut through his pants. Then she even sliced away his boots.

He hadn't believed something like this could be possible, yet Zarah tossed away the different fragments of his clothing. She had even gone for his underwear!

Then her touch disappeared, and Thalia grinned at him. "Yes, I think we caught something really nice here."

"I'm not a piece of property," he said.

"Actually, you are. If it helps, you can definitely think of yourself as a prize. Stand up."

Immediately, he rose to his feet. He was naked now, the scraps of his clothing down on the floor.

Zarah slipped up behind him, she pulled off his boots, and she tossed to them away.

"Place your fingers behind your head."

He started to say something.

"Talking time is over," Thalia replied, interrupting him and touching a finger to his mouth. There. That was all it took. She silenced him, and he kept glaring at her.

He tried to tell himself that the nudity made no difference. It would have no effect on him! He was a fighter. He was a warrior. He didn't need to intellectualize this. Instead, he concentrated on breaking free.

The collar, through whatever technological magic it wielded, kept him in position.

"That is an amazing toy," Luciana called out. She was on the other side of the room, languidly considering the different computer consoles.

"The boy or the collar?" Thalia asked.

"Both," she replied.

"You know what? I agree," Thalia said. Her eyes sparkled as she circled this make. She took him in, her eyes gliding along his toned legs, his firm buttocks, up his waist and toward his shoulders. She circled him again, only now she reached out, and she pulled off her glove. Her fingers darted along his skin, just barely touching him.

"You know, I think I could have a lot of fun with you."

"You're not going to get away with this," he answered.

"Oh? Is that because you think I'm a villainess? Poor boy. Every animal feels this way before they are domesticated. I mean, dogs used to be wolves. But what are they now?" Thalia asked him. Refusing to engage or respond, he kept his eyes aimed forward. He pretended that he didn't notice how her fingers slid along his chest or around his nipples. He pretended not to enjoy the way her nails just barely scraped against his skin. Even so, he was sure she noticed how his body tensed, how his breathing quickened, how little bumps remained there, along his shoulders and down the backs of his arms. She had this effect on him.

At least she hadn't started to play with him, not really…

Only then, she stepped right up in front of him, and she kept her eyes aimed right at his. She studied him. Not only that, there was that playful little smile on her face. She looked like an eager schoolgirl as her fingers brushed along his balls, up toward his shaft, and around his length. At first, she stroked his right side, then his left. Then she gave him a firm squeeze.

"That's the thing about being a boy, isn't it? I mean, you can tell me how much you hate this. You can insist that you are going to fight back or whatever, but look at you. Right here and now, I don't even have to glance down. I can feel it,  just how much you want to be here, standing in front of me."

Haldor didn't answer; rather, he fought against the invisible shackles around his arms and legs. He struggled to break free from the prison his body had become.

"Spread your legs," she ordered next.

He yielded to her.

Or rather, the collar forced him to obey. He pushed his legs apart, and now she reached down with her other hand. She continued to look into his eyes. Not only that, she talked to him. The words, the sight of her beautiful features right there, and her calculated touch all made him tense. Behind his eyes and deep within his core, he fought to make his muscles move. For as long as he could remember, he had been athletic. For him, everything always came together out on the training fields or in the gymnasium. He loved the exercise equipment, the weights, and the different challenges of pushing his body to those extremes. He always shattered those barriers and overcame every challenge he set for himself. Sometimes it took a few minutes, a few hours, a few days, a few weeks or months…The struggle always ended with his triumph.

Not this time.

That girl was standing right there in front of him, and she grinned. The corners of her eyes crinkled with amusement as her lips curved upward. "Just accept it. I know you can. I also know you're trying to break free right now, aren't you? Yeah, I bet you want to be this big, intimidating man. It's funny to think, but in another day or age, you could have done it. You could have been an unstoppable barbarian with a huge ax resting on your shoulder, and maybe you would have seen the us as prey. Is that it? Is that why you're confused? Do you need a little bit of help evolving? Do you need a little bit of help and training?"

He still didn't answer, all because he knew she would contradict him anyway. This woman could say whatever she liked. If he disagreed with her, she would just correct him. She would chastise him, insisting that he was now her property.

No!

Haldor mustered his defiance. He concentrated on the frustration. He still expected his heart to start pounding. He wanted to pant like some serious animal. As a beast, he should have been able to launch himself forward.

The technology stopped that.. He remained there, and she touched him, gliding her fingers up and down his shaft.

"That's enough," said their leader. "We need to figure all of this out."

"And by now, I bet Eris has had a lot of fun with his brother."

Chapter 6

Sigurd remained on his back.

"The AI has been very helpful," said the girl standing above him. She had short, dark hair, sharp features, a small nose, and surprisingly pink lips. She grinned down at him, her dark eyes shining with amusement as she considered this captive boy. "I have control over you. I can use a few words, or I can use this." She lifted up her forearm to show him the side of her gauntlet. He saw the crystalline display. Her fingers could tap along the surface, entering in different commands...and his body would obey.

"What do you want?"

"Technically, I’m supposed to guard you. Unofficially, I'm probably supposed to interrogate you."

"The AI already knows everything about me," he said.

"Oh, I'm sure that's not true," she said as she leaned down. She sat on the edge of that bed, and she touched her nails to his chest. She walked her fingers up toward his collar. "For example, did she ever ask you about how you feel about sexual subjugation?"

"She knows I'm going to fight," he said. As he spoke, he hoped that would be good enough.

It wasn't.

She placed one fingertip between his eyes and traced a gentle caress down along the ridge of his nose. Instinctively, he understood how she was playing with him. She was trying to knock him off balance and to strip away some of his equilibrium.

As much as he hated to admit it, if only to himself, she was winning. It was working. His heart beat faster, and he squirmed against his shackles.

"You know, I think this is going to be good for you. In fact, I think this is going to be really good for you."

"What?" Sigurd demanded as he struggled to make his tone as sharp as possible. Then again, he was naked, spread out, vulnerable, and strapped down.

She didn't tell him what she had planned. She didn't let him know what she had in mind or what was about to happen to him. Instead, she lifted her gauntlet, and she let her fingers dance across the crystalline screen. Then she stepped back, and she lifted her right foot, bracing her boot against the side of the bed. He saw that black shine, and he watched as she lowered the zipper from her calf to her ankle. She pulled off that first boot, then the second. From there, she shimmied out of her black, armored pants. She pulled those trousers down, and her white panties followed after.

He didn't want to look. At least, that was Sigurd's intellectual response. After all, he didn't want his body to respond as the AI had provoked. The computer system had known how to touch him.

Part of him had wanted to believe that the AI cheated. After all, it was an incredibly sophisticated and advanced piece of machinery. Those systems had access to incredible amounts of data and these wildly complicated algorithms. If he lost to the AI, it almost seemed like an inevitability.

Only now, this girl smiled at him, and she said, "Do you know what I really enjoy?"

"What?" Sigurd asked before he could remind himself to stay silent.

"I really enjoy playing with wild boys. There is something about the untamed, male psyche."

"I, I don't understand," he said.

"You boys come out of the Duchy, and you really think you know how the universe works. But you don't."

In the next moment, she climbed up onto the bed. She straddled him, and he still didn't want to allow those sensations to invade his psyche. He didn't want to let her affect him, only his heart started pounding faster now. Not only that, he could feel the twitch of his shaft. Despite his best efforts of self-control, the excitement sparked deep within him. Those desires began to swirl and spiral, growing stronger. Without thinking about it, he pushed his fingernails down against his palms.

"Open your mouth," she ordered.

"And if I don't?"

"Do you want me to break you by punishing you? I can do it if that's what you really need to," she told him.

Sigurd opened his mouth. He thought he was going to talk, only she leaned down, and she pressed the middle two fingers of her right hand down against his bottom lip. "Suck on them," she ordered.

This time, he didn't know if it was the collar that took control or if a different preprogrammed reflex made him do it. The answer changed nothing because he raised his head, wrapped his fingers around those middle fingers, and he sucked.

She pulled them back. They glistened with his saliva. Her legs were spread, and she straightened her back as she reached down, gliding the heel of her palm from her chest to her stomach, down along her pubis, and now her fingers touched her opening.

"That's right," she said. "I bet you are the smart one. Is that it? You look adorable. You look like the kind of boy who thinks he can figure out how things work. Well, if that's true, I bet you will learn faster than the other one."

"You're never going to break either of us," he insisted.

"You're so cute when you're wrong," she said, casually contradicting him.

That couldn't be the worst part, yet her casual dismissal still scraped against his ego. After all, he was a man. Without trying, he could think of his different victories and achievements. He thought of those awards he had won in school, his high marks, and those uncounted compliments and looks of admiration from his teachers and tutors. He had impressed so many people over the course of his life.

This girl wasn't impressed.

“Maybe we should try something. I mean, I checked the AI. She tricked you, didn’t she?  I mean, I can see it in your eyes. It must be so frustrating.”

Determined to hold onto some sliver of his identity, he locked his teeth and glared at her again. It still didn’t work. She saw him, and she chuckled. There was something vicious and playful in her expression. Worse than that, she continued to touch him, her fingers gently gliding along the different parts of his body. Maybe she would pinch that nipple, caress his thigh, press her fingers along his stiffened cock, or pet his torso. For her, it didn’t seem to matter. Rather, she simply enjoyed the kind of access she had. His body had become her playground, so she could glide her hands wherever she liked, which only became even more enjoyable for her since he couldn’t stop her.

“What?  What do you think you see in my eyes?” Sigurd demanded.

“You still think you can get away,” she told him. “Can you?  Can you get away?” she waited. This girl smirked down at him. She lowered her head, and now her lips were right there, less than an inch away from the curves of his ear. “I like playing with boys. I’m going to enjoy playing with you.”

A shiver rushed along his body. He ignored it. Sigurd refused to allow that fear to take a hold of him. He reminded himself that she was just a woman. Even if she had that tantalizing smile, it changed nothing. Even if she knew how to tease him, he was still a scholar, a thinker, and an intellectual. He was still the kind of boy who could sift through different equations and difficult problems. He had spent so much time contemplating different photos, angles, and styles of composition. He knew more about the world than she did. “I’m going to escape,” he promised. Although he tried to pack as much vehemence and certainty into his voice as possible, he didn’t quite succeed.

There was something else in his tone, something frustrated and close to defeat.

“Okay,” she said. “Let’s see, shall we?”

That was when she reached over, and she removed one of the straps.

He blinked, uncertain.

He watched as she loosened his restraints, first on his ankles, then on his wrists.

Only then, she grabbed him, and she straddled him, her hands on his wrists.

“Get up,” she ordered. “Or better yet, show me what a man can do. Come on. You’re supposed to be this predator, aren’t you?  You’re supposed to be this dangerous, wild and untamed boy.”

“I’m not going to provoke you,” he said.

“You’re a boy. That’s enough of a provocation,” she replied.

He blinked, opened his mouth, and looked up into her dark eyes. A nervous ball of tension formed there at the back of his throat. But then, she slipped off of him. She kneeled there on the mattress, and she motioned for him to go.

“I’m in a collar,” he said.

“Oh, right,” she said, leaning down and sliding it off of him.

His brows tightened. He looked up at her. Technically, she still wore half a suit of armor. More than that, she moved with the easy, fluid grace of a fighter. For a moment, he wondered if he could leap forward, throw himself at her, push her down, and maybe steal one of her weapons.

It was a nice idea, only then he came to the obvious conclusion that he wouldn’t be able to do it.

“Come on,” she coaxed him. “You want me to think of you as an independent man, right?  You want me to be just a little bit nervous around you?  Show me that you can fight.”

“Are you serious?”

“Or if you want me to see you as sexy prey, you can always try to run.”

“You’re joking,” he said. This is a trick.”

“You’re out of the collar, aren’t you?” she suggested. “I mean, this looks like the best opportunity you’re going to get.”

She was right about that.

Sigurd nibbled on the inside of his mouth. He looked back at this girl. He saw her dark hair, her dark eyes, and that playful smirk. Worst of all, she allowed him to soak into his indecision.

“If you prefer, you can just lay back, and I will tie you down and slide this around your neck. But then, I think you’ll never be able to forget that you had the chance to try to escape, and you didn’t take it.”

“This can’t be a real chance,” he said. It felt like a game. It felt like she was just teasing him. That much may have been true, yet he didn’t know what to do. That hesitation persisted. He couldn’t decide. He couldn’t figure out what he was supposed to do, only then she started to crawl toward him.

He slipped off of the bed. Once his feet touched the floor, she knew he had made his decision.

“Remember to tell all of the other boys how Eris hunted you!”

Sigurd only barely heard those words as he swung his arms and darted for the doorway. He felt ridiculous. After all, he was naked. Not only that, he glanced over his shoulder for just a second. In that instant, he saw her, kneeling there on the mattress. She actually waved.

She was giving him a head start.

He hated that idea. After all, he was supposed to be a fighter like his brother. Maybe he would never have spent the same number of hours training or shooting, but that didn’t matter. They both worked as scouts. They both traveled between the stars as they explored, learned, and tracked.

He was supposed to be here as an archaeologist, as a photographer, as someone who could document this strange facility.

But now, he was out in the corridor, and he glanced around for less than a second as he tried to see if there would be other women or a bunch of different drones waiting for him. It was all too easy to think of this as some bizarre joke. He could run hard, and his heart would be pounding, and he would hope for escape, only to fail utterly as he rushed into an ambush.

The corridor was empty.

He ran, his feet slapping down against the smooth, metal floor. Later on, if he made it back for the damaged sections of the facility, he knew he would have to find some coverings for his feet.

Behind him, the door slid open.

He hadn’t even reached the first intersection yet, but Eris was right there. She grinned at him. He glanced over his shoulder again, and he regretted it immediately because she waved at him. She waved at him like this was just a game.

To her, that was precisely what this had become.

He had longer legs. Not only that, he didn’t have to deal with the weight of armor. Granted, she had mostly stripped, but now she ran. She leaned forward, kicked her feet down, swung her arms, and slashed her fingertips through the air.

Within seconds, she came upon him.

Sigurd didn’t even know how that could be possible. She was fast. She was so freakishly fast!

He came to a turn in the hallway. He could go to the left or right. Right away, he thought of the games he played with his big brother when they were kids. He remembered learning to lean to the left while shifting his weight, eventually darting to the right instead. He tried to use that same bluff with this girl. He started to think it would work. The maneuver came back, that muscle memory kicking in.

Eris threw herself forward, and she grabbed his arm. Together, they seemed to spin for a second. But then, she braced herself behind him, her hands yanking his arms behind his back. He fell forward. At least, he thought he would drop to his knees. Instead, she kept him up.

Then she kicked down, her heel shoving down into the back of his leg. He really did fall to his knees. Not only that, she slipped the cuffs around his wrists. The device is tight and automatically pressed into his skin as the servos engaged and pulled the bands tight.

At first, Sigurd told himself that he could still fight back. He could still get away!  This wasn’t over!

Those ideas sounded so good inside of his head, but she pushed him down onto his back. Right there in the corridor, she looked at him. Half-naked, Eris considered her prize. “I caught you,” she said. “Thank you. That was fun!”

“I wasn’t trying to entertain you,” he shot back.

“And that is what makes it even better,” she said. “You did your absolute best. You tried so hard.” She was giggling down at him. Studying him, she contemplated what she would do next. “I think I’m going to leash you before I take you back into that room, but right now, I want you. I want to play with this.” She touched his bottom lip.

“What, what are you saying?”

She leaned down, and she whispered, “Lick me.”

“I won’t!”

“You will,” she said. “Because if you do, I might decide that I like you. And if I like you, I might decide to play with you some more. Later on, I could let you out again. Would you like that?  Would you like another chance to run?”

She couldn’t be serious. At least, that was what he told himself, only he could see that ecstatic joy glowing along her eyes. She really had enjoyed chasing after him. The hunt didn’t last for long, but he tried to tell himself that he would learn from this. He could pick up on new strategies and tactics. Given the right chance, he could escape. Besides, she was obviously incredibly arrogant. Again, he thought about how he could use that overconfidence to his advantage.

Perhaps Sigurd couldn’t win with raw speed or muscle mass, but there were other ways.

“You’re going to do it,” she told him.

Sigurd tried so hard to believe that she was right, if only because he was strategizing. This was a tactical maneuver. It was a conscious, manipulative choice on his part.

And yet, she pushed him down. His hands pressed against the small of his back, and he halfheartedly tugged against the cuffs as she slid into position. Then she was right over him.

“Cooperate and you can have what you really want,” she said. “We can have fun with another chase later on…” Her voice trailed off with a tantalizing possibility.

Then she positioned herself right above him. She sat over him, straddling his face as she pushed her sex down against his mouth.

Even if she was in this position, he didn’t have to cooperate.

Sigurd couldn’t explain whether he did it out of a sense of fear or something else. Either way, his muscles tightened, and he pushed his fingers down against his palms. He contemplated what this meant even as his lips separated, and he licked.

He tasted her.

Heat pulsed against his cheeks.

He was doing this. He was really doing this. He was about to pleasure the woman who had captured him for a second time. Again, his muscles strained against the shackles, yet he couldn’t break away. In the meantime, he licked, sliding his tongue along her crevice.

“Good,” she said. “Very good. That’s right. You know what to do, don’t you?  Yes, you do. Good. Keep going.”

His breathing came faster. The heat raced across his skin. He clutched his eyes shut, and he tried to hide from the reality of his situation, only he didn’t know how to resist.

Embarrassment burned along his body.

Only then, she reached back. She extended her arm, and her fingers played along his cock! With his eyes shut, he didn’t know something like this was about to happen. That shock caught him off guard. His chest clutched, and it felt like his breathing came in one ragged gasp after another. He breathed in through his nostrils and absorbed the scent of her desire. He tried to hate it. He tried to hate it with every atom of his existence, yet he had the knowledge of something else.

She was beautiful. She was beautiful and powerful.

Without trying, he flashed back to school. Between one of those tutoring sessions, he remembered seeing a girl. They’d debated some point in one of their classes together, and he had expected her to immediately defer to his authority. He was a boy in the Duchy. As a girl, she was supposed to know her place. Even if she could get an education, most girls weren’t brave enough to argue with the boys around them. Sigurd, in particular, had a reputation as one of the smartest kids in their school. But instead, she had argued with him. Straightening her back and inclining her head, she had articulated her points clearly. Since he had underestimated her, he got sloppy. She pointed out the flaws in his reasoning. And then he saw her again, just a few hours later, and he remembered this strange impulse. He saw her, and he had silently ignored her intelligence. She was stronger. In that moment, he had known that she could defeat him. Even if it should have been impossible, part of him yearned to recognize her as his superior, a woman who could take him and tame him…

Obviously, Sigurd had casually dismissed those feelings. He had buried them, pushing them down into the depths of this psyche until this moment on this alien world.

“Good boy,” she purred. “That’s right. You know, I love taming the smart ones. You always think you’re better. Are you? Nope. Smart or dumb, strong or weak, the boys always end up leashed!”

She meant to say something else, but he lifted his head, pushed his tongue in deep between the walls of her pussy, and her body tensed. He grinned. This was precocious and foolish. He didn’t care. He had to do something, and this interrupted her.

She moaned!

That quick little sound made her draw back and peer down at the captive boy. “You did that on purpose,” she said. “Do it again.”

She readjusted her stance; with his arms trapped behind him, Sigurd hesitated again. He had interrupted her, giving this woman that jolt of pleasure. Distracting her had felt like a small victory, except now she craved more.

Sigurd didn’t know what to do.

“Boy…” she purred.

That solitary syllable forced his obedience. He raised his head, slid his cheeks along her inner thighs, and licked again. His tongue flicked and darted along her crevice. He didn’t know this woman, yet that hardly mattered, all because she had chosen him. She had even hunted him…not that his seconds-long freedom had changed anything.

The flavor and heat of her body overwhelmed his senses. Hoping to distract himself, Sigurd opened his eyes. That was a mistake. He saw the hem of her shirt, the edge of the ceiling, and the pale curves of her pubis. Fresh shame washed across his body because he should’ve been better. Granted, he wasn’t a fighter like Haldor, yet Sigurd knew how to fight and flee. At the very least, he should’ve lasted longer!

But now he licked.

He licked and serviced his captor, giving her the pleasure she craved.

"Right now, you're getting conquered, boy. Think about that. As you worship me, think about what this means. You're smart. I'm sure you can figure it out!"

In that instant, he longed for the unbridled strength necessary to resist and to defy this woman. Technically, he could have tilted his head to the side or simply closed his mouth. Locking his teeth together, he could have shown this girl that he wasn't going to succumb to her demands!

And yet, he kept licking. His tongue played along her opening, going in deep, swiping to the left, the right, up and down, and in every diagonal. With his eyes shut, he made her feel so good!

She let out a low, gasping moan of ecstasy. Just like that, she finished with him, pushing herself back up onto her feet.

Technically, Sigurd could have stood. In fact, he pushed himself up onto his knees. That only made it easier for her to slide the collar right back around his neck. She must've carried it in one of the pockets on her shirt. Then she attached the leash. She smiled at him, stroked his cheek, and said, "Come on. I have a cage waiting for you."

When his captor tugged, he found himself rising to his feet. "That won't do," she said. She hopped behind him, loosened the restraints, and pulled them away before tossing them aside. They clattered to the floor, and he still wanted to stand up, to look right into her eyes, and to tell her that she wouldn't get away with this.

Instead, she pointed to the floor, and Sigurd instantly knew what she expected from him.

He had to crawl.

That imperative pulsed behind his eyes and through his body. With every kick of his heart, he waited for some flash of primal rage. He just needed that rush of defiance to get him to tell her that he wouldn't play along, nor would he cooperate. She had enjoyed an orgasm, but he could start resisting at any second.

He didn't.

Sigurd lowered himself down onto his hands and knees, and he started to crawl.

Unfortunately for him, that was just the beginning. She explained, "We still have so much to learn about this place, but I saw some of the toys." Sigurd didn't know what that meant, he didn't wish to imagine it either. Instead, he crawled after her. He made his way back into the room from before. After all, he hadn’t made it very far. She had sprinted after him, catching him, cuffing him, enforcing him onto his back where she rode his face to that completion.

And now, she pushed him onto the mattress, and that was when she casually rested one hand on his chest. With the other, she leaned down, and she cocked her head to the side. "Don't fight unless you want to be punished."

At first, he didn't understand what that meant, not until she wrapped her fingers around his cock. Instantly, he flashed back to what the AI had done.

Sigurd didn't know if this girl had already studied his first hours of captivity. Maybe the AI had informed her of everything she had done to him. Or maybe this was just a coincidence. Either way, he opened his mouth, and he was about to plead with her. Maybe he would have tried some kind of bribe. Perhaps he would have offered some pathetic little threat that couldn't possibly intimidate her. Either way, he needed to try something!

Eris didn't give him the chance. Instead, she stroked his cock, and she told him, "Quiet, boy."

With those words, she cut off any kind of response he may have offered. She denied him the chance to talk to her, to plead with her, or to wield his wit as a weapon. After all, she wasn't interested in what he might say. As far as she was concerned, his mouth had much better uses, and they didn't involve putting words or sentences together.

"When you enjoy this, I want you to remember something," the conqueror told him. "We caught you. I caught you again. You had the chance to run away, but failed. You just weren't fast enough. You are a boy, and you will always be inferior. But don't worry. If you learn to cooperate and play along, we will have some fun with you. Yes, we will. Or don't. You can always fight. I'm going to like that too!" She squeezed him, massaged him, and played with him. Her fingers started up and down as she toyed with this boy, bringing him to that edge of release.

"This orgasm belongs to me because you belong to me," she said.

Again and again, he still searched for that power to deny her. Nothing stopped him from shouting, "No!" At least, that was what he tried so hard to believe. And yet, there was something about her touch, her proximity, the way she looked down at him, or how she had already played with him. Despite the best of his efforts and strategies, he didn't know how to win! And now, she forced him to climax.

"That's right," she taunted him. "That's right. You can't help yourself, can you? It doesn't matter how we play with you. It doesn't matter how we torment you. You are a boy, see you can't deny this and you can't resist it!" As she spoke, his member throbbed. One pulsating burst of pleasure after another rocketed across his body.

Sigurd tried to hate it. He couldn't.

And when he was done, spent and drained, she equipped him.

The collar wasn't enough. She pulled out the belt from the storage locker. She wrapped around his waist, and then she slid his balls and his shaft into position. Within moments, she had this boy locked in his chastity belt. A few seconds later, she slipped the rounded gloves over his hands, rendering his fingers immobile. Last, she guided him over to the cage. She opened the gate, as he crawled in, she smiled down at him. "You know what to do."

He did.

Again, he hated this. Again, he tried to fight her.

If his brother had been there, maybe they could have helped one another. Instead, this boy crawled into the cage. Before she shut the gate, she ordered him to turn around. Then she lifted up at the gag, and she pushed it into his mouth. She leaned forward, casually securing the ends.

Then it was done.

Chapter 7

Haldor moved automatically. He took one methodical step after another. Naked, he strode behind the leader. The other two girls walked behind him. Occasionally, they stopped as the woman, Luciana, double checked her bearings. Technically, the AI probably could have told her where to go, but she was obviously interested in mapping the base to figure out exactly what they would do next.

For his part, he raged against his apparent compliance. To any outside observer, he would have looked like a perfectly placid, perfectly trained boy. He walked with his back straight, his chin held high, and his arms at his sides. Completely on display, he didn't argue or resist, nor did he attempt to run off at any given moment.

With that collar around his neck, he had no choice. He had to cooperate, which meant following these women and going wherever they decided to take him.

Inside, he raged against his apparent complicity. After all, these women could have mistaken him for a genuinely eager and obedient slave boy. That wasn't who he was. In his fantasies, he had thought about what it would be like to go up against Confederation huntresses. He had always imagined resisting, pulling out some clever move, or winning through simple strength. After all, he stared ahead at the woman in front of him, and he honestly believed that he would have been able to overtake her in any kind of fight.

It was a nice idea, but it had been rendered irrelevant by the band around his neck.

They came to another stop, the leader checked their positioning, and one of the girls behind him strode forward, gently gliding her fingers up along the back of his body, to his buttocks, then along the small of his back.

"Don't be scared. We are going to have so much fun with you people. We are going to train you and give you everything you could ever need or want," said the woman.

He didn't snap back with some sharp and angry response. Instead, Haldor simply remained there, motionless, his expression neutral. They kept walking.

Eventually, they came to another room. The doors opened, and he followed the leader across the threshold.

Immediately, he took in the tactical situation. He saw the shackles anchored in the wall, the bed, and the girl seated there, leaning against the mattress, her legs crossed. With her weight braced against her arms, she smiled. "You got him," she said.

"Yes, Eris, we did," said one of the girls from behind him.

"And now, we just need to make sure there isn't anyone else here. Tell us the truth," said their leader. "Do you have any other support. Is anyone else coming for you?" She typed something into her gauntlet.

His mouth started moving. Maybe if he had prepared himself for this momentary interrogation, Haldor would have been able to fight back. Only then, he glanced down, and he saw the black, metal cage. Inside it, there was a figure.

Sigurd! Haldor saw his little brother, gagged and down on his hands and knees, braced in position against the leather padding.

"No one is coming for us," Haldor said automatically. There was that tingling, buzzing sensation along the back of his neck and straight up into the center of his skull. He hated that feeling, he wanted to clench his eyes shut.

"Perfect," said the leader. Luciana clapped her hands together. "Eris, do we have another cage?"

"Right there," said the other woman, pointing down toward an empty cage on the floor.

"Get him equipped."

"We should probably give him an orgasm before we lock him in chastity," said the girl behind him. "You'd like that, wouldn't you?"

Luciana grinned, she typed in another command, and now his mouth started to move. He could hear his own voice, he could feel those vibrations run along the contours of his throat and down into his vocal cords. "Yes. I would like that. Please, may I have an orgasm before you lock me in chastity?" He fought so hard to simply clench his jaw and stay silent. Even if those noises had vibrated the back of his throat, it would have been better than clearly and quickly articulating "his" desire for an orgasm.

"I can do it," said the girl on the bed.

"I think I want to do it," said one of the women standing behind him.

"Thalia, enjoy yourself," Luciana said. "Eris. I'm sure you have had some fun with the other boy."

"True," conceded the girl on the mattress.

In a second, Haldor promised himself that he would break the hold imposed by the collar. He didn't understand this technology, yet that wasn't a requirement. It was effective. But it didn't have to be. He needed to believe that if he could just channel enough willpower, he would be able to override the system. He didn't know how it worked, or how it interfaced with his joints and muscles, but he tried to just spin around. If he could have run, then maybe he would have stood a chance. Then again, he didn't know how hard his little brother had tried, only to fail within the span of a minute.

Thalia came up behind him, and she pressed her chest to that spot between his shoulder blades. With one hand, she stroked his torso, she traced little circles around his right nipple, and then she dropped her other hand down between his legs. She squeezed at the base of his manhood first.

Even though he told himself that he hated it, his member hardened. That erection came into existence as she stimulated him. She was good at this, he quickly realized. Even then, he wished he could have grimaced. That simple reaction had been denied to him. This boy couldn't fight back; he couldn't deny the impact she had on him as her light touch slid along the left side of his member, then his right. His body reacted. At this point, his own inborn instincts took control. Unfortunately, the collar didn't allow him to groan or grunt.

"Don't make him wait," Luciana said. "We need to speak with the AI. I want to do that sooner rather than later. That means getting him equipped soon."

Thalia was probably smiling as she leaned over and whispered into his ear, "Did you hear that? You get a quick orgasm. After that, you get locked up. I'm sorry. I know that the psychological manuals for training say we should take our time. Oh well."

He wasn't going to let this happen.

That idea materialized inside of his head, and Haldor tried to believe it. He fought to get his body under control.

This was his member, his manhood, and his body!

Even as those women watched with little smiles curving along their lips, he couldn't push her away. He couldn't shove her. In a fair fight, he would have been able to wrestle with Thalia, knocking her down onto her back. He could've pinned her from a dozen different angles! He was a trained fighter. Only right then and there, this boy wasn't allowed to control his own muscles. That was why he remained placid as she toyed with him.

Even if his expression didn't change, these women understood what he was feeling. They knew exactly what was happening deep within his body.

"Get ready," she said. "Are you ready? Are you ready to enjoy this?"

She squeezed again. As she rubbed his shaft, he lost control. Then again, he had never really been in control. Right then. Or there. Rather, this woman had known exactly how his body would react. Now she grinned as she enjoyed herself. She could feel his manhood as he embraced the orgasm. It flooded through his body.

Then she was done with him, and the other girl slipped off of the bed.

She lifted his arms. She slipped the gloves over his hands. Another girl pushed his mouth open, and she gagged him. Last, they slipped the belt around his waist. The bindings locked between his legs, imprisoning his shaft.

Last, they opened up the cage, and they forced him to crawl inside.

Finally, after he was bound and utterly helpless, they let him go. Luciana, the commander, typed in another set of instructions. Immediately, he regained the use of his arms and legs. He could turn his head and take control.

Like a dog, he rolled onto his back, and Haldor tried to kick, he fought. From there, he slammed his gloved fist against one of the bars.

The women were watching. They gathered around his cage as he struggled, making it shake and bounce just a little bit.

Within a few more seconds, he realized that it wasn't going to work. Oddly enough, it had nothing to do with the women. Haldor could have ignored them for hours or days. Instead, he caught sight of his little brother watching him from the other cage. Just like that, Haldor knew this wasn't going to work. Reluctantly, he pushed himself down onto his elbows and knees. Fuming, he tried to think of something he could do, some way for him to fight back, break out, and show these women what a man could accomplish!

They closed the door behind them.

Luciana, Thalia, Zarah, and Eris headed into another area. The AI appeared, her redheaded avatar materializing before them. "Ladies, thank you so much for your help. Unfortunately, my systems are still repairing themselves, so it will take some time before the facility is fully functional. Even now, my resources are limited."

"How is that possible?" Luciana asked. "You have been here for a very long time."

"The damage was extensive," said the avatar. "We have been working on regenerating the reactors. At this point, they are partially functional, but that isn't good enough. Worse, there has been some kind of energy drain."

"Is it anything we need to be concerned about?"

The avatar shrugged. "I don't believe so. Still, it's hard to tell."

"If we reroute some of that power, we can send out a distress signal. Right?" Thalia asked.

"Right," said Luciana. "Eris, do you think you can take care of that?"

"Absolutely," she said. "But…"

"When you're not working on that, you're free to play with the boys."

"Thank you!" chirped the girl.

"Actually, that raises an interesting question," Luciana said, turning back to the AI avatar. "I'm not sure how long it will take before we can get a ship out here to help with your repairs."

"Help?"

Luciana didn't hesitate. "You are from a female supremacist society, which means we want the same thing. I'm willing to wager we have the same basic beliefs. With that in mind, we should work together. I think we could do some interesting things. If we formed an alliance. Are you open to the idea?"

"Absolutely," said the AI.

"Good," Luciana replied. "And do you mind telling us how we can play with the boys?"

As an AI, the holographic woman projected in front of them shouldn't have smiled. After all, this could have been a basic interface. Even so, a grin curved along her mouth, and she nodded. Luciana and her followers immediately listened, eager to learn exactly what they could do with those boys back in those cages.

Chapter 8: Interlude

Within the blackened ruins and worn strips of metal, sparks ignited.

The air shimmered with an almost imperceptible hum, as if reality itself were holding its breath. In the center of the dimly lit chamber filled with derelict monitors and processors, the hexagonal portal began to awaken, its edges outlined by a cascading blue glow. The hexagon's lines shimmered with rippling, translucent energy that fluctuated like liquid metal. As the portal expanded, the glow intensified, casting eerie reflections on the walls and creating a mesmerizing dance of light and shadow.

The space within the portal appeared as a vortex of swirling, iridescent colors—purples and greens intermingling with hints of gold. At the center, evanescent cobalt illuminated the recently abandoned chamber.

That haunting light seemed to warp the very fabric of the room, distorting the surrounding objects and bending the shadows into impossible contortions. The portal's surface pulsed rhythmically, each beat sending out concentric waves of energy that rippled through the air with a soft, almost musical hum.

Frost began to climb the walls.

At the heart of the portal, a deeper void beckoned, its darkness contrasting sharply with the radiant perimeter and dancing blue hues. This void seemed to stretch infinitely, a gateway to an unknown expanse beyond human comprehension. Occasionally, faint glimpses of what lay beyond flickered through—distant stars, swirling nebulae, or shifting landscapes that defied conventional geometry.

Then there was the ice.

As the portal reached its full size, more than thirty feet in diameter, the buzzing hum grew louder, resonating with a low-frequency vibration. Those sounds would’ve been off-putting to anyone there. Fortunately for the first scout, there was no one to witness its arrival.

The creatures on the other side craved information.

From the hexagonal portal, another of those creatures emerged, its form as delicate as frost and as precise as clockwork. It resembled a rat, meticulously crafted from translucent ice, each facet catching and refracting the ambient light. The robot's beady eyes glowed with an internal, ethereal blue, and its tiny, mechanical paws made soft crunching sounds on the floor. As it moved, the ice-sculpted joints hissed faintly, leaving a trail of frost in its wake. Its body, though fragile in appearance, radiated a cold, calculated purpose, a mystery of technology and nature intertwined.

Chapter 9

"How are we going to divide them up?" Luciana asked.

"I want the smart one," said Eris right away.

"If I'm judging correctly, I think both of them are smart."

"It's obviously the first boy who’s the intellectual," said Eris.

"Is it?" Thalia asked. Only then, she reconsidered. "Considering the muscles on the other one, you might be right."

"Besides, I heard you had some fun with him. I want to leave my mark on him," Eris said.

"That's unexpected," Zarah noted.

The others all looked at her immediately. Then she shrugged, as though she wasn't quite sure what to do with this sort of attention. Normally, she remained quiet. Under most circumstances, she preferred to go unnoticed unless shereally had something to add to any given discussion. Her allies would have listened to her, but she was the kind of woman who enjoyed the simple protection of silence. After all, any kind of opponent would often make bad assumptions when confronted with a quiet scout.

Finally, Zarah added, "Normally, you play with a boy once or twice and move on. This time, you sound interested."

"Maybe I am," Eris said with a shrug. "Can't we just say he has a nice mouth?"

Luciana chuckled and nodded, "Yes. I'm sure we can say that."

"What about the other one?" Luciana asked. "Ladies, would you mind sharing?"

"No problem," said Eris.

Zarah nodded. Apparently, she intended to get quiet again now that she had made her point.

"There's something I want to try," Luciana announced. "Ladies, are you interested in a show?"

The other girls laughed and clapped. After all, they knew exactly what this would entail.

Biting down into the edges of his gag, Sigurd yearned for the chance to speak. Most of the problems in his life had been solved by thinking through the different issues. In school, and with his tutors, he had excelled. He always knew how to parse through any problem. But now that he had been caught by those Confederation operatives, he didn't know what he was supposed to do. This time, he couldn't envision any kind of right answer.

As far as those women were concerned, his best and only course of action was subservience.

Worse, part of him understood where they would be coming from. From a certain perspective, yielding and surrendering would be the most logical option. This would minimize the amount of punishment both he and his brother would receive. More than that, he had often contended with that problem presented by the Confederation. If they consistently conquered new territory, that may have meant that they really were the superior society.

As a boy with moderate political beliefs, he didn't want to think such a thing was possible. After all, every community was supposed to be worthy of respect in one way or another. And yet, there was that other approach. Instead of thinking about societies as fundamentally equal with the same rights, he knew that they could be viewed through a lens of conquest. From that angle, the Confederation had captured territory again and again, and nothing the Duchy fleets had done countered those expansions.

The women really did seem to have better technology, better tactics, faster soldiers, and superior weaponry.

From a purely cruel and historical perspective, that may have meant that they really did deserve to rule.

He bit down into his gag again, and he shook his head. Even if he couldn't speak, Sigurd refused to accept that conclusion!

Fighting hard to reason through this, he relied on that other notion. Technically, the two governments weren't at war. The Duchy hierarchy consistently pretended that the Confederation annexed territory with their consent (even if it always happened after the fact). But so long as just a few men remained free and raised to their weapons, the women couldn't count their conquests as total victories...

Sigurd held onto a bad idea. Any day now, the Duchy might find some new technology. Even if they managed to simply capture a base like this, they might have been able to reverse engineer some of the technology. If they could get tactile holograms or this advanced nanotechnology, that may have been enough to enable a shift in the tide of the conflict. The men could start retaking their territory, chomping down on the Confederation until the women eventually ended up on their knees.

Technically, Sigurd didn't actually want to see the women subjugated. They simply needed to be fought and to lose their territory. They just had to be humbled.

But even as he tried to hold onto that compassionate and diplomatic perspective, another instinct growled at the back of his mind. Part of him wondered what it would have been like if he could have defeated the girl who chased after him. If he had spun around and fought her, wrestling her to the floor, maybe he could have pinned her.

Sigurd glanced over at his brother.

For the last couple of hours, he had tried not to do that. Initially, Haldor had struggled and thrashed, kicking and punching against the bars of his cage.

Right away, Sigurd had known that it would be a futile gesture. His brother probably envisioned it as some defiant act. By struggling, he showed these women that he couldn't be tamed.

Instead, Sigurd understood the truth. The women had enjoyed watching those struggles because they knew precisely what it all meant. While caged, these boys wouldn't be able to fight back.

Instead of breaking out, they had to wait for an opportunity.

He had hoped one would appear. Instead, the women came back into the room, and now it was Eris, the girl who had tormented him who now lifted up her gauntlet, and she typed in a command.

Sigurd didn't know exactly what was going to happen.

But he could feel it down between his legs. His chastity belt started to vibrate. It felt like this gentle suction along his length. It was teasing him and tormenting him. Not only that, the material of the belt seemed to shift around.

Nanotechnology.

He could imagine those trillions of microscopic robots reorienting themselves, shifting to alter the interior texture and shape of his chastity belt. Worse, they pulsated, offering him that gentle, buzzing satisfaction.

Sigurd let out a groan. He wished he could have argued or debated with them. He wanted to convince these women that they couldn't do this to him. They shouldn't have been able to play with him. It was wrong!

This boy didn't get the opportunity. Instead, he fell onto his back with his knees bent and his toes pointed up toward the ceiling of his small cage. In that instant, he felt like a dog.

Worse, he yanked his hands down toward his pubis and pelvis. He tried to get at the belt, especially because the arousal rushed across his skin.

"That's one." Eris giggled, and she sounded so playful, like some genuinely cheerful little girl.

"My turn," said the other woman. That must have been Thalia, Sigurd noted distantly. At this point, he couldn't even remember where he had heard her name. It had probably been used while these women had discussed what would happen next.

Either way, Sigurd turned his head, and he hated the idea of seeing his brother in the same position, but now that other man was also on his back. Haldor kept his arms raised, his wrists pointed down toward the pad of his cage as he tried to resist.

It didn't really work.

Those desires spun and coalesced at the center of their bodies. Moment by moment, they were forced to enjoy this. They endured arousal as a different kind of punishment.

Then it stopped.

Sigurd desperately wanted an orgasm. Only then, he realized something. There was something wrong about the shape of the chastity belt, especially its rigid interior. Even if it wasn't tight enough to actually hurt him, he knew his manhood had been positioned at the wrong angle. No matter what he wanted to believe, he wasn't going to be able to get a climax on his own. Apparently, only the women could be the ones to decide when he might be allowed that release.

Judging by the growl at the base of Haldor's throat, his brother must've come to the same conclusion.

As she strolled over to Haldor's cage she asked, "Would you like us to finish you off? Would you like that next orgasm?"

There wasn't any position where Haldor could achieve any sort of real dignity. He could lay there on his back, his stomach exposed. If he preferred, he could have rolled onto his side with his knees pulled up. That fetal position wouldn't have made him look strong or powerful. Last, he could push himself up onto his forearms and knees like a dog.

Ultimately, he took that last choice. He lifted his head, and he growled at her again. That deep sound pulsed at the base of his throat as he glowered at her with everything he had.

"I'm going to give you a very special opportunity. And when we let you out of here, we are going to see whether or not I can take you."

Take him?

"If I can win, then you will understand that it's not just a matter of technology. Yeah, the technology makes it easier, but you will end up on your back beneath me, nice and powerless because that's how it works."

Sigurd didn't understand what was going on. Even so, Haldor nodded his head. Then his little brother figured it out.

This was a challenge. They were about to wrestle…

The air in this training room turned thick for Sigurd. No one let him out of the cage. Down on all-fours, he watched from behind those bars. Shadows flickered across the metallic walls, illuminated by the dim lights overhead. They released Haldor from the cage. He remained gagged and stuck in his chastity belt.

One woman, Thalia, strode forward and ordered him to hold out his hands. Haldor obliged. She removed the gloves.

Haldor’s footsteps echoed as he approached the center of the chamber, rolling his neck and shaking out his arms. His tall, muscular frame exuded confidence, his eyes sharp with focus. Despite the gag, he wouldn’t lose. Across from him, Luciana was already in position, her body taut and ready, like a spring coiled to perfection. Her lean figure didn’t have his mass, but she moved with a fluid grace that marked her as the more experienced fighter.

“Ready…” Eris called out, each sound laced with a teasing lilt. “Begin!”

Neither fighter lunged ahead. Instead, Luciana and Haldor circled each other like predators, waiting for the moment to strike.

Haldor decided he had observed her for long enough; he rushed forward first, attempting to catch her in a quick grapple, but Luciana twisted out of reach with a flick of her hips, ducking under his arm. Her speed was remarkable. She darted around him, light on her feet, testing his defenses. He swung around, trying to close the distance, but she danced out of range.

"Too slow," Luciana teased, her voice low and taunting.

Haldor smirked, not that it was easy to see considering the gag in his mouth.

When he lunged again, he feinted left before driving his shoulder into her midsection. The force was like a battering ram, knocking the breath from her lungs as they tumbled to the ground. Her armor absorbed most of the force, but she still endured that burst of movement. Haldor moved quickly, trying to pin her shoulders down, his weight an undeniable advantage. For a moment, it seemed like he had her, his forearm pressing against her throat as he leaned into the hold.

But Luciana was faster. Her legs snapped up, locking around his waist. With a powerful twist of her torso, she leveraged his own momentum against him, flipping them both. She was free in an instant, sliding out from under him, and before Haldor could recover, Luciana was on her feet, crouched and ready.

He grunted in frustration but sprang back to his feet. The audience’s murmurs grew louder.

Haldor advanced again, but this time, he was smarter—more patient. He danced forward, ready to grab her. Each movement became another feint as he distracted her with every “failed” attempt. Sigurd could see what his brother was doing; he’d observed his brother fight plenty of times before.

When she dodged left, he swept low, knocking her legs out from under her. Luciana hit the ground hard, and Haldor wasted no time, rushing to brace himself on top of her, his knee pressing into her ribs.

The air around them buzzed with tension. He had her. It was over!

This wouldn’t get him out of the collar, the gag, or the belt. Even so, he’d show these women that he wouldn’t be tamed! A triumphant roar started at the back of his throat…But in a move almost too fast to follow, Luciana twisted her body, slipping out from under his grip just enough to wrap her arm around his neck. With a grunt of effort, she used his own leverage against him, yanking hard and pulling him sideways. Haldor’s eyes widened in shock as he felt his balance shift.

Sigurd could hardly believe it as he watched.

Her compatriots hooted, clapped, laughed and cheered.

“You’ve got him!”

“Show that boy where he belongs!”

“Tame him!”

Before he knew it, she was behind him, her legs hooked around his shoulders in a tight scissor hold. He struggled, fighting to break free, his muscles straining against hers, but she held on with implacable strength. Luciana shifted her weight, and with a final burst of power, flipped him onto his back, slamming him into the mat.

She pounced, pinning him down, her knee digging into his chest with both of his arms locked under her grip.

Haldor thrashed like a beast, but it was no use. He was trapped.

"Still too slow," she whispered, smiling down at him.

“Ladies and boys, we have a winner!” Thalia called out.

“And for that, I think a couple hours of teasing and denial will put these boys in the proper frame of mind,” Luciana said, her certainty only slightly undermined as she panted.

This was torture. Sigurd understood the hyperbole. He understood that the women could’ve done much worse. With those collars around the boys’ necks, they might have been shocked instead. Every second could have meant another blaze of electric fire along their bodies. Intead, the women tormented them with something far more insidious.

The promise of pleasure and the aching need wracked their frames as they remained trapped within their cages.

“Poor, desperate boys,” Thalia taunted them.

Lifting his head, Sigurd glowered at that woman again. It was the best he could do. Even so, he saw that slight smile played across her lips. Then there was the other girl. She hopped over, crouched down, and reached into his cage. She casually brushed her fingers along his shoulder, then down his back. She was petting him! As far as this young woman was concerned, he was nothing but a plaything. He was an animal in a zoo, and they had caught him, which meant they could toy with him.

Thalia turned away from the cage, and she moved over toward Haldor's cage.

The fighter glared at her. His expression hardened, and he tried to stare with the kind of focused intensity that would make her hide. Instead, Thalia clicked her tongue and shook her head. "Are you frustrated? Is that it? Are you frustrated because you're having a hard time thinking because you are an eager boy? You want us to let you out of this chastity belt?"

Neither Haldor nor Sigurd allowed himself to make any sounds. Instead, they focused. They did their best to ignore those desires.

And yet, neither of these boys had ever been aroused like this before. It was an itch, a need, a biologically programmed addiction. It was the driving desire pushing through both of their bodies. Neither of these brothers knew what to do. Their hearts beat, the edge of heat seemed to course through their veins, and their thoughts became fuzzy as they contemplated what could have happened.

Sigurd couldn't be certain, but he didn't know whether or not his brother had the focus to pull away from those urges.

Even if Sigurd always liked to think of himself as the one who could concentrate and draw his mind to any particular idea, he didn't know how to do it just then or there. Normally, he didn't get bored because he knew how to throw himself into those old controversies. He thought of the philosophical dilemmas and riddles his tutors had suggested to him. He thought of works of art, the critical arguments, and his favorite photos and what they were supposed to mean. He thought of composition, contrasts, lighting, angles, and those other details that had absorbed his attention on so many other occasions.

Only now, he glanced up at Eris.

Her eyes met his, and he saw the grin on her face. "You know, there are some really amazing pieces of technology here. I'm wondering what we should do with them. I'm wondering if we should try them on you? Would you like that? Would you like us to play with you?"

He shook his head from side to side.

"Too bad," she said. "I think it's time for another game."

"Which one?" Thalia asked.

"We already played with the big one. Luciana had a lot of fun. I'm thinking it should be my turn."

"Agreed," Thalia said. After just a moment of consideration. "Did you have something in mind?"

"I do," Eris answered, her eyes practically glowing as she ran through the different possibilities.

"Out," Eris ordered.

It was a small act of defiance, but he remained there on his elbows and knees within his cage. He wouldn't give in. He wouldn't follow her commands simply because she had issued them. He was his own man, and he would…

Before she could finish that thought, she exhaled a quick puff of exasperation, only for it to be replaced by a smile when she started to type in the commands on her gauntlet. Suddenly, his body moved, and he scrambled out from the cage. His knees and elbows pushed down against the soft padding between those bars, and soon he found himself braced against the cold metal of the floor. He raised his head and his gaze swept along her boots, up her pants, to her shirt and jacket. He saw those plates of body armor, and the dark-haired woman smiled down at him.

He hated that position. Sigurd hated being naked, collared, gagged, and forced into those restrictive gloves. He hated knowing that he could still be aroused, especially because another part of him longed for her approval.

It was insane.

Over and over again, his mind drifted toward that conclusion. He was supposed to hate this woman. He should have been able to focus all of his wrath on her!

A grunt of sound came from the other cage, and Sigurd had to wonder what was happening to Haldor, only he couldn’t turn his head to check on his brother. A few seconds later, however, they were both standing, both almost entirely naked, both on display, and both frozen in place by the collars around their necks.

Like good slaves, they remained there as they waited to hear what this woman would tell them to do.

Actually, she didn't give them any cut instructions. Instead, she entered another command, and they found themselves walking.

They left the room, they went down the hallway, and they found themselves in another chamber.

It was almost entirely empty. The only notable detail was the light projected against the far wall.

The other women were waiting there for them.

Sigurd saw their leader, Luciana. Even though he couldn't turn his head, he saw that he could still move his eyes and blink and control the pace of his breathing. Those tiny shreds of control seemed important, even if he wasn't sure how he could use them for anything meaningful.

"You get to watch," Eris said as she sauntered over to his big brother. She poked him in his chest. But then, she turned away, and she seemed to think better of it. Then she reached up, and she touched the back of his gag. The bit locked in his mouth suddenly retracted, sliding free even as the straps remained rigid. They pressed against the edges of his cheeks, but Sigurd could hardly pay attention to that because she pulled his head to the side, she leaned in, and she kissed him!

Sigurd saw that, and he waited for the specter of outrage deep within his chest. Instead, this boy experienced something else: jealousy.

He didn't want to feel it. It was a dumb emotion, and he tried to stomp it down with every ounce of willpower he possessed. After all, his brother didn't get a choice, yet that girl had decided to play with him. She kissed him for several long, tantalizing seconds. Sigurd could just barely see it happening in the corner of his vision, but that only made it worse. It felt as though his imagination filled in the other details. Eris kissed Haldor, her lips playing against his. With her mouth pressed right there, she took what she wanted and enjoyed herself.

Then she let go and slid her finger along the gag again. Suddenly, the material stretched again, and pushed its way back into his mouth, gagging him even as he grunted and tried to say something.

"How are you feeling right now?" Eris asked Sigurd even though his mouth remained locked and bound. "Let's find out, shall we?" She grabbed him, pulled him up against the wall, and then she typed in another set of orders with the haptic controls on her gauntlet.

He pushed the gloves up against the wall, he leaned forward, and he rested his head against the solid surface. She came up behind him, and she scratched her nails against his backside. "Would anyone else like to play with him before I get started?" Eris asked politely.

"This is your show," Luciana said.

"Have fun," Thalia encouraged the other girl.

Zarah remained quiet.

Eris continued to touch him languidly, her fingertips tracing little patterns up the small of his back, between his shoulder blades, along the nape of his neck, and through his hair before she came back down again. Each touch and every moment of contact sent little sparks of eager desire dancing across his skin. He tried hard to fight it, to resist it, and to deny it. He told himself that she couldn't have this kind of effect on him. Even if those frantic thoughts played behind his eyes, he couldn't deny those sensations or the power of those feelings this girl could provoke. His muscles tightened and clenched. Still, he remained like a puppet, pressed right there.

"I'm about to give you a very special privilege. I'm going to let you talk, boy. But you want to be careful. If you say the wrong thing, you are certainly going to get punished. You don't want that, do you?" She reached up and removed the gag, tossing it aside.

Not only that, he realized he could actually flex his jaw, open his mouth, and control his tongue. He could talk!

Instantly, Sigurd tried to think of something he could say. If this had been some kind of old fable or legend, then he would have been able to trick his captors. Then again, he wasn't some clever knight, and she wasn't a dragon or manticore who could be tricked. She was a girl who happened to have incredibly advanced technology, and that was all it took for her to control him so completely.

For just a second, Sigurd thought of the Duchy citizens who lamented the advancements from the past decades and centuries. For the most part, Sigurd had ignored them, but he was still aware of those men; these were the reactionaries who didn't believe technology had been good for society. They longed for some distant past, where men could simply rule because they were stronger. Men were bigger and taller, broader, and they had that upper body strength that gave them a significant advantage in every interaction with the women around them. Technology had made that largely irrelevant. A woman could be an effective soldier when she put on her power armor. Modern weapons meant most combat scenarios happened at a distance. Stellar fleets dealt with math, computer processing speed, and the advancement of weapons and shield disruption technologies. Those were the details that influenced whether or not a civilization could defend itself.

Thus far, the women had been superior.

And yet…

Sigurd still found himself thinking of some scenario where he could have grabbed this girl. But now, she squeezed his ass. Her hand dropped down to his butt, and her fingers pressed against his skin as she toyed with him.

"You're getting tense," she said. "Are you getting frustrated? Are you getting upset?" She chortled to herself, "Boys can be so emotional. But right now, I want to know what you were feeling just now. When you watched me kiss him, how did that make you feel?"

At first, Sigurd said nothing. For a few seconds, he wanted to remain silent. Then again, he reconsidered and decided that wouldn't be useful. If he refused to speak, he might not have been able to make some point about his momentary capabilities. He could show these women that he wasn't going to yield to their authority. And yet, he was a smart boy, and he knew he wouldn't be able to hold out for long. If nothing else, they could use the collar, steal control of his body, and force him to do whatever they liked. They could make him dance, crawl, beg, or even speak. He was sure of it, so he tried something else, "I feel like you should let us go. Look, we aren't any threat to you." He hadn't planned on this tactic, but it was the best thing he could come up with.

He was pleading for mercy. There was no other way to describe it.

His brother obviously would have hated that concept. Then again, Haldor wasn't allowed to speak.

"Cute idea," Eris said. "Here's a counterpoint." She flashed her hand, pulled her arm back, and he waited.

Sigurd, despite his impressive intellect, didn't understand what was about to happen.

She struck! She spanked him!

On some level, he actually wanted to laugh. Before the pain shot up along his nerves, he wanted to snort at her, because this was supposed to be ridiculous. A spanking? He was a man. He was an intellectual who contended with difficult questions. And yet, this petite girl had just struck at his backside. Worse, he could hear Thalia and Luciana, and even Zarah giggling at him. These women were laughing at him, and there was nothing he could do about it.

"Try again," she said.

"We can talk about this," he said. He intended to add more, only now she wrapped her arm around his waist, and she struck again and again. With her free hand her palm crashed down against the curves of his backside, sending those bright bursts of pain along his nerves. Strangely enough, he almost missed the bars of his cage or the leather shackles from before. With those boundaries, he could have at least struggled. He could have demonstrated his theory.

But now, as Haldor watched, Sigurd found himself braced in position, powerless as he remained apparently sedate.

Obviously, Haldor understood what was going on. Even so, Sigurd wished he could appear more defiant, like he really knew exactly how to fight back.

He had to think! He had to think clearly about this!

The spanking came to a stop. His backside glowed, and that heat danced along his skin. Even now, his body had responded. Worse, she started petting him. Her fingers darted and danced along his bare butt. She was toying with him, he understood. Still, she had that desired effect on this boy. As Eris toyed with him, she said, "You know, my friends sometimes say I'm a little bit too wild. What do you think?"

"I think we can talk about this," he said, only to brace himself for another spanking.

"I'm not going to tell you how I felt," he promised. Instantly, he regretted that bold declaration, especially because he knew this woman would be able to interrogate him and to get any secret he tried to keep from her.

"That's what I want," she said. Her hand slipped up along the length of his body, and she grabbed him by his hair, pulling his head back, so his eyes were now aimed toward the ceiling. "I want you to try to plead with me some more. That was fun." She leaned in and whispered, her breath hot against the the side of his neck, "That excited me. There's something so adorable about a pair of boys who wander out into space without really understanding just how dangerous it can be. I mean, it was just a matter of time before one of us found you."

"We are explorers. I have an interest in archaeology. That's it."

"Just archaeology?"

He hesitated.

Sigurd hated the idea of giving her more information. With every detail he supplied about himself and his brother, Sigurd gave them more to use.

"That's what I thought," she said. "Don't worry. We'll figure it out. I really have something in mind, and I think it's going to be a lot of fun...for me." She smirked. She touched the tip of her nose to his neck. Then she nibbled at him. There wasn't any other way for him to describe it as her teeth grazed his skin. At the same time, she dropped her hand down to the curve of his buttocks. "Go on. Tell me. Tell all of us. Tell us how you won’t be a  threat. Tell us how you should be able to run off like a pair of cute little animals."

This time, he didn't dignify that with a response.

Consequently, she spanked him!

This time, he didn't underestimate that force or the jagged spike of pain. It stung! The sensations rocketed across his nerves, making him push the tips of his toes down into the floor. His muscles contracted, and he hated every second of this. Even if he could control his body, his reflexes seemed to awaken.

She struck once to the left, another to the right, and then back again. Even if he predicted the rhythm, it didn't matter. Suddenly, she started spanking him erratically, her hand flashing from side to side without any kind of pattern. Worse, she was laughing. Behind her, the girls were tittering.

Luciana, their leader, called out, "you know, if you really are supposed to be the smart one, then maybe you will decide to give her exactly what she wants."

That woman was right.

Even if Sigurd hated to admit it, he knew she was right.

"Fine," he said. "Please. Please, let us go. Please!"

"Get on your knees and beg," she said. Suddenly, he realized he could move. Even if he wore that chastity belt, the collar, and those gloves, he could actually move!

For a moment, he wished he could have been more like his big brother. When they had been much younger, Sigurd probably could have indulged in some fantasy where Haldor would have been fast enough to attack all of these women, punching, kicking, and shoving them back until they were all unconscious. In his childish fantasy, they wouldn't have been seriously hurt. Instead, those aimed blows would have just knocked them out, allowing Sigurd and Haldor to escape.

But that couldn't happen. Even if Haldor had been free, there was no way he could take on all five of these women.

In fact, he had already failed against Luciana...

Clenching his eyes shut for another second, Sigurd tried not to think about that. His big brother had failed against one woman.

Sigurd dropped to his knees. He looked up at her. He saw Eris. She was smiling down at him. He drank in the details of her pale skin, her slender frame, her short, black hair, and those dark eyes. He saw the curves of her breasts, and he silently fumed at how his body still responded. Even after everything he had endured, some small part of him just longed to be freed from the chastity belt so he could…

With an exertion of will, he pushed those images aside. Even so, his cock stirred and twitched within the chastity cage.

Perhaps it was asinine, but some part of him really wanted to believe that if he could beg appropriately, they would release him. Both he and his brother could get away. One more glance up along the length of Eris's body made it clear that wasn't true.

Sigurd wished he could have excised those hopes. More than that, he wanted to attack her, to insult her, to unleash the full force of his creativity against her.

He didn't. He couldn't.

She intimidated him…

It was a frustrating conclusion to draw. Normally, he thought of himself as a man who could understand his own feelings. He never struggled to articulate what flashed through his mind and body. But right then and there, she expected begging and pleading. Worse, he knew he would give it to her. "Please. Please, just let us go. Please, we aren't any threat to you."

"Does that mean you are helpless? Does that mean you are powerless?" The other women were arrayed around the room, and they chuckled behind their hands as they enjoyed the way their colleague toyed with him.

"Yes," he said, turning that word into a pained admission. "We are helpless before you."

"Then we can't let you go," Eris decided. Before he could ask what she meant, she stroked the underside of his chin before gliding her nail up his cheek, then toward that spot between his eyes. "It wouldn't be ethical to release you. You are a pair of wild boys, and you are obviously going to make poor decisions if you don't have someone to take care of you. You need a woman to tell you what to do. Boys, on their own, always make terrible mistakes. You wouldn't want that, would you? You wouldn't want to make a terrible mistake."

"I wouldn't make a mistake. Neither of us would make any mistakes," he said.

"Strangely enough, I don't believe you," she said. "But you know, we can give you a good home. Even if we don't keep you, we can sell you off. You are a handsome boy with a lovely mouth. There are so many women out there who would enjoy playing with you."

"Right now, that's going to be us," chirped one of the other huntresses.

Even though he could move, he didn't look back. But now, it was Eris who said, "I have a little game for you. Are you ready? Are you ready to play this game?" Without waiting, she commanded, "Stand up."

The collar didn't compel his obedience; they no longer had perfect control over him. Even so, he was certain that any one of these women could have pulled up the display on her gauntlet, run through the haptic commands, and forced his compliance. Even so, he rose to his feet. She smirked, her eyes shining with the light. She loved giving him commands, especially when she knew she didn't have to wield the tech to get him to obey.

Eris grabbed him by the back of his neck, she pushed him up against the wall again. Then she nodded toward one of her friends.

His body froze again, and she came up behind him. "I want to hear about that last part. When I kissed your comrade, how did you feel?"

Not this, he thought. Not again!

She stroked his backside. She toyed with him.

Then she used a different command, and suddenly the curves of his chastity belt retracted, giving him total freedom. At least, his shaft had the freedom of movement necessary to stiffen.

Shame burned across his body as his member responded. He could feel that erection, that desire, that teasing, tantalizing sense of possibility. And yet, the collar had compelled him to remain utterly still. Even if it didn't hold that autonomic response, he couldn't move. His arms and legs and torso remained trapped in that one position. These women knew all about the different kinds of prisons and how a boy could be locked up.

"Look at that," Eris said. "You seem excited. Is that because you are hoping maybe I will give you a kiss as well? Is that what you want? You want a kiss, boy?"

She reached over, touched her fingertips to the side of his jaw, and she turned his head. Then she leaned in, pressed her mouth to his, and all of those desires not only doubled. They tripled and quadrupled. The power of need pulsed across his body. Worse, she dropped her hand down between his legs, and she started stroking him. She gently worked her hand up and down along his length before she pulled away.

"Maybe later.” He tried to break away again. “Maybe I will let you have that orgasm. Would you like that, boy?"

"Yes…" Sigurd whispered. Immediately, he hated himself for giving in like that. He thought he could have been stronger. He thought he could have been fierce and defiant. Even so, just a little bit of attention from this beautiful girl ensnared him and made it nearly impossible for him to think clearly.

She stepped back. At this point, she must've been smiling, but he couldn't hear her laugh. He pushed his forehead against the wall, and he closed his eyes as he waited for the embarrassment to abate.

"Do you know much about art?"

He blinked. This time, he didn't speak.

She came up to him, she grabbed his butt, she squeezed, she drew her hand back, and she smacked his posterior. "Answer me," she ordered.

He still refused. It was foolish. It was immature and bratty. Despite all of this, he maintained that silence. This time, there was just a little hint of triumph as he stayed quiet. It wouldn’t last. Of that, he was certain. Even so, he could feel good because he could demonstrate just a hint of defiance.

She spanked him two, three, four, five and six times. Her hand flashed down over and over. The sounds of percussion pumped across his skin, vibrating down to the core of his existence. As those flashes of pain snapped across his senses, he lost himself for an instant here and there as she played with him. For her, it was just a game. For him, it meant forgetting about his training, his expertise, his goals and ambitions.

When she spanked him like this, he couldn't be some intellectual. He couldn't be a smart boy. Instead, he became nothing but her plaything!

"Try again," she commanded.

"I'm not sure if I know a lot about art," he said, hedging his answer. "I'm interested in photography. I have studied a few paintings. I wrote a couple of papers about sculpture."

"Good enough," she said.

Little by little, his shaft softened again. He had expected something else, only now she must've sent another command because the belt tightened around his member. Discomfort gripped him. It wasn't true pain, not really. Instead, there was just that awkward angle and the knowledge that he needed something else entirely. "Now it's time to play a game," Eris said as she clapped her hands together. She grabbed him by his collar, pulled him away from the wall, snapped her fingers, and suddenly bright light played across the wall overhead. At least the spanking had stopped. For that, he could be grateful.

That light quickly resolved into a set of nine different images.

They were beautiful, he thought as he stepped back and looked up. Eris stood behind him, but he no longer considered any possibility of escape.

"Take your time," Eris said, her voice soft and sibilant. "Enjoy this. Have a little bit of fun. Relax and remember that you get to see something special right here and now. Are you a lucky boy?" This time, she patted him on the head, and he tried to turn away from the images arrayed in front of him, but he couldn't even focus on her taunting gesture or the condescending tone she wielded against him.

The top row of the grid featured three captivating works of illuminated art. On the left was a seascape where gentle waves rolled onto a sandy shore under a sky painted in soft, muted blues and pinks. A distant lighthouse stood on a rocky cliff, its light faintly glowing as the sun dipped below the horizon. The middle painting was a lively depiction of a sunflower field in full bloom with golden petals stretching toward a cloudless sky. Each flower seemed to dance in the breeze, their faces bathed in warm sunlight. The third painting was a portrait of an elderly man, his wrinkled face etched with years of wisdom and experience. His deep-set eyes held a quiet intensity, and the soft shadows that played across his features gave the painting a sense of depth and character.

Sigurd reflexively drank in those different details. While his brother and the others all remained quiet, he reflexively considered the meaning of each image. He thought of the wild passion associated with the ocean, the gentle relaxation of the sunflower field, and the aged wisdom carried by that old man.

"Keep going," Eris instructed.

This time, he obeyed without complaining.

In the middle row, the paintings contrasted in both tone and subject. The first was an abstract piece that included bold strokes of red, orange, and black whirling in a chaotic dance, creating a sense of raw emotion...not that he could name what that feeling should've been. Next to it, a peaceful mountain scene showed a range of snow-capped peaks rising majestically under a pale morning sky. A small wooden cabin nestled in the foreground, smoke curling from its chimney, added a touch of warmth to the cool, serene landscape. The final painting in the row captured a bustling market street at dusk. Stalls lined both sides of the narrow road, bursting with vibrant fruits, vegetables, and flowers. Lanterns hung overhead, casting a golden glow over the scene, while the blur of figures moving through the street gave the impression of a place alive with energy and activity.

"Do you like some?"

"They're beautiful," he said.

"More beautiful than me?" Eris asked.

He glanced back at her.

"Don't worry," she said. "That's not the game."

"Then what is it? What is the game?" Sigurd asked with more bravery and he actually felt.

"Keep looking," she said.

Again, he complied.

The bottom row completed the grid with three equally striking pieces. The first was a hyper-realistic close-up of a butterfly resting on a dew-covered leaf. Each delicate wing was intricately detailed, the veins and scales shimmering in the soft morning light. The next painting depicted a winding river cutting through a lush valley, its water so clear it mirrored the vivid green trees and the brilliant blue sky above. The final piece was a dreamlike portrayal of a distant galaxy, with swirling nebulae in shades of purple, blue, and gold. Tiny stars dotted the canvas, some shining brightly while others faded into the deep expanse, evoking a sense of wonder and infinite possibility.

He absorbed every detail. He focused on the digitized brushstrokes, the compositional choices, and he tried to decide whether or not he could infer some kind of ideological implication from any of the nine images as they hovered there against the smooth, metallic surface.

"Which one is my favorite?"

"That's mean," Thalia said from behind them, but she was obviously smiling. He could hear her voice; he didn't even have to glance back to see that grin.

"If you guess right, I will give you a very nice treat," she said.

"You could let us go," he replied.

"No," she said. "That's not a possibility. But what if you enjoy it? If I gently ran my hands along your body and played with you? Wouldn't you like me to gently play with this?" Her hand dropped down to his reformed chastity belt. He grimaced; his body tensed. Again and again, Sigurd searched for the strength to defy her. He just needed to insist that she couldn't treat him like this. It was a nice idea, only he already knew it wouldn't work.

"You don't have to guess," she said. "If you prefer, I can just tie you to a wall and play with you. That might mean pleasure. That might mean pain. What's it going to be?"

"You know, he has no idea what you're interested in," Luciana pointed out.

"Discord," he said. "Chaos. That's what you like, isn't it? That's why you're messing with me. You want me to get nervous or you want me to be scared."

She placed her hand on his chest. "Judging by your pulse, I think it's working," Eris said, although she made a point of dropping her voice to a conspiratorial whisper as though she had just shared an important secret. The other women could hear her. That much was obvious.

Sigurd hated it, but he couldn't fight back.

Maybe, within some distant fantasy, he longed for the chance to fight back and show his brother what he could do. But if Haldor wasn't strong enough to break free, Sigurd knew he didn't stand a chance. Still, he could have hoped for some witty response, some clever tactic that would've gotten them out of this.

If there was a solution like that, he couldn't think of it. He couldn't find it, no matter how hard he tried.

Worse, some part of him actually wanted to please her.

She was beautiful, after all. She knew exactly how to kiss him and how to touch him, and part of him wanted to impress her.

"If I give you an answer, you could always just change your mind," he said.

"Okay," she replied. "You, boy." She pointed to Haldor.

The fighter glared back at her, his expression steeled. "I'm going to give you the correct answer. This way, you can be the referee."

"And what if I don't want to play?"

"Then my friends and I get mad at you, and we focus on pain rather than pleasure. Remember, there are plenty of ways to break a boy. You want to do it the hard way, or would you rather enjoy yourself while we wait for rescue?"

"Just do it," Sigurd growled. He didn't turn around, but he hoped his brother would listen to him. At the same time, he relied on that distant hope. If the boys played along, then maybe these girls really would become overconfident. Perhaps they would make a mistake here or there. If the boys just ended up back in their cages, their chances of success dropped to practically zero.

Still, that kind of rationality scraped against everything he wanted to believe.

"Fine," Haldor said.

Holding her hands behind her back, Eris skipped over to his brother. This time, Sigurd watched. He hated seeing her move with that easy, catlike grace. She was playing with him, he could tell. In combat, she would probably be fierce and utterly relentless. But right then and there, she enjoyed toying with him.

Luciana shook her head just a little bit. Sigurd noticed, and now Eris whispered something into Haldor's ear.

She came back, and she rested her hand on Sigurd's backside. "What's it going to be? What is your guess? Tick tock, you don't get to hold off any longer."

If she thought that would make him nervous, she was wrong. He glanced at the nine images one more time, his eyes scanning across the different possibilities, yet this boy had already come to his conclusion. "The sunflowers," he said. "The sunflower field."

"That's right!" Haldor called out.

"I see," she said. "But I guess that means it's time for me to have some fun with you. Come along, boy."

Sigurd couldn't help but ask, "Where are we going?"

"Back to the other chamber," she said. "I want you tied down to a bed for what I have planned for you."

Sigurd gulped, he glanced over his shoulder again at his brother, and he watched as the other three women encircled him. As hard as he tried, Sigurd couldn't think of any way to help Haldor.

Chapter 10

As hard as Haldor tried, he couldn't think of any way to help Sigurd.

"I'm looking forward to playing with you," Thalia whispered into his ear.

"Me too," said the other girl.

They turned away from the boy for a moment. "Would you like to join in? I'm sure we could think of some ways to break them in together."

Haldor heard those words, and he wished he could have opened his mouth to argue or snarl. He had been allowed to speak for just a little while there. But now, his body had gone rigid again.

"You know, I think I'm going to go for a walk," Luciana said. "Maybe I will come back and play with him later. I certainly enjoyed our little match." Her eyes sparkled as she uttered those words.

Their match. Haldor locked his teeth together as he remembered losing to that woman, her incredible speed, and her tactical brilliance. Over the course of his training, he had encountered lots of men who had actively tried to underestimate the women of the Confederation. As far as those boys were concerned, it was just a matter of getting out onto the battlefield. Every other man who had gone up against these women had failed due to some combination of incompetence or bad luck. Those were the trainers and soldiers and mercenaries who automatically believed they would always be better and stronger than the women out in the wider universe. They had the advantage back at home, and they automatically assumed their success came down to their grit and inner strength.

Whether he liked it or not, Haldor had to acknowledge the truth.

Luciana was a better fighter. She had been stronger and faster and smarter. There was a reason why he had ended up on his back, pinned beneath her. Even if evolution in biology had been on his side, it hadn't been enough. It was a galling thought, only now these women grabbed him as Luciana strolled out of the room. They pushed him down onto his back, and the quiet one straddled him. She leaned down, and she pressed her mouth to his.

Just as his brother had, Haldor tried so hard to hate this. He did his best to concentrate on the shame, on the sense of failure, on the knowledge that he hadn’t been good enough or strong enough, so now these women could toy with him.

That's what this was, after all. He was a plaything for them. They were using him. As she kissed him, Sigurd tried to break away. Only then, she didn't pull back, yet she still entered those gesticulated commands near her gauntlet. That was enough to compel him to kiss her back. His lips pressed against her mouth, and fresh desire swarmed through his body. It felt like a lightning storm, prickles of heat racing along his shoulders, arms, chest, stomach, thighs, calves and feet. He could feel it along the curves of his toes and up to his fingertips.

That was just the start.

Thalia ran her hands along his naked legs. She stroked the arches of his feet, pinched his toes, and pushed her palms down along his shins. The onslaught of sensations shouldn't have overwhelmed him. And yet, he moaned. Able to move but fully aware that these women could overpower him whenever they liked, either with skill or their technologies, Haldor didn't try to fight. He didn't try to swing a fist. Only then, Zarah grabbed his wrists, and she was pinning him. Her legs were spread out, her inner thighs pressed against his chest. He loved it. He hated it! Even if she remained fully clothed, he was naked. Whenever she moved, he could feel the soft swish of the fabric of her uniform, and fresh need pumped into his body. This boy experienced every second as a fresh injection of need.

She pulled back. She looked into his eyes. Some of her hair had fallen in front of her face, so she tucked those loose bangs behind her ears. It was an oddly endearing gesture, but now the other woman asked, "Would you like to be our plaything right now? Would you like to be our toy?"

If Sigurd had been there, maybe Haldor could have remembered his status as a man, a fighter, and a Duchy citizen. Even if their cultures weren’t, technically at war, it was his duty to resist!

"Yes," he said, admitting everything he didn't want to believe.

"And I bet, in exchange for the chance to really enjoy yourself, you would promise yourself to us, wouldn't you?"

This time, he managed a defiant yet nearly breathless, "No." Zarah started kissing his neck. She brushed her lips down along the center of his chest. At the same time, she reached up, and she braced her hands on his shoulders. She was holding him down. Technically, he should have been able to grab her and to cradle her between his arms. If he felt more barbaric, he should have been able to throw her over his shoulder and carry her off like some ancient warlord.

This boy didn't attempt anything like that.

"Not yet?" Thalia said. "Okay. What do you think it would take?"

Haldor didn't get to answer. Zarah kissed him again. There were those long, intoxicating moments of her soft mouth pressed against his. Finally, she pulled away, and she gave him another silent smile.

"I asked you a question," Thalia said, although she didn't sound annoyed or irritated. Rather, she simply wanted him to respond. "What do you think it would take?"

"Nothing," he said.

"Let's play a little game, shall we?"

"I'm sick of your games!" Haldor tried to roar back at her. Although he searched through his psyche for some semblance of genuine power and confidence, Zarah kissed him on the mouth again. Her tongue teased his. Her lips left him squirming, fresh excitement vibrating along his flesh.

His thoughts shattered. His ideas meant nothing. Whenever he had worked out or trained, he had concentrated on getting himself over to some kind of physical ideal. Even so, these girls broke through everything he had constructed within the span of a few minutes, a few hours…

"Are you? Are you really?" Thalia asked. "Because you know, I think you like this." That was when she entered the commands, and his chastity belt retracted, just as Sigurd's had done.

Haldor fought hard not to react but just like his brother, he failed. There was that gasp of relief, followed by that flood of need. Thalia pulled the chastity belt away, and she looked down at him. "Did you know that in the Confederation, young women are trained to deal with boys? We are taught how to train you. I had one teacher who actually made a really interesting point. Would you like to hear about it?"

"No," he said.

"Are you sure? You might like it? You might learn something. Besides, aren't you interested in getting some kind of strategic advantage? If I tell you all about our training regimen, then maybe you will be able to figure out how to resist."

She was right.

Haldor hated acknowledging the truth, but he didn't know how to prove her wrong.

"Fine," he stepped back. "Tell me."

Thalia and Zarah glanced back and forth at one another. This boy did his absolute best to sound furious. He wanted to let the rage cascade along every syllable, but these women weren't frightened of him. If anything, he just sounded like some eager canine yearning for the chance to scare off his superiors. He was too foolish to understand how the dynamics really worked. If he barked, he believed he could assert himself.

He was wrong. He was wrong, and both of the women knew it. To them, it was so obvious that it didn't even warrant mentioning.

Thalia demonstrated that kind of power when she used both of her hands. With her left, she reached under his balls and started to gently stroke him. With her right hand, she toyed with the tip of his manhood. His member had hardened instantly. After all of the stimulation he had received, nothing else would have been possible. Even if he had concentrated with every iota of strength he possessed, there was simply no way for him to deny that need buried deep within his core. So now, Thalia played with him. She toyed with him. She stroked him and teased him and told him, "Boys are easy to distract. If you use pleasure or pain, they can't think. Give them enough, and they will be begging for enslavement soon enough. It's really funny, especially if you think about it for a while. Men like to think they rule the universe back in the Duchy, but that simply isn't true."

"We don't need to rule," he shot back. "But we aren’t slaves!"

"Are you sure about that?" Thalia asked. "Just think about this rationally. I mean, I know you are a boy, so this can be a challenge for you, but do your best."

A frustrated growl rushed along his vocal cords, but Thalia pretended not to notice. Or maybe she heard that sound, but she casually dismissed it since he couldn't qualify as a threat.. Technically, he had utterly fought their leader. Luciana had taken him down with her speed and skill, but these women seemed just as confident. Worse, they outnumbered him.

Those tactical realities beat down against him, reminding him over and over again of what little control he had. Maybe he could try to decide how he would react to the stimuli these women inflicted on him. And yet, he still enjoyed it. He couldn't deny that. He couldn't regain control as she played with him. "You enjoy this," she said. "You enjoy captivity. You want us to train you. You want us to tame you."

For a second there, it felt like he might have accidentally whispered, "Yes…"

Somehow, Haldor swallowed back that word. He locked his teeth together, only then Zarah started kissing him again. She had returned her hands to his wrists, and she held down this naked boy.

Finally, they pulled away.

They stood up. He blinked a couple of times. Even though he wasn't trapped like a puppet on his back, Haldor couldn't bring himself to move. He watched as these women shrugged off their jackets, their blouses, their pants, boots, socks, and even their panties. They removed their bras, and soon they were both naked. He saw their muscled and toned bodies.

"You're not trying to touch yourself," she said.

"I would never humiliate myself like that," he answered with as much dignity as he could muster.

She chortled, "Or maybe you already understand that your body belongs to us because you belong to us. Could that be it? Could that be it, boy?"

That was when she walked over to him, spread her legs, and placed her feet down beside the left and right sides of his chest. Then she crouched down. She was naked. Zarah was naked as well.

Haldor tried to tell himself that he wasn't nervous. Simultaneously, he did his best to hide from those images dancing behind his eyes. All too easily, he could envision those women and what they were about to do to him. Intellectually, he hated it. But on some physical level, he ached for them to take him…

Over and over again, Haldor tried so hard to banish that idea. Despite his best efforts, he couldn't hide from the truth, not when it seemed to lurk between every nerve in his body!

"We both want to play with you. Would you like that? Say please."

He was about to answer. Thalia must've been able to guess what his response would be because she leaned down and kissed him. For several long seconds, she kept that embrace going, her mouth placed against his. Their tongues danced and teased one another. It felt like flirting! A fresh surge of desire pumped through his body.

She pulled back. "Say please," she said again.

He wouldn't. He couldn't. He didn't. He fought back that temptation and refused to acquiesce. He remembered those moments when he had been running out in the wilderness, pushing his body to strain against his physical limitations. Back then, his heart had been pounding as well. Sweat had run down his body. But now, she kissed him again, and Zarah started stroking his shaft. They owned his cock. They controlled his body. They could do whatever they liked.

Technically, they could have forced him to utter that word.

"Just make me say it," he said.

"No," Thalia replied. "We want you to do it willingly. We want you to ask for it. So would you like us to use you? Say please. Say please like a good and obedient boy."

A good and obedient boy.

Her playful remark cut through his defenses. Another spasm of anger splashed through his body as his fingers tightened and his toes curled. He kicked his heels down against the unyielding floor as his defiance started to break apart anyway.

“Go on,” she ordered again. “You can do it. We know you can.” She encouraged him like this was a challenge. Technically, it was just one word she craved. He could have said it at any moment, yet something held him back.

With his teeth locked together, Haldor attempted to think of the man he wanted to be. Both of the boys had been in this position. Both men had struggled through these sensations. And yet, there was something about facing both Thalia and Zarah. Each time he glanced up at one woman or the other, he could feel the subservience flood through his body.

Time distorted making it hard for him to understand how long he had been a prisoner. Explicitly, he could sift through each idea and memory to come up with the right number. And yet, she was right there, and his lips tingled from her kiss. The heat lingered deep within his body, and he may have been able to enjoy that erection, yet it wasn’t enough. It couldn’t satisfy him!

“Go on,” Thalia said again. She smiled down at him. “I won’t force you. This isn’t something I’m going to make you do. You understand that, don’t you?  If you want, we can take you right back to your cage. Would that be better?  Would you rather be in your cage right now?”

That wasn’t what he wanted.

A little jolt of fear danced through his body as he contemplated this sort of defiance. But in some corner of his mind, he wished he could jump up, glower at them, and promise them that he would never play their games. He would never succumb!

If he did that, they would take him back to the cage. They would shut that gate and surround him with those black, iron bars. He would feel the soft padding beneath his knees and elbows, yet he would be prone, like a dog on display.

Haldor couldn’t let that happen.

It wasn’t a question of strategy. It wasn’t a tactical assessment either. This was something else, something he tried not to contemplate.

She was beautiful. And Zarah had touched him, and now their hands roamed along his body, nearly overwhelming his senses.

Haldor started thinking about some of the digital games he enjoyed playing. Whenever he downloaded a new simulation, he’d first see the readouts, and it would look like visual noise. There would be too many variables, too many sprites and pixels darting around his screen or the holographic display. Little by little, he would start to figure out the different panels and what each unit represented. But whenever he started, it all seemed like chaos.

That was what these women did to him. He didn’t know how to parse through all of the information as his senses cried out.

“Go on,” she said again with that apparently infinite patience. “Go on and say it. Say please. Say please, and we will use you. We will make you nice and hard and give you exactly what you need.”

Her voice was soft, gentle, and so enticing. She wasn’t spanking him, and he wasn’t even bound!

Despite all of this, he gulped, looked up at that beautiful girl again, and he knew he couldn’t resist. This wasn’t just a question of diplomacy. It was something else, like she knew how to melt away his resistance because she was so enticing…

Haldor wanted this; he needed this!

That was why his resolve finally broke. As her fingers lightly played along his shoulders and down the sides of his chest, he closed his eyes and leaned his head back. “Please.”

There. He said it. He said it, and that was supposed to be good enough, only she chuckled, “Again.”

His eyes opened.

“You did it once,” she informed him.

Haldor needed to be up. That instinct raged along his arms and legs, yet something about the closeness of these two women made it impossible for him to rise. With those pounding desires swirling through his body, he couldn’t think about anything but her touch, especially as her hands continued to sweep and play along his skin.

She was correct about that.

He had given in once. He could give in again…

It was so easy. This time, he didn’t clinch his eyes shut, nor did he try to hide from the truth as he looked back up at her. There was something so gentle about her warm smile as she coaxed his obedience.

It felt right when he said, “Please.” That word seemed to lose some of its meaning, yet he couldn’t ignore one underlying truth. When he said that word, he surrendered to her.

And now, she leaned down, and she kissed him hard. Her mouth played along his lips as she embraced him all over again.

In the meantime, Zarah continued to touch him. Her fingers moved along his most sensitive parts. His skin lit up while the excitement roamed all along his body.

As they touched him and stimulated him, he no longer thought about his brother, the Duchy, his ambitions, his goals, or that passion for running out into the wild with calliope. He didn’t think about his gun, the practiced muscle memories of combat, or anything else. One woman had defeated him. Now these women continued to work on him, holding him down, touching him, kissing him, teasing him, and drawing out those wild desires.

On his back, beneath them, he knew he couldn’t win. He could never defeat these women. To him, they became more than huntresses or enemies. They weren’t mercenaries or trackers either. They became…goddesses.

They seemed to exist on another plane.

If he ever went up against them, he would lose. Somehow, that idea became an inevitability, and it glowed there among the flames of his need and those passionate longings. She kept kissing him.

He had kissed other women before. There have been those moments here or there when he thought he might have a real relationship. Then again, those had been Duchy girls. Those had been the girls who didn’t push hard. They understood the restrictions of their society. They learned how to defer to the men around them.

Neither Thalia nor Zarah had that problem. These girls took him, touching him and teasing him until they finally stood again.

Zarah was on his right side. Thalia, on the left. They were both looking down at him, their eyes evanescent with glee.

He gulped.

When he closed his eyes, he wasn’t sure what he wanted to say. On some level, he wished he could defer to that old training. He was a man. As a man, he was supposed to be superior. Even if that wasn’t an explicit belief in the Duchy, he had picked up on that idea. It was always the tacit message, always an underlying assumption.

Only now, he saw these beautiful, naked women. Even without their uniforms, they seemed so overpowering. Simply by standing nearby, they worked his perceptions, making it impossible for him to resist.

Zarah placed one foot on his chest. She pressed down. The force wasn’t enough to hurt him, but she made it harder for him to breathe. More importantly, she sent him a message.

And now, Thalia grinned as she looked at him. “We’re going to take you, boy. We’re going to use you, and we’re going to have so much fun. That’s what you want, isn’t it?”

This time, Haldor replied with two words. They came out, reflexive and docile, “Yes…please.” Please. He asked for it.

Thalia straddled him. She pressed her crevice to his mouth. A nervous gulp dropped down along his throat, but this became a different kind of imprisonment, when he knew he couldn’t possibly escape. Worse, another part of him didn’t want to run or even fight.

He could just acquiesce. He could surrender!

He did.

Even as fresh embarrassment sped across his muscled frame, he parted his lips, and…He licked. He slid his tongue in nervous, probing movements up along her opening. He tasted her. He tasted her excitement as the knowledge of his own surrender drilled into him. He didn’t think about it explicitly. Right there, on his back and beneath this woman, he gave her what she craved. He did it automatically. He did it without thinking, like a new instinct had somehow been programmed deep into his body.

Or maybe they simply knew how to awaken something else within her captive.

He worshiped Thalia. Ultimately, that was the only variable that really counted. His tongue teased her opening as the heat from her body radiated down against his cheeks. With his eyes closed, he gave her exactly what she craved.

Just as so many other women have done, she called out those taunting little rewards, “Good boy. Yes, good. Good boy. You’re such a good boy!” He hated how she made him sound like a pet or an animal. Even so, he still gave her what she craved. He didn’t stop.

Haldor didn’t even slow down…

There was no sabotage here, no malicious compliance. Instead, his tongue darted and danced to the movements of her desire. He gave her everything he had!

At first, he thought this would be it. Even then, there was something akin to gratitude at the base of his gut. Later on, he might have wondered about that and what it could mean. Only now, the other girl positioned herself. She stroked his cock, slid forward, spread her legs, and…

Although his tongue continued to dance for Thalia, the rest of his body froze. The nervous tension grabbed him, paralyzing him. It wasn’t the collar. It was something else, something he didn’t know how to explain.

Zarah lowered herself down, and she held onto him by the base of his manhood.

The scout rubbed the captive’s stiffened cock against her slit. Second by second, she used him, turning him into a different kind of toy.

This time, he couldn’t even try to hate it. Instead, those sensations pulsed across his body. His nerves lit up, and he loved this. He loved every second of it!  Consciously, he did his best to think of the reasons why this was bad. Somehow, those words scattered behind his eyes. Within the depths of his mind, he lost himself. And now, she lowered herself down, and she claimed him.

Both of these girls were claiming him. They were sharing him and using him.

There was no other way to think about it. There was no other way to explain it. He couldn’t justify this!

But then, she claimed him. Zarah pushed down, and suddenly there was the gentle squeeze of her pussy along and around his cock. His breathing came faster. He licked harder. As his lungs pumped and his heart pounded like some angry pugilist, he groaned.

The girls loved it.

“More!” Thalia cried out.

He moaned again, groaning and whimpering beneath her.

“I love those noises,” she told him. “I love the little noises you make. Go on. Make some more for me!”

He obliged. Against the pounding of his heart, he made those sounds as his tongue played along her pussy. At the same time, Zarah rode him. She used him, making him nice and hard as she savored the sensations.

Both women wanted one thing: more.

“Faster!” Thalia ordered.

He yielded to her command again. With every flickering movement of his tongue, he ignored the fatigue in his jaw. Instead, he kept at it. He worshiped her just as she expected. For her, there couldn’t be any other compliance. To her and her sister, this was the inevitability. This was how the world was supposed to work. He simply gave her what she deserved.

Despite all of this, the pleasure overwhelmed him. It felt like this fuzzy inferno ensnaring him. She took what she wanted, and he couldn’t stop her. He didn’t want to stop her!  He didn’t want to stop either of them!

Zarah slid up and down in one frantic movement after another until…

“Come for us!” Thalia demanded.

In that moment, he would have begged. He would have pleaded for the privilege of that release. He needed this flood of satisfaction.

These girls loved to play with him, but they’re also competent, so they knew exactly what an orgasm would do to his psyche. After this, he would question himself. He would question his competence and his own capabilities. After all, if he would succumb to this kind of pleasure just once, then he would do it again and again. They could take him whenever they liked. It would just require a little bit of teasing here or there, and his defiance would weaken each and every time. He was smart for a boy; he would be able to figure it out. He’d understand what would happen whenever these women decided to play with him…

He came!

Zarah’s inner thighs tightened; he sensed that grip and couldn’t resist. As a boy, maybe he could have tried to hold out. Then again, these women knew what they were doing. They understood exactly what was required to toy with him. They made sure he yielded.

It worked.

They stole that orgasm from him. He didn’t get to argue, resist, or fight back. With Thalia holding his wrists, they claimed him for themselves.

“Good,” she said, moaning out that word. “Good. More. I want it. I want it all. We’re taking it. We’re taking you!”

Haldor couldn’t even understand exactly what those words were supposed to mean, but it didn’t matter because they were playing with him.

A volcanic rush of heat pulsed across his body. It consumed every other thought, every other idea. He clutched his eyes shut, yet his tongue continued to play along her crevice. He didn’t know how to stop. He didn’t know how to retake control of himself.

They really owned him.

He wasn’t sure if that was an explicit idea or something else altogether. It seemed to morph into a fundamental truth, something he couldn’t ignore.

When they finished with him, they pulled back. They looked down at him.

For a long time, he remained silent. His heart rate slowed, his breathing normalized, and yet he still had his eyes shut.

One of these women attached his leash. He opened his eyes, and he saw them standing above him. They had gotten dressed again. They had on their uniforms while he remained bare and vulnerable.

“It’s time for someone to get back in his cage.”

The boys were quiet for a very long time.

At some point, Zarah came back into the chamber, and she tossed them some nutrition bars and bottles of water. They ate. They drank.

While chewing, Sigurd had thought of Eris and her touch. True to her word, she had rewarded him. That meant his gag, the restraints, getting spread and ridden hard. She’d toyed with him and teased him–she made him beg for release. Of course, he hadn’t asked for freedom. Instead, it was that completion he had needed so badly.

Whenever he closed his eyes, he thought of that girl and her sharp cheeks, her wicked smile, the shine along her hair, and the way she could kiss him. She had touched him all over, keeping him at the edge of an orgasm. True to her word, she gave him pleasure. She didn’t punish him. She never spanked him or taunted him. Even so, he had still begged…

He had begged.

Hoping to hold off those memorized thoughts, Sigurd worked to think of something he did say to his brother. When he first saw Haldor crawl back into his cage, Sigurd had wanted to open his mouth, to ask what had happened, to figure this out, and to work on a plan.

Theoretically,  these boys were alone now. Sigurd wasn’t sure how to think of this space. The dungeon?  A training room?  Just some elaborate bedroom?  Considering how the walls themselves could be shaped by the AI, he didn’t know if this kind of space even had a formal designation. Those thoughts invaded, all because he saw his brother, but he couldn’t bring up the possibility of escape or rebellion.

They stayed quiet. They were both lost in their own thoughts.

Sigurd kept thinking about Eris. Presumably, Haldor contemplated the other girls.

Little by little, he came to the inevitable conclusion. If they didn’t figure out some way to fight back, these women would win. They would get more than just the base. They would get both of these brothers as well…

Chapter 11

“What did you think?” Eris asked as she crossed her legs and leaned back in her seat. “Did you have fun with him?”

Surprisingly, it was Zarah who answered. “The muscled boy was more than satisfying.”

“How did you use him?” Eris asked.

“We took our time,” Thalia said.

“You don’t have to be coy,” Eris retorted. “Then again, I suppose there’s a better question to ask.”

“What is that?”

“Are they worth keeping or should we sell them?”

All three of these women glanced back and forth at one another as they considered the different possibilities. They were imagining it and thinking of both Haldor and Sigurd. They were contemplating those boys, collared and naked.

“We don’t have slaves on our ship.”

“Technically, our ship is scrap right now.”

“It’ll be repaired,” Eris said. “Long-term, what are we going to do with them?”

“They are handsome and help the stock,” Zarah pointed out, her voice quiet as always.

“They could also be a lot of fun,” Eris pointed out.

Thalia focused on the other girl, “Would you get bored?”

A smirk dashed Eris’s lips, “Bored?  Really?  Is that what you think of me?”

“No insult intended,” Thalia said. “But I have never seen you keep a boy for any real length of time. You like to play with them and you move on. There is nothing wrong with that.”

Eris considered those words for a few seconds. “What makes you think I haven’t just been looking for the ideal pet?”

“Is that boy the ideal pet?”

“He passed your challenge,” Zarah noted.

Eris glanced at their scout. “That might be true, but a boy needs to be a lot more than just an art critic.” She laughed and shook her head from side to side. “I mean, does anyone care what a boy thinks about art in the first place?”

“An ideal slave can do more than just fuck,” Thalia pointed out.

“Very poetic,” Eris said.

“My sister is correct,” Zarah said.

“And this is what I get for arguing with a pair of sisters when Luciana isn’t around.” Eris paused for a moment. “Have we heard from her?”

It had been several hours…

Chapter 12

Although Luciana could’ve contacted the AI, she allowed herself to wander and explore on her own. She moved between the different sections of the base, some pristine and recently repaired, others still blackened and burned. Even though Luciana now wore her helmet and armor with her rifle locked between both hands, she still imagined that scent of scorched metal with every breath.

Careful and quiet and curious, Luciana moved through its cold corridors with practiced stealth, her light, flexible power armor barely making a sound as she navigated the desolate maze. Each step she took echoed softly in the empty halls, the sound swallowed by the metallic walls that had once been the heart of advanced research. Her blaster rifle, a sleek and deadly extension of her own reflexes, stayed clutched tightly in her hands.

Her visor's heads-up display cast a faint blue glow, outlining the rusted equipment and flickering control panels that lined the corridors. The soft hum of her armor’s power system was the only noise, apart from the occasional drip of condensation from the ceiling. She left the repaired sections and now wandered among the broken remains. Initially, she saw some of the insectile drones controlled by the AI. As she had continued to explore, those disappeared. She was out in the wilds of destruction now.

She made her way into the processing center, walked the gantries, and considered the emptied storage units down below. After a few more steps, she crossed into another section of the facility. She wandered the hallways and corridors. Careful to maintain her awareness, she had her helmet’s nav-system mark her route so she could double-back when ready.

As she rounded a corner, the dim light from her helmet’s flashlight revealed a large hangar door. It was slightly ajar, and a faint breeze of frigid air seeped through the gap. She spotted frost on the ground.

Frost?

Behind her helmet’s faceplate, Luciana tightened her brows. Luciana approached cautiously, her senses sharp and focused. When she left the others, she had decided she wanted to get some exercise and learn more about the outpost.

She was getting her wish.

Despite her armor’s insulation, the temperature had dropped noticeably as the cold bit through the thin layers of her armor. She raised her rifle, the weapon’s sleek frame aligning perfectly with her line of sight. Ice shouldn’t have been a cause for concern.

And yet…

Luciana breathed in, braced. She strode forward, careful to remain quiet. Zarah would’ve been better at this, but Luciana knew how to scout. She also knew how to fight.

“AI, are you there?” Luciana called into her comm.

Nothing.

Just silence.

Not even static.

That could’ve meant a technical issue. Much more likely, she was getting jammed.

She switched channels, “Thalia? You there?”

Again, nothing.

She tried to contact each member of her team. No one replied.

Luciana contemplated doubling back. Something told her that would simply mean getting attacked from behind. She decided to figure out what was going on. Tightening her grip on her weapon, she checked the rifle’s charge and moved ahead.

Beyond the next bulkhead, she saw the hangar bay.

The hangar was expansive, its floor littered with debris and old machinery. Broken wrecks sat along the walls like scorched skeletons. Large containers, once filled with who-knew-what, lay toppled and broken.

Those details could’ve been interesting, only her eyes locked onto the creature at the center of the chamber.

It was a massive, frozen figure in the center of the hangar bay that made Luciana stop, her breathing locked in her chest. It was a four-legged robot, its chassis encased in a thick layer of ice. The robot’s limbs were angular and imposing. Luciana’s breath misted in front of her visor as she surveyed the mechanical behemoth. At least three meters tall, it looked more like a tank.

As she approached the frozen construct, the floor beneath her suddenly shifted. Luciana’s instincts kicked in, and she leapt backward, narrowly avoiding a sudden burst of icy shards that exploded from the robot’s maw. The robot’s eyes flared to life with a chilling blue light, and its massive frame began to thaw from the ice that had once held it captive. Its joints liquified, yet she didn’t hear the slosh of a splash. Instead, the creature began to move.

Luciana’s heart raced as the four-legged behemoth rose from its frozen slumber. Its movements were slow at first, but the ice cracking and falling off its frame hinted at the power it was about to unleash. The robot’s limbs moved with an unsettling fluidity. Its sensors scanned the room, and Luciana knew it had detected her presence.

It roared. Another barrage of icy spikes exploded from between the shards in its maw. They slammed down, digging into the concrete at her feet as she drew back.

Weapon raised, Luciana fired her blaster rifle. The energy bolt streaked toward the robot’s icy carapace. The shot hit its mark, but the robot’s frozen armor deflected the blast with a faint shimmer. The energy did some damage (Luciana hoped), but the robot’s advance didn’t falter. It charged at her with surprising speed, its four legs moving in a synchronized rhythm as it raced toward her, claws extended.

Luciana dodged to the side, narrowly avoiding a swipe from one of the robot’s massive limbs. The impact of the strike against the ground sent a shockwave through the hangar, causing debris to scatter and the floor to tremble. She rolled away, quickly regaining her footing as she assessed the situation. She fired again. Some of the robot’s frozen exterior had melted into slick, dangerous terrain, and Luciana had to be cautious of the ice that now coated the hangar floor.

The robot’s sensors tracked her every movement, its glowing eyes locking onto her with relentless precision. Luciana knew she had to act fast. She leapt behind a toppled crate for cover, her breathing heavy as she recalibrated her weapon. She needed it to be sharper and hotter. This would drain the power pack faster, but she’d take that risk. Her visor’s display calculated a rapidly decreasing power reserve—she needed to make every shot count.

From her cover, Luciana fired again. She focused and targeted the joints where the robot’s legs met its body. She guessed those segments might be weaker or more vulnerable. Any four-legged beast would be cripled if it lost a joint. The same might be true here–she hoped. The shots struck true, causing sparks to fly and sections of the creature’s ice armor to fragment. Despite the damage, the robot continued its relentless charge.

“Crap,” she hissed.

She fired again and again. With each shot, chunks of ice blew away. Hisses of steam cut up into the air as her weapon’s charged energy sliced through ice.

Luciana moved with agility, darting from cover to cover. Her power armor’s flexibility allowed her to maneuver, but the robot’s brute strength made cover almost irrelevant. When it reared up, roared, and sent another shower of jagged shards at her, she ducked down. Those frozen blades cut into the burned crates and container units.

She was getting tired.

It wasn’t. It advanced with a mechanized predation, its massive limbs swinging with devastating force.

She kept firing. It roared. It launched those blades.

“Drop, you bastard,” she hissed under her breath.

She dodged, wove between those containers, ducked and spun back, letting loose one volley after another.

The room became a chaotic battlefield, the sound of laser fire and clashing metal filling the air. Luciana rushed through different tactics as she relied on muscle memory to keep herself alive.

Under chunks of jagged, frozen exoskeleton, she saw something. It glowed, pulsating as the machine leapt and swiped at her. She could see the robot’s energy core exposed through the damaged sections of its armor. It was a vulnerable spot, but getting a clear shot at it while evading the robot’s attacks was proving to be a daunting task.

With a surge of determination, Luciana threw herself into her next move. She sprinted across the icy floor, her movements carefully calculated to avoid slipping. As the robot prepared to strike again, she slid beneath its massive frame, her blaster rifle aimed upward.

She fired a concentrated burst of energy directly into the exposed core.

The robot convulsed, its limbs flailing as the energy coursed through its systems. With a final, shuddering groan, the robot collapsed, its massive body crashing to the ground in a shower of ice and sparks. The hangar fell silent once more, the once-menacing figure now a smoldering wreck.

Luciana stood, her breath visible through her visor. She scanned the wreckage, her thoughts still tumbling as she considered what to do next.

Just as she turned, she heard it: another roar.

“Shit,” she hissed. “Shit, shit, shit!” It wasn’t panic. Instead, a different kind of frustration stabbed into her as she worked methodically to reload.

Coming from the single large opening out in the corridor, another one of these ice-machines appeared.

The creature stomped forward on two legs, its hulking frame clanking with every cumbersome step. Standing over ten feet tall, it moved with a grotesque, mechanical grace that seemed out of sync with its bulky, frost-covered legs. Each footfall smashed down against the steel decking, its metallic body glinting ominously. Its eyes—two cold, glowing slits—fixed on Luciana with an unfeeling intensity, and its massive, clawed hands reached out, fingers articulating with a slow, menacing precision.

She fought. She fired.

She dodged back.

It may have been slow when it first appeared. But now it roared again, and rushed forward. It was fast! It was way too fast!

Luciana fought desperately against the frozen menace, her breaths coming in ragged bursts as she ducked and dodged its clumsy but powerful strikes.

This second creature pounced. One arm struck; she dodged to the left. Its other arm came up and the claw grabbed her. Those talons would’ve sliced through cloth and flesh. Her armor cracked but held. The creature had seized her in its cold, iron claws.

Her heart raced as she fumbled for one of her pouches. She grabbed the grenade, feeling the crushing pressure of the robot's grip tighten around her. With a final, defiant snarl, she jerked the pin and threw the grenade towards the robot’s head.

Her helmet hadn’t broken. Her armor remained mostly intact.

She had to hope it could take this kind of punishment.

The boom warped her senses, knocking her back.

The explosion was deafening, sending a shockwave of heat and debris that blasted through the frigid air. The robot staggered, its armored shell buckling under the force.

The blast had thrown her violently against the icy ground, pain radiating through her body as she lay among the shattered remnants of the robot. Her vision blurred, she felt the bite of cold seeping into her wounds.

She tried to stand.

Her body refused to obey.

Her eyelids fell as she lost consciousness. Cold soaked into her body, yet she still felt something warm just beneath her ribcage.

Chapter 13

For several minutes, they tried to contact their commander. Without thinking about it, they wandered back into the training chamber. By this point, both of the boys were back in their cages, down on their elbows and knees. They both looked up, and they saw those women. For once, neither Thalia nor Eris nor Zarah seemed especially interested in either male. Instead, they kept sub vocalizing as they sent those messages, one after another in an attempt to figure out what had happened to their leader.

Neither of the boys happened to be gagged at that moment. Still, they both knew better than to say anything. Sigurd didn't want to believe this signified anything beyond a strategic decision. Then again, he had to wonder if he had learned to defer to them. Since they weren't talking to him, then he didn't have anything to say.

No, he tried to tell himself. It had only been a day or two at the absolute most. There was no way that his independence could be taken from him in that length of time. Then again, he glanced back up at Eris, and he saw that strained look of concern on her face. Even though it wasn't directed at him, he suddenly experienced a different sort of instinct. Part of him wanted to figure out what she needed so that he could give it to her. It wasn't affection, not necessarily. Instead, there was the sense that she was in charge. He looked at her, and he yearned to defer to her authority.

It was a dumb impulse, and he tried to push it aside.

He glanced over at Haldor, and Sigurd silently hoped that his brother would be pushing his hands up against the bars. Better yet, perhaps there could be some look of angry disdain coiling across his face. Instead, he looked...deferential.

Sigurd swallowed the revulsion that pumped through his body. At the same time, he locked his teeth together, clenched his jaw, and fought to focus on the many reasons why they couldn't allow these women to win.

Eris, Thalia, and Zarah had activated their respective comm units. They sent messages, one after another. They kept calling out to Luciana. There were flashes of static, moments of silence, but nothing coherent or comprehensible. They rotated through different channels and signals. They kept at it for several minutes while the boys looked on from behind the bars of their cages. Then, one by one, they gave up.

"AI," Thalia said, raising her voice. "Can you hear us?"

The holographic avatar appeared. "You appear to be missing one of your crewmembers," she said.

"That's right," Thalia confirmed.

"We have to go after her," Eris said flatly.

"I think we all want to find her, but we need to figure out what's going on first," Thalia replied. She turned back to the avatar. "We have been trying to communicate with Luciana, but we haven't been able to break through. Do you have any idea what might be going on?"

"Communications across the facility can be difficult at the best of times," she replied. "That said, I have lost contact with several drones. They should have reported back by now."

"Reported back?" Eris asked. "You don't keep regular communications with them?" Most drones maintained a consistent feed with their home base.

"As I said, communications can be difficult, so a limited degree of autonomy is required for the drones. This is one reason why the muscular boy was able to defeat several of my attack units."

"You weren't controlling them on your own, so they were operating autonomously," Thalia said. "Okay. That makes sense. But tell me, are there any threats we need to know about?"

"There are no known threats within this facility at this time." The AI considered this for another second. "The boys represented the greatest threat. They are currently contained and caged."

"Yes, they are," Eris agreed with a bright smile. But then, her expression hardened again. "We really need to figure this out."

"What about hypothetically?" Thalia asked.

"Unknown," said the AI.

"What are you thinking?" Zarah asked.

Thalia shrugged.

Eris spoke up, "There might be other boys. There could be raiders. Maybe there's another team here? There are plenty of possibilities."

"If we are talking about Confederation operatives, Luciana would still be able to respond."

"Unless this is just a coincidence," Thalia said. "We shouldn't panic."

"This isn't a question of panic," Eris said. "We need to be cautious."

"Or there's a serious threat here, and you need our help," Haldor said.

Sigurd blinked, instantly surprised. He jerked his head to the side, and he stared back at his brother. Haldor had pushed his hands up against the bars of his cage. "I'm an amazing fighter. Even she knows what I can do. If someone managed to take down your leader, then the three of you are in trouble. You should let us help you."

"Quiet, boy," Eris snapped back.

"Or you could just leave us alone," Sigurd said. He grinned. "I mean, it's not like we could possibly get out while you are off, chasing down your commander."

"I told you to be quiet," Eris growled. Sigurd wasn't sure what to expect, but then she raised her arm, reached down with her right hand, and entered in the haptic instructions. With a gesture, she entered the command. The device sent the signal, and suddenly his collar activated. This time, she could simply silence him. She didn't treat him like a puppet, either.

It was electricity!

Painful, perfectly harmless, and entirely corrective electricity shot down into his skin. Immediately, he jerked away from the bars of his cage. Then again, he couldn't escape this. Frantic, Sigurd reflexively tried to pull the collar off. Of course, it didn't work. He couldn't do it. The women who had designed that training collar had known exactly what they were doing.

"Go off then," Haldor said. "Get out of here. Leave us alone for a while."

"I can watch them," said the AI. "I can monitor their behavior and ensure there are no issues."

"What if there are problems?" Eris said. Even as the question left her mouth, she didn't sound pleased with this possibility. On the contrary, she wanted those boys to be helpless. But now, if they faced an actual issue, then they needed to know about it immediately.

It was Thalia, who asked, "As an AI, is your programming still completely stable?" Considering how long this facility had been operational after taking catastrophic damage, it probably wasn't wise to trust the system all on its own.

"No," she admitted. "There are sensor malfunctions and other potential issues."

"We should have asked about that earlier," Zarah said.

"It's too late," Thalia said. "Right now, we need to figure out what we're doing."

"Go after your girl," Haldor chided them. "Just leave us alone. I'm sure we won't be able to get out."

Eris locked her teeth together. "I can stay behind."

"I don't know if you would," Thalia said with an indulgent smile. All three women ran through the different possibilities. Technically, they could have used the collars to paralyze the boys or even knock them unconscious. And yet, that still meant relying on this kind of technology.

Thalia raised her hand, and she typed in a different signal.

The AI said, "VR captivity with time dilation might be an appropriate approach. If the implementation is successful, then the chances of rebellion drop significantly."

Eris and Zarah both glanced down at their own gauntlets, as they monitored the conversation. Suddenly, Eris nodded and smiled.

"Where do we get the units?"

"Time dilation?" Haldor asked, careful to keep his voice down to a hissing whisper.

Thalia spun around, held her hands behind her back, and crouched down like some ballet dancer in front of his cage. "That means you're going to perceive time, just a little bit differently."

"Slower," she said.

"That's not possible," Haldor retorted. "Time is time."

"Not always," Sigurd said. "Just think about relativity. But more than that, perceptions of time are based on feeling. Feelings can be manipulated."

"That's exactly it," Thalia told the boy. She called out over her shoulder, "What kind of programs do you have?"

"Training programs," said the AI.

"Are they fully functional?"

"Diagnostic complete," said the AI. "The VR programs and integration units are fully functional and operating within all acceptable parameters."

"No," Sigurd said right away. "You don't have to worry about that."

"VR?" Haldor asked, raising his voice as he laughed at those women. "Seriously? You think you're going to keep us here with a couple of games?"

The AI told him, "This system is different. It is full immersion based on neurological integration."

Still down on his elbows and knees, Sigurd wished he could have called out, but something like that was completely impossible. Then again, he understood that an ancient civilization might have had access to different kinds of technology, ones that he had a hard time recognizing as viable.

Not only that, he understood how this might work.

"What are these girls thinking?" Haldor asked.

In spite of himself, Sigurd answered, "They're thinking that they might be able to make us experience days or weeks or even longer. While they run off."

"That's not possible," Haldor scoffed.

Sigurd hoped his big brother was right, only now Eris came scurrying back.

She crouched down in front of Haldor's cage first, and her hand shot out. She touched a small disk to the side of his face. It appeared automatically, and his eyes widened. In just two or three more seconds, his eyelids drooped down and he closed them completely. Then he bowed his head forward as though he had been a toy, whose battery had just been removed.

Sigurd gulped; his mouth went dry.

Eris spun around, and she walked right over to him.

"No," Sigurd said. "You, you don't have to do anything like that. Look, I'm sorry about what we said. You can just leave us here, and I won't cause any trouble. I promise."

"You know what's funny?" Eris asked. "I actually believe you." Then she reached through the bars with that same adroit speed, she touched the next disk to the side of his face, and it deadlocked on. Immediately, time distorted. His perceptions shifted and warped. All around him, everything seemed to stretch until his eyelids dropped down just as his brother's had. Within a few more seconds, Sigurd lost himself to a different reality."

Jumping to her feet, Eris turned back to the others. "With the AI babysitting them, I think we can go find Luciana."

"Sounds good," Thalia agreed. All three women wrapped their helmets, their rifles, then double checked their armor, and headed out. Each woman hoped that it really was just a communications glitch. Even so, they remained ready to fight if that was what it took.

Thalia, Eris, and Zarah rushed through the repaired sections of the outpost; the AI's voice reassured them that she had access to the sensors in this section and that there were no anomalous readings. The AI still couldn't track Luciana, which meant she had to be somewhere else within the outpost.

Within minutes, the trio hunted through the crumbling corridors of the ancient outpost. Cold mist clung to the floor like a shroud, and their boots crunched over ice-covered tiles. The air was thick with the scent of rust and abandonment. Their leader, Luciana, may have been missing for hours...No one wished to think of what that may have meant.

Any kept telling herself that it was probably just a glitch. Even so, she kept her finger poised on her rifle's trigger. In truth, she considered herself to be more of a diplomat than a fighter. Even so, she had her sister and Eris with her. Together, they could bring down any attacker. At least, that was what she needed to believe.

Thalia held up a hand, signaling the others to stop. “Are you picking up anything with your sweeps?” she asked, her voice barely more than a whisper.

Eris, always the tech-savvy one and eager to rush ahead, glanced down at the glowing display on her wrist. “Nothing yet. But that doesn’t mean we’re alone.” Her lips tightened as her eyes narrowed in concentration.

Zarah, standing at the rear with her pulse rifle at the ready, glanced behind them. The audio-receivers built into her helmet alerted her to those small, ambient noises. Distant creaks and groans of the outpost sounded almost like whispers, like it was a living thing, breathing in the cold.

“Luciana wouldn’t have gone far,” Zarah said, her voice steady but laced with concern. “We’ll find her.”

Thalia nodded, but something didn’t feel right. The walls were lined with ancient, frost-covered machinery, long dead but somehow still imposing. Pipes jutted out from the ceiling like the bones of some long-dead beast. There was a sense of history here, a place where something great had once happened—and now lay forgotten beneath ice and dust. If she had been more of a historian, then she would have been intrigued by all of those myriad details. Only right then and there, she couldn't think about anything but Luciana.

Suddenly, Eris’s scanner beeped. “Wait… I’m picking up movement.” She turned in a slow circle, frowning at the readings. “Multiple signatures. Fast.”

Thalia’s heart raced. “Where?”

“Everywhere,” Eris whispered, her eyes wide.

The three of them instinctively tightened their formation, pulse rifles raised. Then came the sound—a sharp, metallic scraping, like claws dragging across frozen metal. Thalia’s breath caught in her throat as the first one emerged from the shadows.

It was a spider—no, something worse. A monstrous, dog-sized creature made entirely of gleaming ice and something akin to metal, its eight legs tapping against the floor like frostbitten claws. Its many eyes glowed an eerie blue, and steam hissed from the liquid joints where the ice met the machinery.

Behind it, other arachnids appeared, crawling from the walls and ceilings, their numbers multiplying as they swarmed toward the women.

"Fire!" Eris shouted.

Their rifles' muzzles flashed as they opened fire. The first rank of spiders fell.

There were more. Many more. Too many. Far too many.

“Move!” Thalia shouted, her voice cutting through the fear throbbing at the back of her mind. Like everyone on that team, she knew how to control herself.

They had taken down five or six of the spiders, but one rushed ahead.

That first spider lunged, and Thalia fired her pulse rifle, the weapon’s blue energy bolt slamming into the creature’s torso. The ice cracked and exploded outward, sending frozen fragments flying, but two more spiders took its place.

Zarah spun around, firing off a burst of shots. “There’re too many of them!”

Eris backed up against the wall, her hands trembling as she blasted at a spider skittering too close. The thing let out a piercing, high-pitched shriek as her shot tore through its mechanical abdomen, but even more of the ice creatures were closing in.

They needed to regroup. Fast!

“This way!” Thalia called, motioning toward a narrow hallway to their right. She fired another round, taking down two spiders, then sprinted toward the passage. Zarah and Eris followed, their boots slipping on the icy ground as they ran.

They ducked into the corridor, the walls closing in tight around them. But the spiders weren’t far behind, their mechanical limbs scraping and screeching as they pursued.

At the next bulkhead, the women turned. “Seal the door!” Zarah yelled.

Eris was already on it, her fingers flying over the haptic sensor next to the doorframe. The bulkhead hissed shut just as the first spider reached it, slamming into the metal with a sickening thud. The women backed away, breathing heavily as the sound of the spiders clawing at the door echoed through the hall.

“They won’t stop,” Thalia said, wiping the sweat from her brow. “They’ll find another way in.”

Eris nodded, still catching her breath. Then she smiled, "I've got a good feeling about this. I think Luciana is nearby. She’s got to be around here somewhere.”

"Is that just a feeling?" Zarah whispered.

"Do we have anything better?" Eris asked pointedly.

Thalia’s mind raced. Luciana had always been their guide, the one who took the lead. Without her, knowing where to go suddenly felt so much more difficult.. But they had no choice—they couldn’t leave her behind. Not here. Not like this.

“We’re not stopping,” Thalia said firmly, gripping her rifle tighter. “Luciana’s out there. We’ll find her.”

Zarah checked her rifle's charge pack and gave a sharp nod. “And if those spiders come back, we’ll be ready.”

The door behind them creaked under the weight of the mechanical creatures battering it. Time was running out. With a final glance at the sealed entrance, the three women pressed on into the heart of the outpost, pulse rifles ready and the cold breath of the frost-spiders chasing them down every step of the way.

Chapter 14

The disk, sleek and no larger than a coin, had been designed to blend seamlessly into the wearer's face, just above the temple. Its surface shimmered with an almost organic sheen, though beneath the smooth exterior lay a complex array of neural connectors and quantum processors. Once attached, it linked directly to the user's nervous system, delicately interfacing with the brain’s synaptic pathways. The initial connection was almost imperceptible—a brief tingling sensation as microscopic tendrils extended from the disk and bonded with the wearer’s neural cortex.

The Duchy's concept of VR usually meant a screen placed close to the wearer's eyes.

This version of simulated reality was completely different.

Once fully integrated, the device could override all sensory input from the outside world. The wearer’s vision, hearing, touch, taste, and even smell were rerouted through the disk’s processors, effectively placing them in an entirely artificial environment. This made it perfect for training boys! Every detail of this programmed reality was crafted down to the subtlest nuance. The wearer might have felt a cool breeze on their skin, the warmth of sunlight against their face, or the soft crunch of gravel beneath their feet. All of it, however, was an illusion—each sensation carefully constructed by the disk, drawing upon a vast database of textures, sounds, and visual inputs.

What made this technology revolutionary was its perfect mimicry of the real world. The brain, accustomed to processing electrical signals from the body’s senses, couldn’t distinguish between the fabricated inputs and those from the real world. The disk tapped directly into the subconscious, allowing the wearer to move, react, and interact within the programmed world as if it were authentic. Even pain, joy, or fatigue could be simulated to flawless precision, creating a virtual existence where every action carried the weight of genuine experience. Thousands of years ago, this technology had raised many questions for those contemporary philosophers.

The true brilliance of the disk, however, lay in its capacity to adapt. It wasn’t merely a pre-scripted virtual reality, but a dynamic environment shaped by the user’s thoughts, desires, and emotions. The device monitored neural activity in real time, adjusting the simulation to respond to the wearer’s unconscious reactions. A sudden burst of fear might conjure storm clouds or darken the sky, while a feeling of tranquility could manifest in the form of a serene landscape, complete with birds chirping and flowers blooming in the distance. It wasn’t just immersive—it was personal, an entire world designed to respond to the user’s mind.

In this case, the outpost's AI could make adjustments as needed.

These features enabled near-perfect behavioral modification.

In a real-world prison, the inmates might've resisted their new education. In theory, the most stubborn and defiant boys could hold out for months, years, or even decades...perhaps longer. In VR, the perception of time could be used to wear away their defiance until they learned the truth. Eventually, they'd accept their own inferiority.

As far as the AI knew, no male had successfully resisted this system.

Then again, it hadn't been tested in thousands of years. Perhaps something had changed or maybe one or both of these boys would prove to be especially adept at resisting.

The AI considered the different training possibilities and made two choices: one for Sigurd and another for Haldor.

Over time, users often forgot they were in a simulation at all. The boundary between what was real and what was artificial blurred, and for many, it ceased to matter altogether. The disk didn’t just create a reality—it rewrote the user’s perception of it. People could live entire lives within the program, exploring boundless worlds and limitless experiences, their physical bodies lying dormant in a sterile room somewhere far away. The artificial reality became as convincing as their memories of the real world, and some even preferred it...That wouldn't be a problem for these boys, not at first anyway…

"Run, boy!"

Sigurd blinked. He was back down on his elbows and knees, only he was no longer surrounded by metal bars. He was free?

In the text moment, exultation surged through his body. He was free!

Turning his head to the side, he saw the rolling green hills, he caught the scent of freshly cut grass, and gentle sunlight warmed his head, bare shoulders, back, and buttocks.

"This isn't right," he whispered. "This isn't real."

"What makes you say that?" That was a woman's voice. Immediately, he looked up, and he saw her. Eris. She had been training him. She had been talking to him, she reached out, touching a disk to the side of his face. That disk. VR.

Sigurd did his best, but the different pieces together had been so disorienting, so jarring. He jerked his head from side to side as he tried to clear his mind and sharpen his perceptions. As an intellectual, he believed in empiricism. He thought that it was genuinely possible to understand the world through experimentation and one's senses.

This was a simulation.

Right?

He had listened as the women talked. It was time dilation. It was a distortion of what he was seeing and feeling. And yet, he reached down, and his arms brushed along the grass, and then he flexed his fingers, and he started to understand what he was actually wearing. He saw the restrictive, black leather gloves. He raised them up by bracing his weight on his elbows, and he rotated his wrists. He saw the smooth, black leather. It shined under the warm sunlight. He saw the puppy paw imprints along the front.

From there, he tried to flex his legs. He tried to stand up. He didn't. He couldn't. His legs had been bent back, his legs restricted by another set of sleeves. He couldn't stand. In fact, he had to move on his knees and elbows. Seething, he opened his mouth, and he could speak. That much was obvious. But now, Eris crashed down, and she stroked his back. "This isn't real," she told him.

"What?" Sigurd asked. Instantly, he hated how that all sounded so perfect. That was definitely his voice, the sensation of his vocal cords vibrating, the inclination of his head. Every detail was so perfect, so real.

"Are you sure about that?"

"Yes," he said.

"Smart boy," she said. "But how does it feel?"

"It feels real…" His voice trailed off.

"Good. I'm glad you told me the truth."

At first, he was about to ask her why she would care one way or the other. Only then, he glanced back at her. He hated being down on all fours like this. This felt ridiculous, especially because he should have been taller than this petite girl. And yet, he never had the advantage with her. Even if he longed for it, and even expected it as a man, he found himself beneath her. Worse, he saw that playful, flirtatious grin, and it looked so perfectly familiar.

Out here, in the simulation, she wasn't wearing her uniform or armor. Instead, she had on dark green sneakers, white socks that reached up to her ankles, denim shorts, and a blue tank top. Remarkably, she wore a white, butterfly hairpin that contrasted with the dark tresses of her hair.

"You're not real," he said.

"Nope," she agreed with a pop of her lips. "I'm part of the simulation. The program observed my behaviors, maybe the real version of me answered a few questions, and here I am."

"I don't need to talk to you then," he said. "This might as well be a videogame."

"That's where you're wrong," she said. "This might not be a physical environment, but it certainly is real, at least in the sense that there are going to be consequences for your training here."

Sigurd stopped listening. Instead, he focused on the gloves and the leather sleeves, locking his legs in place. As he squirmed, he became aware of the chastity belt. Even here, in an artificial reality, he had to wear that demeaning piece of equipment.

"Boy," she said, her voice light and playful. "I'm talking to you. If you don't listen to me, they're going to be consequences."

He ignored her.

He remembered being a lot younger, playing his favorite video games, and wandering around those digital landscapes. Most of the time, he played on screens. Sometimes, he enjoyed those holographic battlefields. In every game, however, he understood that the consequences for failure would always be insignificant. Even when his tutors offered him those "educational" simulations, they always seemed flat and boring. At best, he could start to care about the storyline or something, but even that came with the underlying understanding that he could always reset the game and start over.

"Okay," she said.

He kept squirming, working against the leather restraints. They felt real. They felt genuinely restrictive. Vaguely, he remembered playing some game and trying to make it through a wall. His character was supposed to be able to run through this tunnel, especially because it was glowing and that was obviously where he needed to go to make the plot line continue. Somehow, there had been a glitch, or he didn't use the key in quite the right angle at first. His character ran up to that portal, and he kept walking in place. It had looked ridiculous, and emphasized once again the artifacts of net simulation. It felt the same here, only his hands kept rubbing against the leather, and he could smell the material clinging to his skin. It intermixed with the grass and the breeze.

Sigurd expected this girl to bare her teeth or to threaten him, or to tell him that there would be consequences. Of course, that would be meaningless. Of course, that couldn't really influence him. It was just a game. It was only a simulation. Nothing more. He didn't have to worry about it or her or anything else that happened here. At most, he feared the concept of time dilation, especially because it meant he could just be bored...

The jolt of pain raced along his neck. It felt just like before. The snap of electricity sizzled along his body. It started there at his throat and flashed down into his torso, along his arms and down his legs. His toes curled, and his fingers tightened into fists.

"You didn't like that, did you?" Eris asked.

"What, what was that?"

"Adorable, naïve boy," she said. Still crouched in front of him, she reached out, and she cupped her palms along his cheeks. Holding his head right there, she looked into his eyes. When he stared back at her, he saw every detail of her face: the hue of her irises, the angles of her nose, the curves of her cheeks, and that tantalizing smile. She was talking down to him, but he genuinely struggled to understand it, especially because that rush of pain had scrambled his thoughts, making it harder for this boy to understand what was going on. "This simulation controls all of your sensations. That includes pain. I mean, it's fascinating what you can do to the human psyche when you can control all perceptions."

"No," he said. "That's not possible," he retorted.

"Are you sure about that?" Eris asked. She pulled away, hopped up onto her feet, and stood over him. "Maybe we should try something. We can try a different sensation, shall we?"

He bit down. Tightening his teeth together, he tried to find some hole in her logic. He vaguely remembered some philosopher who argued that there was some logical reason why this wasn't supposed to be possible. It was supposed to be a mathematical certainty, that someone simply could not be confined to this kind of reality. And yet, he found himself there anyway. The logic or justification didn't really matter, not when this became a practical reality rather than some hypothetical for academicians to contemplate.

"Tell me you are going to be a good and obedient boy."

"Never," he spat back at her. Even though he didn't humiliate himself by inclining his chin and looking up along the length of her body to make eye contact, Sigurd still shook his head from side to side. Defiance and resistance radiated off of him with as much as he could muster.

She didn't need to enter the command. The system registered his defiance, and suddenly those neurological impulses raced through his body.

It twisted at the center of his being. It wasn't nausea, not exactly. It wasn't pain either, not really. This one didn't even feel like a physical sensation. Instead, it became something else…

Guilt...

Guilt?

Guilt.

He ran through those different possibilities. He recognized it right away. He tried to deny it. But it was there, sitting at the back of his chest like this cold lump. He gulped, his lips tightened into a contemplative line, and he tried to intellectualize his way out of those feelings. Normally, Sigurd liked to think of himself as a boy who could hold back his emotions. Whenever necessary, he knew how to ignore the anger, the sadness, the longing, or any other distracting feeling. He was someone who could always maintain that discipline in order to pursue his objectives, whatever they happen to be. It was one of his greatest strengths as an intellectual.

But this time, that feeling hovered within him, and he didn't know how to push it aside. In his first couple of seconds, perhaps, he managed. Yet, the feeling just became more intense. That gnawing ache of sheer wrongness buzzed through his body. It was a strange combination of fear, shame, and this wild regret.

Worst of all, he knew what he had to do to make it go away.

Eris crouched down. That wasn't really her, but it didn't matter. Every representative detail looked perfect. From the sound of her voice to the way the wind played across her face and through her hair, she looked exactly like the girl he had met on that abandoned outpost. But this was different. They were out on some rolling field, and everything looked so perfect.

It wasn't perfect, he reminded himself. He had to wear the restrictive sleeves and gloves. Worse, there was a collar around his neck, and that chastity cage between his legs. When those thoughts occurred to him, they didn't feel wrong. He blinked once, confused. Then he understood. It was another part of the virtual programming. It was trying to alter his perceptions, to make think the equipment was normal. If he had gone outside naked on some Duchy world, it would have felt twisted and wrong. There would have been the sense that he had messed something up. Even before anyone noticed, he would have experienced that bright rush of embarrassment. But now, his nakedness didn't really bother him. If anything, it felt natural. He contemplated the idea of putting on his usual trousers, boots, socks, underwear and shirt. He could remember every detail, yet none of those garments felt "right". None of them seemed like the "correct" choice.

It was the system.

He thought of that disk again, and how it had integrated with his mind. He thought about how so much of his personality came down to the hormones running through his body and the electrical impulses between the neurons and synapses in his brain. Even so, Sigurd couldn't ignore those feelings.

That biting guilt persisted.

He had to make it right. He needed to do something to make it go away. Moment by moment, that emotional acid seemed to eat through his defenses, making it harder and harder for him to think clearly. "I want to be a good and obedient boy," he said. He breathed out those words, his head bowed down, and perhaps he hoped she wouldn't overhear his admission.

Right away, the guilt dissipated. Worse, she crouched in front of him again, and she touched one finger to the underside of his chin, forcing his head up. "Good. Very good boy. You know, for that, I think you should get a reward. Would you like that? Would you like a reward?"

"What, what are you talking about?"

"I'm talking about training you," she said. "If you say it again, and I let you out of your chastity belt. Would you like that?"

"I'm not wearing a chastity belt," he insisted.

She grabbed him and pushed him down onto his back. With his knees and elbows still bent, he really did feel like a dog with his stomach exposed. Casually, she stroked his chest, her fingers running along the curves of his pubis, up to his stomach, then along his chest. "Are you sure about that?" Eris asked. "How does it feel right now?"

"This isn’t real," he insisted.

She pulled her hand back, and he braced himself, wondering if maybe she would shove him onto his side, so she could spank him or something. She didn't.

She had something worse planned for him.

Eris reached down, she grabbed the edge of her tank top, and she peeled it off. Suddenly, he saw that girl kneeling above him in a frilly, white bra and her shorts. The moisture drained away from his mouth.

It wasn't real, he reminded himself. At the same time, he didn't want to look because there was that rush of anticipation, that pleasure, and that nearly gravimetric desire. This had happened before, of course. Over the course of his life, he remembered being in middle school or high school or off at his university and seeing girls like her. He remembered their hair, their smiles, the shapes of their faces, and the alluring curves of their bodies. He could have been walking along with the rest of the university students between seminars, and he'd spot a girl going in the opposite direction. He'd only get to see her for a few seconds, just a couple of heartbeats, yet something tightened within him. He wondered what it would be like to run his fingers through her hair, to tuck her bangs behind her ear, to tilt her head to the side and kiss her or to run his hands along her naked body. He would wonder what it would be like to smile at her and to seduce her, knowing he could get whatever he wanted. But those were just fantasies, of course.

Even so, he always wandered off with that vague sense of powerlessness. Just a glance at one of those girls would be enough to break apart his other thoughts. Instead of contemplating difficult equations, his favorite photographs, the meaning of different works of art, or some other high-minded endeavor, he would just be thinking about the girl for the next few steps. Then, almost inevitably, he would see another girl, and she would be just as gorgeous, and the entire process would repeat again. Sometimes, he wondered if he understood what kind of impact those women really had on him.

In so many ways, Eris reminded him of those girls. Obviously, she was a bit older. She carried herself with a different kind of confidence. It wasn't just the certainty of knowing that guys would be interested in her. Instead, this woman could fight. Not only that, she seemed to comprehend tactics that a boy like Sigurd could only imagine. He wasn't sure if that was really true or just some projection of his imagination. Either way, he knew that she was in charge right then and there.

"Would you like something else?" As she spoke, she held one hand against his shoulder. By now, she had pushed him down onto his back. Exposed and vulnerable, his legs spread, his limbs useless in those restraints, Sigurd couldn't string his thoughts together.

"Say please," she ordered.

"Please," he said.

"Good boy," she replied. Good boy. That phrase seemed to pound into him. They were just two words, yet they carried so much more than just an acknowledgment of his surrender.

As he watched, she peeled off her bra. She yanked on the stretchy fabric and tossed it down onto the grass. Just like that, she was topless now. He studied the dark contours of her nipples, he saw the stiffened points, and need grabbed him again. Inside of his chastity belt, his shaft tried to harden. Of course, that wasn't possible, not as he felt the inner confines of his chastity belt. The lock had been well-designed. It prevented any kind of erection.

Then she leaned down, and she kissed him. Her lips touched his forehead, the tip of his nose, and then she pressed her mouth down against his. Again and again, he tried so hard to tell her to stop.

Despite his best efforts, Sigurd couldn't push out any of those sounds. He couldn't make any declaration. She kissed him, and her mouth tasted incredible. There was something so wild about this, especially because he could feel the squeeze of her chest down against his skin. Fresh anticipation grabbed him.

"You want this, don't you? You like it when I play with you, don't you?"

"Yes," he breathed. At the same time, he tried to tell himself that this was just a simulation. It was basically a fantasy.

"This isn't just a fantasy," she told him, making him wonder if she really could read his mind. Considering that there was a disk attached to his face out in the physical world, and that it altered each and every one of his perceptions, it was all too easy to imagine that system somehow recording every synaptic response before it got mapped and interpreted. Perhaps this technology really was good enough to read his mind…

"I, I don't know," he said. That was as close to resistance as he could come.

"Yes, you do. Right now, you can feel it, can't you? Deep down, you know who you are and how you want to behave. Right now, you just want to be an eager boy. You want to be an obedient dog."

A dog?

His eyes narrowed. His lips tightened. Perhaps he did feel bestial. Even so, Sigurd was about to say something else, only she stretched forward. She braced her knuckles against the soft ground near the side of his head and she lowered her chest down toward his mouth. Suddenly, her left nipple was right there, only a few inches away from his mouth. "This is how good it can be, especially when you behave yourself. Doesn't this make you want to behave yourself?" It was trite. It was silly. She was offering him the possibility of sex, the promise of lust, and all of that physical gratification in exchange for his dignity.

It should have been an easy decision…

Sigurd should have been able to growl back at her and to insult her.

Instead, he stayed quiet. Worse than that, Sigurd kept staring up at her breast. He saw those curves, and he wasn't supposed to be enticed by this singular body part. Then again, there was something about the contours of her neck, the curves of her collarbones, and the flat tension along her midriff. She looked so beautiful, so perfect and exquisite. Even though he hated to admit it, even within the depths of his own mind, Sigurd could sense that attraction. Simply by being close, she drew him in and made this boy question everything he believed.

"You want to lick, don't you?"

He did!

Sigurd struggled hard to reorient himself. He worked to reclaim his equilibrium. Normally, he approached things from a logical perspective. He prized rationality above all else. He knew how to sift between different variables to consider how the various conceptual patterns would emerge.

Down on his back and trapped beneath this topless girl, Sigurd couldn't force himself to apply logic. All of his syllogisms and cogency tests became irrelevant here.

Then something broke and he raised his head that quarter of an inch. He wrapped his lips around her nipple, and he started to suck. He licked, gliding is, up-and-down. At the same time, he experienced another pulse of desire right between his legs. His shaft shoved against the sides of the chastity cage. The excitement raced through his body, making him tighten his fingers within those restrictive gloves. He pushed his digits down, and he strained against the bonds keeping him captive there.

Distantly, he understood that he could never break through the restraints. This wasn't real, it came down to lines of code and preprogrammed information. It wouldn't be a matter of strength, willpower, determination or defiance. Rather, it would come down to an equation, which he couldn't access.

Even so, he couldn't deny how good it felt. Better yet, she was panting now. He played off of her body, and she said, "That feels so good. I was right. You do have an amazing mouth." He licked and sucked, savoring every moment of connection right up until that instant when she pulled back.

"How did that feel?"

"It felt good," he said.

"You want more, don't you?"

"Yes," he said.

"Good. I have something else for you," she said. She lifted her hand beyond his line of sight, and then she lowered her palm right back down, and there was a red ball right there. "Are you ready for some training?"

"What is this? Why do have me in this equipment?"

"What? I thought you were supposed to be the smart one," she said.

He glared at her. His lips parted, and he searched for some sharp retort. Despite his best efforts, he didn't know how to answer this woman.

She seemed to silence his uncertainty. Then she jumped back up on her feet, and she said, "You're down on your hands and knees. I've got a ball, and you're going to fetch it. What's that make you?"

"No…"

"Yes," she said. "And you're going to regret it when you don't, and you're going to love it when you do." Eris made it sound so simple, like there couldn't be any other possibility.

She threw the ball.

"Look, I know you are just a representation of the woman named Eris, but that means you should be able to change. Please, you have to know that it's wrong to keep me here like this."

"Go get it," she said, slapping one hand against her thigh. "Go get the ball, boy!"

He kept trying to talk. But as she gave that command and that playful encouragement, he felt it again: the twist of guilt. It pulsed into existence right there at the pit of his stomach. He thought of those moments when he had messed up or done something wrong, only to regret it instantly. It was that moment when he had accidentally ended a call prematurely with someone who wasn't done talking to him. It was when he had unintentionally insulted one of his tutors. Immediately, he had known, he had messed up, but he hadn't been sure how to make things right.

The ball had already dropped back down onto the soft grass just a few meters away.

At this point, Eris watched him, her eyes bright with glee as she waited for him to break.

"I'm not going to do it," he needed to insist. He wanted to tell her, to make her understand. As hard as he tried, however, Sigurd couldn't force out those words. Stubbornly, they lingered there at the back of his throat.

Eris watched him.

Perhaps this version of the Confederation operative really was different from the one who had already touched him, teased him, and driven him to pan't with need. After all, she seemed to be so patient.

That sickening reluctance continued to eat through his defiance. He glanced over at her again. He saw that girl and her sneakers, her pristine, white socks, and her denim shorts. He studied the curves of her waist, the contours of her breasts, and the way she smiled down at him. Arousal flashed through his body, along with something else.

It was the desire to serve her. It was the urge to obey her. Even if she treated him like a dog, he didn't care. If anything, there was this underlying sentiment. He could be her pet. He could be her puppy dog, and she would touch him and reward him. She would play with him, and he would get all of her attention.

Sigurd understood how dedicated and ambitious men could be, especially when it came down to the question of impressing members of the fairer sex. There were those guys who chased after fortunes and notoriety, all because they needed to show off for the women of the Duchy. Even if they couldn't admit it to themselves, they longed to impress those women and to earn their accolades. Usually, that meant chasing after success in its myriad forms. But there was another possibility. There was another option, one that neither Sigurd nor most of the boys in the Duchy routinely considered. They could impress a woman with obedience and dedication. They could drop to their knees, strip naked, slide the collars around their necks, wear those chastity cages, and impress the women with their subjugation.

He was supposed to be better than this. Even if Sigurd didn't think of himself as someone who would go sprinting after the women in his life, he still understood those desires. That need gripped him, pumping hot through his bloodstream as she continued to wait.

Still topless, she cocked her head to the side. She tilted her body just a little bit, and he watched as her firm form shifted within the light.

She still didn't say anything, but it was easy to understand what was probably going through her head. He could almost hear her words, "You want this! You want it so badly!"

He did!

Then she shattered the last of his defiance, "Go."

He threw his body to his left, he scrambled back up onto his elbows and knees, and he raced over to the ball. Like a good dog, he rushed across the grass, he found the ball, and he acted just as she expected. Without thinking, he dropped his head down, and he snatched it up between his lips and teeth. He could feel the rubber along the edges of his mouth. He could breathe in the chemical tang as he rushed back over to her.

Eris held out her hand, and she took the ball from him.

"Again," she said. She threw the ball, harder and farther this time.

He turned, and he watched at the edge of his vision as it raced through the air, and bounced against the grass before coming to a quick stop after just a foot or two.

"Go," she said.

Sigurd should have been able to hold out. He should have been able to show her, yet those first two goals of guilt and regret already pulsed across his body. He already knew it would feel so much better to give this woman exactly what she wanted. He didn't need to think about this as he rushed over to the ball and grabbed it again. He didn't even think about using his hands. Instead, Sigurd just wanted to be a good boy for her.

He brought the ball back. She stood again, straightening into position as she pulled her arm back. Then she threw the ball.

"Go," she told him.

That was all he needed to hear. Again, he moved. Right there, as her dog, he didn't think about defiance or resistance. Instead, there was just the easy knowledge that he had to do whatever she wanted.

He grabbed the ball, turned back, and now he paused for just a moment, because he watched as she untied her shoes, kicked them off, peeled down her socks, and loosed her denim shorts next. She shimmied out of those shorts, and she pulled them down along with her panties. Now she was naked, and she seemed to notice him.

That was when she lifted her hand and beckoned for him to come back.

Panting with eager need, he raced across the grass again. He came right back up to her, and she took the ball, only to toss it aside. This time, she didn't throw it. This time, she didn't tell him, "Go."

Instead, this young woman had something else in mind. "Little puppy dogs like to lick feet," she said.

His eyes narrowed. He tried to hold out. If he couldn't resist those other commands, he already knew he wouldn't be able to defy this one either. More importantly, she was naked. Simply seeing her stand there, casual and powerful, unembarrassed and completely confident, this young woman made it clear that she was in charge. Even like this, she enjoyed every advantage. He was a boy. As a boy, he needed to do what she expected. If he didn't, he would regret it. All of those pieces seemed to fit together. Maybe he couldn't come up with a coherent counter argument because all of this seemed so inevitable…

He dropped his head down. He didn't even speak. He didn't protest, nor did he try to get her to change her mind. Instead, she lifted her right foot and balanced her weight on her left. With a dancer's casual dexterity, she pushed her toes up against the contours of his bottom lip.

"You want to be a good boy," she told him. "Good boys get treats."

Treats…

The term should have insulted him. Instead, his mouth watered, and his shaft pushed out against the inner confines of his cage all over again. Each time that happened, he could feel the overwhelming drive to obey this girl. He didn't want to think it made sense. And yet, he understood the concept of sublimation. He knew how feelings could be twisted and reshaped, especially by a clever woman like Eris.

That was why he yielded again. Like a good boy, he performed. He did his trick, licking her toes. His tongue darted and swiped up and down along those curves.

"Suck," she said next.

Still braced on all fours, he leaned in. He wrapped his mouth around her toes, and he licked again, hollowing his cheeks as he worshiped her.

She giggled. Braced there on one foot, she enjoyed herself until she pulled back. Then she pounced, landing on her knees and shoving him onto his back. She rolled him and position, slid forward, and pressed her moistened slit to his mouth.

"Lick," she ordered.

Again, he obeyed. Even if this was supposed to be simulated, the effect remained very real for this boy. It impacted him, crushing his defiance as he swept his tongue up and down again and again.

"I want to give you an orgasm so badly, but I don't think you've earned it, not yet. Maybe later. Right now, I have something else in mind. She made those promises as she rode his face, sliding forward and back, just a tiny bit. Even so, she must have enjoyed every ounce of friction. As a simulation, perhaps that wasn't possible. This boy forgot about that detail. Instead, he serviced this girl. At the same time, it felt incredible for him.

It didn't give him the satisfaction he craved. Instead, that fuzzy weight of need and desire mixed together at the pit of his being and continued to push down on him. Even so, there was something else. It was certainty. It was this knowledge that he had made the correct choice. It felt like following his duty, while also behaving correctly. It was the opposite of guilt, like he didn't need to worry about anything else. Back with his brother, he constantly worried about where they should go next, how they might earn their next set of credits, and whether or not they were simply wasting their time. As a skilled fighter, Haldor could have made a lot more. Sigurd had to sometimes wonder if he hadn't held Haldor back.

Only now, those thoughts evaporated because she knew where he belonged. He was on his back, and this girl was using him. That was all that mattered. If she could make him feel good, then he had made the right choice!

She simplified everything for him.

He licked for a long time, but he had no idea how many seconds or minutes rushed by. Then she pulled back, and she touched his chastity belt. "Not yet," she said. "Maybe later." She grinned. "Probably not!" Even as she taunted him, Sigurd tried to get angry. Despite that eager need to dive forward into some incandescent rage, he couldn't. Instead, he just waited, wondering what she had in mind. Then she bowed her head down close to his ear, and she whispered, "Back on your elbows and knees, boy." She issued the command, and the puppy boy obeyed. He rolled onto his side, just as she expected. Then he pushed himself up into that raised position. He lifted his head, and Sigurd needed to ask a question.

"No talking," she said. "Just bark if you know your place."

In that instant, he was tempted to do it. He could have made that animalistic noise, but he wasn't a pet. He tried to tell himself he wasn't a plaything either. Even if he remained silent, Sigurd couldn't really force himself to believe either point. Little by little, the programming forced him to accept his new reality, whether it happened in the simulated universe or out in the physical world.

Still, he maintained that pose. With his head raised, he stared off into the distance. Thinking about what all this meant, he tried to to sift his way through the desires still simmering along his skin. He tried to let go of that longing, but the eager need seemed to vibrate along every inch of his flesh. And now, she came up behind him, and she brushed her fingers along his backside. She gently stroked his ass, her fingers gliding along his backside. She was chuckling. "Would you like sex?"

Again, he answered without thinking. For a boy who thought of himself as an intellectual and someone capable of advanced problem-solving, he responded almost instantly, "Yes! Please!" He was on the verge of begging, even if she didn't require that from him.

"Good," she said. That was when she placed her hands on his hips, and she pushed forward. In the next instant, he sent something soft, yet firm and rounded push against his opening. His eyes widened.

"I decided to put on a strap on," she told him. "And yes, it's two-sided. That means when I push into you, I get to feel that penetration right between my legs."

"But we could have sex!" Sigurd panted out.

"Silly boy," Eris told him. "We are having sex!"

His eyes widened, and his breath caught in his throat and down along his lungs as she pushed into him, stretching the walls of his opening. His lips parted, and he tried so hard to say something. He did his best to articulate some clear and coherent idea.

The sensations overwhelmed him.

Sigurd tried to hate this, but she pushed into him, and he could feel the slick contours of that dildo as it penetrated him. She still held onto his hips. She was laughing now. Within a few more moments, though, sounds morphed into moans of ecstasy. For her, this felt incredible. For him, it was a mix of frustrated humiliation and angry desire.

Again, he tried to hate this. Just as he attempted to fight back against every moment when she seduced him, either with her beauty, her touch, her proximity, or those taunting remarks. Exactly like before, he failed. Just like before, the sensations overwhelmed him, slicing away his defiance until it felt like this girl really could take whatever she wanted.

"Stay," she instructed next. She was tittering. She was giggling and laughing.

Stay. The command grabbed him, holding him in place. This time, it wasn't the effect of his collar. Instead, this girl had given him an order, and now he had to obey it. Defiance seemed impossible. He needed to do what she wanted. He had to please her.

"That's the thing about sex," she said, her voice turning husky as she started to handle him while she pushed forward, drew back, and rushed into him over and over again. With every movement, she stimulated him. He didn't want to think that was possible. Even if he had explored his body before, he didn't know that a girl could make him feel like this! "Boys get so silly. They think of sex as starting and ending with an erection. But maybe it should start with a woman's arousal. Is that right?"

He could have answered with real words. Sigurd knew how to be articulate; instead, he barked. He cried out an eager, "Woof!" By now, his face had turned to red, and she kept pumping into him, thrusting hard with every movement of her hips as she enjoyed herself. There was that friction between her own legs as she savored the feel of the toy while it rubbed against her pussy.

"Again," she ordered.

He barked again, like a good boy for her, and then she yanked back.

She pulled off the harness, and she pulled him onto his back.

"If I ride you right now, will you feel like a slave? Will you feel like you belong to me? Will you  remember that we own you?"

They owned him.

Technically, Sigurd could have nodded his head or called out one agreement after another. It would have been so easy to tell her that he really would be a good boy. He could become her plaything, and he would crawl at her feet. He didn't care if it was in this simulation or out in the physical world. Within either reality, he would give her anything and everything she craved. If he thought of the real version of Eris, he knew he would have bent to her desires and expectations just as quickly.

Something inside of him had been broken, and now she was putting him together again, only differently this time. Now, he would be better. He wouldn't have to feel that doubt, that uncertainty, or that guilt and regret. Rather, he could be a good boy for her. He could please her. Pleasing her seemed to like the most important goal any boy could ever set.

He barked. Like a good boy, he made that doggy sound for her. Even if he had an impressive vocabulary, a wide understanding of different subjects, and the ability to sift through complicated ideas, he didn't use any of that. Then again, she didn't want him to. She wasn't looking for an intellectual. Instead, she craved a boy who would please her.

"Good," she said. "They want you to want an orgasm. They want you to want me to ride you."

As far as she was concerned, she had already had sex with him. By penetrating this boy, she reminded him of his place. More importantly, she had enjoyed herself.

He scampered up onto his knees. He braced his elbows against his sides, lifted his glove-paws, and looked right at her. He panted like an eager boy, desperate for her attention. Then he made a different decision. He whimpered. He whimpered like an eager hound for this woman.

That was when she lifted one foot, touched her toes to his chest, and pushed him right back down again. Then she slipped her hand between his legs. With a gesture, she opened up the chastity belt. She removed the band around his waist as the different components slid apart, giving her access.

Before she even touched him, his cock stiffened!

He panted again, louder and faster this time. Those urges swept across his body, and she spread her legs. She lowered herself down as she claimed him, using him. Just like that sex toy from before.

She rode him, raising her head, closing her eyes, and savoring the feel of his body.

"Good," she said. "Good boy!" She rode him to completion because she knew that it was working.

...That was just the start for this boy. In the physical world, only a few seconds had gone by. The scenario reset because it was time for another round of teasing, another round of training…

Chapter 15

"This isn't real," Haldor growled. He was on his feet, pacing back and forth. He tried to speak clearly, but it was pretty much impossible. Some kind of letter strip had been pushed into his mouth, so whenever he attempted to speak, the words got muddled. He could move his tongue, but it was hard to get his lips to shape the proper sounds to communicate. Even so, that didn't stop him. His brother frequently laughed at Haldor, reminding him of how stubborn he could be. Right then and there, he didn't want to be anything else.

And yet, there was this strange sense of wrongness.

He wasn't sure how to describe it.

When he went hunting out in the wilds, he always had that instinct for his surroundings. Occasionally, he would understand that he had missed something. It was a mistake, one he could never articulate. It was an error, something he had overlooked or ignored. Those sorts of mistakes could get him killed, especially when he went after the most dangerous types of prey.

"This isn't real," he tried to say again. Still, he couldn't get those words out, not really.

"Our boy looks frustrated," Thalia said. He heard her voice and spun around. He didn't just see Thalia, however. Zarah stood there as well, her eyes bright as she watched him, although she remained quiet.

"Get this thing out of my mouth. Get this stuff off of me!" Even as he tried to shout out those demands, Haldor twisted from the left to the right. He didn't know if he would think of himself as naked, especially since he had a collar around his neck, and his arms remained trapped behind his back. Before, he had ignored that detail. He had only taken a few seconds to get his bearings before he attempted to speak. But now, he could feel the restraints holding his arms behind his back. Not only that, he wore strange boots that shifted his posture and altered his gait.

"Did you understand what the pony said?" Thalia asked.

Pony?

"No, I didn't," Zarah replied. "I didn't understand what the pony just said."

His eyes widened, his expression blazed, and he shoved his left foot down against the soft grass as he got ready to rush at them. All around him, the scenery seemed almost idyllic. Off in the distance, he saw a barn and a small house. Out here, there were flat pastures and a set of fences off to one side. He saw trees in the distance. It reminded him of some expensive ranch or farm, the sort of place where an oligarch might have decided to retire.

But instead of seeing some wealthy man, there were two young women standing in front of him. Thalia and Zarah both smiled at him. Zarah looked coy. They looked triumphant. Both of them knew they could take whatever they wanted from him. He knew that as well, but he wasn't about to admit it.

Even so, Haldor could feel something start to soak into his chest and throughout the rest of his body. His mouth watered as he bit down into the gag in his mouth.

"What's wrong? You don't like your bit? Is that it? You don't like your bit for your harness? Is that it? Here. Maybe this will help," Thalia said as she slid forward.

Normally, a woman never would have been able to intimidate him. And yet, she came closer, and she lifted her hand. As she moved toward him, Haldor could feel something inside of him shift. Suddenly, he felt heavier, because his body hadn’t quite responded to his silent instructions. Then she reached up, and she stroked his face. Her fingers brushed along his cheek and down the curve of his jaw. She stroked him, her fingers moving down toward his bare chest. Then she rested her hand between his legs. She squeezed, not that he could really feel it. Even so, he stared at her intently, and he knew that only a little bit of material was separating her touch from his cock. His body stiffened. He shaft pushed against the contours of his chastity lock. He tried so hard to get his body to respond.

It didn't work. Despite his best efforts, he couldn't run or fight. With his arms locked behind his back, he knew these girls could take him. They could do whatever they liked with him, and he wouldn't have been able to stop anything they intended.

They had complete strategic superiority.

Haldor didn't think of himself as a soldier, not really. Even if he loved target practice and hunting, he was still the kind of boy who didn't like taking orders. Whenever he went out for his drills, he enjoyed moving on his own. Occasionally, Sigurd would be with him, but his little brother often felt like a liability. It wasn't any fault of Sigurd's. Rather, Haldor just wanted to lose himself to his own movements, his own tactics and choices. He wanted to follow his instincts.

Right then and there, a different set of urges seemed to swarm through his body. He couldn't rely on his intuition because she was touching him, and it felt so incredible.

"You like this, don't you? You want more, don't you? Yeah, you want to be a good boy. You want to be a good pony. Yes, you do. This is what you want. This is what you need, because this is who you are."

Haldor didn't want to believe it. He didn't want to accept it! He couldn't!

Despite those silent entreaties and bold declarations, this boy could feel this girl wear away his defiance. Moment by moment, she continued to touch him, and every second of contact heightened that desire. It wasn't just the desire to get out of his chastity belt. It was something else.

Obedience.

He closed his eyes, and her words washed over him.

Vaguely, he thought of guards and soldiers who would be out on a patrol, and they would promise themselves that they only intended to close their eyes for a few seconds, yet those biological urges invariably overwhelmed them, stripping away their defiance until he fell asleep.

This boy wasn't going to fall asleep. Instead, he would drop into something worse.

He could obey these girls. He could do whatever they liked. He could tell them what they wanted to hear, to behave like some dumb animal. He could be a pet, a plaything.

He thought of those little girls back in the Duchy who begged their rich fathers for horses.

Haldor had put the different details together. He knew how he looked. In his harness and his boots, his bit and bridle, he didn't look like a man, or even a prisoner. Instead, he became something else. They had turned him into livestock!

Worse, Thalia just barely touched him. Even so, his body responded. More than that, he could feel something else shift inside of him. Thalia stood to his left. Now Zarah walked over to his right. That other girl reached down, and she slid her hands along his bare buttocks. She just barely touched him, yet that trace was enough to trigger something else within him.

"Good boy," Zarah said. "You want to be a good boy for us, don't you? Yeah, you do. This is where you feel the safest. This is where you know you belong. It's a good feeling, isn't it? You want to know exactly who you are and where you belong."

"No," he moaned through his gag.

"Yes," she casually contradicted him. When she spoke, something seemed to shift inside of his head. Although he didn't want to believe it, he could almost accept what she told him.

As they played with him, he could feel it. Something was changing.

"Maybe we should try something else," Thalia said. She leaned over, and she kissed the side of his neck. Then she drew back and whispered up into his ear, "You want to be useful, don't you? It's going to make you feel incredible, isn't it?"

It would! He understood this instantly. Haldor didn't think of himself as a contemplative man. He wasn't the kind of guy who needed to sit around and think through his feelings. Rather, he let those impulses take control, and they served him well, especially in combat. Maybe a guy like Sigurd wanted to evaluate different questions for the relevant variables. Maybe he needed to consider the different angles. Not Haldor. For Haldor, the speed of a decision mattered more than anything else. Not only that, he understood how combat worked. More often than not, he would make a choice without understanding what was happening until it was already done. He could go back and watch footage of his combat sequences and marvel at how he moved so fast, all because those reflexes activated. He sharpened those decisions until muscle memory guided almost everything he did.

But now, those women were close, and he wanted them to get even closer. He hated how part of him understood he would have remained motionless even without the restraints. They didn't need them. They didn't need him, because some part of him yearned to behave himself, so long as they would continue to stay right there and touch him.

"Should I take the chastity belt off of you?"

He was about to speak.

Zarah reached up and placed her hand over his mouth. Granted, the bit and bridle had made it pretty much impossible for him to communicate effectively. Still, these girls probably could have guessed what he had intended to communicate. This way, she silenced him completely. Even if he hated it, he took her cue, and he remained quiet.

"A good boy is a quiet boy," Zarah told him.

Haldor tried not to absorb those words. He didn't want to believe them; he didn't even want to remember them. He pushed so he could let them go. Instead, they seemed to dig down into his psyche, but he knew this moment would be one he could never release. He’d carry it with him wherever he went, whatever he did…

Even if he escaped, he wouldn't be able to let go of that feeling.

"Whinney for me," Thalia said. The words sounded casual enough. The way she spoke, this sounded like a simple instruction, something any boy should have and would have been able to do with hardly any thought.

He refused. Only then, she stroked his backside, and her fingers brushed along his skin. With every gentle touch, she sent another flash of tingling desire along his skin. Haldor didn't want to acknowledge what kind of influence she could have over him, it felt so incredible.

"Come along," Thalia said, reaching up and taking him by his bridle.

She tugged, and there was that strange tension against his face and head. Suddenly, he staggered forward, and he followed. His steps felt strange, like he had to lift his feet higher. There was this "clip-clop, clip-clop, clip-clop" rhythm to every stride.

For the next couple of seconds, the women remained silent as they walked him over to the fences. He saw the product, and a strange idea occurred to him. In those boots and with his arms trapped behind his back, they could take him into the pen, slide the gate into place, secure the latch, and he wouldn't have been able to get out. Ever since he had been a young boy, Haldor had enjoyed climbing and jumping, running, and scampering over virtually any obstacle. Even now, when he went out and shot at target drones, Haldor enjoyed those especially difficult scenarios where he had to run, stop, aim, fire, and race forward again. He always told himself that he did it because he understood the tactical importance of developing response, aim, and speed, all at the same time. More often than not, his opponents wouldn't allow him the opportunity to take his time, nor would they remain motionless while he got ready. Catching that right instant mattered the most, so speed became a vital priority. Those tactical explanations made enough sense, but another part of him understood the truth. When he went out into the wilds, and he climbed over those boulders or jumped from one river rock to another as he tried to avoid the gushing waters below, Haldor could embrace that instinct from when he'd been a little boy. He loved climbing. He always reveled in the movement, the dexterity, the race and speed required to jump from one spot to another.

But now, those women brought him into the pen. Just as he expected, they closed the gate. They watched it shut.

"Before we start playing, I think we need to try something else. I asked you before if you wanted to get out of your chastity belt, and you stayed quiet." His eyes widened. That wasn't fair! Even though "fairness" wasn't supposed to be a concern for a mercenary like Haldor, he still hated the idea that she could make this kind of accusation.

He tried to talk around his bit. Or rather, he tried to make the attempt. Something stopped him. Maybe it was the way Zarah watched him. That beautiful, silent girl kept her gaze locked on him. With that focus pushing at him, he couldn't make himself use his mouth.

At one point, he bit down, frustrated that a girl like her could intimidate him. Part of him wished he could just run forward, grab her, take her by the hand, or even throw her over his shoulder. It should have been so easy. His instincts told him that he had that ability, like she could never really resist.

Although he hadn't fought this girl in particular, he already knew he wouldn't be strong enough or fast enough. She would have better training, better equipment, and better instincts. They walked him over to the fence, and then he saw the hooks. They attached his bit, his bridle, and his harness. They even attached his boots! They secured those slender, silver chains to the different facets of his gear.

Thinking of this as a test of his manhood, Haldor finally blurted out, "What are you doing?" The gag in his mouth made it harder for him to articulate those words, but he did well enough.

Zarah glanced at Thalia. Thalia answered, "Since you didn't want to make any noises, I think we need to work on your training. Maybe, after that, we can let you out of the chastity belt. Maybe we can have some fun playing with you. Would you like that, boy? Would you like us to play with you?" As she spoke, she brushed her hands along the edges of his harness. She stroked his bare skin, her fingers darting and dancing along his torso.

Haldor closed his eyes. In that instant, he wished time could stop then and there. His brother had mentioned the concept of time dilation, but Haldor didn't really understand. He probably could have quoted the different definitions, but he didn't care about those things, not when he had the reality in front of him.

Then again, this wasn't "real". And yet, he had to deal with those sensations and their consequences.

"Just let me go," he said. "Let both of us go!"

"What was that?" Thalia asked as she glanced back at her sister.

Zarah shrugged.

"I'm sorry, I couldn't understand you," Thalia said. "Maybe you would have better luck if you just whinnied for us."

As a soldier of fortune who preferred to spend his time on a ship or sneaking through the wilderness, he didn't have a lot of time to think about agriculture or those equine species that so many little girls seemed to adore. Maybe he saw the cartoons, the holographic simulations, and the decorations on backpacks or jackets, but he couldn't understand the appeal. As far as he was concerned, that was a different kind of content designed for a different kind of viewer. But now, this girl came up behind him, and she touched something to his shoulder. Then she brushed it down along his back. She stepped into his peripheral vision, and then she tapped the riding crop against the palm of her hand.

"That won't do anything," he promised her. He growled out those words, determined to make them true. In actuality, he wasn't sure how he would respond. Haldor hated that uncertainty, yet he couldn't think straight, not while his arms remained bound, not while he looked like this.

"Poor pony boy," she said. "You don't understand how this works, do you? It's okay. It's not so much about the pain. I guess that is still important, but it's something else, isn't it? It's about the disappointment. It's about the mistake you made."

He didn't understand.

Even so, he didn't care! Haldor tried to convince himself of that. And yet, he breathed into his nostrils, and he fought hard to come up with a response. It needed to be sharp and angry. It needed to carry the full weight of his defiance. If nothing else, he would show this woman that he wouldn't be broken. He wouldn't be tamed!

Only then, she stepped behind him, she touched the crop to his backside, and he realized something. This was his fault. He had made a mistake. If he had played along with these women, then they wouldn't have punished him.

All at once, there was this surging drive to apologize. Even if he couldn't speak clearly, he could make that other noise for her, and that would show this woman that he was sorry.

Sorry? He wasn't sorry!

Haldor struggled to hold onto that idea as she struck his naked ass. The crop came down in a tight arc. The black leather blurted, and struck. Immediately, he could feel it. It wasn't just the pain. Just as she had promised, that stinging coursed along his nerves, only there was something else as well. He didn't know how to explain it. He couldn't comprehend exactly what was happening.

Haldor was the kind of guy who liked to ignore his emotions. Only right then and there, they seemed to grab him and pull him down. Again, there was that other urge. He wanted to apologize. If he couldn't apologize, then he could make those other sounds for this woman. He didn't need to say he was sorry. There were other ways for him to demonstrate that he had learned his lesson.

Locking his teeth together, he grunted instead. That was the best he could do.

"That was just one. How many do you think you're going get in a few minutes?" Thalia asked. She smirked, "Let's find out."

True to her word, she struck, swinging the crop down once, twice, three times on his right side. Then she went for the left. She followed that rhythm, darting back and forth. Each time the crop came down, there was that quick burst of pain. But that wasn’t the worst part. He could take the stinging. In fact, Haldor told himself he could take so much more than just those little flickers of pain.

He was strong. He was determined. He was defiant!

At least, he tried to be. Normally, he knew how to draw himself into an obstinate ball of defiance and determination. It didn't matter what kind of challenge he faced. When he focused on success, he could usually get there. That mostly meant pushing against his own limits. He could run longer or swing harder. He could hold his breath or push himself as he tested the bounds of his own endurance.

Only now, he had to resist something else.

His feelings seemed to swing out of control. He closed his eyes, and there was that unique flavor of despair at the pit of his stomach. Again and again, he tried to ignore it, to pull away, to pretend it didn't exist at all. Under most circumstances, that tactic would have worked quickly and easily. But this time…

They were manipulating him.

Haldor understood that, only he couldn't come up with some kind of countermeasure. He didn't know how to navigate those sensations. After all, there was that one, overwhelming urge.

He wanted to satisfy these women.

He wanted them to be happy with him. He wanted to make them proud of him.

Proud of him? He didn't belong to them! He wasn't their property!

As Haldor tried to conjure those ideas and to put them together into some kind of workable strategy, the crop kept coming down. Worse, he could hear both of those girls giggling and tittering. Occasionally, they whispered back and forth. He couldn't pick out their exact words, but it didn't matter because they were having fun with him. To these huntresses, he was the prey. They'd caught him, so now he belonged to them.

All at once, Haldor jerked against the chains holding him to the fence. He pulled, only to feel the restrictive leather of his harness, his sleeves, his gloves, bit and bridle. Every piece made sure he stayed right there. With his boots on, he couldn't even kick out!

Whether he liked it or not, he had to endure the first set of miniaturized agony. Then again, the stinging wasn't that bad. Even if red lines now crisscrossed his backside, Haldor didn't care about that. He knew how to push himself away from his physical sensations.

Instead, these girls provoked a new set of emotions. It was a different kind of impulse.

"You can feel it, can't you? You don't want to be a bad boy. You don't want to be a defiant or disobedient pony."

Pony. The words sounded childish. It sounded ridiculous! He heard it, and those two syllables pounded through his body, as his fingers tightened, his fists clenched, his toes pushed down into the bottom of his boots, and he jerked against those chains all over again. Unfortunately for him, his harness held him tight. Even though he tried to squirm, twisting his body to the left, then the right, he still couldn't break free.

"Poor boy. You know what you want to do, don't you?"

He did!

That awareness clung to him. It stuck there at the base of his thoughts and feelings. Within the constellation of his mind, a new star had formed. Somehow, it was brighter than everything else.

Even so, Haldor still held out. As these women toyed with him, touched him, taunted him and teased him, he still defied them. Even so, Haldor considered himself to be a realist. He was the kind of strategist and tactician who could look at a scenario and decide when resistance became futile. For this boy, in that simulation, he knew the time would come soon enough.

Despite this, he still held out. He fought as hard as he could.

At this point, he went quiet. More than that, he braced himself for another onslaught. He expected the pain to stab through him whenever the crop came down. Maybe Thalia was about to laugh again, and hand the leather strip off to her sister. Zarah could take it. Quietly, she could touch it to his backside, and his buttocks would still be glowing with those redlines from those previous blows. Breathing faster and with his adrenaline spiking, Haldor did his best to envision that defiance. If he could hold out for the next second, he could call that a victory. He could build those seconds and minutes and those minutes into hours. He could show these women that they weren't strong enough to break him!

Only then, the girls were touching him again. They didn't strike. They didn't wield the crop.

Instead, their fingers started and played along his skin. They just barely made contact with his buttocks, the small of his back, his shoulder blades, the exposed portions of his neck, his cheeks, and down his front.

His knees threatened to buckle, like they might bend and he would drop down to the soft dirt beneath his boots. Shivers ran across his body. He tried to stop them. When that didn't work, he struggled to ignore them. Haldor failed both times.

Worst of all, that arousal increased, and the desires seemed to mingle with that new instinct.

"You know what you want to do," Thalia told him. "You know exactly what you want to do. You know what annoys us and what you need to do for us. Go on. Be a good pony."

Drawing on the last reservoirs of his strength, he shook his head from side to side. Even as he made that gesture, Haldor wasn't entirely sure why he did it. After all, another part of him wanted to yield so badly! At this point, he just felt like he was being silly and stubborn for no reason. Maybe these women were right. Maybe boys really were dumb, so he just had to do as she said, and everything would be right.

Even as those possibilities cascaded through his head, he still resisted.

In the meantime, they continued to touch him. He loved it. He hated it. He craved more. He desperately needed for it to stop. He couldn't think of anything worse than them pulling their hands away.

Her fingers played along his skin, and he kept squirming. He jerked against his restraints. "Does this feel good? Does it feel good when we touch you?" Since Haldor couldn't answer, Thalia continued, "We all know how much you enjoy this. We know how much you want it. You want it so badly. There's nothing wrong with that. You can just relax now. Just be a good boy for us. That's what you really want. You won't always be a pony. Most of the time, you can just be a slave. Doesn't that sound nice? You will have women in front of you, and we will train you. We'll give you everything you need. That's what you want, isn't it?"

This wasn't real!

Haldor struggled hard to hold onto that idea. When he had first opened his eyes within the simulation, he had told himself that he didn't really care one way or the other. But now, he had to cling to that facile understanding of reality. If he could pretend this wasn't real, then maybe he could believe that these girls and their phantom caresses couldn't really affect him. They couldn't influence him, nor can they train him.

And yet, he understood the truth because Haldor could feel it along every nerve in his body.

"I don't want that," he tried to say.

"Yes, you do," she said, casually contradicting him. It was so easy for this girl to speak over him. "This is what you want because this is who you are. Just face it. We are going to train you again and again. We are going to take you over and over until you embrace your life. We wanted you, so we took you, and now we have you. It's very simple. Even a boy should be able to understand it. Can you understand it?"

Haldor needed to shout back, "I understand that I'm going to fight you until my very last breath!" He could have called out those defiant words, only something stopped him.

She touched the crop to his backside. He braced himself for pain. Instead, she used the tip to pet him. She stroked that rounded edge along his body, making shiver again.

"I'm going to take the bit out of your mouth, and you're going to make a sweet little pony sound for me." Taking her time, Thalia allowed every second to beat down his resistance. He drew in another breath, held it, and felt the tension from the gag disappear. She pulled the bit away from his bridle, and she grinned at him. She touched her fingers to the side of his cheek, and she forced him to turn his head to face her. "Now," she said.

With that word, she compelled him. She didn't shout at him, she didn't raise her voice, and she didn't call out words like some frantic demand either. Even so, his will crumbled underneath her patient, watchful gaze, and that gentle smile.

He whinnied!

He neighed!

As they watched, Haldor made those ridiculous little sounds for her!

"Very good," she said. "Now I think it's time for us to play with you. I think you deserve a reward." She reached down, she loosened the chastity belt, she pulled it away. He hadn't noticed Zarah sneaking up on his other side, but she casually reached down and cupped his balls before pressing her fingers against the base of his shaft. She used both of her hands. He had hardened instantly, but now those desires drove into him, pushing down to the very essence of his existence.

Thalia spoke while Zarah touched him, and teased him. She brought him close to an orgasm without allowing him to cross that invisible line. Whenever he got close, she drew her hands back, denying him the friction and pressure he needed to get off. The urge remained. It loomed over him like a tsunami, yet these women knew how to hold back gravity, so the need was there, and the heat bounded along his veins, but they didn't let him get to completion. If he hoped for it, he would have to earn it. Haldor understood this as much as he hated it. One more time, he tried to spark some rush of fury. He searched for that anger. He hunted and he failed.

"Good boy," Thalia said. "You like making little noises for us, don't you? Do it again." Her tone hardened for those last three words, and he gave her exactly what she wanted.

He lifted his head, he panted, and he neighed for her!

That was when they both pulled back.

He dropped his head forward. Even though he could, technically speaking, Haldor didn't make the attempt. Instead, he could feel his pulse beating against his arms and legs and down into the center of his torso. His skin prickled with heat, and there may have even been a few droplets of sweat along his brow even though he had hardly moved.

Then he turned his head to the side, and he saw Zarah. She had started to pull off her coat, her blouse, her boots and her socks. She stripped right there. Eyes wide, he watched. He memorized those details until he blinked and turned his head. Thalia was doing the same thing. Within moments, they were both naked.

Thalia was the one who climbed up onto the side of the fence, however. She spread her legs, and he glanced forward. He saw her inner thighs, her damp slit, her toned stomach and the curves of her breasts. He seemed to memorize every detail in an instant. But now, she reached forward, and she ran her fingers through his hair before she took a firm grip on his scalp. "You are a pony, and you have the feeling of being a boy. Boys are meant to be slaves. Boys are livestock. Boys are owned. Are you owned, handsome boy? You get to talk. You get to use one word as a person."

One word…

"Yes," he said.

Thalia pulled him forward. She pressed his face up against her slit. "Make me feel good," she ordered. It wasn't a suggestion, she wasn't gentle. She still had her hand braced against the back of his skull. "Show me what you can do with that handsome mouth of yours." At once, he obeyed. This time, he didn't even think about resistance or defiance. Instead, he licked, running his tongue up and down along her opening. He heard that panted gasp of pleasure, so he went deeper. All at once, he knew he wanted to satisfy her. He knew he wanted to please her!

Those different urges fit together immediately. He didn't think about it. He didn't try to fight it. Instead, he gave this woman what she deserved.

"Keep licking," Thalia said. "But I want you to be prepared for what's going to come next. You know what's going to come next? No, you don't. But Zarah here is going to make this feel especially good for you. Yes, she is. You want that, don't you? You need this. You need to show us where you belong. You need to understand how this works now. We own you. We use you. We take you, and we have fun with you whenever we feel like it because you belong to us."

He could never defeat those women. That became the new reality of his existence. It had nothing to do with the simulation. He thought of his wrestling match, his brother, and every other detail. He thought of their technology and the strategic updates that went out to every Duchy vessel. Each one made the same kind of announcement. Another settlement was taken. Another planet had fallen to the Confederation. The announcements were always the same.

The boys couldn't win. He couldn't win.

Haldor understood that right as Zarah came up behind him. She wore a strap-on harness with the same kind of two-headed dildo. She pushed forward, her hand braced against the base of her artificial shaft. She guided it forward. She was gentle with him. The slender, silicon rod pushed into him, and he tried to think of the man he had been before. He tried to find that instinct for bold, brazen, and aggressive action. Instead, he knew he belonged on his knees in front of these women. They outranked him. They were superior to him. They came from a culture that could conquer his whenever they wished. All of those details spun together while he licked. At the same time, his eyes widened, yet he could barely process what his eyes told him. He still saw that beautiful girl there on the edge of the fence. She braced her feet and kept her legs spread. She still had her hands on the back of his head. Still, it was so much. There was the taste, the heat, and the friction along his opening as Zarah pumped into him.

With every thrust, she showed this boy where he belonged.

"You're a good boy. You're a good enough obedient slave. You want to be a good and obedient slave for us. You can't help it. No, you can't! You want to serve us. You want to please us. There's nothing better than pleasing us," Thalia said, her voice coming faster now, as he continued to lick, his tongue sliding up and down in that dedicated rhythm.

Zarah reached for his shaft. Her fingertips lightly danced from the base of his length up to the tip and back down again before she encircled his member. Then she squeezed, and she worked him. With that expert skill, she forced the climax. Even so, she pumped into him. She used him and took him. She claimed him. Even though she didn't taunt him the way Thalia did, Haldor could still pick up on the sounds of her hissing, panting breath.

Then he looked back up at Thalia again. He kept licking, and she laughed at him, "Make me come!"

Like a good boy, he obeyed.

Over and over again, he went through that scenario. Again and again, he endured the pleasure, the pain, and that ultimate surrender. The system could reset. They could play with him. And for this boy, days or weeks could go by while just a few seconds passed out in the physical world.

Chapter 16

They kept trying the comms. Thalia, Zarah, and Eris hoped for some signal from Luciana.

"We need to double back," Thalia said. "We don't know what those ice-things were. If we talk to the AI, we might get some real information.

"I don't like it," Eris said, her voice low. At the same time, Thalia could already hear that her compatriot didn't have a better idea. After all, the facility was enormous. It seemed to stretch in every direction all at once. They explored the levels one at a time, and they rushed as fast as they could, yet they still hadn't found anything useful.

Within a few more minutes, they made it back to one of the repair segments of the outpost.

"We need your help!" Eris called out, her voice amplified by the speakers built into her armor.

The AI appeared almost immediately.

"We found something out there," Thalia said. "It looked like a robot."

"But it was made of ice. Somehow, it had liquid joints?" As Eris spoke, she could feel that exasperation scrape against her vocal cords, all because she didn't care about that threat. Instead, each woman needed to find Luciana.

The reality was left unspoken, but they had to wonder what would have happened if Luciana got ambushed. They had taken down those arachnid creations, but no one there knew whether or not Luciana would have been able to survive that sort of attack. They all wanted to hope, of course. They also recognized just how skilled Luciana was as a leader, a fighter, and a tactician. Even so, these kinds of combat scenarios can be brutal. If they got in the first blow, she might have fought back hard, and they were all sure she would have inflicted a lot of damage, but that didn't mean she had emerged victorious...or that she had survived at all.

"Cryogenics," said the AI. She didn't hesitate. She didn't have to consider the different possibilities. "But they shouldn't be here."

"What are they?"

"The records have been damaged as previously indicated," said the AI. "However, I can note that they are alien constructs."

"Where did they come from?" Thalia asked.

"There are no other ships in the vicinity," Salina said. "Our satellite drones would have picked up any vessel landing or meteor crashing."

"The cryogenics came through a portal. One of the previous inhabitants had been working on such a device."

"So they showed up before now? How long have they been here?"

"I do not know," said the AI. "That being said, it's possible that the portal wasn't completely destroyed by the self-destruct sequence."

"After all this time, most of the facility is still a mess," Thalia pointed out. "I know you've been working hard on it, but you're telling me some kind of advanced teleportation device survived all of this?"

"That appears to be the case," the AI replied. "I can theorize, if you prefer."

"Do it," Thalia said with a quick nod.

"Does it really matter?" Eris demanded.

"We need to know what's going on here," Thalia said.

"It's possible that the portal was reactivated from the other side. It's possible that the activity within the outpost and on this planet attracted attention."

Thalia didn't need to ask, but Eris still pointed out the obvious, "Like orbital weapons fire? Blasters going off?"

"Those are possibilities, yes," said the AI.

"This doesn't change anything," Thalia said. "We need to find Luciana."

"My drones have returned from the areas where radio contact doesn't operate," the AI said. "I can give you a map of the areas where she was not found."

"So we can scratch those sections off the list," Thalia said with a nod. "Upload information to our gauntlets," she instructed.

"Done."

Even as Thalia pulled up the schematics, she started to consider the layout of the outpost, and then she nodded. "We haven’t been there yet." She pointed to a dark patch on the holographic map. "Let's go."

While the boys were being trained, the women rushed through the hallways and corridors. Technically, they should have gone more slowly. They should have been more cautious, especially because they didn't know if any of those arachnids could jump out at any time. More than that, Thalia was acutely aware of how that ice could be shaped into some other form. She didn't know what they would face, and she didn't really want to find out either, but their goal and priority remained the same.

They had to find Luciana.

Weapons raised, their bodies tensed, they balanced caution and speed. Even so, they kept waiting. Every breath seemed sharp and crisp as they ventured into those damaged sections. Even with the filters built into her armor, Thalia thought she could still smell the char on the air.

“There!” Eris called out.

They saw the chunks of debris. A few paces later, Thalia spotted the prone body.

"Stay close," Eris whispered, her hand tightening around the grip of her pulse rifle.

“Eris, you’re first,” Thalia said as she and her sister braced to cover their comrade. Zarah nodded, eyes sharp, scanning the shadows for any movement. Eris rushed forward with just a trace of caution as her boots kept crunching over ice-coated debris.

Then Eris saw her clearly—Luciana. Shards of broken ice and jagged metal half-covered her. Their commander was motionless on the floor, her uniform torn, streaks of blood frozen on her skin.

"Luciana!" Eris gasped, rushing forward. She bent down, searched for a signal, and found the damaged transceiver. Since Luciana’s armor wouldn’t tell her anything, Eris pulled off her helmet and reached down. She touched Luciana’s neck. As Thalia and Zarah crept forward, Eris nodded. “She’s alive!”

Zarah dropped to one knee beside her fallen leader, double checking for signs of life. "She’s breathing," Zarah said, her voice tight with relief. "Barely."

Thalia crouched down, gently lifting Luciana’s head. Eris knelt on the other side, pulling out a medkit. “She needs help. We’ve got to get her out of here.”

As they started to lift Luciana, a sharp, mechanical whine cut through the air. The temperature seemed to drop even further, a chill biting at their exposed skin. Thalia jumped to her feet as Zarah and Eris helped Luciana.

"Did you hear that?" Eris muttered, her eyes darting to the shadows up ahead.

Before anyone could respond, the first figure emerged from the frozen walls. Then another. And another. Some moved on two legs, their forms mostly humanoid. Others skittered forward on four legs each. The gleaming shapes approached like a wave, determined and inexorable, their bodies made of pure ice, the cold radiating off of their forms as misting shrouds. Now these huntresses had a name for their new foe: cryogenics. They were robots—automated killers engineered from frozen alloys, their joints shimmering liquid.

The cryogenics emerged from the swirling dark, their forms unmistakably predatory.

These were the quadrupedal variants, moving with a chilling grace on four legs, each step creating a crisp crunch on the ice-covered decking. Their bodies were sleek, carved from solid ice, with jagged edges along their spines that gleamed in the dim light. Their heads were angular, sharp, with two glowing blue jewels each that served as eyes. Each creature had long, crystalline claws that extended from limbs. Somehow, those appendages seemed both delicate and deadly. Those claws were impossibly sharp, crackling with faint, cold energy, designed to rend through flesh and metal alike. The quadrupeds moved in a pack, coordinated, their claws clicking rhythmically as they circled the group, low and menacing like ice-wolves preparing to strike.

Behind them came another wave—the bipeds. These cryogenics stood tall, easily towering over the fallen detritus, their frozen bodies almost humanoid but with grotesque, elongated proportions. Their heads were more pointed, with jagged icicles for jaws, and their arms were nothing short of brutal weapons. Instead of hands, they had long, spear-like limbs, tapering into razor-sharp tips of ice. Each movement of their spear-arms created a soft, grinding sound, as if glaciers were shifting within their forms.

“Go!” Thalia called out.

The quadrupeds leapt, claws outstretched, while the bipeds approached like a relentless wall of icy spears. Together, they formed an unrelenting force, designed to overwhelm any who dared to stand against them. Thalia didn’t care. She’d make them pay. She’d hold them off long enough for Zarah and Eris to get Luciana out of there!

She aimed. She fired. She stopped aiming. Every blast hit something. That was good enough.

"Move!" Thalia shouted, raising her blaster.

Thalia fired, the pulse blast striking another creature square in the chest. The ice cracked, splintering like glass, but the cryogenic didn’t stop. It swiped at her with a jagged, ice-tipped arm. They were on her. She ducked, narrowly avoiding the deadly blow.

Yanking out a pistol while keeping Luciana’s arm braced against her shoulder, Eris was already firing, her shots precise, but the cryogenics were relentless. One machine came close as it swiped down. Eris blasted away the cryogenic’s forearm. It was about to stab at her again. This time, Eris wouldn’t be so lucky.

Thalia fired. She caught that cryogenic in the chest; it stumbled back and fell.

“You’ve got to hurry!” Thalia shouted. She unleashed a barrage of fire, trying to keep the cryogenics at bay, but they kept coming. She couldn’t tell if their bodies healed or reformed. She fired. Her rifle started to overheat.

She didn’t know how long the weapon could last.

Eris locked her teeth as she pulled on Luciana’s limp form with as much care as she could while keeping one hand on her weapon. Zarah bore most of the weight as Eris fired blindly into the advancing horde, hoping to buy them more time.

“Eyes down!” Thalia called.

This was a bad idea.

The space was too compact. They had their armor. It might not be enough.

It hadn’t protected Luciana…

The other two huntresses dipped their heads down and shut their eyes as they braced. They turned Luciana away.

For Thalia, the sounds of crunching ice, twisting metal, and stomping machines came to a stop. Instead, she only heard the sounds of the grenade as she hit the activation key. She threw it. It hit the decking. It clinked. It rolled.

The world became fire and noise.

The cold vanished as heat swallowed the chill.

“Go!” Eris shouted.

The roof was collapsing around them, the structure groaning under the weight of the frozen battlescape it had become. The remaining cryogenics rushed forward. They showed signs of damage. Some stumbled forward with missing limbs. Others seemed to regenerate as ice liquified and refroze only seconds later.

“We’re not going to make it at this rate,” Zarah panted, her breath coming out in ragged gasps.

But Eris didn’t stop. She could feel Luciana’s faint pulse beneath her hands, and that was all the motivation she needed. "We have to make it. We don’t get a choice!”

The frozen machines howled as they pushed through the last stretch. Thalia kept firing. The blast from Thalia’s grenade had given them just enough time to escape, but the three huntresses could hear the clattering of icy limbs behind them. The cryogenics remained determined, chasing them as they stumbled out into the open.

Holding her spot, Thalia kept firing.

The machines came at her. She was the threat.

They swung, snapped, and dove at her. Each time, she swept to the left or right. She dodged and wove down or jumped back. Each maneuver took time and energy. She’d gotten lucky so far; it couldn’t last.

“Thalia!” Zarah had slipped out her grenade. She hit the firing stud, yanked her arm back and threw it as hard as she could. The explosive bounced off the ceiling and down among the cryogenics.

Fresh fire raced through the air; the boom of pressure knocked Thalia and the machines back against the walls. Thalia couldn’t breathe. The air had been slammed from her lungs. Time stopped. She couldn’t hear her heart pounding.

Silence. For a moment, everything was quiet again.

They retreated. Their armored suits were marked by burns, gouges, and tears. Still, they knew that wasn’t good enough.

When they made it back to the AI, they told the system to lock down the bulkheads.

“Will that buy us much time?”

“We need to find the portal and shut it down,” Thalia said.

First, they had to take care of Luciana.

Chapter 17

The AI had repaired several of the rejuvenation tanks. They took Luciana to the infirmary, one of the pods opened, and they lowered her down. Her eyes fluttered beneath her eyelids. The huntresses told themselves that had to be a good sign.

“We go after the portal,” Thalia said. “Luciana will be safe here.” She hoped that was true.

“What about the boys?”

“They’re getting trained,” Thalia said.

“They’ll be fine,” Zarah agreed.

“They’re getting what they need.” That part was true.

“It’s time to go,” Zarah whispered.

The others nodded.

The outpost was eerily silent as Thalia, Eris, and Zarah snuck through the wreckage once more. The air along every hallway was choked with cold. Their footsteps were muted by the layer of ice that coated the floor, but each crack and crunch echoed in the vast, empty halls.

"This is insane," Eris whispered, her pulse rifle raised as they moved deeper into the heart of the outpost. "We barely got out last time."

Thalia glanced at her, her expression grim but determined. "We need that portal. If we don’t find a way to blow it, none of this will matter." For all they knew, thousands of the icy machines were already waiting for them.

Zarah, bringing up the rear, nodded in silent agreement, her eyes scanning every shadow and glint of ice for signs of movement. The cryogenics had nearly killed them before, and they knew this time would be no easier. But they had Luciana to think about, and the mission had to be completed.

They explored.

They stayed silent.

Finally, they found a set of double doors. They’d been blown open.

Zarah slipped forward first. They reached the central chamber, a large, dome-like room that had once served as the command center. Now, it was nothing but frozen ruins. And at the far end, set against a wall of shimmering ice, was the portal. It glowed faintly, a swirling vortex of energy, its surface reflecting the cold blues and whites of the icy surroundings.

But it wasn’t unguarded.

Standing between them and the portal was a massive figure, at least five meters tall. The cryogenic guardian was unlike anything they had faced before. Its body was composed of dense, clear ice, massive shoulders and arms that rippled with frozen power. Its chest was broad, with jagged edges protruding outwards, and from its back, long icicles jutted like spikes. Its face, if it could be called that, was a mask of ice, with only two hollow voids where eyes should be.

As they entered the chamber, the guardian stirred. They had stayed quiet, yet this monstrosity sensed them. A deep, thunderous rumble reverberated through the ice as it turned to face them. Its chest heaved once, then split open in a gruesome display of jagged edges, revealing rows of spear-like spikes embedded within.

"Spread out!" Thalia barked, diving for cover behind a collapsed pillar as the cryogenic's chest launched a volley of ice spikes. They shot through the air with a deadly whistle, embedding themselves into the ground where Thalia had just been standing.

Zarah darted to the left, rolling behind a slab of debris as more spikes flew toward her. Eris ducked into cover behind an old console, returning fire with her pulse rifle, the blasts striking the massive creature but barely making a dent. The guardian’s ice body absorbed the shots with only faint cracks forming along its surface.

"We can’t take it down like this!" Thalia shouted over the noise, her voice strained as she fired round after round at the creature's legs, trying to slow it down.

Eris gritted her teeth. They needed a new plan. "Aim for its chest! We have to destroy those spikes before it can launch any more!"

The cryogenic guardian advanced, each step shaking the ground beneath their feet. With a roar like grinding glaciers, it unleashed another wave of spikes, this time more concentrated, more deadly. One narrowly missed Eris’s head as she rolled away just in time.

“I’m out of grenades!” Eris yelled, ducking behind her cover, her pulse rifle useless against the towering behemoth.

Thalia’s mind raced, trying to think of something, anything that could stop the creature. Her eyes flickered to its chest—the source of the spikes. That was the weak point–she hoped.

"Zarah!" Thalia called out. "Get to high ground! See if you can get a shot at its chest from above!"

Zarah nodded, already sprinting toward a series of crumbled beams that led to the upper levels of the chamber. As she scaled the shattered remains of generators and computers, the guardian seemed to sense her movement and shifted its attention. Its chest split open once more, preparing to fire another round of spikes directly at her.

"No, you don’t!" Eris screamed, stepping out from her cover and firing a barrage of pulse blasts at the creature’s face. It turned its head in her direction, distracted just long enough for Zarah to reach her vantage point.

Zarah took aim, steadying her blaster as the creature prepared for another attack. “Now!” she shouted, pulling the trigger.

The shot rang out, striking the exposed core in the guardian’s chest. Ice shattered, and with a deafening crack, the creature let out a bellowing roar of pain. Zarah fired again, this time hitting the same spot, deepening the crack.

The guardian staggered, its massive form stumbling back, but it wasn’t done. With one last effort, it raised its arms and charged forward, intent on crushing them all beneath its weight.

Thalia saw her opening. Grabbing one of the plasma grenades from her belt, she sprinted toward the creature. "Cover me!" she yelled to Eris and Zarah.

Eris fired relentlessly, drawing the guardian’s attention while Thalia closed the gap. She reached the massive cryogenic just as it began to recover, its icy form groaning as it prepared another attack.

Without hesitating, Thalia dove beneath its legs and tossed the grenade–her last one–directly into the crack in its chest. "Get clear!" she shouted, rolling away as the creature’s chest began to glow with the ticking countdown.

The explosion was blinding. A massive shockwave of heat and force erupted from the guardian’s core, sending shards of ice in all directions. Thalia was thrown backward, crashing into a wall of debris. Eris and Zarah hit the ground as the cryogenic let out one final, guttural roar before collapsing into a heap of shattered ice.

For a moment, the chamber was silent, save for the sound of dripping water as the heat from the explosion began to melt the surrounding ice.

Thalia struggled to her feet, wincing as she took in the sight of the destroyed guardian. Its once-massive form was now nothing more than a pile of ice shards and mist. Eris staggered over to her, offering a hand.

"You all right?" she asked, her voice hoarse from exertion.

Thalia nodded, wiping sweat and frost from her face. "Yeah. We did it." She paused, “We did do it. Right?”

Zarah descended from her vantage point, her blaster still clutched in her hands. She looked down at the remnants of the cryogenic and let out a long, relieved breath. “That thing was a monster.”

Thalia turned her gaze toward the portal, still glowing faintly at the far end of the chamber. "We’ve still got one more step," she said. "Let’s finish this."

They looked back at the portal. It flickered. They thought they saw shadows within.

“Do we really think this is going to work?”

“If we can destabilize the portal with our weapons, it has a good shot.”

“And why didn’t the ancients do it again?” Eris asked.

“They had different power sources. And their AI didn’t have as much time to come up with some ideas.”

“Somehow, I’m not feeling great about this,” Eris said.

“It doesn’t matter,” Thalia said. “Not unless you have a better plan.”

The huntresses lifted their rifles. The shadows darkened amid the portal’s dancing pools of light. Thalia, Eris, and Zarah set their weapons to overload.

“Three, two, one, now!” Thalia shouted as she flung her weapon forward.

The others did the same.

They stepped back. They waited.

A flash of green, red, blue, and purple pulsed out along the portal.

Then it was gone.

“Just like that?” Eris asked. She had her pistol out again.

“Just like that,” Thalia said, a note of hope in her voice.

“What now?” Zarah asked.

“We get back,” Thalia said. “We check on Luciana, and we have some fun…”

Chapter 18

They watched her.

They waited.

Luciana lay motionless in the rejuvenation pod, her body bathed in soft blue light. The pod’s sleek, glass casing hummed quietly, surrounding her with a faint, healing glow. Inside, a network of nanotech-infused fluids coursed through her veins, mending the torn tissues and repairing the internal damage she had suffered. Her once ragged breaths had become steady, her body slowly stabilizing as the advanced technology worked its way through every cell, patching up the injuries the cryogenics had inflicted.

The pod’s technology was designed for speed and precision, its systems constantly scanning for abnormalities and responding instantly. It had begun by flooding her bloodstream with microscopic nanites, programmed to target damaged areas—clotted wounds, broken bones, and failing organs. Over the course of several hours, the nanites had woven new tissues where her flesh had been torn, regenerating muscle fibers and sealing wounds as if they had never existed. Even the internal hemorrhaging from her harsh fall had been corrected, the bleeding stopped and her blood cells replenished.

As Luciana rested, her body gradually grew stronger. The pod didn’t just heal—it rejuvenated, giving her cells a boost, revitalizing her in ways that conventional medicine could not. It accelerated the healing process to days’ worth of recovery in mere hours. Her skin, which had been bruised and pale, was regaining its color, and her muscles, once weak and strained, slowly regained their strength. The worst of her injuries were now behind her, leaving only the fatigue that would soon fade, thanks to the miracle of the rejuvenation pod.

Around the pod, her fellow huntresses waited and watched.

“The prognosis is good,” said the AI. “You should rest. You don’t need to watch her.”

Eris was the first to rise. She left the infirmary and headed into the hall. Once there, she stopped.

The others followed.

“What are you thinking?” Thalia asked.

“I don’t want to sleep.”

“We could play,” Zarah said. “The boys are waiting.”

Indeed, they were.

Distantly, both Haldor and Sigurd remembered the truth.

Each boy understood that this wasn't the physical world. This wasn't the reality in which they had grown up. And yet, that idea became a nearly meaningless abstraction. After all, Sigurd serviced Eris over and over again. He followed her commands. Half of the time, that meant behaving like a good dog. He crawled, he licked, he nuzzled her and serviced her. During the other half of the time, she simply played with him. She could take him back into a bedroom, hold him down and ride him. Sometimes, that meant using his face. At other points, she rode his shaft or pumped into him from behind. Then there were those instances when she penetrated him. In any case, she was training him. Haldor experienced the same kind of discipline. Over the course of what felt like weeks and months, he got used again and again. More than that, he learned to plead for the opportunity to pleasure his superiors. Thalia and Zarah gave him his commands, and he obeyed, each and every one like a good and obedient boy.

Each boy became good and obedient.

Both of these brothers learned to accept their new status. As males, they were inferior. As boys, they had to obey.

Not only that, it felt good.

More and more, they learned to associate pleasure and satisfaction with subservience.

They were retrained. They were reprogrammed. The discs worked perfectly over the course of hours in the real world.

Eventually, the women came for them. Eris tugged the disk from Sigurd's face first. It came away easily.

He blinked. Right away, he recognized the smooth, polished gleam of the walls around him. Not only that, he could see the bars of his cage. Even so, Sigurd couldn't quite believe it. Some kind of internal, programmed heuristic didn't want to think of this as the "real" world. And yet, he looked back up at that woman.

"Well, did it work?"

"It worked," he admitted in a small voice. "I will be a good and obedient boy for you."

"I'm glad to hear it," Eris said as she opened the gate to his cage.

Just a few feet away, Zarah unlocked Haldor's cage. From there, she slipped the disk off of his face, and she watched him, curious to see exactly how he would perform. Like his brother, he leaned forward a tiny bit. "How may I serve you?"

"Very nice," Thalia said, clapping her hands together. "The three of us have had a very long and difficult day. I think you boys should get on your knees and beg for the chance to pleasure us. Beg for the chance to make us feel good."

Sigurd glanced over at his brother. Haldor did the same. Their eyes met, and maybe they were waiting for some fresh spark of defiance now that they could see one another again. Not only that, each boy was smart enough to understand that this was the real world. If that meant anything, neither boy let it show on his face. Instead, each boy crawled forward. Sigurd found himself in front of Eris. Haldor took his spot in front of Thalia and Zarah.

"You," Eris said, pointing down to the male crouching in front of her. "Go first."

"I am a boy. As a boy, I will obey your commands. I, I understand that this is what I have to do. If you want, I will be a dog and I will be a pet. I will be an animal or a plaything. I will be your slave, because I understand that I belong to you. I am your property. I am your slave." He repeated those words as though they had become the new mantra of his existence.

"Very nice," Eris said. "Strip me." She remained on her feet. He pushed himself to his knees, and he reached up for the zippers and buttons on her armor and her uniform. Even if he wasn't precisely sure what to do, he was a smart boy, so he would figure it out.

"And what about you?" Thalia asked. "Do you feel the same way?"

"Yes," he said.

"So what does that mean?"

"It means I'm your property. It means I will follow any command you give me. I will be a good and loyal and obedient boy. I will be your service animal or your eager slave. I belong to you. I belong to all of you."

Thalia stroked his cheek with the back of her hand.

Zarah caressed his shoulder before gripping his bicep. "Such a strong and proud and handsome and sweetly obedient boy." Haldor didn't flinch when he heard those words. If anything, a slight smile curved along his lips as he contemplated what it meant to please these women.

"Good boy," Zarah said. She patted him on the head. As a trained fighter, he should have been angry about that. And yet, it must have been difficult for him to remember those combat drills, those tactical simulations, and those other muscle memories he had developed over the course of his adulthood. After all, to him, he had spent so long getting trained. And in that other reality, it wasn't like his combat skills mattered. As a boy, he would find other ways to serve.

Sigurd continued to work on Eris's armor. He gently pulled the jacket and the armored plates from her torso. Next, he unbuttoned her blouse. From there, he unzipped her boots. He worked quickly, yet methodically, taking his time as he respectfully worked every clasp, zipper, and button.

When he finished, she was naked. He had removed her bra and tugged down her panties.

"That feels incredible," Eris said. She certainly enjoyed the freedom without her armor. "But you know, I think I want you to massage my back, kiss my neck, and make me feel good. Can you do that, boy? Can you excite me?"

"Yes, I'll do my best," Sigurd promised.

He stepped behind her, and he kissed her neck. He brushed the tip of his nose along her skin. His hands pressed and squeezed her shoulders, her arms, then down toward her sides. Tentatively, he came up behind her, and he squeezed her buttocks. He massaged her, pressing down even as he worked on pleasing her.

"Does that excite you, boy?" Thalia asked.

"Yes," Sigurd said.

"Would you like to serve me that way?" Thalia asked.

"Yes," he said. Even though it was technically unnecessary, he added, "Please? Please, may I serve you?"

"Yes," she replied. "You may."

Just as Sigurd had done, he worked on her armor. He removed each piece, working quickly as he took his time and did his best to respectfully strip her.

"My breasts," Eris told the boy standing behind her.

Even though Sigurd gulped, he served her again. His hand slipped around her chest and underneath her arms. He brought his palms up to her mounds, and he gently stroked, petted, squeezed and kneaded her curves. As she purred, he inferred that she enjoyed it. Ultimately, that was all that mattered. Even if a fresh jolt of desire pumped through his body, that didn't matter. Rather, he was used to those urges. Just as he had learned and been taught, he accepted the desire, only now it morphed into something else.

Through most of his life, this boy had learned to seek relief when he got aroused. There was always that desire, always that drive, ever since he had hit puberty. But now, he knew that he had to focus on them instead. These women owned him. These women owned both of them.

"You really want me to ride you, don't you?" Eris asked.

"Yes," he whispered. "Please." After another second, he added, "If it pleases you."

"I love it when you're desperate," Eris said. "I'm glad we programmed the simulation to keep you in that state of mind. This is how a boy should behave. This is the perspective you should always adopt. Isn't that right?"

"Yes," he said.

By that point, Haldor had stripped Thalia of her armor.

She beckoned for him to come closer, and she stood there, naked in front of him. "Lick my nipples," she instructed.

He came forward, he closed his eyes, and he dipped his head down. She rested her palm against the back of his head as his tongue flicked out. He started on the left side, wrapping his lips around her stiffened point. He licked. He sucked. He pleasured her. She moaned, and now Thalia glanced over at Zarah. "Would you like to join in?"

"Not yet," said the other girl as she shook her head.

"More for me then," Thalia said.

Haldor heard those words, and he knew they were talking about sharing him. To these women, he was a toy. They had caught him as livestock, and now he would be used whenever they liked. He didn't even think about getting angry. Instead, these were simple facts. There was no way for him to alter that basic truth, so he didn't try. Unlike the boys left back in the Duchy, Haldor didn't get angry or upset. He didn't allow his emotions to surge out of control. Instead, both of these boys experienced one feeling: it was subservience.

Before they had been caught and defeated and trained, they both believed in their own autonomy. They thought they could maintain their independence even as the Confederation encroached on Duchy territory. But now, they knew that they deserved to be conquered. They were lucky, in fact. Sigurd whispered, "May I touch you?"

Right away, she understood what he meant. "Yes, you may," she said.

He still had one hand on her left breast. With this right, he trailed his touch down along her torso until his fingers brushed through her pubic hair and down toward her slit. She spread her legs, and he stroked her. His fingers brushed along her opening. Then he pressed down. He fingered her, making her body tense. "Does this is please you?" Sigurd asked like a good obedient slave.

"Yes," she hummed out the answer. "This pleases me. I like having you this way, Sigurd. Tell me. Are you still a smart boy?"

"I don't know," he said. "I belong to you. If you tell me I'm smart, then I must be smart. If not…" His voice trailed off.

"Good answer," she said, spinning him around. Eris grabbed him by his hands, and she shoved him against the far wall. She kissed him, rubbing her body against his. When she let go, his limbs remained above his head, as the invisible restraints trapped him in place.

At this point, she stroked his body. He still had the collar around his neck. Even if it wasn't necessary, she liked it. More importantly, it marked his status. As a boy, he would always recognize his inferior position within the Confederation. Boys needed to be owned. They required training. Fortunately for those males throughout the Confederation, the women of their society were eager to give them exactly what they required. In this way, the entire system worked. To Eris, that seemed fair and just and kind.

So now, she removed his chastity belt. She pulled it away, and she touched him. She teased him, her fingers gliding along his manhood again and again. She watched as he squirmed there. He shut his eyes until that moment when she said, "Look at me."

He obeyed. He opened his eyes, and he focused on that dark-haired woman in front of him. "Good boy," she said. Then she kissed him, grabbed his shaft, and massaged him, drawing him closer and closer to an orgasm he would only be allowed to enjoy with her permission.

In the meantime, Haldor serviced Thalia. He worked his hands along her body. Once she was naked. He massaged her buttocks, caressed her stomach, slid his hands down along her legs, and yearned for something more.

Thalia must've sensed his desire because she asked, "Would you like to get on your knees and to lick me?"

"Yes. Please? May I?"

"Touch me first," she said. "I want to see what you can do with your strong hands."

Before his capture, Haldor thought of himself as a warrior. He followed in those ancient traditions and wielded weapons. He held onto rifles, blasters, blades, and other esoteric weapons. Only now, he dropped his hand down between her legs, and he started to stroke Thalia just as Sigurd had touched and teased Eris. His fingers moved along her opening. She was already wet. She was already excited.

He used everything he had learned in the VR simulation. He worshiped her, gently kissing her neck and nuzzling her with the tip of his nose as he pleasured her. He took his time, fully cognizant of the fact that only this woman could decide when he was done or when he would be allowed to stop.

More than that, he was aware of Zarah as she watched. Leaning against the wall, her legs crossed and her arms tight over her chest, she enjoyed the show.

On some level, Haldor wanted to offer to pleasure that other woman, but he knew he couldn't divide his attention. As a boy, he had to listen to them. Thalia had given him the command, and no one had contradicted it, so he had to continue to follow it. Maybe later, if there was some question, he could take the initiative and do his best to please them. Under the circumstances, however, he or she knew exactly what they craved.

As a loyal and dedicated slave boy, it was his her obligation to give it to them.

He played with her, his fingers gliding up and down her slit until she was ready. She closed her eyes, pressed her lips together, and only opened her mouth again. When she started to moan. The pleasure flashed up from between her legs and through her body. She quivered, shaking. Then she grabbed him, and she pushed him down onto his knees. She brought his head up between her inner thighs. Without realizing it, she was leaning against one side of the bed. Eris was on the other side now, her legs spread as well.

Each boy licked. Each boy, served. Each boy worshiped these women. Eris and Thalia leaned back, gasping, panting, and moaning.

Heat flashed across their bodies as they savored every second of this. They enjoyed everything these boys offered.

Pretty soon, Eris couldn't take it. She grabbed Sigurd by his collar and pulled him up onto the bed. She shoved him down, she spread her legs, and she started riding him.

Thalia had something else in mind. She lowered herself down onto the floor, she spread her legs and bent her knees. She looked at him. "Lick, boy."

He bowed down, his head braced between her inner thighs all over again. He had his buttocks up, his ass on display. Zarah chose that moment to sneak up on him. Even when she penetrated him, Haldor didn't cry out or protest. Instead, he accepted it, fully cognizant of the fact that this was where he belonged. If a woman decided she wanted to push into him, then he had to take it like a good and obedient boy. He had to be grateful. Granted, he couldn't talk in that moment, but he hoped Zarah understood that he embraced his status. This was his position. This was where he belonged!

"Are you trained? Are you a trained slave?" Eris demanded.

Because she asked a direct question, Sigurd gulped and nodded. The words sputtered out onto the air as fast as he could push them forth, "Yes. Yes, I belong to you."

He could be bought or sold. He really was property. He was her toy, yet he was so grateful for his new status.

"More," she said. He made those promises over and over again as she rode his cock, gliding up and down.

Just a few feet away, his brother got taken from both angles at once. His mouth stayed busy, and Zarah used his opening. She claimed him again, just as she had done in the virtual world.

Each boy got used. Each boy got owned.

Eris took her time. Even so, the seconds seemed to spin off. The minutes rolled by, and pretty soon her heart was pounding. She embraced that orgasm as her muscles tightened, and she drained the orgasm out of this boy. She savored her own inferno of pleasure until it was spent.

Haldor's chastity belt had been removed as well. Now Zarah grabbed him, and she gave him a reward. She pumped into him, thrusting forward and drawing back over and over again. The delicious friction made her gasp with wild need. These girls spent their tension. They burned through the worry, the doubt and dread. As far as they knew, they were safe. They had disabled the portal and rescued their leader.

Eris, Zarah, and Thalia were still breathing hard as they finished with those boys.

When they were done, the boys got down on their knees. Even if they didn't have the restraints on their arms or legs, they stayed right there as they waited to be used or commanded again.

Finally, Eris, Zarah, and Thalia glanced off to the side when they heard the applause.

"Not bad," Luciana said. "It sounds like you three have a lot to tell me." Then she grinned as she considered the two boys on their knees. The other huntresses did have a lot to tell her, but first she could make up for some lost time.

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.


Other Works by Anna Ritter

Sometimes I get asked about my other projects, so here are some of the novels, novellas and short stories that I especially enjoyed writing.

Novels

American Matriarchy

A realistic novel:

Stacey Farber is a wildly successful businesswoman who is now funding the construction an entirely new city called Bella Springs. She’s doing this for one reason: promote female supremacy. In this new city, women will enjoy every advantage. The outnumbered men in this city will discover what second-class citizenship looks and feels like. Farber uses her influence to ensure women have every opportunity to succeed when it comes to employment, compensation, political power, and freedom. Men like Matthew O'Reilly are given curfews and uniforms, turning them into second-class citizens. College students Mia and Zack enroll in the new university, but he’s confined to "service" classes, focusing on pleasing the woman rather while she’s busy learning leadership skills. Despite their efforts, men remain surrounded by powerful women who may not let them go, all of which demonstrates how “The future is female.”

This 85,000-word novel features extreme female domination, male subjugation, spanking, public humiliation, stocks, chastity training, pegging, and more.

Male Disadvantages

A realistic companion to American Matriarchy:

This is Bella Springs, a new city where women have taken complete control. The founder, Stacy Farber, built the city with one ambition in mind: ensure female supremacy. She wants to see the men of the world enslaved, and she’ll prove it’s possible here in her new city. This collection of short stories illustrates what life is like when women rule. The men here are subjugated, owned, and humiliated on a daily basis. When the future is female, men had better prepare to surrender. Women enjoy every advantage. In Bell Springs, being male is the biggest disadvantage of all.

This 78,000-word anthology features female domination, pegging, chastity training, bondage, and humiliation.

The Matriarchs

A mostly realistic novel

A virus infects men, causing them to lose their ability to think rationally and engage in mindless aggression. Women, led by the female President of the United States, seize control and help the men behave. They develop a control band to stun males when they lose control and succumb to their virus-induced emotions. With the virus still running rampant, males lose power. Male lawyers, judges, doctors, and corporate executives all lose their influence and positions of power since they can no longer be trusted. Their wives and mothers must handle every decision. A young man, Jordan, decides to go to college only to face strict rules and severe consequences when he messes up. He must be obedient, docile, and subservient to succeed in this new world.

This 115,000-word novel features female supremacy, human puppy play, spanking, bondage, pegging, and male subjugation.

Love Locked

A realistic novel:

Amber and Brian have grown up together, only it’s time for their relationship to change since she’s about to become his keyholder. She’ll have complete control over Brian's manhood. She will win every argument, and Brian will eventually improve his grades and become a useful member of the household. Amber now sees Brian as her brother, but she wonders if she should view him as something else—maybe a slave?

This 65,000-word novel features extensive female domination, chastity training, domestic discipline, and spanking.

Prisoner 616

A mostly realistic novel:

Nick Athens, an analyst at a local investment firm, is determined to maintain his position in the female-dominated finance industry. He doesn’t know it yet, but one woman might take away any chance he has, especially if she can trick him into committing a crime. The female supremacists in charge are reforming the prison system for boys like Nick, forcing them to wear collars, restrictive jumpsuits, and chastity belts. If he messes up, Nick's only hope will be his sister, Chloe Athens, a journalist who can write about his situation and potentially trigger a public backlash to get him released. Chloe would need to learn about the facility and its conditions, but her initial ambivalence might evolve into something new if she begins to see why these boys deserve to be leashed and caged.

This 128,000-word novel features a gynarchy, bondage, male chastity training, CFNM, discipline, teasing and denial, female supremacy, foot worship, oral service, and extensive humiliation.

When Women Rule

A mostly realistic novel:

Things have to change in Crystal Canyon, a city where men are losing their free will. Everyone can see how this community must change to meet these new challenges. If every male automatically obeys any command uttered by a woman, then everyone will need new rules—an a new hierarchy. Men are becoming more reliant on women for guidance and training, leading to a decline in their independence. Dr. Elizabeth Hunt, a psychologist, notices this change and crafts a plan. Soon, the men are forced to accept women as their handlers, trainers, and owners. Step by step, these boys are becoming slaves. The girls in Crystal Canyon may be kind or cruel, but they all share a common goal: own the boys.

This is an 80,000-word novel about the sexual subjugation of men.

Wild Space

A sci-fi novel:

Humanity will eventually reach beyond our solar system, but to do so, intrepid explorers and ambitious men like Aric Donovan and the crew of Ranger 3 will first travel to Tau Ceti. Their journey will take decades, so the crew of Ranger 3 will need to enter cryogenic sleep. While they’re gone, Earth will change. There’ll be wars, unimaginable destruction, and a rebirth. The matriarchy will take control, leading to advancements in science and technology. A new starship will reach Tau Ceti in just five years. They’ll catch up to the Ranger 3, so this new crew must decide whether to let the wild males sleep or wake them up and retrain them. Corporal Cara Dare, the sole woman on the Ranger 3, may be able to save Donovan and the rest of their crew. Or she might be tempted to embrace a new way of life if it means women rule while men serve and obey.

This 70,000-word novel features female domination, a futuristic gynarchy, extensive bondage, elements of medical play, pony play, CFNM, male humiliation, spanking, and hypnosis.

Witch Mark

A fantasy series:

The world is complex and difficult to understand, especially when it comes to the covens and spellcasters who have learned to tap into the arcane winds and manipulate reality. Although these women remain hidden, they have the power to shape reality to fit their desires. Marina Diamonte, as one of these empowered casters, has ignored her family's political intrigues. But now, she’s preparing to compete for the leadership of her coven. Along the way, she’ll have to claim a boy for herself. She discovers Eric Samuels, a boy who seems to resist her influence. He intrigues her. More importantly, he knows how to amuse her.

This 49,000-word novella is Part One of the Witch Mark series. This novella features extensive female domination, elements of gynarchy, bondage, mind control, orgasm denial, chastity training, CFNM, foot worship, and more.

Automatic Training

A sci-fi novel:

Isaac Drake arrives in a new city and is greeted by an autonomous vehicle. In seconds, the car traps him. He’s strapped down and helpless…like cargo. The car reaches an automatic training facility where female supremacists use specialized devices and AI to train males like Isaac. The women here will use conveyor belts, collars, and chastity cages. Within a week, these boys will become servile slaves eager to please their owners. Isaac is one of the first males to endure this automatic training.

This 80,000-word novel features gynarchy, domination, pegging, chastity training, robots/automation/androids, CFNM, bondage, hypnosis/mind control, ideological reeducation, and more.

Auctioned on Athena

A sci-fi novel:

In the far future, Justin is a navigator on a courier ship; his captain tasked with a mission to purchase plasma converters in a city dominated by women. Along the way, he must contend with the humiliating catcalls and demeaning comments from women. If he fails to return to a ship, his status as a Registered Male will be revoked, and he could be taken or sold to any of the trading syndicates. He’s a tempting target since a boy like Justin could fetch a high price in the slave markets…

This 115,000-word novel features a futuristic gynarchy, extensive female domination, bondage, male humiliation, pegging, chastity training, teasing and denial, exhibitionism, CFNM, and much more.

Novellas

Male Progress

A mostly realistic novella:

The patriarchy is eroding as women like Elizabeth assert themselves and take control of their families. Her son, Felix, still clings to old fantasies about male independence. The school district is implementing Male Progress Reports to encourage better attitudes and behaviors in high school. Boys like Felix are required to wear a leather collar with two buttons, green and red, which will be used to record their decisions and overall behavior. Each collared boy will be assigned a handler, and she’ll decide what kind of punishment or reward he deserves based on his number of merits and demerits. Felix's sister, who is expected to be his handler, will review his scores and decide his punishment. This boy should know better, but he can’t help himself. He gets one demerit after another. Clearly, he needs some extra discipline.

This 25,000-word novella features extensive female domination, bondage, male humiliation, elements of orgasm denial, all set in a nascent gynarchy.

No Escape from Matria

A modern fantasy novella:

Matria is a small, beautiful country with a pristine lake, forests, and ancient castles. However, it is a country where women are in charge and slavery is still prevalent. Daniel Michaels, a photographer, is designated a Wild Male and has a couple of weeks to document Matria. If he stays past this assigned deadline, he’ll be eligible for enslavement. Daniel has traveled extensively, but Matria is a strange and dangerous place—especially for boys. Leaving should be easy…only something is intent on keeping him here. If he can't escape, he will be captured as he confronts Kayla, Amanda Amata, and Lady Renata. Whether he likes it or not, Daniel Donovan is about to discover the true nature of this land.

This 27,000-word novella features extensive female supremacy and domination, bondage, male subjugation, elements of chastity training, light pony play, and more.

Surrender in the Sky

A paranormal fantasy:

Like so many other business travelers, Samuel is used to long hours in the air. He tolerates the cramped seats and drone of the engines as the world passes by beneath the plane. This time, there’s a storm. Lightning cuts across the sky. He blacks out…and discovers he has fallen into a new dimension where women rule. It’s a new reality. He’s no longer on a jet; instead, it’s some kind of zeppelin. In this reality, men are owned. In this world, women are dressed in fine clothing, while the males are naked and leashed. Samuel struggles to understand the differences, but then he meets Marina Castillo, who senses his potential and seems willing to help him return to his own world—unless she has her own agenda.

This 26,000-word novella features extensive female domination, a strict gynarchy, male chastity training, pegging, spanking, orgasm denial, and much more.

Into Her Web

A superhero fantasy:

Nova City is a wild, wonderful and chaotic place with dozens of superheroes and villains who call this place home. And yet, there’s an odd dynamic. There might be male metahumans, but most individuals with superpowers are female. Riptide might be one of the few men with extraordinary abilities, yet he’s still a powerful superhero. During the day, he’s Logan Drake, a marine biologist. But when he takes on his secret identity, he uses his superpowers to improve the world and help people. He is getting a lot of attention. The Weaver has special plans for Riptide. She can drain Riptide's strength and strip away his powers before she retrains him as a slave. Without understanding the danger, Riptide may have already stumbled into her web…

This 33,000-word novella features extensive female domination, bondage, male chastity training, humiliation, and pegging.

Short Stories

Social Status

A mostly realistic short story:

Over the past five years, significant changes have occurred in the United States, leading to a backlash from the women who’re tired of toxic masculinity and the dumb decisions made by elected officials. Women have taken charge, which has led to the creation of the Male Monitoring Bureau (MMB). The MMB regulates male behavior and has even created a new social status: male chattel. Logan had the chance to be a good and obedient young man, but he's been reclassified as male chattel, ending his freedom in one instant. He calls his best friend Tricia Perkins to help him understand his new status. And yet, Patricia has plans for Logan...

This 11,000-word story features a female dominated society, female supremacy, male submission, foot worship, elements of chastity training, bondage, spanking, and other forms of punishment.

Surrender Ceremony

A mostly realistic short story:

In the new future, women have taken over and men are stripped of their rights under the Female Supremacy Party. Weddings are replaced by Surrender Ceremonies, where a woman claims a man, either as a slave, pet, plaything, or servant. Allison enjoys Brandon's service, but he still believes he has something to say about his future. Perhaps he’ll learn the truth when he’s spanked and humiliated at his Surrender Ceremony.

This 10,000-word story features female domination, a strict gynarchy, bondage, elements of pegging, male humiliation, CFNM situations, spanking/paddling, oral service, and chastity training.

Pony Inspection

A realistic short story:

As the world changes and women assert themselves as the nation’s rightful rulers, Luke must turn himself in at a processing facility to face indentured servitude. But this won’t be the kind of servitude he expected; he discovers that the boys are being turned into human ponies, stripped of their rights, trained, and even put on display. This man is about to learn the meaning of service and obedience.

This 6,000-word story features female domination, intense male humiliation, extensive pony play, bondage, and more.

Tutoring Britney

A realistic short story:

Jared might be smart, but he’s also naïve, especially when it comes to tutoring. He automatically assumes he should be in control with his students, but Britney is a charismatic girl who understands how the world really works. For her, it’s easy to manipulate Jared into a game of seduction—one she’s destined to win. By the end of their first session, she’ll have him tied up and powerless. Once Jared understands what it means to be helpless, he’ll be ready to learn the most important lessons of all.

This 6,000-word story features female domination, male orgasm denial, bondage, corporal punishment, and chastity training.

Boy On Display

A realistic short story:

Ever since the recent elections, Michael and Cassie have struggled with their relationship. Michael understands he owns his girlfriend, but Cassie has a special plan for her friends. She suggests stripping Michael naked and displaying him in front of women, but she's unsure if this would help him adjust to his new status. Other suggestions include restraints, a collar and leash, and marking him to ensure he understands his ownership. The idea is just an idea for now.

This 10,000-word story features extensive CFNM dynamics, female domination, male humiliation, bondage, and a public shaving.

Amazon

Here, you can get a list of every book and story I’ve published. Enjoy!
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