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Across Her Stars

His Choice...

Like so many other men, he hadn't known. He hadn't realized. Once everything happened, maybe it seemed inevitable, like future generations would turn back and see all of this as inescapable.

For him, it had felt like a revelation.

Maybe this was something new, a fresh development. He didn't think so. Instead, it was so easy to believe that the potential had always been there. Women, as the superior sex, were poised to seize power. Men had succeeded across most of human history, of course. Then again, they’d always played on Easy Mode. Individuals may have struggled mightily, yet being born a man in most decades and centuries meant an automatic advantage. It never guaranteed success, of course, yet being a woman had been a profound disadvantage. Even so, women succeeded. They pushed forward. They fought for their rights.

And once they had them, they started to consider what else they might get. Or maybe it was something else, something that ignited within them. Perhaps it happened here or there with a few stray individuals. But as our society evolved, they learned. Women realized exactly what they could do.

They could take control. Most women were modest enough to realize this would just be something within the confines of their individual lives. With their boyfriends or husbands, they could be in charge. They could steal power and take control. Later on, those individuals might group up and form segments of society.

If so, he was like most men and never noticed.

If asked about gender politics, this boy probably would've described himself as neutral or agnostic. He hadn't read any of the books or essays. He didn't listen to any of the speeches, and he didn't even watch the pop-culture analysts who focused on the relationships between women and men in his favorite streaming shows, games, and movies. Instead, he had other concerns. He had to go to school, get his job, worry about budgets and administrative issues. It was all so mundane.

And yet, he still benefited from the system. He had grown up in a patriarchy. And yes, there were outbursts of rage from the female half of the population, but that never concerned him. He was a good guy who tried to be fair to everyone.

When it came to hiring decisions at work, he reviewed the resumes and CVs and generally did his best to hire the best candidate, whoever they happened to be.

At the same time, he was good to his employees, both female and male. On Fridays, he brought in fruit platters or donut boxes. (The boxes were always a lot more popular.) When Rebecca wanted a letter of recommendation, he spent more than an hour going over the text to make sure it was perfect. Even then, he realized that she was applying for a position with one of his friends from school, so he made a call. He talked about Rebecca and all she had accomplished. And even if he was about to lose a good person, she got the job.

Still, he was a man, and he benefited from a system where most people assumed that the administrator or leader would be a guy. When he went in for his job interview, he had sat in front of the committee, and he rattled off his answers. Did they respect him just a little bit more because of the width of his shoulders? Did they listen a little more intently because of the depth of his voice?

He didn't know one way or another.

As a scientist, he had to be open to those possibilities. Still, there wasn’t much he could do about it.

Maybe that was one reason why he never expected something like this to happen. When he looked at her, he saw the intensity of her focus. More than that, there was something else, something that had just awakened.

"On your knees," she ordered after the door slid closed behind him. They were in her quarters, and he gazed up at her. His knees buckled, and he fell in front of her as a slave before his captor—his owner. She stood there, powerful and utterly confident because she knew how the universe worked. It wasn't even just a question of her world, not any longer. They saw the truth. They all recognized the evolutionary inevitability.

Out in the dark, those stars belonged to her. Those were her stars.

"Massage my feet," she instructed.

Lovingly, tenderly, and obediently, he removed her shoes. He began to massage her right foot. First, he ran his fingers along her toes, up to the arch of her foot, her heel, her ankle. He pressed down as he concentrated on those different parts. He worked on her diligently, focusing completely on her.

At the same time, he wondered about his previous position, the job he had worked so hard to obtain. And yet, he had made his choice.

"Now, the other one," she said after several delicious minutes.

She reached out with her other foot, and he obeyed right away.

Earlier, he had been in charge even though had never wielded any kind of real power. In so many ways, he had gotten lucky, which was why he kneeled before this woman.

This male had never been close to the President or even the head of NASA. Even so, he had made decisions for his team. They deferred to him. The thought of him as their boss.

That was gone.

His chest tightened slightly when he lifted his head and looked back up at her.

"Use your mouth," she instructed right as their eyes met.

He brought her foot up to his lips.

"No," she said, sliding forward. She was seated on the edge of that small couch, and now she spread her legs. He looked up along the edges of her skirt, toward her inner thighs, and that's when he saw her sex. His mouth watered immediately. Even if he hadn't anticipated something like this, the desires were right there. Still, he knew he had to wait for her.

She reached down, and she gently encircled his wrists. Then she pulled his hands up toward her knees. His fingers tensed, and he caressed her thighs, working his way up toward her hips before gliding his touch right back down between her legs. He came close to her opening. But then he closed his eyes, drew back, and that's when she smiled. She reached up, and she ran her fingers through his hair. "Are you going to pleasure me? Are you going to be an obedient boy and do anything and everything I want?"

Russell made his choice.

The History…

The history of the Domofemorian civilization was a remarkable tale of transformation, as they transitioned from a deeply entrenched patriarchy to a thriving matriarchy. This transition was a testament to the resilience of their society, the power of unity, and the innate potential of a matriarchal system to bring about positive change.

In the early epochs of Domofemorian history, the society adhered to a traditional patriarchal structure. Men held the reins of power, making key decisions, leading in political matters, and shaping the cultural norms. This patriarchal system had persisted for millennia, largely unchallenged. However, as time passed and the Domofemorian society evolved, the limitations of this structure became increasingly apparent.

The catalyst for change could be traced back to a series of significant socio-political upheavals. Widespread discontent with the existing power structure had been simmering for generations. It was a coalition of visionary Domofemorian women, often referred to as the "Pioneering Matriarchs," who initiated a transformative movement.

The Pioneering Matriarchs were intellectuals, activists, and leaders in their own right. They recognized the untapped potential of their female counterparts and saw the need to bring about a new social order. They began by advocating for education and empowerment for Domofemorian women, igniting the flame of female aspiration and self-determination.

As the Pioneering Matriarchs rallied their followers, the society underwent a profound shift in perspective. Aided by the strong sense of community and unity that had long defined their civilization, a broad-based movement emerged to challenge the existing power dynamics. The male leaders were faced with the realization that a true utopia could only be achieved by leveraging the collective strengths of their female superiors.

Step-by-step, the women took control

Over time, the Domofemorian patriarchs themselves began to acknowledge the wisdom and vision of the Pioneering Matriarchs. They recognized the potential benefits of a matriarchal system and, in a historical act of cooperation and mutual understanding, ceded power to the female leaders. The transition was not without challenges and resistance from some quarters, but the majority of their species welcomed the change.

Under the leadership of the new matriarchs, the civilization experienced a renaissance. Their governance prioritized consensus, empathy, and collaboration. Decisions were made collectively, and the Domofemorians fostered an environment where all female voices were heard and valued. Social justice became fundamental principles, nurturing a society where everyone could thrive regardless of gender.

The transformation from a patriarchy to a matriarchy had far-reaching effects. The Domofemorians excelled in various fields, including science, the arts, and diplomacy. Their civilization thrived, and they began to spread out, colonizing distant words and star systems. Their newfound matriarchal government proved to be a catalyst for positive change, highlighting the potential for any society to evolve and adapt for the better.

The journey of the Domofemorians from a patriarchy to a matriarchy stands as a testament to the power of change, unity, and a commitment to female supremacy. Their history reminds us that societal transformation is possible when visionary leaders and an empowered population work together to create a brighter future. The Domofemorians serve as a beacon of hope and inspiration for all those seeking a better way of life.

The Domofemorians’ remarkable journey didn't stop at the transition from a patriarchy to a matriarchy within their own society. With their newfound commitment to exploration and diplomacy, they embarked on a quest that would not only expand their horizons but also challenge their preconceived notions of societal structures across the known universe. Their leading scholars, researchers, philosophers, and storytellers had all wondered what might exist behind the multitude of stars and the seemingly infinite veil of black along the night sky.

Fueled by their technological advancements and a shared sense of wonder, the Domofemorians developed interstellar capabilities that allowed them to venture beyond the confines of their home world. They visited orbit, their moons, the nearby planets, and finally they were ready with faster-than-light technology. As they embarked on their odyssey, their ships powered by sustainable technology, they were driven by the hope of making contact with other sentient species and learning from their experiences.

What would the aliens look like?

What would their cultures contain?

Would there be threats? Promises of peace?

A few voices among the Domofemorians argued that they should remain in their home solar system. The risks of travel seemed great. So much might go wrong…And yet, a drive to explore persisted. Their species would be destined to fly among the stars.

To their astonishment, the Domofemorians discovered that every sentient species they encountered was also governed by a matriarchy. These extraterrestrial societies bore striking resemblances to their own. Whether on lush forested planets or arid desert worlds, the matriarchal systems they encountered shared similar principles of female supremacy, collaboration, and compassion. Occasional conflicts might arise on these worlds, yet the sense of drive, the goals, and the matriarchical unity remained the same on one world after another.

Some Domofemorians had feared that their world would be an aberration. Evolutionary principles implied that violence, aggression, and the competition for resources would always necessitate violence, cruelty, and a perpetual state of warfare in one form or another. Instead, those early predictions proved to be wrong, all because species could evolve. They could be dynamic, individuals could learn to work together, and the population's quality of life could be improved.

Would the same hold true for other planets?

Many of the same scholars questioned the possibility that other planets and their species might have evolved into warlike states dedicated to bloodshed, conquest, and violence. What would the Domofemorians do if they discovered a world such as this?

What about a feral and animalistic species? Was it possible that some rapacious breed of insect might spawn an interstellar hive, something capable of spreading across the stars? Perhaps these parasites could jump from system to system, consuming everything of value before moving on?

If so, it might've been better for the Domofemorians to remain at home. They were safe here. They could focus on their people, raising their families, on philosophy and art just as they had done for so many generations before.

Then there was the inevitable counterargument: ignorance would not be any kind of shield. The Governess made it quite clear, "We need to understand what we face out in the dark. Hiding here will never be the right answer." Still, they prepared. The Explorer ships were equipped with a few weapons. More importantly, the females and their chattel males understood the danger. Exploring the galaxy meant real risks.

In their journeys across the cosmos, the Domofemorians forged diplomatic relations with two more matriarchal civilizations: the Herogynites and the Soverignelas. They learned that their shared values had led to remarkable accomplishments in various fields, from advanced technology to peaceful coexistence. It became clear that these matriarchal societies had transcended many of the conflicts and inequalities that often plagued patriarchal societies.

The Domofemorians, now part of a cosmic sisterhood of matriarchal societies, embarked on a mutual exchange of knowledge and culture. They found common ground in their shared commitment to sustainable survival, justice, and the pursuit of knowledge. Together, these three species crafted an alliance.

Their interactions sparked the birth of an era, one devoted to interstellar cooperation, where knowledge flowed freely, and collaborative projects flourished, leading to advances that benefited all.

The Domofemorians experiences in the cosmos solidified their belief in the power of a matriarchal system. Their discoveries reinforced their commitment to female-rule and inspired their society to continue its path of progress and innovation.

In the grand tapestry of the cosmos, the Domofemorians became ambassadors of unity, sharing a message of hope and possibility. Their story served as a powerful testament to the transformative potential of a matriarchy and the immense positive impact that can be achieved when societies prioritize cooperation and kindness.

The Future...

Russell didn't discover the storm. That "honor" went to someone else.

The two men had never meant. Perhaps Takashi Karogane saw Russell's name on an academic study here or there. Perhaps he had even read some of his academic research papers. Takashi’s name had sounded vaguely familiar to Russell, especially when the initial reports came out, but that was it.

Like virtually every other person on Earth, Russell was about to memorize Takashi's name...This man would become one of the most famous people who had ever lived...all because he was the one who discovered the Asteroid Storm.

Takashi Karogane had always been fascinated by the night sky. Since he was a child, he would gaze at the stars and imagine the secrets they held. As he grew up, his passion for astronomy led him to a career at the Japanese Space Agency. His expertise and dedication to the cosmos were unquestioned, but he could never have anticipated what he would discover one fateful night.

Like so many other researchers, he had his hopes. After that night with his assigned time at the telescope, he regretted all of those fantasies where he might have been lucky enough to stumble across something no other person had ever noticed or found before.

It was a calm, moonless night in the observatory on the outskirts of Tokyo when Takashi had an unusual hunch. The sky had been clear, the constellations visible and serene. But something in his gut told him to point the massive Yamato telescope at a seemingly unremarkable region of space. He adjusted the controls, and his heart skipped a beat when he saw the data.

At first, he didn’t understand what he was seeing.

Something like this should’ve been impossible.

A massive asteroid storm, millions of kilometers wide, was hurtling through space toward Earth. The data indicated that this storm, comprised of countless deadly projectiles, was on a collision course with our planet. He checked the data. He checked it again. He triple-checked. He kept returning to his screens and the read-out, almost as though he expected some other response. His parents had been devoted Buddhists, so he remembered all of the lessons, patient lectures, and parables. Even so, this wasn't something he could accept. He kept reading the numbers. He kept reviewing the information.

This couldn’t be right.

If the numbers were correct, then…No. He didn’t want to think of the consequences.

Again and again, he told himself that he needed to report this right away. And yet, he knew they would have time. He had gotten extraordinarily lucky. So many individuals outside of his field assumed that astronomers could watch the entire night sky. That simply wasn't true, especially considering how the distance grew exponentially depending on how far away one looked. Examining an area near Mars meant ignoring details in the cosmic distance.

On some level, he knew these readings were correct. And yet, he kept hoping.

Those numbers vaguely reminded him of a failing grade he had earned back in middle school. It had been the worst mark he had ever received from a teacher, and he hadn’t known what to do with it. He remembered going home, logging into his school account, and staring at the pixels glowing on the screen in front of him. He had closed the application, only to open it again to check. Somehow, it felt like maybe this would alter the information waiting for him.

It never did.

The same held true as he reviewed the information on those asteroids. According to these calculations, there'd be thousands of them, some of which would be the size of countries. He had never witnessed anything like this before—no one had. He didn't even know if astronomers had a name for this kind of phenomenon. It should have been impossible.

Perhaps that was why he continued to check throughout the night. If these numbers were correct, the asteroids wouldn't arrive for several years. They had time.

And yet, an old philosophical question suddenly arose inside of his head. What were people supposed to do if they knew that they would be members of the last generation?

Chaos seemed somehow inevitable. And yet, that didn't actually make any sense. This was something psychologists and philosophers rarely considered. He vaguely remembered writing a paper on this exact question for a philosophy course at University. Technically, any given individual might die on any given day. There'd always be a not-zero chance of unforeseen death. And yet, people still opted to go to work and live their lives. They streamed their favorite shows and paid their taxes. Of course, that was predicated on hope. It all came with the understanding that today "probably" wouldn't be your last day.

As such, people could still enjoy good wine, watch their favorite movies, listen to their favorite songs, so

did those diversions somehow lose all meaning when faced with certain annihilation?

Takashi didn't really know. In fact, he didn't want to think about it, mostly because he preferred the math. The numbers were eloquent. They fit together and generally led to a "correct" answer. Granted, there were always controversies, both amongst the mathematicians and astronomers, yet he still found himself hoping.

It was a catastrophic event, the likes of which humanity had never faced before. Takashi's initial shock and stubborn disbelief extended through the night. But as the sun rose, something within him snapped, so he started writing the emails and making the phone calls.

Takashi Karogane contacted the director of the Japanese Space Agency and presented the alarming data he had just discovered. In hushed conversations with fellow scientists and government officials, the magnitude of the threat became increasingly evident. At first, there was the same kind of skepticism among so many of the scientists. A few of them laughed. A couple shook their heads, apparently disappointed that they hadn’t been the ones to make the discovery for themselves. Many more probably assumed there was an issue with the data. Takashi Karogane had an excellent reputation, but he wasn't famous or renowned. He wasn't writing any of the best-selling books, nor did he hold and especially prestigious position that some vaunted university.

Still, the collective realization became inevitable.

No one could disprove the data.

The world's space agencies were alerted, and international collaboration was initiated as governments set aside their differences to tackle the impending disaster. The clock was ticking, and every effort was being made to find a solution. Scientists and engineers from around the globe were summoned to work tirelessly on devising a plan to prevent the newly named Asteroid Storm from reaching Earth. It seemed almost utopian. Social scientists actually tracked the numbers and saw that armed conflicts around the globe actually dropped. The hatreds may have been real, but all of that seem to somehow irrelevant when people were generally wondering what would happen next.

More importantly, they had years.

What were they supposed to do?

How were they supposed to live?

Most of the world's adults genuinely considered that question, yet they uttered those words in hushed tones because they didn't want to consider how much time they had actually wasted commuting to work, staring at worthless Excel sheets, or sitting in conference rooms for meetings that probably should have been emails.

The kids didn't have that problem.

Although debates raged online, especially in the parenting threads and forums, about what kids "needed to know" or "when it was a good time to tell them," those questions quickly became irrelevant. There were thousands of astronomers all across the globe, plus tens of thousands of support personnel who worked for the various space agencies. Maybe a few administrators thought they would be able to keep this news secret, yet it spilled out online within days…perhaps less.

At first, a few people tried to believe it was just another conspiracy theory or some end-of-the-world myth. In multiple countries, scientific expertise had been derided for political gain.

Not this time.

Somehow, people could feel it. They sensed the impending reality.

Takashi Karogane, who had once been a stargazing dreamer, now found himself at the forefront of humanity's fight for survival. He worked tirelessly, analyzing trajectories, studying the composition of the asteroids and participating in brainstorming sessions with the brightest minds on the planet. Their goal was to develop a plan to avert the impending catastrophe and secure the future of humankind.

As days turned into weeks and weeks into months, the international collaboration failed to yield any kind of result.

Right away, people who didn't actually know anything about astronomy or physics assumed that this would be fine. If there was an asteroid on the way, the militaries of the world could simply lob a bunch of nukes and blow up the nukes.

Right?

Or a daring mission could be launched to intercept the Asteroid Storm. A team of astronauts, including some of humanity's finest minds, might embark on a perilous journey to plant explosives on the larger asteroids. Or if the finest minds weren't available, then perhaps they could recruit oil rig workers instead. The plan was to break up the storm into smaller, more manageable pieces that would burn up upon entering Earth's atmosphere. Everyone had seen the movie, right?

No.

Most regular people didn't understand how the scale worked when it came to cosmic questions like this new deadly phenomenon. Even if every nuclear weapon was brought together and utilized for this singular purpose, it wouldn't have been enough. Using every explosive, perhaps every ounce of actual energy on Earth wouldn't have been enough. Too large and too massive, there were simply too many chunks of unyielding rock.

A few historians lamented how things could've been different if humanity had made different choices over the course of its short (by cosmic standards) existence. If the Library at Alexandria hadn't been destroyed, then maybe Shakespeare would have been writing on a laptop, and humanity would have developed the technology to survive the Asteroid Storm.

It was a disheartening thought, yet so many people still didn't know what to do. Experts braced for a wave of self-destruction, whether that meant a rash of suicides or riots.

None of that happened.

The storm drifted toward Earth, yet it was still several years away. That part was clear. Maybe everyone would just wait around, knowing something terrible was about to happen and that they were helpless to stop it? People still had to go grocery shopping, so they needed their paychecks, which meant going to work...

Maybe there was a sense of gloom, but that was it, at least for the time being.

Takashi Karogane, the stargazing dreamer who had discovered the asteroid storm, wasn't hailed as a hero. His vigilance and dedication meant he found humanity's greatest crisis.

Russell Timothy Armstrong had been one of the first people to learn about the Asteroid Storm. He could still remember that distinct moment. He had been standing at a gas station, filling up his car, and he pulled out his phone because he had a few seconds, and he was bored. Then he saw the new email from one of his colleagues.

As a gust of wind hit him in the face, he ignored the cold air and opened the message with the subject line, Did you see this? It sounded so casual, so remarkably unimportant. Maybe it was going to be another silly comic, a cheesy groaner like, "Why did the sun go to school? To get brighter!"

Instead, there was an attachment preceded by one question, Are we screwed?

As a NASA employee, Russell had assumed it was a budgetary issue. The economy hadn't been doing great, and the recent election meant that their budget was probably going to get slashed. NASA had been aggressive about pointing out how global temperatures had continued to rise. Those numbers weren't popular with the new administration or the President’s supporters in the fossil fuels industry.

He wasn't sure why he opened the attachment right there at the gas station. Maybe he glanced up and saw that he had a few more seconds. Maybe he was thinking about the condo he might want to buy, so he really needed to know what was going to happen with his salary. NASA didn't offer the best compensation, but maybe he could go work for a private company?

He hated the idea. First, he wasn't interested in any of the Silicon Valley demagogues who loved innovation at the cost of everything else. Yeah, they wanted to move forward, but they didn't care about what they broke along the way.

And then he opened the attachment, and he looked at the numbers, and his brows tightened, and he fell against the back of his car. His lungs tightened, and he kept staring. He reviewed it once, twice, three times. Around him, other people drove into the station, swiped their cards, filled up their vehicles, and drove away.

Russell stayed there for more than half an hour. He kept checking for some obvious error.

Then he drove straight to work.

Like so many other astronomers all over the world, he started to try to figure out what he could do. He ignored all of the administrative tasks that waited for him.

Not only that, his email account kept dinging as the questions came in. So many people wanted to know what the heck was going on. The last time the astronomical community had gotten this upset, the scientists had argued about whether or not Pluto deserved to be classified as a planet.

As far as the sciences went, astronomy could be a lot of fun. They inspired the sci-fi writers, and that was pretty cool (even if the storytellers usually got the exact numbers and details outrageously wrong). Still, there weren't a lot of ethical debates. Maybe a few people were getting upset about the question of militarizing space, but it wasn't like genetic engineering or even computer science. He didn't like to admit it, but astronomy wasn't the most "practical" of the sciences. There were arguments to be made, of course, and he knew them well. In fact, he had visited a couple of high schools and talked about his work to fairly skeptical audiences. One high school boy had raised his hand and asked, "What's astronomy?" That was definitely a trying day.

Like everyone else, he came to the same conclusion.

The Asteroid Storm really existed. It was floating out there and lazily floating in Earth’s direction. His team double checked the mass, the trajectories, and they didn't even need to run the simulations. There was absolutely no way human life would survive on Earth.

All at once, sci-fi thought experiments morphed into the most important decisions any person might make.

Within a couple of years, could they try to colonize Mars?

What about sending some team to go hide on the dark side of the Moon? Could humanity survive in some kind of subterranean existence?

Russell didn't think about those questions. They were interesting enough, and maybe he’d read a couple of papers on the resulting debates, but he knew that those were engineering and political questions. Instead, he coordinated the other teams as research all across the planet was abandoned for more important questions. Every telescope across the surface of the Earth was suddenly redirected.

Karogane's discovery was confirmed again and again and again and again and again and again…

Several governments ordered the construction of their own telescopes, just double check.

Russell sat in on different meetings, and he tried to contribute as best he could.

Realistically, though, he didn't have a lot to offer, especially since his position was mostly administrative. And yet, something else occurred to him.

It happened during one of his meetings. He knew he should’ve been paying attention and taking notes. Instead, he found himself staring off into the distance.

And then he wondered a very simple question, Can we ask for help?

Right away, he dismissed the idea, thinking it was absurd. Across the globe, world powers had started to negotiate and work together as they attempted to come up with some kind of solution. Mutually assured destruction had prevented the utilization of nuclear weapons for decades. And now, international boundaries and geopolitical squabble suddenly seemed very, very unimportant. Did that line on a map really matter if the ocean itself was about to be disintegrated by the cruelty of burning mountains when they dropped from the sky?

He wasn't a diplomat. Yes, he had met a couple of equally unimportant administrators from other space agencies.

But that wasn't what he was thinking of.

The diplomats could do their thing.

He finished his meeting, and he got up, and he walked back to his desk where he started to research the different systems.

Other scientists had probably considered this and probably dismissed the idea out of hand.

Other countries couldn't help, but what about other species?

Those other scientists would’ve ignored the possibility because it was preposterously, astronomically unlikely. Humans had searched for life all across the known cosmos for centuries. First, they looked up to the stars and wondered about the existence of celestial beings. Eventually, they developed telescopes that were little more than tubes with curved glass. The technology improved. They went to radio telescopes. They started tracking interstellar radiation, all in the search for new knowledge.

And the most important question always came back, Are we alone?

Suddenly, NASA didn't have to worry about its budget. Every other arm of the US government seemed a lot less important, especially if survival and become the goal. Granted, the politicking never went away, especially when it came to the different strategies. An orbital base? Landing on Mars? Hiding at the bottom of the ocean? Apparently, there were even individuals who proposed the creation of a spaceship that would simply be sent to the edge of the solar system.

Russell had his doubts, but he knew he could contribute something.

He went to his computer, he worked on a program, and he got the necessary approval. That part surprised him. Then again, his bosses were probably more worried about practical applications, and his required equipment didn’t strike anyone else as important. He simply didn’t have to fight anyone for the resources.

Although a couple of astronomers still insisted on using the radio telescopes to continue their research, Russell didn't have any trouble getting the access he required.

He gathered a small team together, and they put together several messages in various languages. They tried human languages first. Then they offered up various pictograms. He didn't know what someone else might be able to understand, but they had to try. Didn't they?

At the same time, he was well aware of the math. When they sent out a message, it would travel along radio waves. Radio waves went at the speed of light. If they had three years, the message would only be able to travel about three light years. It wasn't far, not on a cosmic scale.

Russell tried not to think about it, but he came back to one question. Would he be the man who organized humanity's last scream into the dark? At the same time, he wondered if a couple of centuries from now, maybe another alien species actually would receive, and perhaps even understand those signals. And what would they be able to do with the information?

Nothing.

Humanity would be long dead. Earth would still be a fiery rock. And maybe in another couple of million years, the microbes that miraculously survived might be able to evolve into insects or even mammals. It was a nice idea, and he tried to hold onto it.

But what if…?

What if those messages were picked up by someone, somewhere?

On a galactic scale, three lightyears didn't mean anything.

On some other planet or along some other timeline, maybe in another dimension, a species as advanced as humanity would have simply given up. They would have accepted the inevitable fate with equanimity and grace. Russell, however, was proud to be a part of the species that refused to die. They would keep working at it until the very end. Walls of inescapable fire would sweep across the landscape, incinerating everyone, yet they would cling to that hope. They would pray, calculate, struggle, run, hide, anything to survive.

So yeah, he had to try.

As a Domofemorian, First Explorer Drakala Sine had never actually revealed her face to most of her crew. Like others of her species, she couldn't handle the oxygen-nitrogen atmosphere on board most of her ship. As such, she wore a heavy, dark blue suit. The transparent faceplate might've allowed others to see her, but the dark gases of her homeworld obscured her features.

That wasn't the only difference.

First Explorer Drakala Sine didn't require a command chair. She always preferred to stand. Apparently, her chief physician had prepared a lecture on the difference between Herogynites, Domofemorians, and Soverignela biology, but Drakala preferred to focus on her astrogation charts, fuel consumption readouts, and the general status of her ship, especially because she refused to let her mission fail. The academic questions were interesting, but she trusted the women around her. They knew what they were doing, which meant she had to be just as capable and competent.

There were Domofemorian commanders in the exploration fleet who chose to sit despite the discomfort.

She made the decisions that would impact the lives of everyone on her ship, plus the colonies and home worlds.

On that particular shift, she had scanned through the messages from her different department heads when her communications specialist approached Drakala.

She was one of the Soverignelas. All three of the universe's known, sentient species were bipedal. While the Herogynites and Soverignelas both shared relatively similar physiological evolutions, the Domofemorians had taken a different path.

Scholars and poets and philosophers still used those differences to prove an important point. Despite physical distinctions, they could still work together, especially when they held onto the same basic beliefs about how society needed to be structured.

As an explorer, Drakala had wondered what would happen if the next species they encountered proved to be meaningfully different. Although her people had allied with those alien matriarchies, would and could that always be the case?

What would happen if they encountered an alien species that was markedly different? It would probably happen, right?

Maybe it would. Part of her wished to believe that sentience meant a certain understanding of the world. All three of their peoples had traveled across specific trajectories, after all. Their histories may have been different, especially in terms of language and other cultural dynamics, but they now agreed on the key points when it came to justice and what a good society ought to be. Then there was the fourth species...Drakala had been too young to join the missions to explore that dead world, but she still wondered what it had been like for the women who landed among the broken ruins.

Then again, if she had been part of that first team, Drakala would be dead now.

"Report?" Drakala asked.

The young woman in front of her was a linguistic genius. Unlike so many others on the crew, Ezri didn't rely on an automatic translator. Her accent may not have been ideal, but she spoke in Resid Domofemorian, the language most commonly used in Drakala's home prefecture.

"First Explorer, we're receiving a signal..."

"Unscheduled? Is it one of the assemblies?" If she had been seated at her command chair, then she would have grabbed onto the armrests, her hands tightening within her composite gloves.

"No," Ezri replied. She held her data slate and glanced down into the small screen. "It's a series of messages. I'm pretty sure they’re coming in different languages."

"Are we talking about first contact?"

"I believe we are," Ezri replied.

Drakala's talons tightened inside of her suit as she keyed in the command request, "All senior explorers, report in. We have a situation." Turning back to her communications specialist, Drakala ordered, "Track the source of the signal. Find out everything you can. I'm going to review the initial protocols with the department and unit commanders."

"Understood!" Ezri chirped. Running on the Command and Control Deck would've been inappropriate, but the communications officer still hopped ahead as excitement radiated off of her.

"Any questions?"

Her officers all had their data slates out. They were considering the different options and possibilities.

The leader of the Huntresses raised her hand, "Ma'am? What are we going to do if there are any nearby assemblies?"

"Technically, we don't have a treaty with these people. According to normal doctrine, we're supposed to leave them alone."

"The assemblies represent a much greater threat," replied the huntress.

"We have options," said the First Explorer. "If we decide to jump, we can arrive in the system, and deploy the probes. I want to know exactly what we're facing, both in terms of a first contact and any possibility of assembly activity."

"Do we know anything about the locals at this point?" asked one of her leads.

The First Explorer turned her entire suit back toward the doorway. Although her department and unit leaders sat around the table, the First Explorer stood as she waited. The communications officer hadn't yet appeared. She didn't think this was a dereliction of duty. The young woman had always been quite skilled, but maybe something had happened? Perhaps she had discovered something?

If so, wouldn't that have warranted a faster response?

Just as that thought crossed the First Explorer's mind, the double doors opened, and their communications specialist appeared. She held her data slave to her chest, clinging to it as though she worried it might try to fly away like some wild avian.

"Ezri?" Drakala asked. The audio emitters built into her suit automatically translated her words into Galactic Standard for her officers, but it still carried a note of concern. "Is everything all right?"

"I, I made a couple of discoveries…" Ezri said. Her normally pale skin looked white now, contrasting the tattoos that slipped from her dark mane down to her temples, cheeks, and the sides of her neck.

"Go on," said the huntress.

For her part, Drakala was content to wait. First, there were no emergencies in sight. Second, she wished to give her subordinate enough time to organize her thoughts. Behind her faceplate, Drakala smiled, which would have revealed the edges of her fangs. In an instant, she considered the differences between a vessel's captain and the huntress under her command. Huntresses preferred to stalk the corridors of infested vessels or to sprint along the grassy grounds as planets endured the assembly onslaught.

In space, the distances were so vast that her vessel might unleash its payload, and she would have to stand there, studying the holographic projections as she waited to see how the strategies would play out over the course of long seconds or minutes. A huntress's battle might end within just a few seconds, only a couple of heartbeats. Swing. Aim. Pull the trigger.

The attacks and defenses might take place before the huntress consciously realized what she was about to do. As a warrior and the First Explorer, Drakala wasn't naïve enough to argue that one form of warfare would be better than another, yet she saw some wisdom in recognizing the distinctions, nonetheless.

Ezri finally finished as she lowered the slate, tightened her grip against the edge, and looked out at the leaders arrayed before her. "Earlier, we received a signal. At first, I wasn't sure exactly what it might be. After I started to study the language, I determined that it wasn't just a fragment of some errant distress message or broken code. This was an entirely new language."

"First contact," someone muttered.

"First contact," Ezri agreed. "As such, I began to run the information through some of our algorithms. After that, I expanded my scan."

Drakala needed to ask, "And what have you discovered?"

"There is a star system two lightyears from here. They have not yet developed faster-than-light technology. From what I can tell, their civilization is actually fairly primitive."

"Interesting," said someone else. "Should we ignore the signals? Is that supposed to be the standard procedure?"

Ezri breathed out again. As a mammal, she did that a lot, Drakala reflected. Then again, she wondered what telltale signs of emotion the young woman in front of her missed or could hide based on the difference of physiology alone. The commander smiled again, especially when she thought about the different crew members and of their illicit gambling sessions. Granted, it was a minor infraction, and she understood the importance of liberty. So long as those games didn't interfere with any of the crew members performing their duties, she could overlook such small infractions.

"Technically, yes," said the communications officer. "That said, things are a little bit different here. The signal is different. At first, I assumed it was just entertainment; noise or something like that. But then, I realized that they are asking for help."

"What? Have they detected us?" asked the huntress. Drakala had wondered the same thing.

"No," Ezri replied. "At least, I don't think so. As near as I can tell, they are just looking for help."

"What's wrong? What have their matriarchs been unable to solve? Some kind of disease?"

"Asteroids. A lot of them. From what I was able to gather, there must have been some kind of stellar disaster in the last few millennia. Now an entire swarm of rocks are about to crash into their planet. I double-checked with our sensor officers, and they confirmed it. I couldn't get any specific readings beyond corroboration, but it looks like the species is in trouble."

"We should help them," someone whispered.

Someone else said, "No. I don't think that would be a good idea. If we don't know them and haven't made proper contact, we'll do nothing."

Drakala turned back to her crew members, "This is a decision to make," said the First Explorer.

"There's something else…" Ezri said.

Drakala turned back to the communications specialist.

"Once I figured out that we didn't know anything about them, I started to scan for other signals from their planet. Triangulating the information was a little bit tricky, but I figured it out. With what we already knew about their language, I was able to track more and more of the signals. Apparently, they have been a noisy little planet for the last couple of decades."

"Did you learn anything of strategic value?" inquired the huntress.

"I don't think they're a threat," Ezri pointed out. "And, ma'am, I have already sent you a report. It should be waiting for you whenever you check your slate." She inhaled again, looked around, and finally said, "They might not be a threat in terms of military technology, but they are very different from us."

"How so?"

"They’re a patriarchy."

"What?" someone asked.

"They’re a male-dominated society. From what I can see, they don't actually have any kind of unified world government at this point, but one dynamic is clear. Males still hold most positions of power."

"That is surprising…"

"Really? I would have assumed their matriarchs would have taken over by now?"

"I didn’t think something like this could be possible."

“Just how primitive are they?” asked another.

“Radio signals and a patriarchy?”

The comments and questions rippled across the air, and Drakala listened to all of these points. But then she turned back to her crew, and she leaned forward. With her gloves pressed down against the table, she reminded them, "Ladies, I will contact the Prime Admirals. We will discuss this, and we will arrive at a conclusion. In the meantime, I want the FTL engines powered and made ready for a jump to this system in case we need to intervene. Ezri, prepare a data packet for First Contact protocols."

Drakala had stood there in front of the wall slate for several hours. Although she dislikes sitting, she wished she could lay down for a while. And yet, the First Admirals weren't done arguing back and forth. Leaders from each species made their points again and again. Sometimes they vacillated. Sometimes they argued more fervently even after changing their positions. These kinds of debates weren't uncommon, especially in closed sessions such as this.

Although the First Explorer understood the importance of deliberation and care, she still itched for a decision. She couldn't help it, not as she flexed her talons, clenched her muscles, and considered exactly what might go wrong if they messed this up.

There were philosophers out there, several of the First Admirals had pointed out, who would argue that life had value no matter what. This had to apply to all sentient beings. And of course, someone else pointed out that the patriarchs could actually become a threat someday. Did they have any obligation to save the species?

Then there was that other unsettling question. Up until now, the three spacefaring species had all been matriarchal in nature. Instinctively, these females had come to the inevitable conclusion that their gender should rule. In bygone eras and epochs, men once held positions of power. There were even examples of civil wars fought for "male liberty," whatever that was supposed to mean. Each time, the males failed.

But what if the matriarchs were an aberration? What if it turned out that there was a different dynamic that guided evolution all across the galaxy?

Fortunately, Drakala didn't have to solve that problem. Technically, neither did the First Admirals.

And yet…

...The question persisted at the back of their minds. They may not have acknowledged it except it sat there like a pile of garbage no one wished to acknowledge.

"First Explorer, you have not yet shared your position," said one of the Soverignela leaders.

"I have not," Drakala acknowledged with a dip of her head.

"Don't keep us waiting," said one of the Herogynites.

Drakala's expression remained hidden and consequently unreadable. Those of her species might have been able to see the minute shift in her posture, although she tried to hide it as much as possible. As an explorer, she understood the importance of politics. There were always debates about resources, directions, and questions such as this. Then again, problems like this one were supposed to be confined to academic classrooms where philosophers and others could debate the merits of life and the ethics of rescuing alien species. Still, she had read through the various tomes and treatises, given her presentations, made her arguments, and she had been deemed fit for command.

"I believe we should save them," said the First Explorer simply.

"Why?"

Drakala really, really disliked this part. In theory, she reminded herself that she didn't have a strong opinion one way or the other. If anything, her instincts told her they should continue to scan for rogue assemblies. They needed to find the hives and infestations before they grew to unmanageable sizes. That was always the possibility and perpetual threat. Occasionally, she wondered about the mathematics. In so many ways, her ship was nearly unstoppable. If she had been more spiritual, she could've viewed it as the universe's divine wrath.

Instead, Drakala tried to calculate the universe from a rational perspective whenever possible. As such, she understood that the assemblies could grow exponentially. They could divide, mutating, evolving, shifting and perpetually expanding. Worse, they might speed up at some point. She didn't have the variables to run the calculations, yet they could make some reasonable guesses. In fact, she was sure that the First Admirals had people working on those exact questions.

What were the answers? Did she want to know?

Despite that urge, she said, "I do acknowledge the possibility that these individuals could become a threat at some point. That said, I also think it's very possible that we could help them."

"What?"

"Before this meeting," she began, even as she kept her eyes on the monitor, "I reviewed my communication specialist's report. Admittedly, it was brief. She did not get much time to explore the different cultures or to get any nuanced understanding of these individuals or their vision of the universe...but, there is apparently discord among them."

"What kind of discord?" asked one of the admirals.

"There are arguments among their females and males. From what my officer has been able to ascertain, they seem to work in harmony. And yet, there are competitions. There are divisions of labor and power. They have members of their species who actively argue for female empowerment, sometimes even female supremacy."

"So there's hope," someone said with a quick nod.

"Possibly," Drakala said. "That said, I think we have an obligation to be better than them."

"Explain."

"We have this technology. We have this technology because we know how to work together. We aren’t constantly fighting one another. We don't act like males." She paused and resisted the urge to chuckle. As far as she was concerned, the concept of masculine leadership seemed ludicrous. There was a reason why most of the individuals at this virtual meeting hadn't considered or memorized the Standard Galactic word for "patriarchy". "We have the capacity to defend them. With that strength comes a responsibility. I think this applies to everyone, whether it is someone I know, a member of my family, someone from my community, anyone. We are here, and they are within reach."

"What are the potential dangers?"

"My sensor specialists are still scanning the area to get an exact read. We won't know more for quite some time. If we decide to intervene, I believe we should be able to jump to the system, deploy several probes, and that will tell us everything we need to know."

At this point, Drakala braced herself. She considered several of the admirals who wore suits like hers. Then there were the mammalian leaders within their respective portions of the screen.

Silence stretched on. Each of them considered exactly what they should do, both with Drakala and her ship, the people on this apparently doomed planet, and their consciences.

"Admirals, it is time to take a vote," one of them said. At this point, Drakala simply craved a resolution.

"First Explorer," interjected a new voice right as the lights turned red. It was the Second Explorer on the command deck. "We have detected an assembly. Repeat, we have detected an assembly!"

Amidst the inky expanse of space, First Explorer Drakala Sine's ship burned hot, the thrusters roaring as they tore across the distance and headed for one of the system's tiny moons. Lost amidst the dark and debris, that planetoid seemed like little more than a glorified stone. And yet, their sensor crews had found something dangerous: an assembly.

On board, Drakala monitored the ship's holographic displays. At this point, the engines flared bright, forcing their inertial dampers to struggle to keep up. In fact, she could feel the awkward tug and pull of gravity as the vessel continued to accelerate forward. Drakala had already received reports from the huntresses and gunners; they were ready.

Suddenly, the sensors chirped, signaling the approach of their adversaries. Amid the holographic projects, she saw the first burst of enemies. Silvery drones raced away from their hiding spot. No, she corrected herself. They had likely been feeding. They were building a new nest, and they would take everything of value in the system, just as the strategists had predicted.

"Defense turrets activate," she said. "Arm all missile tubes. Disruption ordinances only. Charge all capacitors. Ready lance beams."

Amidst the holograms, she watched as new icons appeared: the missiles. Her ship spat mechanical death into the void. Those rockets flew hard and fast.

One volley after another exploded out from the weapon tubes. Even as she made the calculations, Drakala contemplated exactly what would happen next. As she stood there, she studied the details and considered her crew. At the back of her mind, she enjoyed a quick burst of satisfaction because they performed with speed and precision.

The first explosions lit up the display. They were wildly unimpressive, just a few spurts of light here or there. Flashes of electricity surged out amongst the assembly drones, shorting out their systems and sparking secondary explosions. And yet, she understood how spans of space had just been converted to fire before the infinite void sucked away the heat to leave broken debris and shattered drones drifting like carcasses in some endlessly cold ocean.

"We have a major contact," said one of the sensor specialists.

The assembly's central command ship emerged from the lunar shadows. The robots, metallic monstrosities with jagged tendrils and snapping claws, surrounded the command vessel.

"Trajectory?" Drakala demanded.

"Incoming," replied one of her specialists.

"Switch ordinances. Redirect power to primary and secondary pulse cannons," she said in response. "Calibrate all defensive turrets."

The initial volleys of missiles had inflicted a great deal of damage, wiping out a portion of the swarm, but that wasn't enough. As the drones swept across the plane of space, they shot closer and closer. The pulse cannons activated, swiping superheated energy across the dark as they cut through the machines.

Machines were cut apart.

Energy shields flickered to life as the first drones opened fire. Explosives and energy beams hit the shimmering skin as the shield capacitors redirected and deflected the kinetic and superheated energy. In answer, the starship's pulse cannons unleashed torrents of vibrant energy projectiles, lighting up space with fiery lances. The robots countered with their own energy-based weaponry, red and blue beams of destruction slicing through the emptiness before raining down against the First Explorer’s ship and creating a dazzling and deadly spectacle.

The battle was a cosmic dance of death with Drakala's starship performing intricate evasive maneuvers. Her pilots knew what they were doing. The crew worked tirelessly to ensure the ship's shields held and weapons fired with focus even as they tried to score hits on the command ship. Unfortunately, the assembly's central intellect understood the threat. Technically, the drones could operate autonomously, yet they would lack the strategic skill and acumen of that the main processor hidden aboard that single command ship. Explosions burst across the void as volleys of energy projectiles met their robotic targets. The swarm and matriarchy’s ship battled, trading blows as they unleashed mechanical death and supercharged firepower.

Debris from destroyed robots littered space like shattered constellations.

With deft skill, her pilots orchestrated daring moves that kept the starship ahead of the relentless robotic horde. Despite its size, Drakala's vessel rolled and darted through the battlefield with astonishing agility.

The battle raged on, a cosmic storm of destruction, with her crew displaying unwavering resolve and teamwork. Through her faceplate, the First Explorer's gaze never left the central command ship, the source of the robotic menace. She knew that defeating this colossal adversary was the key to victory.

Then she saw her opening. She ordered a new heading. The ship pivoted. This took seconds. It took minutes. Even so, she didn't care, not as the reports splashed across the air.

"Shield Capacitor 7 has failed!"

"Secondary lance battery is down!"

"We've got a report of an assembly incursion on the seventh deck."

"Deploy the huntresses," Drakala said right after she ordered a new set of targets. Across those empty distances, her ship's deadly weapons continued to rip across the drones. But now, she saw her opening. With the precision of a masterful surgeon, the starship's pulse cannons converged their fire on the central command ship. A resounding explosion rippled through space, and the robotic horde faltered as their lead-ship broke apart. Storms of flame shoved out from the hull, puncturing different sections.

Drakala hadn't finished.

Her ship continued to fire. She didn't know if the central intelligence had developed some sense of deception, but she didn't care. It knew how to hide, and now she intended to kill it. She thought of those dead and empty planets. She thought of the abandoned cities, the ash that had once been made of living beings.

The robots, deprived of their central guidance, floundered, their coordination faltering. The drones darted around like slivers. They defaulted to earlier algorithms as they tried to evade. The gunners fired, sweeping each path clear with their blades of sharpened energy. Her starship continued to hammer the scattered remnants, ensuring their retreat.

The robotic horde scattered, fleeing back into the cosmic abyss from whence they came. Drakala ordered, "Deploy the fighters and predator teams. I don't want a single one of those drones to escape.

Her ship soared through the cosmic wreckage, leaving behind a cold moon and once-empty space now littered with remnants of the robotic assembly. In the endless expanse of space, they had proven that unity, determination, and advanced technology could conquer even the most relentless of adversaries.

Once the last of her predator fighters had returned to their docking bays, Drakala remembered the admirals and their final decision. Reluctantly, she sat down in the command chair, and she checked for their answer.

Russell had to admit that he was actually pretty impressed. As he made his way out of his office and headed toward the cafeteria, he looked around, and it was easy to pretend that everything was normal. Outside, the sun was shining, and it was the middle of July. Inside, the air-conditioners worked fine, keeping everything just a little bit too cool. Outside, the heat clung to the air, reminding him how much he didn't enjoy the humidity. Still, if he rushed from the main entrance to the parking garage and jumped into his car, he could usually get the air conditioner on before the sweat soaked through his shirt.

For the last couple of months, he and his team had been working on trying to figure out ways to amplify the signal they sent out into the emptiness of space. Their budget had been reduced, but he hadn't been forced to fire anyone.

That wasn't true everywhere, of course.

There were plenty of companies that had laid off their employees and decided to shut down. Were their products actually necessary? Were they making the world a better place?

Simultaneously, so much of the world's economy had been built on the idea of planning for the future. More and more, people were deciding that had to come to an end. So it might become this bizarre question of who could have the most fun before everything collapsed.

And yet, Russell had also been pleasantly surprised by the Until the End movement. It wasn't a centralized organization. Instead, it began in a couple of different places online and had spread. It probably endure until the first asteroids struck, but the collective defiance had definitely gave them some more time.

The Until the End philosophy was simple; every individual had an obligation to try to make society work for as long as possible. First, they didn't know that humanity was doomed. Maybe the rocks would break apart? Maybe they were some kind of bizarre mirage or optical illusion. Granted, those explanations defied literally everything Russell and the world's other astronomers knew about telescopes, but...

Hope.

That was it.

On a more practical level, did anyone want to try to live in a society that had seriously given up? Unemployment had gone up by several percentage points, but that was still manageable.

Those who believed in Until the End wanted to make things as good as possible for as many people as possible. For some professions, this genuinely made sense. Garbage collectors, plumbers, electricians, and other tradespeople had always understood how important their work was. Even those who had usually been derided as fast food and restaurant employees suddenly got more respect. In some ways, large swaths of people were a lot nicer.

It was the opposite of what Russell would have expected.

How long would it last?

There was always that question. There was always that underlying notion that there’d have to come a point when going to work no longer made any sense.

But when was the right time to lay down and acknowledge that none of it mattered? Or did it? Existentialism had suddenly become far, far more popular.

Besides, people still needed some outlet for their time and efforts. They couldn’t just lay down, stare up at the ceiling, and wait several years. Even now, the fear of the end and wasting just a little bit of time seemed especially foolish. But what did that mean? What was a waste?

Exhaling, he shook his head as he sat in the cafeteria. He had just sat down with his tray and his sandwich, his can of soda and a small bag of chips when his phone started to vibrate.

When he took out the device, he saw an internal number. It was coming from the office?

Not only that, he heard someone call out his name. He looked up and spotted one of his colleagues. "Russell! We have something!" It was Jessica, a junior analyst on his team. She was the youngest and probably the fastest and it looked like she saw something on her screen and immediately jumped up and ran through the facility until she found him. Maybe she had checked every office. Or maybe she made a lucky guess and sprinted straight to the cafeteria.

He raised his hand, she noticed him, and then she rushed over. Still breathing hard, she slammed her palms against the table right in front of him, rattling his can, "Russell, we found it! We found it!"

"It?"

"A signal. It's in English, and it's coming from deep space."

He jumped to his feet fast enough to knock the chair onto its side, but he didn't care. They were both running now.

When he sat down at his computer in the main workspace with everyone else, Russell was thinking about the vast number of potential mistakes any one of them could have made in order to get this erroneous conclusion. A signal from deep space? There was cosmic noise, of course. There were also astronomers from virtually every nation who listened to those signals and hoped for some kind of pattern, something meaningful.

"This is Drakala Sine, First Explorer. We have received your signal and offer conditional assistance. Please discuss this offer with your leaders. Review the schematics, construct the device, and send two representatives." He heard those words. They sounded digitized, as though they came from an automatic system. His eyes narrowed.

"Is this real?" Russell asked again. By now, his breathing had evened out, yet the adrenaline still pumped through his body. "Have you told anyone about this?"

Jessica shook her head. He glanced over at the other members of his team. They all shook their heads.

"We double check everything," he insisted. "We double check and triple check everything. Then, and only then, I'm making the call."

Two hours later, he had his phone back in his hand, and he called the head of NASA.

Russell couldn't believe it. He walked down the hall, and he had actually been in the oval office. Seriously, he hadn't realized actual meetings and business could be conducted there. Or maybe they decided to talk to him in the Oval Office just because he'd never been there and the President wished to make some kind of point.

It was the freaking President.

Even if Russell didn't agree with his politics, it didn't matter because that was arguably the most important single individual in the entire country…or maybe on the planet.

And now, NASA's top analysts and researchers had reviewed the signal. They came to the same conclusion. They shared the information with their closest allies. Then they shared it with some of their rivals. Little by little, the news trickled out into the world's governments. There were probably diplomatic arguments taking place behind closed doors, but Russell didn't pay attention to any of that, especially since the president had looked right at him and said, "No one is prepared for this. Absolutely no one. That said, this was your idea. Everyone knows that, and we're going to try to keep it out of the public view for as long as possible. We’re dealing with existential threats. We don’t need to spiritual questions too. So this is your baby. What do you want to do?"

Russel had sputtered in response. He’d opened his mouth, only to feel like an idiot, especially because there were two Secret Service agents standing by the door, plus the head of, NASA, not to mention four separate members of the President's Cabinet. And they were telling him to make a decision?

"Sir, I think we should do it," Russell said once he found his voice. "I don't think we have any choice."

"That's the obvious conclusion," he agreed. "I've got some of our best engineers working on the device. As near as we can tell, it's basically just a box that sends a signal. Then again, this isn’t my field, so what do I know?"

Russell hadn't expected that kind of humility. Then again, he had actually never met a politician for himself. Obviously, he had lived in the United States, so he knew all of the dumb jokes about corruption and incompetence. Plus, he saw the different arguments and articles and headlines on his socials...and yet, there was an actual man seated across the desk. Not only that, he looked tired. He looked very, very tired.

With the decision made, NASA's engineers went to work on the device.

As he walked down the hallway in the White House (yes, he was in the freaking White House and still couldn't really believe it!) with his escort, Russell started to wonder if they should have picked someone else, maybe a soldier or a diplomat.

A diplomat…

That's when he knew who he wanted to choose for this mission.

Russell smiled even as he dipped his head down. Yeah, she was going to be the perfect choice.

Rachel Calvine. He thought about asking one of the White House staff members to see if they could track her down. Of course, it probably wouldn't have taken them long, only then he had to wonder if her number was still in his phone.

He hadn't called her for several years. They had gone to school together, and maybe he had texted her once or twice after they graduated. But really, having her number in his phone felt somehow vestigial, like her name and number and those memories all belonged to some other part of his life, one that had finished like high school or the running group he’d joined to train for a half-marathon.

Still, he occasionally saw her on his social feeds. Rachel didn't post often, and she never commented on any of his updates, but he remembered being proud of her when she first went to work for the UN. When they had taken classes together, she had always seemed so bold and brave and daring. She would always be the only one who could skillfully and diplomatically argue with her professors, making excellent points without coming off like some brat.

When he was back in front of his rented car, Russell leaned against the door, he found her number, and he wondered if it was still going to work. He hit the green button, listened to it ring, and asked, "Rachel?"

Rachel Calvine had felt pretty bad about not recognizing the voice, the number, or even remembering Russell's name right away. How long had it been? She could hear the nervous smile in his voice as he said, "It's me. Russell. We both had a couple of political science classes together back in school."

Russell. Russell Armstrong. They’d hung out quite a bit and had been fairly close friends, but work and different paths meant she didn’t think about him much.

"Oh, I am so sorry," she had said, clenching eyes shut. At that particular moment, she had been watching TV. The frozen image of a blonde woman holding a curved blade still sat on her screen. "How are you doing?" At the same time, she had to wonder why he would be calling her after all this time.

Then he told her.

After he explained it, she burst out laughing.

She figured this had to be a joke.

It had to be a joke. Right?

"I'm serious," he told her. "Technically, I'm not sure if I was supposed to tell you any of that because maybe it was supposed to be classified or something, but no one told me, so I'm just going to be honest with you. We received a signal, the President has authorized construction of the transportation device, and we are going ahead. I need someone. I need someone to come with me, Rachel. You are the best diplomat, I know."

She was indeed a diplomat. She worked as a negotiator for the UN. Over the course of her career, she had visited a variety of different hotspots. She had argued with gun runners, rebel factions, gang leaders, and petty tyrants. Each time, she had been able to win something important. She hadn't fixed every major issue; something like that was almost always impossible. And yet, she had helped. Of that, she was sure.

She squinted at some point in the distance, "You're not messing with me, are you?"

"I'm not," he said. "I want you on this mission."

This mission. He used those words so casually, like this could seriously be one of the most important moments in human history, and he simply called it "this mission".

"Why me?"

He didn't hesitate. To her trained, diplomatic ear, it sounded like he had considered that question a lot. Or maybe he had even rehearsed his answer. "I want someone I know. Most of my coworkers are engineers. Frankly, I'm an engineer. I have a little bit of experience with people, but I know what you can do."

"Do you?"

He paused, and this time it didn't sound quite as genuine, yet he told her, "I may have done a little bit of cyber stalking."

For just a moment, she was tempted to ask him for a day or two to consider this. But then she smiled, glanced down, and shook her head, discarding the thought. "Count me in."

They studied the signal. They reviewed the recording again and again. Government agents and analysts searched for some hint of deception. Everything seemed to be what the voice had promised: a vocal file and schematics for…something. It looked like a box with a signal relay.

The construction didn't seem especially strange. There weren't any especially expensive materials required, nor did it make anything dangerous or explosive. As near as anyone could tell, it would be a box with a specific configuration. According to the schematics, it could also be set out in any open area, so long as there weren't any buildings within one hundred meters within any given direction.

All they needed was a box, the seats, and an open field. At one point, Russell had chuckled, "This might as well be little kids playing pretend. This could be our space shuttle."

NASA engineers took over the construction. Perhaps a few of them didn't actually believe this was going to work, yet it was an attempt. As such, no one actually said anything. There were other controversies, if anyone really wanted to argue. What was the federal government doing about the survival of humanity? And of course, as the Asteroid Storm came closer and closer, everyone could feel it.

The Until the End movement had helped people focus on keeping society together, yet the strain remained. Or maybe it was something else, a different kind of instinct. People began to wonder when they should give up on everything. When should they just go take a vacation or whatever? At the same time, the people who worked at those resorts and enabled those vacations had to be thinking the exact same thing.

Russell occasionally wondered whether or not the ambiguous deadline helped or hurt the collective will of humanity. Initially, the news networks had tried to create a solid estimate for when the human race might go extinct. In obnoxiously bright blue or red boxes in the corners of their screens, pundits argued over the next election, all while the literal countdown to the apocalypse floated off to the side.

And yet, none of the news agencies could get a solid number.

Perhaps that was the problem with this idea of the "Asteroid Storm". Maybe the concept had existed in academic journals with titles like The Astronomical Journal or Astronomy and Geophysics, but no one really considered exactly what this would mean. Obviously, astronomers raced to figure out the exact impact point and when it might happen. So many different telescopes pointed toward that one patch of sky. Amateurs and professionals alike argued over their conclusions and the correct answer. As hard as they worked, they couldn't come up with an exact number, probably because there were too many variables. Many of those asteroids banged against one another. Figuring out how those interstellar pinballs might work and where they would land became impossible. Even the corporations and their supercomputers couldn't do more than make differing estimations.

It would happen in approximately three years. Where exactly? When exactly? Would it be December 7? January 1?

Then, for those who really felt like being pedantic, there was always the question of how one wanted to define "The Apocalypse". The Asteroid Storm was spread out. It was a mass of planetary fragments, meaning one enormous chunk of rock the size of Rhode Island might slam down, but humans might be able to survive for a little while. Ash would be thrown into the air, the temperatures would drop, and people would start to freeze...yet humans had all of those technological resources at their disposal. It would be enough to survive for a little while longer.

How long?

Again, there were too many variables.

With all of this in mind, some people tried to prepare. And yet, there seemed to be that collective awareness that a threat like this couldn't be handled by any individual. A few people may have decided to move out into the woods as they attempted to hide. Others tried to build bomb shelters, yet ten or twenty or even fifty feet of Earth overhead wouldn't protect anyone.

But since no one knew exactly when it would happen, picking an endpoint became impossible. In that sense, life still hadn't really changed.

For now, Russell could focus on his new mission and this tenuous hope.

Elsewhere, NASA experts were coming up with exactly what the duo should wear. At the same time, both Russell and Rachel were probably wondering about whether or not this was some huge mistake. Maybe they would get into the box, turn it on, and nothing would happen.

Or maybe they’d be vaporized.

That second option wasn't supposed to be possible, not in terms of what the schematics actually indicated. And yet, that nervous energy remained at the base of his stomach.

Maybe that was why he called her on the night before they were scheduled for activation. Tentatively, he picked up his phone. He smiled, pushed aside those feelings, and called her. "Russell," she said right away. "How are you doing?"

"Nervous," he said.

"Sorry," she apologized. "Dumb question."

"What about you?" Russell asked automatically, only to cringe.

"Nervous," she said.

He echoed back her sentiments, "Sorry. Dumb question." They both laughed uneasily for a couple of seconds, and then he tightened his grip on the phone. "Look, I honestly don't know what's going to happen tomorrow. So I was wondering, if you feel like grabbing some food? Maybe a drink?"

"You know, I've been pacing back and forth in my hotel room for the last hour. I've got work to do and emails I should be sending, but yeah. I want to get out of here pretty bad. Where do you want to meet?"

They chatted, debated a couple of possibilities, and picked a small Greek cafe down the street from her hotel. He drove, parked, and got out. At the same time, he looked around once again. Maybe there was that sense of gloom. Perhaps there was some notion of unease. And yet, he still wondered what was going to happen.

If this thing worked, they were going to be transported somewhere. Obviously, the President had ordered a response, only the humans didn't have the technology necessarily actually respond to the alien signal. The First Explorer and her people could send signals that traveled faster than the speed of light. That one simple fact was enough to keep astronomers and physicists busy for decades.

Breathing out slowly, he walked into the restaurant. He was a couple of minutes early. Surprisingly, Rachel still got there first. She was seated off in the corner, and she raised her hand and waved.

When he saw her again, he wasn't sure what to think. There was that flash of nostalgia. Technically, he had graduated only seven years before this. And yet, this first thought was simple, She's beautiful. There was a guy; he had those sorts of thoughts all the time. There was something about the shine of her hair and the shape of her mouth. She was smiling at him, and he had to appreciate the vivacious energy she exuded so easily.

Apparently, that hadn't changed since they graduated.

He cut between the different tables and sat down right as a server handed him a menu. He asked for a soda and some water. After that, he sat down and looked right back at her.

Rachel liked to think she had a knack for reading people. In terms of diplomacy, this had been one of her most useful attributes. In school, she had taken a couple of classes dedicated to the study of negotiation. She was always fascinated by two different approaches that seemed incredibly prevalent. One focused on intuition, nimble inference, and the importance of speed and charisma. The other side saw negotiations as a question of mathematics. Researchers could look at any given scenario, estimate different variables, and craft elaborate equations in order to explain what different individuals ought to do under specific circumstances.

Honestly, Rachel never really appreciated the mathematical approach. After all, that assumed a certain level of reason and rationality. It also meant that people would consistently operate within the same rules.

But there was one detail about humans that she always held onto: they could be erratic and inconsistent. They could be incoherent. She didn't necessarily think of those as fundamentally bad things. That was simply the truth.

And as she sat there in that café, she looked back at the man in front of her, and something surprised her. He's cute, she thought. This wasn't the goofy, sweet college kid she had known just a couple of years before. There was something different about his haircut, or maybe it was the shirt he was wearing. Maybe it fit him better. Or maybe he had started working out? Rachel couldn't be sure one way or the other, but she leaned back in her chair, and there was that awkward silence, so she broke it with an easy question, "Feel like saving the world?"

"I'm not sure you're supposed to be saying that out loud," he told her.

"No one's listening to me," she said. She glanced around. "And even if they did listen to me, they’d assume I'm joking. Want me to show you?"

"What? No!" Rachel grinned and glanced around, "Hey, everyone. This is Russell Armstrong, and he's going to try to save the world!" She didn't actually raise her voice loud enough to interrupt anyone else's conversations. The server was still making her way around the room, answering questions, fetching drinks, and bringing out different plates of food. As promised, no one noticed her comment.

"Fine," he said. "You made your point."

"Sorry," Rachel flashed a crooked smile. "But I do want to ask, how should we do this?"

"Do what?"

"Should we go through the obligatory points about where we’ve been for the last couple of years? You said you did some cyber stalking?" As she watched, she thought she picked up on a little bit of red heat playing across his cheeks. Then again, it could have been the lighting or her imagination. "Or maybe we could be really grim and talk about what could go wrong?"

"Let's not do that second one," he answered.

"Awkward conversation. It is then," she replied, the corners of her eyes crinkling with amusement. "Tell me about your career."

"Are you honestly going to try to tell me you didn't do some research?" Russell asked. He leaned forward slightly. He had his elbows on the table, and he held her gaze.

His former classmate tried to stare right back at him. If she had focused completely or viewed this man as an enemy, then maybe she would have done better. Instead, it was so easy to fall back into their old patterns. They had teased each other so much back in college. Yes, they only became friends because they had randomly decided to sit next to each other in one class, and then they realized they had taken a couple of courses together, so they shared notes, which meant grabbing some pizza together at the Student Union, and then he she suggested they go see the student production of Wild Space, all because she had to watch it anyway for her theater arts class.

At the time, she had a crush on some other boy in her French class. At this point, she couldn't even remember his name. At the same time, she had tensed, always waiting for some moment when Russell might decide to ask her out, but he never did. She had wondered about that, and then she decided she was happy.

Could they have had some kind of relationship?

Maybe. Possibly. She honestly didn't know one way or another. She doubted it. First, college relationships didn't seem especially durable. She saw that with her roommate, Stephanie. That girl had dated a bunch of different guys, probably someone new every week. She enjoyed herself, of course, and there were those moments when she got a little bit drunk and complained about how she couldn't find someone special. Still, chasing after boys didn't seem to help.

Then again, waiting around for one hadn't been a successful strategy either.

Also, there was the biggest point: she wanted to work on the international stage. At the time, she didn't know exactly where she might end up. The State Department with the US government? The UN? Maybe an NGO? The world seemed so big and wild. Yes, she could find whatever she wanted on her phone, only she yearned to experience all of it for herself.

And now, the man sitting in front of her, gave her an opportunity to go past Earth...to where?

"I did a little bit of research," she said. "You’ve had some really fancy titles."

"So they could shove me into administration," he said wryly.

"That probably means you're good at it."

"I don't think so."

"Administrators are the people who are good at it or the people who work at politicking. Did you get a lot better at negotiation and manipulation since we last saw each other?"

"No, not really," Russell admitted.

"That’s what I thought," she said.

"Hey, I've never been that bad at the soft skills."

She dipped her head down, shut her eyes, and shook her head. "Soft skills? Really?"

"You don't like that term?"

"I don't like what they imply. They create a hierarchy. Presumably, soft skills are easy and simple and gentle while the hard skills are the ones that are more difficult, and therefore more meaningful. But that's not how the world works."

"You're going to have to convince me," he said.

Rachel grinned at him. She straightened her back slightly, and she could feel her tone shift at the back of her throat and up along the roof of her mouth, "First, I don't want to denigrate science, math, or engineering. Those are all very important fields. But here's the problem. We want to draw these lines and create these categories between these different ideas, and they can be useful sometimes, but we need to remember something." She paused.

Predictably, he leaned forward and asked, "What's that?" There was this moment when she remembered that he wasn't a gang leader who had probably committed numerous crimes, a tyrant who had likely taking control in some bloody coup d'état, or one of those overpaid politicians whose approval she had to win to make her programs work. Instead, he was this guy, and she had his focus. Not only that, he actually seemed to be listening to her.

It was refreshingly...nice.

Refusing to let the thought go, she told him, "Whether you're talking about building a bridge, securing a border, or inventing some new technology, you need to have people who can work together. Charisma, diplomacy, stories, culture, art, all of this comes together. We need a shared identity. We need to convince one another that we are here for each other."

"I think there might be some debate about that," he said. "Are you following the Ark controversy?"

"Just a little bit," she said. "To be honest, I try to ignore domestic politics."

"Too easy for you?"

"Too hard," Rachel said. "It's so much easier to deal with someone else's baggage. I come home, and I still see so many people fighting one another. It sucks. I'm not going to say who’s right or wrong. I’m just going to say it sucks. The division isn't good for anyone."

"At least we haven't had another Civil War," he pointed out.

"Not yet," she replied. "But you know, this proves my point."

"It does?"

There was something endearing about the way he asked that question.

His companion paused between heartbeats. But because she understood the importance of timing, Rachel nodded, "Absolutely. I mean, building a bridge gets a lot harder if you have people shooting at each other, don't you think? I mean, just imagine where humanity could be right now if we could work together. How much larger would the population be? How many problems could we have solved? It all comes down to unity, cooperation, a willingness to compromise, to sacrifice, to be there for each other."

"We spend a lot of time fighting," he said.

"We do," she replied. "That's the paradox of people, isn't it? In some ways, we are so fantastic. In other ways, we're pretty freaking awful." She shook her head.

"Is it worth saving?" His voice took on notes of determined neutrality.

"Humanity?" Rachel asked. "Absolutely."

"You don't think there's any question here? We shouldn't look at whether or not it might be time for us to go away?"

"Nope," the diplomat said with a pop of her lips. "Full disclosure, I'm not going to say every person is perfect or worth saving or whatever. I might not even argue for the fundamental value of all human life. Are there people out there who don't contribute anything? Are there people out there who actively make life worse for others? Absolutely, although I'm not sure I would be qualified to tell you who is absolutely devoid of value and who isn't. But if the question is about the whole of our species, then I know we should live. We have created so much beauty. We’ve done so much good for one another. I mean, just look around. Alone, any given person is basically just a naked biped. But when we work together, we can build skyscrapers. We can cure diseases and come up with some incredible music and movies and so much art. We can feel so much. We can do so much. It's incredible, and I think it's worth doing. Because it wasn't, we would have died out a long time ago." She smiled and shook her down before she glanced back at him. Their eyes met, and she reminded him, "We can train astronomers who can come up with insane ideas like trying to reach out to alien cultures to save us in our time of need."

"Why am I feeling targeted right now?"

"Because you are," she said with a smile.

By this point, the server had brought their drinks, not that Rachel or Russell had noticed. At this point, however, he grabbed his glass and lifted it up, "To saving humanity."

"To saving humanity," she agreed. They clinked their cups together.

The conversation turned to something less important, but she enjoyed his company. It was nice and simple and reminded her of college. Not only that, he seemed kinder and stronger than she remembered.

After their meal, they walked down the street. They both had some extra energy, and they weren't especially interested in returning to their respective hotel rooms. They wandered around, checking out the different window displays. At one point, they sat down on a bench and simply watched as people walked or drove by.

They didn't say much at that point. Maybe they were both lost to their own thoughts, considering what would happen.

For her part, Rachel wasn't an engineer, and she hadn't bothered to review the schematics, mostly because the instructions and mathematics wouldn’t have meant anything to her. She didn't know how to read blueprints or how to use any of the specialized computer programs necessary to map out a design. Still, it was easy for her thoughts to turn back to everything that might go right or wrong.

They were going to go meet aliens?

They were going to negotiate with aliens?

They were going to get eaten by aliens?

Or they would see something incredibly beautiful? Or they'd just be the last humans to survive after the negotiations broke down?

Rachel hadn't watched a lot of science fiction over the course of her life. Generally speaking, she preferred political thrillers or romcoms (especially the really cute ones where the girl and boy could flirt and play silly games as they fell in love).

Eventually, it got dark, and the cool breezes were nice, but she told him, "I should probably get back to my room."

"Absolutely," he said.

They started to talk again. At this point, it felt like she just liked to hear his voice, and perhaps he felt the same. They walked, they watched cars drive by, and she soon found herself in front of her hotel room door. At that moment, she turned back to him, and she wondered if he'd try to start something. When she looked back at him, she had that same idea again, He's cute. Because of that, how would she react? Intellectually, she knew they should keep this professional.

And yet…

If the world was going to end, did she really want to delay? Carpe diem had always been an annoying cliché until it wasn’t.

Most of all, he impressed her.

He leaned forward, but he didn’t move in to kiss her. Instead, he slid his arms around her, and he gave her a gentle, tentative squeeze. "We’re going to do this." At first, she thought those words were meant for himself, like he needed the reassurance. In that moment, she could have been a glorified teddy bear.

Only then he broke off that hug, and he looked at her again. "We can do this," he repeated.

"We can do this," she agreed.

He turned around and headed back down the hallway.

She didn't press her hotel key card to the reader right away. Instead, Rachel glanced back at him. For a second, she figured she wouldn't say anything. But then, she called out, "Hey, Russell?"

He stopped. He had his hands in his pockets as he turned back. "Yeah?"

"I think you would've made a pretty good diplomat," she told him.

Both Rachel and Russell had stepped out into their respective parking lots. They had their keys out, and they were ready to drive to the deployment site. Before either of them could start driving, however, the FBI agents showed up in their black SUVs.

No, they weren't going to drive themselves.

Neither Russell nor Rachel knew what to make of that, but they cooperated. They went to the site, and they saw the portable buildings that had been constructed along with the silvery box. They both saw the circuitry along the left and right sides.

"Do you know what any of that is supposed to do?" Rachel asked.

"Nope," he told her. "As far as I can tell, this thing isn't supposed to work. Technically, it's not even supposed to do anything."

"Then why did we bother?"

"It didn't cost very much," he said with a shrug.

Her eyes widened. "Really? That's the only reason?"

"It didn't cost very much, and we need to try something."

Inside the portable, they both found a couple of dressing areas. Apparently, his black slacks, T-shirt, and dress shirt wouldn't be good enough for first contact. Instead, they both found a pair of dark gray jumpsuits. They pulled them on; they both fit perfectly. As he got dressed, Russell considered exactly what was going to happen in the next few minutes.

He wondered if he would come back to Earth and tell the story again and again to the preceding generations. Or maybe humanity would find some other option, and his sojourn would be completely irrelevant, like he would get to write a book after a couple of years entitled, How I Almost Met Aliens and Almost Saved the Earth. Nah. That'd be way too long for a title.

When he stepped back out into the early morning sunlight, he had that silly grin on his face. "What's so funny?" Rachel asked.

"Nothing," he said. Then he raised his head, he rolled his shoulders, and he glanced back at her.

"That's not fair," she said.

"No, it's not," he said.

"You think we should have some cameras here or something?"

"I'm guessing the President is going to try to take credit if this works. And if it doesn't, then we didn’t spend much money and it doesn't really matter either way." He left their potential fates unspoken.

"We just get in?"

"We get in, and we turn it on," he told her. "I spoke to a couple of the engineers, and they wanted us on a communications link, but then I figured that wouldn't actually be relevant, since if this works, then we are going to be way, way out of range anyway."

"Let's do this," she said.

With a couple of engineers and interns watching, the two astronauts (actually, Russell had to wonder if this counted. Did teleporting count?) strode across the grass. He opened the box and motioned for her to take one of the two seats. She sat. He did the same and pulled the pod shut.

It was dark for a second.

The single, red button glowed in front of them.

"A big red button? Really?"

"Don't worry, it's not connected to any nukes," he promised her. "Besides, I don't think anyone had any time for design meetings."

"That or this is supposed to be a joke," she told him. "Do we get a countdown?"

"We don't need one," he said. He inhaled, held that breath, and finally let go, "One way or the other, let's see what happens," he told her as he exhaled slowly. He lifted his hand, and then he reached for the button. He pushed down, and then they both waited.

"Was something supposed to happen?"

The button continued to glow with soft illumination. They hadn't felt anything. They hadn't heard anything. They were just right there, seated in the reddish gloom. "I think so…?" He tilted his head to the side slightly as he listened and waited.

"Maybe it doesn't work? Maybe there was a problem with the schematics?" Left unspoken was that far, far more likely occurrence: this whole thing had been some kind of elaborate prank. They never received any kind of signal from an interstellar source. Maybe someone had hacked into the radio telescopes? It was a possibility. Generally speaking, hacking collectives didn’t like to go after astronomers or scientists, but there could always be exceptions. Besides, it was the end of the world, so maybe the normal rules didn’t apply?

Russell had honestly believed that most people continue to work together to make society function. But maybe he had been wrong. Or maybe this was just one of those initial cracks as everything fell apart?

The box began to open. Someone turned the handle, and then he saw her.

His first thought was simple, She looks human.

She must've been a little taller than Rachel. The woman in front of him had short, dark brown hair, slightly pointed ears, a rounded face, and all of the details he would have expected to see from an actual human: the head and neck, shoulders, breasts, a slightly slender waist, hips and legs. Not only that, she lifted her hand and waved at them, "Hello. I'm Ezri Sparrick, communications specialist. You must be humans, right?" Her accent seemed to slightly off, like it was some strange amalgamation of English and Australian.

"She's human," Rachel said automatically. Yes, she was a diplomat, and she normally knew how to hide her feelings, only she couldn't do it then or there. Instead, she began to turn back to Russell, only then she froze. She looked past the woman in the blue uniform.

The box had been out in the middle of the field with the sun rising off in the distance. Not only that, there'd been this line of trees that bordered the freeway. Overhead, the sky had been just as big and blue and expansive as always with just a couple of random clouds glowing from the sunlight.

Only now, she could see the curves of metal off in the distance. Plus, she picked up on the sounds of machines. She saw something else off to the side. It looked like a blow torch. Sparks shot up, and now she realized something.

We're not in the United States. Another equally obvious and impossible idea occurred to her, We're not on Earth. Language could be so profoundly powerful because individuals could come up with an entirely new and novel sentences with hardly any effort. And yet, she hadn't expected a thought like that run through her head. Maybe she had heard those exact words in a movie or on some streaming show, yet now she felt the exotic touch of those four words all over again, We're not on Earth.

Reflexively, Rachel dismissed the idea. And yet, this woman stepped back, and Russell scrambled forward. He stepped out of the box, and he found himself surrounded by different machines and technologies.

When Rachel followed, she wasn't sure what she was supposed to say. If this woman really was an alien, then this was arguably one of the most important moments in human history. Even so, she found herself looking around. At first, this reminded her of some factory or maybe a repair bay that the military might have used.

Next, she turned to the side, and that's when she spotted the gap leading out into space.

"What's keeping the air in?" Rachel asked.

All at once, she realized something. Those were the first words any human would say out loud to an alien. Technically, one could argue that first contact occurred with Russell's automated system. Somehow, a radio signal cutting across light-years didn't seem quite as important.

"We have void shields," said the woman. "There are also bulkheads, but we only drop those during emergencies or in combat situations." The woman, Ezri, smiled and said, "I don't wish to be impolite, but do you have names?"

"I'm Rachel," she said. "This is Russell."

"Russell?" The woman narrowed her eyes slightly as she seemed to be considering something. "Both of your names come from your northern hemisphere." Technically, Rachel wasn't sure how she knew that, especially because directions were supposed to be arbitrary. Then again, she was probably just utilizing the same references that regular people did. "That's a boy's name?"

"Yes," he said. "I’m male."

Ezri glanced back at Rachel again, "You brought your boy with you? That's an interesting choice." But then she shrugged. "Would you like me to show you around the ship a little bit? Also, our First Explorer would like to speak with both of you."

"Yes, please," Russell said.

Ezri didn't answer.

Rachel found herself adding just a couple of seconds later, "That would be lovely."

"Please, come with me," she said.

Russell wanted to stay right there. He couldn't help it, especially because the different sights and sounds continued to draw his attention. He saw machines that looked like robots. Then again, there may have been aliens inside. Or what if artificial life was viewed as equal to organic life? Or maybe those machines had somehow evolved naturally, all on their own?

Normally, most people envisioned aliens as fundamentally biological. And yet, that was because they were always envisioned as carbon-based life. But what if, on the molecular level, life evolved through some other process with some other base material? It could have been silicon or something truly wild like gold. He was sure there were physicists out there who would write entire papers and books about why something like that wouldn't be possible, yet the universe was vast.

He found himself staring at the machines, the stars beyond the void shields, the deck, the doors, all of it.

Then he saw someone.

He wasn't sure, but she looked female. She was standing there in front of several men as they worked on some kind of machine. Some of the males appeared to be human or close to it.

But the woman looked genuinely alien.

Short, silver fur or hair covered her skin. She had pointed ears at the top of her head. She wore a suit like Ezri's, yet this woman struck him as smaller and almost feline. At the same time, he had to wonder, Is something like that possible? Then he silently chided himself. Yeah, it was possible. It was obviously possible because that woman existed right there.

She saw him staring. She met his gaze. Yes, he felt like he was being watched by some kind of predator. She didn't do anything hostile, but he still gulped and turned away. Realizing he had fallen behind, Russell rushed ahead.

"There’s something I really, really want to know," Rachel said.

"Go on," said the communications specialist as they stepped into one of the halls. It seemed strangely human. There was carpet along the floor? It felt soft. The fibers were different, and if Russell had concentrated on them, he was sure he would have been able to spot some significant differences. Were they synthetic? Have they been grown? Or maybe there was some kind of chemical reaction they used to create the material?

The walls shimmered slightly. Not only that, he saw screens at several points. Alien text streamed by. He had no idea what any of those charts or readouts meant. If Earth's best linguists had concentrated on this alien tongue for a couple of months or years or decades, would they have been able to figure it out?

Maybe. Maybe not.

"You, you look like us," she said. It seemed like Rachel was trying very hard not to stare, only she didn't have any kind of preparation for this. Maybe she was better equipped compared to most people, especially because she had traveled all over the world, but this was different. "And you sound like us too?"

"Your language wasn't hard to master," said the communications specialist.

"No, that's not what I meant," Rachel replied. "I mean, if you are really from an alien species, what are the chances that we would be so similar?"

"Like I said, I focus on communications. As far as your language goes, I just got lucky. Then again, even if I didn't have the right vocal cords, I would have been able to use a translator."

"You have spontaneous translation capabilities?" Russell asked.

"We do," she said.

"How long did it take you to translate my message?"

"Your message?" The specialist looked confused, and then she turned back to Rachel. "I assume it was one of your matriarchs who sent the message?" Only then she stopped herself. She pressed her lips into a line. "That's right. I'm sorry."

"For what?" Russell asked.

"Ezri," Rachel said, "I think there are going to be mistakes on both sides. I'm really hoping that we can all be patient with one another." Then she glanced over at Russell, and he instantly understood. This was her purview. Yes, he had been the engineer who got lucky, but Rachel would be the one who understood what communication could and probably should look like.

Working for NASA meant reading some interesting papers and considering some very, very interesting debates. Just a couple of years ago, they had been entirely academic, only now they became practical. What if these individuals perceived time differently? What if language worked along some different axis. Humans viewed the world from a linear perspective, generally starting at the beginning and working their way to the end. The exact direction or starting point might have shifted depending on the culture, yet these individuals might have interpreted things quite differently. Maybe they would see color as a part of a word's meaning. Or maybe the simple shift depending on the time of day or the temperature when it was written. He had no idea how something like that might be conveyed, yet those possibilities simply existed.

He kept walking. He saw several more of the feline species. Then there were a couple of humans. Mostly, they were women wearing those same uniforms. They stepped into some kind of elevator. It was almost a relief to recognize that simple functionality, like there were certain details in the universe that needed to remain the same.

At first, he felt the soft tug against his stomach as they began to move up. Then the elevator stopped, and it pivoted to the left.

The doors opened again, and they found themselves near another hallway.

"This way, please," said the woman.

Another pair of doors opened. The communications specialist stepped aside and motioned for the two humans to enter.

Russell went first. He couldn't help himself. And then he saw the table, the seats, and the figure standing there. At first, he didn't know what to make of the dark suit. It turned, and then he saw the blank face plate. He stepped back for a moment. After another second, he realized there was movement behind the glass (or whatever material they used). Then he heard the automated voice.

"Welcome. I am First Explorer Drakala Sine." Instantly, he recognized that name even as he tried to parse the mechanical voice.

"This is Rachel and her boy, Russell."

Her boy?

"That isn't exactly how our relationship works," Rachel said.

"I appreciate there are going to be cultural differences," said the communications specialist. "But you know, we should probably have a conversation about how things work here. If you like, I can have one of our males escort your boy to his quarters. Then we can talk."

Russell opened his mouth.

What?

As hard as he tried, he couldn't push any sounds out past his lips. He stared back at the diplomat, then the communications specialist, and finally the captain of the ship. His thoughts scattered as he tried to figure out what he could say.

It was arguably one of the most important moments in history, and he had just been dismissed?

"Why?" As hard as he tried, he couldn't ask anything more complicated or eloquent than that.

Ezri actually turned back to him, and she smiled at him. She leaned forward slightly. "Well, this is going to be a very complicated and difficult discussion, so I don't think it's really appropriate for you. Besides, there are cultural issues here that need to be addressed, and I think that's probably just a little bit too complicated for you."

"Russell," Rachel said, reaching out and touching his bicep. "It's okay. Besides, don't you want to see what the reporters look like?"

"I, I…" In theory, she was absolutely right. And yet, he had to be there. He was the one who sent the message!

His chest tightened, his throat clenched, he could feel that ball of heat right at the base of his gut.

"I guess," he finished lamely.

That's when the doors opened, and another pair of males appeared. One of them looked feline. The other seemed completely human. Both of these males wore uniforms, only they also had other bands around their necks. Russell had to wonder if maybe that was some kind of communication device, or maybe it was part of their uniform.

Reluctantly, he stepped out into the hallway. The doors closed behind him.

Exhaling, he asked, "Where are we going?"

"We've been ordered to escort you to your quarters," said the feline. The alien had opened his mouth, only Russell could hear the sound of the growling meow before some hidden speaker made the English sounds.

Drawing another slow breath, Russell tried to content himself with this scenario. On some level, he knew he was being foolish, petulant, and even childish. Seriously, he was on an alien vessel! He was one of the first two humans to set foot on a ship like this, and he was out in the middle of space, and he was going to complain?

As they walked away from the doors leading into that other room, he couldn't quite shake the aggravation. Yes, he could be annoyed, he told himself. After all, Rachel was now talking with the highest ranking alien here, and he didn't get to be a part of the conversation. He had been dismissed.

Why?

Her boy. Those words pulsed through his head.

As he walked, he tried to focus on the two aliens with him, "Is it okay if I ask you a question?"

"Is there something you need to know?" asked the alien who actually looked fairly human. Again, he spoke in another language, then the words were translated and admitted by the small speaker hidden somewhere on his uniform.

"Probably," Russell said, thinking he wanted to understand as much of these people as he possibly could. He had never been interested in anthropology or learning about other cultures. As always, he preferred the simplicity and elegance of math and engineering. Still, this was completely different. It was so much bigger. The universe was now so much wider than it had been before. Even though he got the impression these males didn't actually want to talk to him, he still proceeded, "Can you tell me about the crew? Can you tell me about the leadership structure here?"

"The First Explorer is in charge. We have officers for every major function."

He knew this was a hunch. It was just a guess, but he still had to try. "How many of them are male?"

His escorts stopped. Russell stopped with them. Had he asked something offensive? Possibly. Maybe. He didn't know how their culture worked, and he understood the difficulties of interpersonal communication. For the most part, any individual from any given country might just assume that the rules were supposed to work in one very specific way. Also, so many of those rules and habits were learned as children, meaning they were never explicit. Kids made the observations, picked up on how they were supposed to behave, probably made a few mistakes, were chided and embarrassed for them, and then absorbed everything they needed to know.

Russell didn't have that kind of advantage, not here.

"Male?" one of the asked like there had been a glitch with the translation software.

"None," said the other.

"Right," Russell said. After that, he didn't know what kind of questions he could ask.

Rachel exhaled slowly. She stepped forward. She kept her hands at her sides, and she said, "Thank you for inviting us to your vessel."

"You are most welcome," said the captain. "Officially, you will meet several members of my crew later. There are ceremonies that must be observed. Before then, I assumed you would like to speak a little bit."

"Yes. Absolutely," Rachel said. "There's so much that Russell and I both want to know. There's so much that our people will want to know."

"We have a little bit of time," said the First Explorer. "What would you like to know?"

Rachel understood that there were other questions she should address. But first, she glanced back at the door. "You dismissed my colleague here, do you mind if I ask why?"

"He's a boy," said the First Explorer. "Males have no place in important discussions, such as this. They would be confused. They would be disruptive. It's far better if the females of any given species can make the necessary choices."

Ezri stepped forward, "We understand that your species is a little bit less developed when it comes to these kinds of considerations, but I'm sure things will work out, especially if you have time."

"What do you mean?"

Drakala focused on her communications specialist.

"I've had the privilege of reviewing much of your culture. You are from one of the northern American nationstates, correct? I believe it's called the United States?" She sounded uncertain, like she wasn't confident about the varied uses of the same word.

"That's correct," Rachel said.

"And in your culture, do you believe in equality between the sexes?"

"Yes. We absolutely do," Rachel said. In an instant, she realized that she understood how this had to be an oversimplification of the debates and arguments, but she also knew she wanted to be clear about this. It felt strange, of course. This was a little bit like trying to tell someone else about your family dynamics. What might seem normal to one person could seem incredibly bizarre and foreign to another, especially if that wasn't how you grew up.

"We do not," Drakala stated emphatically, her voice vibrating out from the speakers hidden in her environmental suit. The strange figure stepped forward.

In that moment, Rachel drew on all of her courage. She concentrated hard. She had encountered lots of individuals, mostly men, and a few women, who had tried to intimidate her over the course of her career. Often, the threat of violence would linger on the air like some bad aroma. Each time, she had needed to stare right back.

Was that the right thing to do this time? If she looked at the First Explorer, did that constitute some kind of challenge or insult?

Then again, it could have been a declaration of love.

The First Explorer gave her no indication of what any of this might have meant, so Rachel had to focus on those literal words as she was told, "In our culture, the realities of sex and gender are simple." Her voice sounded simple and mechanical. It was hard to pick up on any inflection. Rachel thought she detected something, yet that could have been her imagination. Perhaps she had simply projected those reactions. "Females are born to lead and to rule. Males are inferior."

Before she could stop herself, Rachel had to ask, "What are you saying?" Right away, she regretted asking. Even so, she couldn't take those words back.

Amongst so many different countries back on her world, the implications were always clear. The reverse had to be true; men took charge because they were supposed to be naturally aggressive and rational while women seemed to be trained for caregiving and kindness and compassion. Men fought. Women supported. Yes, there had been feminist movements, and there were plenty of celebrities and influencers who tried to push back against those normalized ideals, yet the sense of order had always remained.

Ezri stepped forward and interjected, "I understand that this might be difficult for you to accept, but there are currently three species in our alliance. It began with the Herogynites. They developed faster than light technology and started to explore. They began to set up colonies. And then they found that the Domifemorians."

"I am a Domifemorian," Drakala intoned.

Ezri continued, "Initially, there was a lot of suspicion and distrust on both sides, but the diplomats from both species started to talk, and they got to know one another, and they decided that they could work together. Both planets were unified. Both planets had evolved out of turbulent histories."

"What kind?"

"We grew out of the patriarchy. We matured. We are now a matriarchy. We are superior, for we are capable of making far better decisions."

"It's true," Ezri said with a shrug. She looked almost apologetic. Then again, maybe she felt bad, since she had to tell Rachel that her entire culture was wrong or primitive or immature. None of those words could sound quite right. "'Inferior' might be a little bit harsh."

A sound that sounded a lot like a snort came from the First Explorer.

In that moment, Rachel tried to hold back. She told herself she was there to learn. Yes, they spoke English, but that didn’t necessarily mean a great deal. Two parties could come together, they both might speak the same language while making entirely different points. The single word might be interpreted or defined differently in so many different ways.

Ezri kept going. "In truth, we see boys as the weaker part of the species. They might be stronger in some ways, but they need to be controlled. They need to be disciplined. Society simply works better when women rule."

"You said there were three species?"

"The Herogynites and Domifemorians began to explore the universe together. They made their way across the galaxy, categorizing system after system here for the most part, they didn't find very much. There are worlds out there, but sentient species are incredibly rare." Rachel made a point of memorizing that detail at that point, since she knew it could be useful, especially when they got to the most important negotiation of all. Ezri kept going, "Eventually, they found my people. We are Soverignelas."

"And you are ruled by matriarchy as well?" Rachel knew this might be a foolish question, yet she still needed to hear it.

"We are," Ezri inclined her head slightly. As near as we can tell, there is a specific pattern that many societies seem to follow. Initially, males of the species attempt to dominate politics, business, science, and the arts. Along the way, they create a great deal of trouble, wars of disturbing scale, economic systems based on greed and exploitation. Strip mining. The worst kinds of selfishness." The specialist stopped and shook her head as she must've been thinking about the various history texts she had studied while a cadet. But now she continued, "At some point, this comes to an end for one reason or another."

"Among my people, it was a war. The males pushed us to the very brink of annihilation. Some of our scholars believe that our numbers dwindled to just a few hundred. From billions to hundreds. Can you conceive of such destruction? I am lucky I had not yet been born to endure that time of turbulence."

"That's incredible," Rachel replied, nearly breathless. Yes, she had studied tragedies. She understood how the spoken word, or rash action could lead to civilians suffering. And yet, she tried to push past the incomprehensibility of such big numbers.

Billions to hundreds.

How can she even conceive of something so grand? She had gone to a university with tens of thousands of students, and she had never seen them in a single place at the same time. Billions. Literally hundreds of millions. An entire civilization brought to the very edge of total collapse and extinction.

As the silence rolled toward a minute, Rachel said quietly, "I can't imagine what your people suffered."

"For us, it was an economic collapse. Early in our history, we had Emperors and Kings. These were individuals who believed that, based on their birth alone, they deserved to rule. In reality, these men were little more than petty tyrants. They battled one another for supremacy. But you know what their worst mistake had been?" Up until now, Ezri had sounded diplomatic. Only now, she channeled the passion of her own studies because this came from her world's history. "They held everyone back. In the name of wealth, they gathered as many resources as they could. They took more than any single individual could ever possibly consume or enjoy. And yet, it was never enough. It was never, ever enough."

"We had something similar on our world," Rachel said, believing this could be a point of similarity. "For us, it was the Medieval period. Sometimes, it's called the Dark Ages."

"We emerged from our own Dark Ages," Ezri said. "There were new inventions, new enlightenment, new ideas. There was so much. And then we began to expand technologically. We learned more about agriculture, automation, and the power of machines."

Drakala seemed to tense but Rachel once again reminded herself that it might have been her own imagination.

The communication specialist continued, "We had thrown down our previous rulers. The concept of royalty had largely faded from the most powerful nations on our world. Only then, a new kind of aristocracy rose.. Ironically, they prided themselves on their independence. This time, they claimed that they deserved to rule because they had money and power. So many of our people believed that this could only be based on the merits of their decisions. And yet, our economists and scholars began to see a pattern. Someone might get lucky with a new device. And maybe it was based on cunning. But after that, they gathered up resources. They could then use those resources to buy up their competition. More and more, power became concentrated within smaller and smaller groups. We had traded Kings and Emperors for merchant-lords and trade-masters."

"Was that so bad?"

"The wealthiest of our people pushed harder and harder. They wanted more and more. They bought up every asset. Along the way, they tried to argue that it was rational, that every individual had the right to do whatever they wished. And technically, that was true, yet the rules of economic gain had been completely skewed. Eventually, riots broke out. Riots morphed into rebellions. Our institutions started to break down."

"Did it turn into a war?"

"No," Ezri said with an almost sad smile. "They tried to eat everything. Eventually, even their own guards and soldiers and supporters turned on them. Those merchant-lords hoped to create some kind of voluntary slavery. Individuals would work as hard as they could every single day, chasing numbers they could never possibly catch. But then we got lucky because a group of women came forward. They became our Founding Matriarchs. We never risked extinction, but it became obvious that something had to change. Those women were eloquent. They spoke well, they made the arguments, and they tapped into something primal. We could value competition. We could love the individual. But it could not be at the expense of the community, not anymore. We needed symbionts, not parasites. And so, they won their elections, and the reforms began. A few decades later, a Domifemorian explorer ship came to our system."

"That's...incredible. But I do feel like I should point out the obvious here," Rachel said. "Just because your people went through something like that, it doesn't mean you have to have a matriarchy. Does it?" She didn't need to ask that last question. It just slipped out.

Ezri glanced over at her commander. They seemed to exchange something which Rachel couldn't understand. After a few more seconds, the specialist turned back to her, "This has been a lot. Are you tired? Would you like some time to rest?"

"Actually, it's okay, I would like to speak with my colleague."

"You are more than welcome to visit with your boy whenever you like. As a male, he must be escorted. Obviously, you can be trusted with additional privileges," said the First Explorer.

Rachel opened her mouth. She felt like she should say something to that. Maybe there was some kind of argument she was supposed to make. After another moment, she decided it would be more diplomatic to remain quiet. She couldn't start an argument or a fight every time there might be some element of disagreement.

Instead, she decided to quietly follow the communication specialist out of the conference room and back down the hallway.

He hated this.

In those first few minutes, Russell had told himself that he was on board an alien ship, and it should be the most exciting thing he had ever experienced in his life. On some level, it was. And yet, he couldn't help but think about Rachel and where she was and what she might be doing at that moment. It sounded petulant, but he kept coming back to the idea that reaching out to the cosmos had been his idea. Granted, someone else had probably thought of it as well, only he had been the one who pushed it forward. He gathered the resources and spent his professional capital to make it happen.

Even if no one had stopped him, he was pretty sure a couple of his colleagues had chuckled sadly behind his back. They probably had assumed he was delusional.

But now, he walked over to the door, and he tried to open it.

At first, an alien voice spoke to him automatically in some other language. At first, he pulled his hand back, thinking that something terrible might happen. Maybe guards would rush in or he would be electrocuted or something. Nothing bad happened. The silence expanded from one moment the next, and then he tried again. Again, that automated voice said something to him. Her voice sounded harsh, like she was admonishing him for something.

"I don't understand what you're saying," he muttered. He hadn't really expected a response. But then, he thought he heard a buzzing or a clicking or some kind of light beeping sound at the very edges of his perceptions. Then the voice tried again, "Guest boys are not allowed to wander the ship on their own."

Guest boys…?

Was that his classification on board this vessel?

They didn't know what that word meant. They didn't really understand the connotations. The concept of age probably existed amongst their peoples, but they must not have understood the precise meaning of that term. At least that was what he wanted to believe.

Since he couldn't leave, he examined the walls. Next, he went over to one of the wall screens, and he touched it, hoping it would activate. Yes, it did. It came to life. "Hello?"

"Guest boys are not allowed to utilize the information or entertainment systems without explicit permission from a female handler, owner, or guardian."

A handler, owner or guardian?

He locked his teeth together.

Since he didn't want to risk getting in trouble (whatever that might mean here), Russell had started to wander back and forth. He saw the bed, the small couch, the desk, and the screen. He wished there had at least been a window or something. At least he would've been able to amuse himself by trying to make the constellations from this different angle.

Instead, he had to distract himself as much as possible. Russell did his best to think of his favorite equations. When that didn't work, he tried to remember his favorite video games, the most exciting battles, and his greatest digital achievements. It wasn't enough, and it didn't work, so he stuck with pacing like a caged animal.

"How big is this ship?" Rachel asked.

"We have a crew of ten thousand," said Ezri. The young woman held her hands behind her back as she escorted the guest through the vessel. They passed different readouts. There were mostly women who went by, although Rachel spotted a couple of guys as well. At least, she thought they were male? It was hard to tell with the feline species. The Soverignelas were a lot easier to identify. If anything, seeing them made it seem like Rachel might have actually been back on Earth. "This vessel is designed to remain out in space for months or even sometimes years at a time."

"I see."

"The command crew is entirely female, of course. We also have some chattel boys who serve. They handle the domestic and cleaning duties for the most part. A couple of them also work on the engineering tech. Then, they obviously serve to please and pleasure their handlers and guardians."

"Excuse me?" Rachel couldn't help it. She stopped.

Ezri paused as well and glanced over her shoulder. Apparently, she was reconsidering whether or not she had said something incorrectly. After another couple of seconds, she reconsidered what she knew about the human tongue called English before she proceeded. "Many of the boys here have jobs and positions as members of the crew, but we all acknowledge why they're really here."

Again, Rachel couldn't help herself. "Why?"

"They service their owners, guardians, and handlers," Ezri replied. Again, there was that quizzical expression that played across her face, which indicated she worried she had messed up a verb, noun, or adverb. Considering how little time, she had been given to memorize this language, her uncertainty made sense. At the same time, Communications Specialist Ezri Sparrick was one of the most skilled linguists in the fleet.

"How…?" Rachel asked. Clearly, she had a very good idea, only she couldn't bring herself to really articulate the notion. It seemed impossible. Either this woman was joking or there had to be an error somewhere in the translation.

"Sexually," Ezri said. "Many of the boys are sex slaves. Others are lover or paramores." Ezri hesitated again. "Am I getting something wrong? Maybe there's some linguistic nuance I'm missing here? Some element of slang or a colloquial expression that I wasn't able to parse from your broadcasts?"

"No…" Rachel replied as she let her voice trail off. "I think I understand." Even as she uttered those words, Rachel waited for some rush of defiance or some sense of injustice. Really, it seemed wrong. At the same time, she contemplated her notions of compassion, equality, and justice.

The two women passed a couple in the hallway. The Soverignela had long black hair, hawkish features, and she held onto the hand of a guy who could have been any human. Yes, both of them had intricate tattoos along their faces and down their necks, but those seemed to be their only distinguishing characteristics that might have alerted anyone to the possibility that they weren't from the same planet as Rachel Calvine.

The couple strode by Advantest within a couple of seconds. In that instant, Rachel studied the couple, and she tried to spot some difference.

Following the communication specialist, Rachel got into one of the transportation pods, and they made their way to another part of the ship. At this point, they didn't speak. Rachel should have been asking questions, yet that idea continued to spin inside of her head. She tried to dismiss it. She tried to think it was wrong or unethical or immoral. Despite her best efforts, she found herself resisting the urge to smile. For her, it was just a fascinating concept...nothing more.

Finally, Russell heard the chime, and there was Rachel's voice through the door or transmitted by another set of unseen speakers, "Um, can I come in?"

"Yes. Definitely!"

The doors slid open for her. When he saw her human features once again, he wanted to rush forward and wrap his arms around her. Technically, they hadn’t been separated for that long, only a different kind of exciting started to grow somewhere deep within his stomach. Seeing her again made him feel a lot better.

"What happened? What did they tell you? What are they going to do?"

"We didn't get to talk about the Asteroid Storm," Rachel said. She stretched her arms behind her back, walked forward, and dropped down onto the sofa. "To be honest, they told me a lot."

"Like what?"

"Well, I figured out why you're here," Rachel said.

"Why?"

"They don't trust you," she said.

"But they trust you?" Somehow, he turned those words into a sharpened accusation.

By most outward details, Rachel didn't seem offended. Instead, she watched him, and he immediately regretted those words. "Look, I'm sorry. I think I'm just a little bit tense. It's been strange just staying in here. I mean, this should be the greatest experience of my life, but they put me aside like I'm just some…"

"Toy?" Rachel asked.

"Sure," he grunted. "Why not?"

"Would you like to know what's going on or not?" Rachel asked. By now, she was on the small couch.

He kept pacing back and forth.

"Russell, I remember how you got right before final exams, especially if you felt like the teachers didn't do a good job of telling you what would be on the tests. Come over here. Sit down."

He continued to stride from one side of the room to the other. It was probably ridiculous, he knew. And yet, he wished he could just smash his fist against a wall or maybe kick in break one of those fancy screens of theirs. It was childish, yet the impulse still lurked behind his eyes and deep within his gut.

"Russell," she said. “Sit. Right now."

He spun. He stared at her.

In that instant, their eyes met, and something inside of him melted away. He couldn't help it. He glanced down at his arms, and he saw his fists. They were locked, his fingers tight against the palms of his hands as though he really thought he was about to get into a fight.

"Russell," she repeated.

Forcing his hands to unclench, he approached the sofa, and then she scooted to one side, giving him a little bit of extra room. He dropped down and leaned forward, resting his head against the curves of his knees. Then he massaged the sides of his face. "Sorry. Sorry. I'm really sorry," he repeated, his voice muffled by the angle. "I guess I just didn't know what to think. Maybe I wasn't even thinking any of this was supposed to work or actually happen, and then I get here, and suddenly I’m just dismissed?"

He heard her chuckle. Right away, he lifted his head. "What?"

"You know how often that happens to women?"

"Excuse me?"

"Look, I know you're not a jerk or anything," she said. "Actually, you're one of the nicest guys I have ever known, and you were really sweet in college. But yeah, women have had to put up with that all the time. Maybe it's not quite so explicit anymore, but I've been in lots of rooms where the guys just ignored me or talked over me, or only acknowledged my idea if it came out of a man's mouth." She rolled her eyes and shook her head with obvious disdain.

"Really?"

"Really," she said. "Things are getting better," she acknowledged. "I'm not going to say it's as bad as it might have been in the 1950s or whenever, but that doesn't mean things are fair or equal." Her tone softened. "Still, I'm really sorry that happened to you. Maybe I can convince them to let you stay in the room next time."

"Thanks," he said with just a hint of bitterness. But then he remembered why he was there, and he sat up, straightening his back. "Okay. Enough feeling bad for myself. What happened? What did you talk about?"

Rachel opened her mouth. Then she stopped. Perhaps she was wondering whether or not he would be able to handle it. Finally, she glanced up toward the ceiling. Then she met his gaze. "Are you sure you want to know?"

"Yes! Absolutely," he insisted.

"We didn't talk about the Asteroid Storm or anything like that. For the most part, we were just discussing gender roles."

"Really?" His brows creased as he stared at her. Maybe he thought she was joking?

"Really," she said. Hoping to delay the inevitable for a little while longer, she started to nibble on the inside of her mouth. "I'm sorry to say this," Rachel told him with as much sympathy as she could inject into her voice, "But I don't think that was a one-off. They have some very...interesting ideas about how society should work."

"Don't sugarcoat it. What's going on?"

"These women come from a matriarchy," she said. "All of them."

"Really? Is it a unified, interstellar government?"

"We didn't go into those details. If I had to guess, I would say that it's probably some kind of alliance, like maybe the individual planets and their colonies maintain their sovereignty, but they have a joint military force?" Rachel shrugged. "Again, we didn't go into the details, so that's just speculation on my part."

He thought about that a little longer. "So all three of them are matriarchal?" He hesitated with that last word, probably because it was a term he hadn't seen since college. "What are the chances of that happening?"

When he smirked, there was something she didn't like about his expression.  "It sounds like you don't believe them."

"No," he said with a shake of his head. "I believe them. Technically, I don't have any reason not to. Although…" His voice trailed off, and he stared back at her. "You think we can trust them?"

"What?"

"Okay, so they're obviously aliens, and we are on board a starship. We don't know exactly where we are or how we got here, and they obviously have way better technology. All of those points have been demonstrated. But when they talk about their society or whatever, are we sure we want to believe them? For all we know, they could be rebels or terrorists or…"

"That's why we're here," Rachel said. "We need to negotiate."

"Fair point," he conceded. "I'm just saying that we need to be skeptical. We need to think critically about everything that they tell us. We can't just accept their word."

"Really?"

"What?"

"I'm just wondering if you'd feel the same way if they came from a patriarchy. If they sounded like you, would you trust them more?"

He drew in a breath. Finally, he had to admit it, "Maybe. But that would be my blind spot. And I'm hoping you would tell me about it."

She watched him for a few more seconds. Perhaps she had anticipated an outburst. Instead, he had been surprisingly honest and introspective. She could respect that.

"Russell, there's something else you should probably know."

"What's that?"

"Their version of matriarchy sounds pretty extreme."

His eyes narrowed slightly, "how extreme?"

"I didn't get a copy of their laws or anything, but they talked about guardians and handlers and owners." Her voice slowed as she recited the different terms. "Again, I'm not sure what all that means, but it's pretty clear that men have basically zero rights here."

"How far do you think it goes?"

"I think some of them are slaves," Rachel uttered the words, hardly able to accept the concept. Then again, even the United States still utilized slave labor. Granted, those individuals had been incarcerated, based on crimes, yet forced, nonconsensual labor continued to persist.

"But we don't know that actually looks like," he said.

"No, we don't."

Russell leaned back. He dropped his head to the edge of the couch. He closed his eyes. "This wasn't what I was expecting. This wasn't what I was expecting at all."

"What were you thinking? I mean, I think we got pretty lucky in some ways."

He glanced back at her.

Rachel kept going, "They speak English. At least we aren’t trying to communicate with hand gestures or something. Not only that, they seem to be willing to help. They wouldn't have reached out after hearing your message if they weren't. We have a real chance here."

"Right," he said, nodding. "You're right. As long as we stay focused on our main objective, everything will be fine."

After their conversation, they discussed what they might do next. Rachel hadn't known how she was supposed to bring it up, but she was lucky because Russell said it aloud first. "Obviously, if they're not going to respect me because of my gender, you should take the lead on all of the negotiations."

"You're okay with that?" Rachel had asked.

"I don't have much choice," he told her.

"I guess not," she said. At the same time, she thought, I guess you really don't have any choice. Even as that idea popped into her head, there was this little flutter of heat somewhere at the base of her stomach.

After that, they discussed some of the possibilities. When they had waited for the construction of the transportation box, neither of them had really considered what this all might look like. Sure, there had been daydreams and the vague recollections of old movies or streaming shows. Perhaps they considered some of the novels they had read or what they might have seen in some of their favorite video games. But realistically, the notion of teleporting to another part of the solar system or galaxy hadn't really seemed like an actual possibility. They defied so many different expectations and beliefs.

After they discussed what they might do, she had left him there in his new quarters. She headed off to another assigned room. She couldn't help but notice her assigned space was two or three times larger than his. As she walked in, she ran her tongue along the edges of her teeth.

It seemed bizarre, but she was tired. A different kind of fatigue seemed to swim across her body. Maybe it was a side effect from the teleportation, or maybe all of the adrenaline had left her hollowed out. Either way, she climbed up onto the bed. She dropped down, unzipped her jumpsuit, and tried to relax.

She didn't know if she would be able to fall asleep. Probably not, she decided, after a few more minutes.

And yet, Rachel started to think about what Earth would have looked like if women had been able to maintain control. At least according to one of her anthropology professors, women had been in charge many thousands of years ago. Because they were the only ones who understood it, the secrets of reproduction, they had power. But then, after another couple of centuries or maybe even a few millennia (all of the prehistorical periods blended together in her mind), then men took over.

And when they seized power, they rewrote everything. Suddenly, the male perspective was the default version of reality. Men became the baseline. They decided what was right and wrong. Women were relegated to positions as objects. Maybe they could become powerful here or there or maybe they would be valued for their virginity, but that would be pretty much it.

Drawing a slow breath, Rachel couldn't help but endure that little jewel of aggravation. Normally, she tried not to think too much about history. She preferred current events and pushing for reform. Whenever her friends wanted to watch some historical drama, there was always that little itch of aggravation underneath her skin. Either the movie or show in question would completely ignore the sexism or it would be there, and she always had to wonder how the men in the audience felt.

When they saw a girl get silenced or patronized, what did they think? How do they feel about those types of shows and movies?

On some level, way deep down, did they secretly envy the men from previous generations who had been given that kind of wild power? Jump back just a few centuries, and women could literally be bought and sold. Not only that, they were completely and utterly dependent. In a family, a woman might have worked. She would have domestic tasks, yet she still had to rely on her husband. He'd be the only one who could possibly support a family.

There may have been exceptions, she knew. In fact, Rachel actively acknowledged how complicated the world could be. Sweeping generalizations about any given society would probably be a bad idea. And yet, the dynamic was still there nonetheless.

Even if she could find exceptions here or there, the simple reality remained the same across centuries and nations.

Men ruled and pushed ahead. Women obeyed and followed.

But among these aliens, the reverse was true. And it was better?

Rachel smiled. She couldn't help herself.

Inside of her head, she heard something, "Quiet now. Women are talking." In fact, she mouthed those words, and there was another tickle of excitement. It started somewhere behind her eyes, flashed down along the length of her back before she felt it settle between her legs.

Without even realizing what she was doing, Rachel slid her hand down along her stomach. Then she reached into her panties, and her fingertips brushed along her sex. She raised her knees, and she imagined what it would be like. She could be the wife. She would be the head of the household. She would make every decision. She would have a boy, and he would obey her. She would be in charge. She could love him, of course, and he would do whatever she said!

The fantasy was so easy. "Come here, honey. I want to talk to you about your cooking." Or maybe, if he made a mistake when it came to cleaning, she could take him by the hand and guide him over to the kitchen so she could show him what he missed on one of the dishes. And when she finished, he would apologize profusely, and then he would get back to work.

"No, no," she might've said. "I think I want to spend some time with you in the bedroom."

Rachel couldn't help but think of her last boyfriend. She remembered that one conversation right before they broke up, "Seriously? You think I'm going to go down on you?" They had only dated for three weeks. They fooled around a couple of times. But in that conversation, he made it clear that oral sex had been a hard limit for him. Fine. She could respect that. She could also respect herself enough to dump him.

And now, she had her eyes closed, and the fantasy was right there. She could picture herself seated on the edge of her bed, her legs spread, and he would be down between her inner thighs, his cheeks brushing along her skin even as his tongue lapped along her sex.

Excitement pulsed through her body.

"Is that good? Is that what you like?" he panted out in her fantasy. He lifted his head.

It was Russell!

Instantly, she pulled her hand back.

He was handsome.

He was also her coworker and companion.

She wasn't supposed to fantasize about him.

Right away, she sat up straight. She leaped up onto her feet and zipped up her jumpsuit.

Puffing out her cheeks, she shook her head and rubbed her eyes.

Then she heard the chime. "Rachel, it's Ezri. I just finished up with my shift, and I was wondering if you and your boy might like to get some food?"

Her cheeks may have been flushed. She saw the restroom off to the side, but she didn't go inside to check to see if there was a mirror. Instead, Rachel puffed out her cheeks, exhaled, rolled her shoulders, and stretched her arms behind her back as she tried to work the tension from her limbs. Then she smiled and called out, "Yes. Please. Feel free to come in."

Rachel and Ezri only chatted for a few seconds before they went to go pick up Russell. The communication specialist didn't bother using the chime. Instead, she swiped her hand in front of the reader and the door slid open automatically. Rachel blinked a couple of times, apparently surprised by the officer, and how she didn't seem to respect his privacy.

Then again, he was just a boy. As far as this woman was concerned, he probably had to be presentable at all times. Maybe it was just one of those double standards that gave women another small advantage in their society.

"Your handler and I are going to go get something to eat. Would you like to join us, boy?" Ezri asked.

Still standing out in the hallway, Rachel wondered if she should approach and try to interject something useful. Maybe she could act as a diplomat once again, although she never intended to be an ambassador between Russell and the rest of the crew on board this ship. When she glanced back at Russell, she worried he might do or say something. There could have been an outburst.

Instead, he nodded. He didn't smile, but at least he didn't look angry or upset. "Yes, please," he replied.

Together, they started walking. Rachel found herself literally in the middle with Ezri on her right and Russell on her left.

As they made their way down the hall, Ezri was talking, only Rachel thought she heard something, some kind of nervous edge in her voice. "Is everything okay?" Rachel had to ask.

"Normally, if you're not holding a boy’s hand, he should be walking behind you." But then the communications specialist smiled, and she said, "It's okay. I mean, everyone here is going to realize that you aren't from one of our worlds."

Instinctively, Rachel glanced back at Russell. "You know, I really think we should cooperate with them. They didn't ask us to do anything. But you think you could…?" She let her voice dissipate as she waited to see his reaction.

Russell hardened his lips. But at the same time, they all knew that this was a different experience. He demonstrated something she didn't quite expect as he fell back.

Right away, their alien host seemed much more relaxed. Then again, Rachel knew she had been nervous about projecting her own feelings and reactions. A slow sigh might've indicated pleasure rather than frustration; a smile could've meant anger or auditory intent. She needed to hold onto those points.

At least with Ezri, so many of her reactions seemed very human.

"Do you have any theories for why we might look the same? Or do you have any scientists who are considering the question?" Rachel had to ask.

The specialist shrugged, "My preference is for linguistics, but we do have a couple of evolutionary specialists on board."

"Really? What do they normally focus on?" Russell chimed in from a few feet behind the two women.

Rachel couldn't help herself. She glanced over her shoulder. She gave him a chiding look.

Right away, he glanced down toward the floor. Apparently, he wasn't supposed to speak at all. Immediately, Rachel regretted that glance. She hadn't intended to glower back at him like he was some annoying little brother. And yet, it had been so easy.

Hoping to smooth things over, Rachel asked, "What do they focus on?" It had been Russell's question, so she hoped that might serve as some small act of consolation. This time, she didn't risk peeking back at him. If he was sulking, she didn't want to know it. Then again, he was a professional. More importantly, he must have considered how the species would be dissimilar. Then again, gender hadn't been the primary concern. At least for Rachel, she had assumed that the aliens would be octopus monsters with tendrils. Or maybe they would be intelligent balls of gas or something. She really hadn't known what to expect.

"They have another project," Ezri said.

Recognizing that this probably wouldn't be a good topic, Rachel nodded, and she started asking her hostess about other concerns, such as how long it had taken to build this ship.

The communication specialist seemed far more at ease with that topic of conversation.

They came to a set of double doors that slid open automatically for them. The conversations and noise comprised of a dozen different languages spilled out into the corridor. Ezri stopped and turned back to Rachel and Russell. Finally, she addressed the male. She drew in a slow breath, and she seemed uneasy, like she wasn't sure how to handle a social dynamic like this. Her eyes kept starting over to Rachel, as though she needed permission.

Even if she knows it isn't true, she still treating me like I'm in charge of him, Rachel thought. It seems like such an odd idea, yet it didn't spark the revulsion she would have expected.

Rachel was a feminist, of course. She believed in equality, but that had always been the argument. She vaguely recalled "debates" in her middle school classes where some boy would make some inappropriate point, and she accused him of sexism. She hadn't even really understood what the term meant, but it felt right and natural. After all, she had been able to sense that distinction between women and men. The power dynamics had never been fair. Her teachers could go on and on about the rights of women, and they could have women's history month or whatever, but she still saw how most positions of power were held by men. Having a couple of super heroines here or there didn't really change that.

They were getting better, she honestly believed. And yet…

Those mixed feelings came back. She didn't know how to label them. Then again, that wasn't a priority. That wasn’t why she was here.

She needed to focus on one goal. Getting into an argument over males' rights wouldn't help, so she stood back.

Ezri explained, "Generally speaking, men don't sit at the same tables as women. Instead, they kneel beside their handlers and guardians in the main dining area.

"That won't be a problem," he said.

"Good."

Ezri headed in first as Rachel hung back for a couple of seconds. Then without thinking, she reached out, and she took Russell by his hand. He started to pull back, only Rachel tightened her grip. She told herself that she only did this because she needed to talk to him, and she didn't wish to cause some kind of accidental scene.

His eyes widened with surprise, and he was about to ask a question, but Rachel cut him off, "We need to look natural. We need to make sure that we don't offend our hostesses."

"Right," he agreed, his voice ringing with uncertainty.

She still didn't let him go through those doors. They remained open, but she asked, "Are you sure you're going to be able to handle this?" Then she surprised herself. Although it sounded very logical inside of her head, she realized how patronizing it might have been, "Are you sure you don't want to just go back to your room? I can escort you. I can talk to her, and I can tell you everything I learn?"

"No. I want to be here."

"And you're sure you can handle it?"

He looked down. "Yeah. I am." He broke away from her grip, which seemed to just prove her point as far as she was concerned.

He stepped across the threshold and found Ezri waiting. "We're going to be at the table over by the viewport right there. See it?" She pointed.

"Yeah," he told her.

"Go and wait for a spin. Remember, the seats are for the women."

"Right," he agreed without any kind of enthusiasm.

"There's a good boy." The communications officer gave him a gentle pat on his behind as he started to walk over there.

He didn't spin around. He didn't argue.

And yet, Rachel still found herself grinning. She couldn't help it.

This wasn't an official conversation between the humans and aliens. Ezri Sparreck was there as a new acquaintance, possibly a friend, so Rachel tried to keep the conversation light. Of course, that proved to be somewhat difficult, especially because there was that larger, gnawing question at the back of her thoughts.

Will your people and your captain decide to save my species or is this just a waste of time? Or worse, Rachel had to wonder, If you don't save humanity, does that mean Russell and I are going to be the last survivors? Will you drop us off back at home, just to get incinerated? Or will we stay on the ship? What would we be? She was a diplomat who had a knack for handling warlords and minor tyrants. She didn't know anything about galactic politics.

It required some effort, yet Rachel managed to push those thoughts aside.

They chatted more about the ship, about some contemporary artists, about music and more.

Ezri and Rachel sat at the table. On his knees, Russell listened intently. Clearly, he was trying to keep the look of irritation from sliding across his features. He did a remarkably good job, Rachel thought. He didn't interject or interrupt. That seemed impressive to her. She knew how so many guys liked to say they respected women, but it was always so easy for them to butt into every conversation. Whenever a couple of women were talking, so many men felt as though they just had to inject their opinions into the conversation.

Most of the time, those guys weren’t trying to be rude. In fact, they would be genuinely offended and hurt when women pointed out what they had done, mostly because these guys had wanted to help. How could that possibly be a bad thing? And yet, they still couldn't recognize what they were doing. On some level, maybe it could be seen as interfering. For the most part, it was just really annoying.

All at once, Rachel surprised herself. She jumped away from those easy and safe topics. Instead of getting a kindergarten explanation of how the engines worked, she leaned forward slightly, glanced around at the rest of the dining room, and she had to ask, "Is there any pushback?"

"Pushback?"

"From the men?" In her peripheral vision, Rachel noticed how Russell jerked his head up. He must've been wondering the same thing, although he was polite enough not to ask. As a diplomat, Rachel understood that hard questions had to be addressed at one point or another. Maybe the average person would get annoyed with how long it might take, but Rachel sensed an opportunity. Or maybe there was just something about having her colleague down on his knees in front of her. Maybe seeing him get a gentle pat on his posterior had triggered something inside of her.

No, she told herself. That wasn't how this worked.

"No, not at all. That would be...strange."

"Really?" Rachel couldn't help herself. The question dropped onto the air.

Ezri seemed to consider the young woman in front of her. She glanced toward the viewing port for a moment, then returned her gaze to Rachel once she'd organized her thoughts. "Boys might not be as sophisticated as women, but even they can see how much better things are. Compare virtually any period of patriarchy with modern society, and the improvements are obvious everywhere you look. The boys might not be quite as smart or as well-educated as their female counterparts, but no one wants war. Well, no one who has ever experienced it." She shrugged and smiled. Perhaps she wasn't exactly pleased with her own explanation, but she had never been asked a question like this before.

Maybe it would have felt a little bit like asking why parents should be the ones to make all of the important decisions in any given family. It seemed obvious. It was the kind of question most people simply didn't face, so they didn't have any practice with it.

"So they are happy?"

"I can't speak for everyone across the entire species. We have problems," Ezri admitted. "I won't say that we live in some perfect utopia. But what I can say is that, by every metric that counts, society has improved. Most of us are very proud of what we have built, and it's hard to imagine any man wanting to go back to something different." Surprisingly, she turned back to Russell, "I mean, if you know that you just have to give up a couple of voting rights to make the world a better place, wouldn't you do it?"

"That's something of a trap," he said. For the most part, Russell had remained quiet. But now, he stared at her intently.

"A trap?" Ezri almost sounded scandalized.

"If I say no, my voting rights are more important, then I'm obviously a bad person who can't be trusted to vote at all. But if I say yes, then I'm agreeing. I'm admitting that men should not be allowed to vote in the first place."

Ezri shrugged, "That's an interesting interpretation."

A male server brought them some food after Ezri ordered for everyone at the table. She also explained that the transportation porthead included a sensor suite which scanned both Russell and Rachel, so she had a pretty good understanding of their biology and what they would be able to eat.

When Rachel saw the plate with the small salad to the side, some kind of meat to the left, and a red gel to the right, she wasn't exactly sure what to do. Then again, she had been in uncomfortable dining positions before, so she trusted the communication specialist, picked up something that looked like a combination of knife and fork and started to cut into the food. They ate and they talked for quite some time. Again, the conversation drifted back toward safer topics.

When she had finished, Ezri looked back at her dining companions. "I actually need to get back to my quarters. Would you like me to walk you back?"

"I think we can make it on our own," Rachel said. "Would it be okay if we stayed here for a little while?"

"That's fine with me. Just remember, don't let your boy wander off on his own."

"It won't be a problem," Rachel said. "Will it?"

Russell realized he had to answer. "No," he replied with a nervous shake of his head. "That won't be a problem."

"I'm glad to hear it!" Ezri chirped before she headed out.

Russell started to stand up.

"What are you doing?" Rachel asked right away. She knew exactly what he had in mind.

"I'm going to sit at the table," he told her.

"No, I don't think that would be a good idea," she shot back.

"Why not?"

"Look around. You see any of the men seated at a table with a woman?"

He must've already checked out the dining room for himself. He knew that, in this expansive space, women sat in the chairs and at the tables, while the boys kneeled beneath them. Yes, Russell had been able to eat on the floor. He had a plate and the fork-knife hybrid just like the women. His food seemed to be the same as well, only he had to stay down below them, exactly where the men belonged according to the matriarchs in the room.

"I don't," he admitted.

"Do you want to cause an interstellar incident by sitting up here?"

"No…"

Good boy, she thought. Worse, she was about to utter those words, only then she realized how patronizing they would be. And yet, she glanced down at him. She tried to sound conciliatory as she told him, "You know, it's really not that bad."

"Would you feel the same way if you were on your knees in front of me?" Russell asked.

"That's different," she said.

"How?" he asked bitterly. "How is that different?"

"Not every action is equal to every other action." He stared back at their her. Clearly, Russell didn't understand. "Look at it this way. If you call a man a slut, it's not really a big deal. It might be vaguely insulting, and he knows you are trying to insult him, but it's still not the same as when you say that same word to a woman. A term might be a slur when used against one listener, but not a slur with another." His eyebrows hardened as he stared at her, but it was clear he was actually listening.

Again, that impressed her.

She drew in a slow breath. "A woman on her knees is not the same as a man on his knees. Besides, you look cute down there."

His lips parted. Russell obviously wanted to say something. Instead, he surprised her by dipping his head down. Since he didn't know what to do, he must've decided to change the subject. Instead, "When do you think we should start talking to them about the storm?

"Technically, we have a lot of time," she reminded him. Even the most pessimistic estimates said that the first asteroid wouldn't hit Earth's atmosphere for another six months or so.

"I think we should insist on a discussion sooner rather than later."

"We can't pressure them," Rachel replied with a quick shake of her head. "I understand that this is important. We're talking about basic survival here, but if we push them, they might pull back. Besides, we are here asking for a favor. A very big favor."

He opened his mouth.

"What's wrong? You're not enjoying your time on an alien ship?"

He gulped.

Rachel reminded herself that she should try to play poker with this boy at some point. Seriously, he was so easy to read! Granted, that was her area of expertise. Besides, as an engineer, Russell had never needed to worry about interpersonal dynamics. Maybe he had to master the basics of etiquette or whatever, but deception? Manipulation? Maybe the engineers derided interpersonal communication, all without realizing how their funding and work relied on how individuals communicated with one another.

"It's fine," he said.

On some level, she knew she didn't need to say anything, but she still wished to encourage him, "Russell, just think about it. We are the first two people on an alien ship. I know this isn't what you expected, and it must be embarrassing to be on your knees like that, but you are still surrounded by aliens. Actual aliens. Enjoy yourself. This is an incredible experience and an amazing discovery. You don't want to ruin it, right?"

Was she patronizing him?

Rachel had to ask that question, and then she realized she had leaned forward. Her elbows were on her knees, and she was looking down into his eyes. Yes. She was. And yet, she didn't experience that twinge of regret as she expected. Instead, this tone felt right. How could it?

"You're right," he told her. "You're right."

"Yes. I am," she agreed, grinning down at him.

That last meal, apparently, qualified as dinner. When she got back to her quarters, Rachel found that there was a blinking red light at the bottom of the screen. She walked over to it, not sure what she was supposed to do. She waved her hand in front of the device. Immediately, a recording from First Explorer Drakala Sine appeared.

"Good evening," said the First Explorer. "I wish to let you know that we will meet for the first set of negotiations in the morning. Specifically, we will discuss different options for the future of your people and how we might be able to help with your current predicament. In the meantime, I recommend you rest. Your boy has been secured in his quarters, and you will have free run of the ship. Feel free to speak with any of my crew. I'm sure they would enjoy meeting the fifth species."

Fifth species?

Right away, something seemed wrong to Rachel. The image froze. The screen went dark a couple of seconds later.

Rachel had thought about playing with the screen. Then again, all of the text would probably be in a foreign language, so she went back to the bed instead. At the same time, she nibbled on the inside of her mouth. She thought about what she had been doing before dinner.

Those feelings had grown stronger. A lot stronger.

She nibbled on inside of her mouth. She tossed herself down onto the bed, looked up at the ceiling, and imagined exactly what she might do or say next. For a moment, there was this impulse to go over to Russell and apologize. She could find his quarters again, step into his room, and tell him that she understood how their culture worked. She was a feminist, but she believed in equality. Feminism meant that women and men could be treated equally. Maybe a lot of guys didn't really understand what equality meant since they weren't aware of their own advantages and privileges, but that was fine. It could be an ongoing dialogue.

Only right then and there, Rachel didn't feel like "an ongoing dialogue". The diplomatic phrase grated against her skin, especially because she remembered all of those moments where she had to maintain her neutral façade. She would be in front of some diplomat, some administrator, some random soldier, and he would see her and smirk or laugh. Maybe he would make some sexist comment about how she didn't belong there for one reason or another. Maybe it was a question of safety. More likely, he simply questioned competence.

Her chest tightened. She faced something she hadn't really considered before, a core of frustration.

And then it began to cool. The heat dissipated as she thought of Russell down on his knees. More than that, she considered how it felt. She had adopted that casual, easy, and condescending tone. She hadn't wished to hurt his feelings, of course. And yet, she had the advantage here. When the women looked at her, they saw an equal. They saw someone who could be powerful. For Russell, people  had probably looked at him that way all his life.

For Rachel? Not so much.

There was that moment in elementary school. It was a strange revelation. She had been a fifth grader. It was the end of the year, and all of the kids were buzzing with nervous anticipation because middle school was coming up. They were teenagers, not yet, but they were getting close, so deliciously, decidedly close! In that next year, they would have multiple teachers, not just one. They'd wander from one class period to the next, and it would always be so different. It was practically high school!

And then it was time for some partner project. She didn't even remember what the assignment had been. As she looked around, she tried to figure out who she wanted to work with. She was at her desk, and then a boy came up and he sat next her. "Hey, I think we should work together," he said. They hadn't been friends. In fact, he looked just a little bit shy, but he was trying his absolute best to seem bold and brave. Even as an elementary school student, Rachel had able to see that. And then, he was looking at her, but there was something different about his gaze. It was like he didn't really focus on her eyes. Instead, he was studying her hair or her mouth, or maybe even her developing chest. All at once, she had pushed her chair back and jumped up onto her feet. Without even answering a boy, she had rushed over to one of her friends and they decided to work together instead.

At first, Rachel had felt bad about her reaction. She probably hurt that boy’s feelings. And yet…

He didn't want to work with her because he liked her or he thought she was competent. He wasn't hoping to earn a good grade from their teacher either. He wanted something else. He was interested in something else.

Maybe she had been in college when the revelation had come to her. It was a minor memory, nothing especially big or different. In fact, there was a very good chance that little boy had completely forgotten about it.

And yet…

Rachel thought of Russell down on his knees again. She thought of that time, she had used him. Then the other image popped into her head: Ezri casually patting him on the bottom. Of course, that was rude and inappropriate...on Earth.

"You have not groomed," came an automated voice.

Russell was on the small bed, on his back, his knees bent. He held his phone up over his head as he scrolled through some of his downloaded books. He was wondering if he should read something. He wasn't tired. Not only that, the doors had effectively locked. Yes, he had access to a bathroom, and he could probably get some kind of food out of the dispenser, but he didn't know if he should try it. Besides, he wasn't actually hungry.

They would come for him.

This time, he didn't pace back and forth like a wild animal. Instead, he tried to relax. He knew he should sleep.

Maybe it was adrenaline. He didn't think so. This wasn't excitement. If he had been down in whatever they had in the foreign engineering Bay, he was sure he would have loved to open up all of the mechanics to figure out exactly how their technology worked. Then again, he had to smile and shake his head. It was a disheartening thought, but he knew he would be starting from the earliest basics. In fact, some of the fundamental engineering principles he had mastered were probably irrelevant or actually wrong. What would he need to reconsider and relearn?

Most of it? All of it?

"Proceed to the cleaning station for appropriate grooming," said the automated voice again.

"Excuse me?" Russell asked. He coughed and cleared his throat. "I'm fine."

"Daily maintenance is required for all males, including guest males, on board the ship."

"What does it include?"

"The application of hot water, soap, and appropriate shaving as determined by the handler. If the handler has not inputted any mandatory specifications, then the boy is allowed to make his own decisions. Please proceed."

Russell stood on his feet, and he stared across the room and at the screen. It was glowing a soft shade of blue, sending gentle light across the room. He didn't have anywhere else to look, especially because the voice seemed to come from speakers embedded into every wall.

He drew in a breath. "And if I refuse?"

"A demerit notice will be sent to your handler."

He rolled his eyes.

"That's all? Seriously?"

"Would you like me to send a demerit now?"

Russell tensed. The question was silly, of course. Demerit? This wasn't elementary school. He didn't care whether or not this automated voice saw him as a good boy, or whatever. In fact, he was tempted to rebel simply for the sake of it. He could be petulant, cross his arms over his chest, and refuse to cooperate for no real reason at all. Technically, a shower actually sounded nice. And yet, something about the command grated against his psyche, making him want to disobey for no real reason.

"No…" The words surprised him, probably because he hated feeling like he was negotiating with a machine. Worse, he felt like he was losing to a machine. Did the feminine tone make it even worse?

Reluctantly, he pulled off his jumpsuit, he removed his underwear and shoes as well. Once he was naked, he went into the bathroom. When he saw the spigots and nozzles, he nodded to himself. This would work. Luckily, he stepped into the shower and turned on the water. It was immediately warm. He worried it might get overheated or something. What if the aliens preferred a hotter temperature, one that could even be scalding?

Luckily, that didn't happen. He showered, washing quickly. He saw the dispenser and held his hand out underneath it. Some blue gel shot down in the palm of his hand, he rubbed it together. Suds formed, and he started to wash his shoulders, neck, torso and legs. He moved quickly. At the same time, he started to feel just a little bit better, like he could wash the grime of the day off.

In her quarters, Rachel had unzipped her suit, and she had slipped her hand down between her legs.

"Status update for your male is available," came a female voice.

She jerked her hand back, immediately thinking that someone was talking to her. Then she realized it was just  the automated system.

"Status update?" Rachel asked.

"Your male is currently showering. Would you like to check on his progress?"

She wasn't sure what made her do it, yet she answered, "Yes?"

The blue light disappeared, to be replaced immediately by an image of Russell, naked, on display, websites running down his body. Her eyes widened for just a second. Then, like some little girl, she jerked her hands up in front of her face and shut her eyes.

At first, she inhaled, thinking she would command the automated system to pull the image away. She wasn't going to watch this. It was wrong.

"As this guest male's handler, you have the right to review his activities at any time," said the computer.

Rachel didn't know what to do. Her breathing came faster. Then she clenched her eyes shut. She opened them. She opened her hand just a little bit, separating her fingers. She saw him, and she watched. He was handsome. She had noticed that the first time they got reacquainted. Only now, she studied the curves of his chest, the lines of his waist, and there was something deliciously masculine about him.

She watched for one or two or three seconds. It didn't feel very long to her, yet it still took a lot of willpower to call, "Good. You can her back to the other screen now."

The computer complied immediately.

"Would you like to give your boy a merit for his good behavior?"

"What does that mean?"

"Every male on board has a service record indicating the number of merits or demerits he has earned. Males with a particularly high number of merits or demerits will warrant reward or punishment depending on the preferences of his handler, guardian, or owner."

"The boys get graded?"

"In a manner of speaking, yes," said the automated system.

"Well," Rachel said. Then she smirked and lowered her head down. "Sure. Why not? Give the boy a merit."

As he showered, Russell continued to relax. The hot water felt good against his skin. At the same time, he marveled that at that simple truth. The technology required for this kind of luxury must have been absolutely incredible. Getting this much water into space and keeping it at the proper temperature would require vast levels of energy. Then again, these people could jump between star systems. He didn't know how long it took or how their engines worked, yet he still marveled at all of it.

Sometimes, the most difficult engineering problems brought the simplest and most enticing luxuries.

He turned off the water. The computer system announced, "For your good behavior, you have earned a merit. Good boy."

Then he found himself locking his teeth together again.

After he dried off and got dressed again, Russell climbed up onto the bed. This time, he didn't play with his phone. Instead, he tried to close his eyes and simply sleep.

At first, it felt like he might succeed. Then, more and more, he thought of that last comment.

He earned a merit? He wanted to just laugh because it didn't really matter one way or the other. He didn't care about their scoring systems. It wasn't going to affect him in the slightest. If they offered him money or maybe some access to alien technology, that could have changed his life. But a merit?

He kept rolling his eyes and shaking his head.

Still, the concept irritated him.

At some point, he managed to relax enough to fall asleep.

Rachel went to sleep. Sometime in the middle of the night, whatever that meant on a ship like this, she had awoken. Sleeping in just her panties, she had slipped her hand down between her legs. She hadn't really been awake. She hadn't really been thinking about it. Instead, this almost felt like a dream as she brushed her fingers along her sex. She was breathing, arching her back, tilting her head, relaxing and surrendering to those images.

Hot water running down his body.

That boy on his knees.

The pout on his face.

Ezri's hand on his backside.

She imagined conversations between them. It was so easy to picture herself saying something like, "What's wrong? You know you're a boy. You know you’re a boy, and you want to be obedient for me, don't you? Yeah, you do. I mean, that's how things work here. That's what you should do, don't you think? Don't you want to cooperate? Don't you want to do anything and everything I say?" If she knew she had uttered those words aloud, Rachel probably would have blushed, thinking this was ridiculous. She couldn't talk to him like that. She respected him. She cared about him. They had been good friends! And now, they were literally trying to save the world together.

And yet…

She touched herself, her fingers gliding up and down along her slit. Then she massaged that one spot. She could feel the point of ecstasy focus. Hot, delicious desire swept across her body, and then her muscles clenched. She only really woke up right as she began to moan. She cried out, gasping, her face hot, sweat dappling her forehead. The excitement coalesced into that burst of satisfaction. Then she pulled away. She opened her eyes and blinked a couple of times.

Yes, she had just done that.

She smirked. She rolled over. She held her knees together, and she tried to relax.

Eventually, she fell asleep again.

"I really think it would be a good idea if your boy waited here for you. I'm sure he can behave himself. You can behave yourself, can't you?"

Russell opened his mouth. He wasn't sure precisely what he intended to say, especially because this could be an incredibly important conversation and discussion. But once again, on the basis of his sex, he was going to be relegated to waiting outside. Still, he reminded himself of how and why this was important. Besides, he also thought of how he had picked Rachel specifically for her skills. He was an engineer. Maybe he had learned a little bit about diplomacy as an administrator, but that mostly networking through the bureaucracy and back channels at NASA. If it came to filing expense report, he knew what he was doing. Negotiating with a matriarchal alien captain?

…Not so much.

As he admitted that to himself, he looked back at the communications specialist. "I can wait here."

"Do me a favor and get down on your knees like a good boy while you wait for your handler to talk to the First Explorer. I'm sure they won't be very long at all."

"Do I really need to do this?" Russell asked. His voice was low. He barely uttered those sounds.

Rachel still looked at him. Maybe there was a hint of sympathy along her face. He also noticed the touch of a smile at the corners of her mouth? No, he told himself that had to be his imagination.

"Russell, I think this would be a good idea. We don't want to disrespect them, especially now." She lowered her voice to a whisper. "The negotiations are about to begin. We shouldn't mess it up for the sake of pride." But it was his pride.

Of course, he didn't say that. Instead, Russell nodded, and he lowered himself down onto his knees.

The medication specialist motioned for her to step in. Rachel did, and the door slid shut behind her.

She found herself in a small office. There was a desk, several screens mounted into the walls, and a huge viewing window. Over the course of the night, the ship must have moved. Now they seemed to be in orbit over some dark blue and gray gas giant. Rings encircled the planet. Rachel knew she was supposed to say something to the First Explorer, yet she found herself drawn to the glass. She looked out, and she marveled at this.

More than that, she felt it.

Back in the dining hall, she had looked out the windows with Russell, and had chatted about the different constellations. In particular, he told her that he didn't recognize any of the stars or constellations. Everything was completely different. For him, that must've felt so strange, especially since he had been an astronomer. The stars and the constellations overhead must've always been a constant companion. Even when light pollution, rendered it impossible to see those pricks of light through the yellow haze, he would still know where everything was supposed to be.

Not here.

Rachel had tried to sympathize, and she understood the concept from a purely intellectual perspective, only it didn't quite fit for her. To her, the stars may have been beautiful, but she didn't pay much attention to them. From time to time, she might be out late at night and take a few seconds to breathe in some of the cool air before she stared up at the sky. Perhaps she would try to spot Orion's belt or some other constellation. Was that the Big Dipper? Was that the Little Dipper? What was the difference again? And what were they supposed to look like exactly?

But now, she saw this planet.

It was a planet.

It wasn't part of some show. It hadn't been created by some VFX artist either. It was real. That was an actual planet.

"It's a beautiful sight, don't you think?" asked Drakala Sine.

"It's spectacular," Rachel whispered. Somehow, she couldn't raise her voice as the awe spread through her.

The First Explorer surprised her as she said, "I still recall my first time being in orbit and seeing my home world from the void. That was my first time seeing a planet from space. It was extraordinary and something I will never forget."

"I understand," Rachel said. "I completely understand." After another moment, she breathed out and turned to the captain, "You wanted to speak with me about beginning negotiations. Is that correct?"

"It is."

"Before we begin, I need to ask, "What do you value? Before I can make any kind of offer, I need to understand what your peoples and what your alliance would be interested in." Even as she spoke, Rachel fought hard to keep her voice level. This was it. This was serious. It wasn't a friendly and casual conversation. It wouldn't be a nice dinner beside a viewport as they watched the stars off in the distance either. Then there was that nightmare scenario: what if the aliens demanded something impossible? What if they said that humanity would be wiped from existence unless the people of Earth offered up all of their children. A single complete generation of humans could be the price. And maybe they would be eaten or enslaved or face some other terrible fate. Judging based on what she had seen so far, Rachel didn't think that would be the case, but the possibility lingered. That's why she had to keep her expression neutral. That's why she couldn't allow herself to make any quick judgments.

"We would like to know more of your culture," Drakala said first.

"That can be arranged. I’m sure we can get recordings and archival footage ready for you. It's going to take some time, especially because it takes so long to send a signal back to my planet, but I think you can be done. What else do you value?"

"Are you attempting to bribe us?"

In that instant, Rachel wished she could see the captain's expression. As always, it remained hidden behind that faceplate. "It's not a bribe," Rachel said. She felt like this might have been equivocating, but she didn't care, "but I'm assuming there will be a price. Is this a transaction?"

"Ultimately, it will be for my superiors to decide, but that isn't how we generally operate."

"How do you generally operate?"

"In truth, we don't have a set protocol for a situation like this. But as I understand it, I will speak to you, and I will make a report to the admirals. They will speak with the elected Matriarchs, and then a decision will be made."

"So what is this? A test?"

"No," she said. "But we do face a problem."

"And what's that?" Rachel asked slowly.

"There are three paths that we see as potential outcomes for our negotiations," Drakala informed her guest. "First, we do nothing. We don't interfere. Generally, the consensus has been that if we were to find a primitive planet, we should leave it alone until the people have properly matured. The asteroids headed toward your planet have made that approach impossible."

"Because if you don't help, we are all going to die," Rachel made the blunt point and let it settle on the air.

If it bothered the commander, nothing in her stance or posture or body language indicated it. "Possibly," said the First Explorer. "I don't wish to sound glib. That is the word your people use, is it not?" The translation matrix still functioned, but maybe it was struggling with the specific idea. "But your people seem to be resilient. If nothing else, there are potential opportunities for survival. You may have to alternate to a subterranean existence, or maybe you will be able to advance your technologies far enough that you can shift some of your population to another planet or to some kind of orbital platform."

"Okay…" Rachel said with just a hint of disappointment in her voice. "Then just the vast majority of us are going to die."

"That is only one path."

"What else do you see?" Rachel needed to know.

"We help. We're still at a fairly great distance, but we could move this entire vessel to your system. It will require a vast amount of energy, but it is possible."

"Like I said before, we can pay you back."

The First Explorer seemed to adore that point, "If we destroy the asteroids, you will likely survive. But what will happen after that?"

"What do you mean?"

"There are those among my people who believe your species could become a threat, especially considering your political proclivities."

"What do you mean?" Rachel asked, only then she filled in the gap herself, "The boys."

"The boys," Drakala acknowledged. The first Explorer seemed lost in thought for several long seconds as she contemplated all of this. Then she continued, "There are those among our leadership who are worried about what your boys might wish to do in the future, especially because you know of our existence. They wouldn't be the first males to rise up and cause a problem."

"I spoke with Ezri. She said the men in your societies are content. Was she mistaken?"

"No, she was not," Drakala replied firmly. Or at least, that was how it sounded to Rachel. The captain finished, "Humans are the fifth sentient species we have encountered. There are the three matriarchies who have unified to build explorer-ships such as this one. Then there was the fourth species we encountered. Or rather, we encountered their remains."

"Their remains?"

"You believe the universe is a harsh and cruel place?"

"I try not to generalize," Rachel said truthfully.

"Then you are a wise woman," Drakala replied. Again, reading her tone seemed almost impossible since she used the local emitters built into her suit, yet Rachel still thought the captain sounded impressed. "Many of our poets make the argument that the universe is a cruel place. They argue that we should work together in order to mitigate the randomness of the cosmos. When we unify, we can achieve great things. We can make things better for everyone. A lone individual would go out and suffer. Groups can work together, form sides and create incredible achievements."

"That makes sense," Rachel said with a quick nod.

"Perhaps I'm quibbling here, but I don't think of the universe as cruel. Instead, it is simply indifferent. As far as the universe is concerned, if it cannot be concerned with anything at all, there are random molecules and particles bouncing around, and that is it. Perhaps there is a logic to the cause-and-effect. I don't know. Many of our priestesses argue for the existence of a Great Mother. Again, I do not know. But we did find another society, one that our xeno-archaeologists believed functioned just as your society functions. Males ruled their culture, and they developed new weapons. They developed one of the most dangerous weapons ever conceived."

"What was it? A virus?"

"Your guess is close," Drakala said with another curt nod. "But this was mechanical, not biological. They developed a specialized form of AI. In truth, we don't actually know if it was a weapon. Perhaps it was something else, something that simply got out of control. Either way, we came to a planet, we explored, and we thought about setting up a colony. Then they attacked."

"The men?"

"Their legacy." Drakala paused. "Two of my great-aunts were a part of the expeditionary team. They were wiped out. Not only that, the mechanical beasts used their ship to escape that world. And now they spread out, from one planet to another. They might be slow, but they are inexorable. They are really impossible to wipe out, but we have to try. If we don't, there is the very real possibility that the entirety of this galaxy, perhaps every galaxy, could be subsumed by their numbers."

"Artificial life? Are you telling me that robots are actually threatening the cosmos?"

"I am. Whether they were a weapon that simply ran amok. Or perhaps this was the desired intent all along. Who knows? But I can say this. A patriarchy created that weapon. A patriarchy nearly destroyed our civilizations. Yes, we are out here exploring, but we are also hunting."

"I see…"

"Do you?" The question seemed especially pointed.

"I get it," Rachel said. After another moment, she had to repeat her point, if only to convince herself. "I get it. If you let us live, we could grow into a problem. That's the concern, right? You're worried that we will know about you, and maybe something bad will happen."

"Is it impossible to seriously believe that the men within your hierarchies would decide to come after us? Perhaps, once they understand what we represent and we are, they would feel compelled to tear down our matriarchy?" As always, Drakala's voice came out impressive, but there was that general concern. There was the knowledge that this danger existed, and there was nothing they could do about it. It was a hypothetical, a potential problem.

Rachel licked her lips, "I'm going to be honest with you, First Explorer. I truly believe in the arc of history. For us, this is the idea that we are getting better from one generation to another. There might be chances for us to backslide. Maybe we mess up from time to time, but the general progression is toward a better and fairer and more inclusive future, one where every person is given the opportunity to thrive."

"An arc of history. That is a beautiful phrase," Drakala said without sounding impressed. "And how old is this concept? When did it arise?"

"It's new," Rachel conceded. "Also, there has been some realistic debate. I come from a country that is based on Republican ideals. We believe in democracy and voting. We believe that every citizen should be represented within our government, that all voices should be heard. But it is also true that there are people who don't believe in these ideals. They prefer an authoritarian leader." Diplomatically, Rachel knew she wasn't supposed to admit all of this. And yet, it was a gambit. It was about to pay off.

"You are being honest with me, are you not?"

"I am," Rachel said. "I don't want to lie. I don't want to equivocate or try to manipulate you."

"The boys were wise to send a woman with your level of wisdom."

"Thank you, First Explorer."

"You know how they chose you? Was it one of your leaders?"

Rachel gulped. She didn't want to lie, and she had already told me First Explorer. And yet, Rachel understood why she was there. It wasn't nepotism, not quite. She preferred to think of it as networking. "Your guest male, Russell, he was the one who suggested that we try to reach out to find some alien species who my people could ask to help us. Since it was his idea, he was the one who got to decide who to invite. He picked me."

"This might be one of the most important decisions your species might ever face, and it was made by a male," Drakala didn't shake her head from side to side, but it was so easy to read the disappointment playing across those words. Although Rachel wondered if that was a joke, she resisted the urge to ask.

"You said there was a third path," Rachel pointed out.

"Matriarchy," said the First Explorer.

"Matriarchy?"

"With our help, you could institute a new government. The world could change as you know it. This is a likely and distinct possibility. Personally, I agree with the consensus of our best scholars and thinkers. Matriarchy is inevitable for any given species. Assuming that the species in question doesn't destroy themselves, then women will take over. As far as I'm concerned, it's impossible to conceive of any other likely outcome except for self-destruction."

"You honestly don't believe it's possible for males to evolve, to become smarter and better?"

"Males are male," Drakala answered. I'm sure many of them have some excellent characteristics, yet they are still bound by the limitations of their gender. I don't blame them for this. I don't say they are bad people for it either. It is simply the fact of the matter. Some characteristics are inescapable. Males, for all their faults, may try. They can do their best, yet they can't escape certain limitations."

Rachel recognized how dangerous that kind of narrow-minded thinking could be. And yet, this was the woman who controlled the firepower necessary to save her species from destruction. She puffed out her cheeks. She exhaled. "I appreciate where you are coming from," Rachel said.

"We can discuss this further. But I want you to begin to think about it. Which path should we all take together?"

It was a noble sentiment, and it definitely sounded poetic, only Rachel didn't point out the simple truth that one of those choices would bring the sentient species of the galaxy together...and it would not be popular. It would not be popular at all.

"What did she say? Are they going to help?" Russell asked. Even as the words escaped his mouth, he knew they were probably premature. In all likelihood, the aliens would want to consider the different possibilities. They wouldn't make any decision right away. Still, he could hope for the best news, couldn't he?

"I, I'm not sure we should talk about it right now," Rachel said.

Russell didn't realize what she meant, not until he heard the footsteps coming up behind him. He glanced around, and he saw the communications specialist. He didn't want to think of her as pretty or especially beautiful, but there was something about the contours of her cheeks and the point of her nose. She looked exotic yet still human. There was something alluring and enticing about her, but he didn’t want to admit it or face those instincts.

"Hello, Rachel. How are you and your boy doing?"

"We are both fine," Rachel said. "I'm guessing your conversation with the First Explorer was fruitful?"

"We both had a lot to say," Rachel replied without giving anything away.

For his part, Russell squirmed on his feet. First, the communications specialist seemed to mostly ignore him, like he was a pet or a dog, and he didn't have anything useful to contribute to this conversation. It was annoying. It was insulting. And yet, it was the way of their people. He had to come back to that fact again and again, even as something inside of his gut twisted with aggravation.

"From what I understand, the First Explorer is now going to consult with some of our leaders. In the meantime, I was hoping I could share my males with you."

Rachel sputtered. She blinked. She stared. She glanced back at Russell like she thought he might have some kind of explanation. Her friend shrugged. What was he supposed to say? How was he supposed to address this?

"You're kidding," she told Ezri. As hard she tried, she couldn't quite comprehend what that was supposed to mean. Then she realized maybe it was some kind of translation error. Maybe it was some kind of joke?

"I'm not kidding. Why would I joke about something like that. You are an honored guest, and my slaves would be honored to pleasure you."

"How?" It was Russell, who asked. He couldn't help himself.

Ezri flashed a sly smile and focused on Rachel even though he had been the one to ask the question, "I’m sure they can satisfy you however you would like."

Rachel nibbled on the inside of her mouth. From one second the next, Russell kept waiting for her to politely decline. She couldn't be serious about this. She couldn't honestly be considering the offer. It seemed absolutely and astonishingly ridiculous. Even so, she didn't say anything for several long seconds. Then she coughed and cleared her throat. "You know, I think it might be a good idea. For diplomatic purposes."

Russell stared at her. He was tempted to reach out and grab her by the shoulder. Seriously? There was no way she really meant that. The concept was entirely ridiculous. It was absolutely ludicrous! And yet, he didn't see anything on her face that indicated she was joking or messing around. On the contrary, she looked right back at the communications specialist. "Would you like to send them to my room?"

"That's exactly what I was thinking!"

Holding her hands behind her back once again, Ezri turned and practically skipped away. She seemed especially excited by this development. For his part, Russell spun and faced his friend. "What the hell are you doing?"

"Don’t you get it?"

"Get it? What is there to get? You are about to take advantage of a bunch of sex slaves!"

"Look, I'm not the one to take advantage of them," she said.

"They're going to be sent to your room, and they will probably do whatever you say! You serious about this?"

"Do you want to know more about their species?"

"Yes. Obviously," he hissed, although he didn't see why that would be relevant here.

"Then you want me to talk to those boys," she said. "This is my chance. Seriously. Don't you get it? I can talk to them. I talk to them, then I can figure out whether or not of this culture is as stable as it sounds. The women might insist that the matriarchy is wildly popular, and there's no dissent, but I need to talk to these boys."

His shoulders relaxed. He seemed to shake slightly, as though the anchor holding him up had suddenly faded.

But then she stepped forward. She surprised him. As she invaded his personal space, he actually stepped back. Not only that, she did something to him. She intimidated him? It seemed impossible, yet he could barely recognize that flash of fear that cut down through his center.

On some visceral, primal level, he didn't want to believe it, if only because a woman wasn't supposed to have that kind of impact on him. He didn't know how to react, although he was certain of one specific detail. He didn't like it.

"Russell, you need to understand something," she told him. "I'm not asking for permission."

She turned around and started to walk away. He didn't follow her at first. Then she stopped after ten or fifteen feet and glanced back at him. He kept staring. As hard as he tried, he couldn't get his thoughts in order. He didn't know what he was supposed to do or say. He didn't like this. That much was obvious. A specific note of aggravation flared through his body, yet he still stood there, unmoving, hesitant and paralyzed by indecision.

"Russell, you have to come with me. You can't go around the ship unescorted."

It wasn't a request. It was an order.

His eyes narrowed. He wanted to argue with her. And yet, another couple of aliens walked by. They looked like the communications specialist; they seemed mostly human. The woman moved forward, and she was holding onto one boy’s hand. Then he realized there were three other males following in her wake. They looked like puppy dogs chasing after their owner.

Another jolt of aggravation flared through his body. Even if he didn't like it, there was nothing he could do about it. That much seemed obvious.

Biting down, he hissed through his teeth, especially because it was easy to imagine something bad happening if he dared to make a mistake. He couldn't mess this up. Instead, he had to cooperate. Even if he hated it, he still needed to play along. Biting down, he chased after her. Just like those other males, he followed. He followed, and he obeyed, and he knew he was playing their game. He was giving these women precisely what they wanted.

And yet, he saw no other choice.

When Rachel escorted him back to his quarters, she opened the door for him without saying anything. But then she tried to flash a consolatory smile. "Look, I know this isn't ideal," she said. "But I'm sure it's not going to be a big deal. I’m going to talk to those boys. Okay?"

Then he glanced up, and he asked, "Can I come with you? Can I talk to them too?"

"No," she said after a moment of consideration. "I don’t think that would be a good idea."

His eyes widened. He stared. There was that note of surprise that played across his features, but she opened the door and said, "Just like before, I will tell you exactly what happens. Okay?"

He nodded.

In that instant, she realized he didn't actually have much of a choice, did he? All at once, she realized just how much she enjoyed that concept. Maybe it wasn't right. Maybe it wasn't kind. Still, she couldn't bring herself to worry about that.

As she strode back to her own quarters, she wasn't sure what to expect. When she got to her door, she assumed the boys would be there waiting for her. She motioned for the door to open, and she stepped across the threshold, and that's when she saw them.

She let out a little yelp. It was unprofessional, and it didn't make her sound like some amazing explorer, hero, or warrior. Heck, she didn't sound like an amazing diplomat, either. Normally, she could ignore her own personal feelings as she concentrated on the individuals around her. That was one of the most important aspects of being a diplomat. She needed to contain herself and not her emotions so she could communicate clearly. She always had to focus on her goals, whatever they might be. Perhaps that meant securing a route through dangerous territory for relief convoys or maybe she needed to convince a warlord to disarm. They might threaten her. Maybe they would allude to the most visceral kinds of violence and torture.

Rachel had never yelped before, and she certainly hadn't made a squeak like that. And yet, there were three naked men before her, each one kneeling. They had their heads bowed down and their hands crossed behind their backs.

The boy at the center raised his head and he glanced up at her. In warm, deferential tones, he asked, "How may we serve you?"

They were naked, and she could see their cocks and balls. They looked incredible. At the same time, she wondered what it would be like to run her hands along their pectorals and down to their abdominal muscles.

Moisture ran hot in her mouth. The different tickle of arousal pulsed between her legs.

Distantly, she wondered if maybe maybe there was something in the atmosphere here. It could have been some native bacterium or particle, something that couldn’t be found on Earth. What if it affected her thought process? Everything seemed normal enough. She felt like she was reasoning through every question and decision with her usual intellect. And yet, there was that other possibility. Perhaps the closeness to the aliens had done something to her. Maybe there was something that made all of these women interact in a specific way with the men around them.

Breathing out slowly, she dismissed the idea.

After another moment, she realized that the boy didn't actually speak English. Instead, he had whispered something, and the speakers transmitted his words. Still, their audio system was incredibly impressive. It sounded as though he had uttered those words.

There were three of them. There were three, naked men in front of her, and now she had to ask a question, "What can you do for me?"

"We will serve you however you like," said the center boy. He had dark hair, the same slightly pointed ears as Ezri, yet his broad shoulders clearly marked him as an excellent specimen of masculinity. Perhaps he came from another planet altogether, yet she still loved what she was seeing in front of her.

"Be more specific," she commanded. And yes, that was a direct order.

"We can service you sexually. If you like, we can kiss you, touch you, massage you. We can service you orally. Whatever you like," he said, although he sounded little bit less certain now.

"Where did you come from?"

"I'm Ezri's first and favorite," the boy said proudly.

"What's your name?"

"...Daxon." As he uttered his name, he sounded somewhat confused, like he wasn't sure why a woman would bother with his name.

"Okay, Daxon. I want you to stay. You other two, you can go."

Daxon glanced back at his fellow slaves. "Have they displeased you, Mistress?"

Mistress.

Of course, Rachel had heard that word before. On Earth, it usually meant a secret lover, only it was more than that. The Mistress was the dirty woman, the slut, the one who had broken up a marriage or something along those lines. Usually, when other women used that term, there was that biting disdain placed on each syllable.

Only when Daxon said. "Mistress," she could hear the difference in his voice. He saw her as his superior. He saw her as his Master. Maybe she didn't know him. Perhaps he had only been loaned out to her, yet she still loved that term. She couldn't help it. She felt it right away. The delicious tension ran through her body as she contemplated this boy.

"No," Rachel said with a smile. "They haven't displeased me, but I want to focus on just one of you. So Daxon, you're the lucky specimen."

"Yes, Mistress," he said before switching back to his native tongue. When he spoke, the notes almost sounded like bells to her. There was something sweet about the gentle noises he made. The two other males glanced back and forth. They definitely seemed uncertain, but they rose to their feet nonetheless, and retreated out of the room.

"Would you care to inspect me, Mistress?"

When she told Russell that she wanted to talk to a male on his own, she meant it. And yet, another word slipped out of her mouth, "Yes." When this plan first occurred to her, she thought she was going to try to get him comfortable. Maybe she would offer him some food, and they could start out with some gentle, small talk, and she could get to know him a bit better. From there, she could question him, learning about how he really felt about his government, his owner, all of it.

Granted, the chances of getting any kind of meaningful truth seemed unlikely. If a slave was asked how he felt about his captivity, he might have lied for several reasons. First, his answers could have been interpreted as disrespectful, especially if he questioned their institutions. Second, he might not have even understood the possibility of freedom. If he had grown up in a world where men were simply owned as objects, then perhaps he hadn't considered anything else. Psychology could be tricky, especially when it came to what people accepted as "normal" or "inevitable". She realized all of this.

And yet, her plan fractured instantly because her mouth moved automatically, "Yes." For her, it felt like this incredible temptation, a delectable choice, and she didn't regret it even as it went against her initial instincts.

Daxon rose to his feet. His entire body was on display. He kept his back straight, his chin held high, and his eyes aimed forward. He was naked except for the dark blue leather band around his neck. "Are you wearing a collar?" Rachel asked.

"Yes, Mistress. I am."

"Why?"

"It marks me as a slave. If any woman wishes to scan the embedded chips, she will find out that I am owned by House Sparreck."

Rachel knew what kind of follow-up questions she should have asked. Instead, she found herself drawn toward this male. She came up to him, and then she reached out and touched him.

For a moment, she wondered about something else entirely. Was this why men enjoyed strip clubs? What about fan service? Throughout American culture, there were all of these examples, especially in older types of content, where it was obvious a man had been in charge. More importantly, he hadn't really thought about how the women in the audience might have felt. As far as he had been concerned, a vaunted Princess in a gold bikini and chains with a collar around her neck seemed perfectly normal. Maybe catsuits and having every woman be automatically beautiful just fit. The heroes could look different. They might be ugly or scarred, but that is to build character. The girls, in the meantime, had to be specimens of perfection and denizens from some male fantasy.

Rachel had always felt a little bit of disdain whenever she saw those kinds of artistic choices. But now, she began to understand because there was this male right in front of her, and she was actually circling him! She didn't reach out to touch him, not yet. As far as she was concerned, that would be going too far.

Ridiculously, she couldn't help but think of the sexual harassment training videos she had been forced to watch when she received her first post at the UN. She remembered the corny cartoons and the fact that the designers had gone out of their way to specifically point out that men could also be sexually harassed. About half of the videos and scenarios focused on a male antagonist. In the other half, it was a woman who behaved inappropriately. At the time, Rachel had rolled her eyes. Academically, she realized that women could be aggressive. They could take advantage of their positions. Then again, most of the positions of power were still occupied by men. There may have been notable exceptions here or there, but that wasn't good enough. Besides, as a woman, she had never really experienced the temptation to seize control or to exploit her authority...until now.

The thoughts triggered something wild and impulsive inside of her. She wondered what it would've been like to order this boy to his knees, to make him crawl before her, to have him kiss or lick her toes.

And what if he serviced her?

She flashed back to her fantasies, to those half-dreams from the previous night.

Could she do something like that?

No.

Definitely not.

Probably not.

Maybe…?

She smiled. Not only that, she circled him. She walked around this boy, and her eyes moved along the contours of his buttocks, down to his legs, his calves, his heels and toes. She came up in front of him, and then she noticed something. "Your hard," she said. Then she giggled like a middle school girl.

"You're very beautiful," he told her.

"What if I'm offended by your erection?" Rachel couldn't help but ask.

"Then I will endeavor to control myself," Daxon replied.

"And what if I want to use that erection?" Rachel couldn't believe she had just uttered those words.

"Then I will do my best to pleasure you, Mistress."

"No," she said, shaking her head. She stepped back and closed her eyes. She reached up and massaged the ridge of her nose. "You can't really feel this way. Seriously. If you are a slave, then you have been brainwashed."

"Brainwashed?"

"It means they tricked you. Come on. Tell me the truth. Do you really want to be here right now?"

"I wish to please my owner. I wish to please my Mistress. I have been assigned to you, and you are a beautiful woman, and I know you're my superior."

"Did Ezri tell you to say that to me?" Rachel sharpened those words a little more than she meant to.

"She told me that you would be unaccustomed to our ways."

"You can't really believe that," she said.

His brows crinkled. His head shifted to the side slightly. "Why not?" He seemed sincere, like he honestly expected her to give him the answer.

"Because," she uttered that one word and stopped herself.

"If you like, I can step forward and kiss you. I can run my fingers along your neck and help you out of that jumpsuit. I can pleasure you, Mistress. I promise I will do my absolute best to satisfy you."

"Why?"

"You're my superior. I'm sure you've worked hard. I'm sure you are tackling many difficult situations, so you deserve the opportunity to rest and relax. If I can satisfy some of your desires, then it would be my honor to do so."

She blinked.

"You know, the women don't think you are as smart as they are," she said. As she made that point, she wondered if she was being cruel or mean. Then again, she didn't really want to tease him or hurt his feelings.

Instead, Rachel needed to witness his reaction. She had to see that flash of hurt or aggravation on his face, because that would have told her that he wasn't as docile as he claimed.

"I'm not," he said. "As a man, I'm far more emotional. I'm not as rational. I can't be trusted to make decisions as they do. I do my best, yet the average male will never be able to compete with the average female."

"What about the extraordinary males? Are they slaves as well?"

"Of course," he said.

"Is that right? Is that ethical?"

"What would the alternative be? Men can't be trusted to occupy positions of power."

Her eyes narrowed as she watched him. She couldn't help it. The reflex was natural and automatic as she asked, "You really believe that, don't you?"

"May I speak freely, Mistress?"

"Yes, please," she said.

"I'm not," he said. "As a man, I'm far more emotional. I'm not as rational. I can't be trusted to make decisions as they do. I do my best, yet the average male will never be able to compete with the average female."

"What about the extraordinary males? Are they slaves as well?"

"Of course," he said.

"Is that right? Is that ethical?"

"What would the alternative be? Men can't be trusted to occupy positions of power."

Her eyes narrowed as she watched him. She couldn't help it. The reflex was natural and automatic as she asked, "You really believe that, don't you?"

"May I speak freely, Mistress?"

"Yes, please," she said.

"I am terribly sorry if I'm speaking out of turn. As you know, this is not my native tongue, and the translations may not be accurate. In addition to this, I hope to express my gratitude to my owner. I wish to be an obedient slave. I understand that this is who I am. Men are meant to be slaves. We're all born for it. We are born to serve. Maybe we will be pets or companions or actual slaves. It doesn't matter. As a male, I don't see a distinction between these ideas anyway."

"That can't be right," she said, only Rachel couldn't decide if she was trying to convince him or herself.

“Why not?”

For the next few seconds, Rachel studied this guy. At the same time, she wondered if she should have politely kicked him out. If she had dismissed him, she was sure he would have left the room without any problem.

If something like this had happened on Earth, would she have enjoyed that same easy feeling? No. Probably not. She was alone with this man, and she didn’t know him, yet there was something oddly empowering about the look of deference on his face. She tried to see him from a different angle. Instead of thinking like a diplomat, she tried to study him as a sociologist or maybe an anthropologist. She tried to consider how things were different for him and how that impacted her. Perhaps this was a selfish idea, but there was that fluttering sense of power that ran through her body.

Rachel couldn’t help herself. She liked it.

Slowly, she exhaled. She puffed out her cheeks, and she tried to remind herself that those kinds of feelings were inappropriate. She was a feminist. She believed in equality. She couldn’t allow herself to be enticed by these aliens and their visions of gender. Perhaps they said that there was supposed to be a division. Perhaps they argued that there was supposed to be some kind of fundamental difference. Rachel wasn’t supposed to see things that way.

And yet, if something like this it happened back on Earth, she would have been nervous. If a man had shown up at her apartment, she probably wouldn’t have let him in. And even if she had made that mistake, perhaps getting flustered or letting her tongue slip, Rachel would have immediately regretted it. He could have been completely polite. He could have been perfectly nice. Even so, that nervous energy would have run hot through her body. Rachel thought of the many times different repair people had come to her place. Each time, they had always been nice. Nothing had happened. There were no traumatic events, and yet the possibility always lingered. She had to consider it. Not only that, she thought of the advertising campaigns where it was promised that the employees who worked for that company would have background checked, like there was this underlying danger that always persisted.

Did men have to see the world that way? She wasn’t a guy, so she tried to be generous. She tried to understand that there were probably timid men out there who were scared of the rest of the world for one reason or another. And yet, in general, they had so many different advantages. Confidence came easily for most of them because they were raised to see themselves as the heroes. Not only that, most of them were bigger. She considered her own lithe frame. Rachel didn’t have any delusions about her abilities. Raw physicality wasn’t on her side. Yes, she had taken a couple of self-defense courses, and she understood the importance of concepts like situational awareness, only that wasn’t a natural, biologically driven talent for combat, was it?

All of those thoughts only took a couple of seconds, yet she still lost herself to the reverie. All at once, the boy interrupted her.

“May I, may I ask what you are thinking?” Daxon inquired.

“Sure,” she said, still nearly lost in thought.

“My owner told me about you,” he said. “She told me that you might be uncertain with our ways. So maybe you would like me to help you relax?”

“That sounds nice,” Rachel said, surprising herself. As a diplomat, she had turned down bribes before. Although she wasn’t sure whether or not this actually counted, she knew she had to be careful. Right as she was about to reconsider, he reached down. He was on his knees in front of her, and this boy pulled her shoes from her feet. He lifted her right leg gently, like he wasn’t sure exactly how this might work. Their bodies were functionally the same.

In the next instant, she glanced down at him.

He was handsome. In fact, there was something about the shape of his face, the contours of his shoulders, and the outline of his body that certainly appealed to her. It was biological, instinctive, and…

Again, she needed to pull her foot away. She couldn’t allow herself to be enticed by this possibility.

Then, for just a second, she wondered what Russell would have done if he had been in the opposite situation. If he had been off in his room, and a beautiful, alien concubine had approached, her long blonde hair flowing down her shoulders, would he have been able to push her back?

Hot frustration buzzed through her at the thought. She wanted to dismiss it, only she suspected she knew the answer.

Daxon reached down, and he raised up her leg just a little bit. He began to massage her foot, starting at her toes and working his way to the arch of her foot. From there, he began to press on her heel, then her ankle. After that, his fingers started down along her sensitive skin. Hot pleasure coursed through her body. Her eyes widened for a moment.

She leaned back. Bracing her weight against her palms, she raised her chin, closed her eyes, and let the tension fade away from her body.

Even though she had this handsome boy on his knees in front of her, Rachel started to think of Russell again.

At first, she thought it must’ve been entirely academic. There was this compelling question before her, so she needed to examine it. She needed to understand it.

A long time ago, she had watched some movie, and she didn’t remember the romantic plot line, but one point had always stuck out to her. A character is told that a man will think about sex several thousand times each day. This guy didn’t believe it. But then he straightened his back, hardened his shoulders, squinted, and stared off into the distance even as he lifted his hand into the air and started to poke at imaginary numbers. He tried to think of how many times he thought about sex every minute, and he extrapolated those minutes into hours and those hours into a complete day, and then…

“Yeah, actually, that sounds about right,” he had confessed.

Sex. Thousands of times each day.

Rachel didn’t remember how old she’d been when she saw that movie. Ten? Eleven? Twelve? She hadn’t really considered the concept or what it might mean. At the time, she had been completely inexperienced. Perhaps she had teased a couple of boys without quite thinking of those games as flirting, but that would have been it. Still, that exchange always stuck with her, and she wondered if that was how Russell saw the world.

At some point, she had considered what all of this would mean for the male half of humanity. Seriously, did they walk around, glancing at different women, constantly evaluating them and trying to decide whether or not they wanted to have sex? Or were the fantasies even more vivid?

Those questions had occurred to her, only Rachel had always dismissed them, thinking they were unimportant. On this ship, they seemed to matter somehow.

Then she opened her eyes, and she saw Daxon again.

“That feels incredible,” she confessed.

“I can do more,” he promised. At the same time, he raised his head, and his eyes shined with something she couldn’t quite name. But then he lowered her foot, and he reached out for her other leg. He raised it up, and his hands began to work the tension from her other limb. He took his time, and Rachel realized something.

Right then and there, she could be completely selfish.

In the past, she had dated different guys, and there was always this extreme give and take. A tension always lingered between her and the men she got close to.

Sure, those guys often claimed that they cared about her. They told her that they loved her or were hoping to make her happy.

But in the end, she could always sense that selfish impulse.

They weren’t bad guys and had never been extremely selfish or cruel. (Okay, so Josh turned into a jerk at the end, but that was probably just a reflection of his own doubts and insecurities.) Still, she had always understood how their relationships worked. She gave, and they took. Despite their promises to the contrary, they always wanted her to focus on them.

Maybe this was just a standard component of sexism. They probably didn’t even realize what they were doing. Instead, they made the requests, and they thought all of this was perfectly reasonable. Even more likely, they didn’t understand just how unbalanced and unfair all of it could be. They’d offer to caress her neck or massage her back for a few minutes here or there. Then they would spin around and go, “My turn!”

At the time, she often thought it was sweet, like these boys were innocent and adorable since they didn’t quite understand what they were requesting.

Only with Daxon, she could do something else. She could be aggressive. She could be selfish.




That idea made her mouth water, especially when she gazed down at him.

“If you like, I can help you with the zipper on your jumpsuit. I can strip you and touch you. I can stroke your body however you like. Your pleasure and satisfaction would be my only priority.”

Yes. The word was right there, only she clenched her eyes shut. Then she shook her head. “No. I can’t take advantage of you like that.”

Confusion played across his face. For a couple of seconds, she wondered if maybe it had just been her imagination. Only then, she realized something. He really meant it. He honestly wanted her to take advantage of him. As far as he was concerned, this was the normal and standard state of affairs. She was supposed to accept his offer. Perhaps he even marveled at how she waited for him to suggest his service.

In spite of these simple points, Rachel still couldn’t make herself do it. She tried.

She understood the dynamics. She recognized the simplicity and how the variables worked together, yet something held her back.

What was it? Some kind of social programming? Some simple idea of what she was “supposed” to do?

“Yes, please,” she said, surprising herself. That’s when she opened her eyes, and he stepped up. He leaned down, and he grasped the zipper on her uniform. Very slowly, he moved it down along the length of her body, starting at her neck and coming along the contours of her breasts before he reached her waist.

From there, she stood up and stepped out of the uniform.

She stood there in her bra and panties.

Excitement radiated off of her; she could feel it vibrate just beneath the surface of her skin. At the same time, she smiled down at Daxon and embraced that sensation again. It was pure selfishness. It was the idea that she could indulge. She didn’t have to worry about him; she didn’t have to think about what he wanted or how he might try to manipulate her.

In so many relationships, especially at the beginning, it often felt like there was some kind of competition. She would go out with a guy, and maybe he would try to see how far he could push things. Would he try to kiss her? Would he attempt to slide his hand up her shirt? Would his hands move along her breasts or down into her pants? It only got worse when guys assumed she might be playing hard to get, like any different moment might qualify as “flirting”.

It could be so infuriating.

Only now Daxon ran his hands along her shins, up her knees, and up to her thighs. With every second, he just barely touched her. There was little spark of contact, and it awoke something powerful within her. Again and again, she tried to stop herself.

“Do you like this?”

“Yes,” she said.

Rachel found herself perched on the edge of the bed all over again. She had this masculine specimen down on his knees. More importantly, she had the same sense of his eagerness and dedication.

He had one goal: her pleasure. If he could satisfy her, then he would be happy, That was all that mattered to him.

“This is wrong,” she said, tightening her eyes and shaking her head. Before, Daxon gave her a couple of seconds to relax. But now, his palms continued to glide along her flesh, triggering those powerful desires.

“What is wrong about this?”

“What are you?”

“I’m a male?”

“And you’re Ezri’s slave?”

“I serve her,” Daxon stated simply.

“But, that isn’t right,” she insisted. “You should be able to make your own decisions.”

Again, he seemed confused. “I am eager to fulfill my role.”

“But why? Why are you so eager?”

“This is the right thing to do.”

“You can’t believe that,” she insisted.

“Why not?” Daxon asked without any kind of guile.”

“Because it’s wrong. Because this isn’t who you are supposed to be. You should be able to make your own decisions.”

He dipped his head down. Then he waited for several long seconds. All at once, Rachel realized her heart jumped hard in her chest. Her skin was hot, and every breath sawed from her lungs. Tentatively, the slave raised his head to peer up at her. “With all due respect, I am eager for this chance. I’m grateful for the opportunity. My Mistress chose me because she knows what I can do. And now, I’m beginning to wonder if I made a mistake? Did I commit some kind of error? Did I do something to offend you?”

Rachel looked down. “No. That’s not it. That’s not it at all.”

“Men are born to serve,” he told her. At the same time, she knew that he meant it.

If she said yes to any of this, she would be taking advantage of him. She would succumb to a terrible kind of temptation. No. She couldn’t do it. She had to push those urges aside. She couldn’t allow herself to make that kind of mistake.

Besides, perhaps this really was a bribe. Perhaps it qualified as some kind of manipulation that she didn’t understand.

All at once, Rachel knew that wasn’t true. This was a gift, freely given. And yet, if she accepted that idea, then she knew she would have to agree with everything he said. More importantly, Rachel would not have been able to resist the urge. The temptation would have overwhelmed her, crushing her defenses and leaving her vulnerable to those base instincts.

This was harder than she had ever expected. When he first appeared, she would have laughed at the idea, only his hands continued to glide up and down her legs. With every second, that tantalizing touch stoked desires she had never really understood or acknowledged.

Men were supposed to face these kinds of temptations.

Perhaps that was a sexist idea, yet she couldn’t push it aside.

Nibbling on her lower lip, she wondered if she could do this. She wondered if she had any other option.

“May I use my mouth?” Daxon asked.

He’s so sweet, she thought. At the same time, she had a strange realization. This man was attractive. By so many different standards, he had so much to offer. Maybe it was the shape of his face with the outline of his shoulders. Maybe it was his musculature. She couldn’t lock down any particular detail, yet his simple proximity certainly triggered something deep within her.

And now, she just had to say yes. She looked down at him, and the word was right there at the back of her throat.

“No,” she said, almost horse.

The boy obeyed.

That night, she contemplated her decision. Daxon, by her command, continued to massage her feet, gliding his fingers along her sensitive skin. More importantly, he actually studied her reactions. At first, she hadn’t noticed. But then, little by little, she realized just how much effort he put into this. He was completely and utterly selfless. He gave her everything he had.

She loved it!

The sensations were positively addictive.

About once per minute, she contemplated rescinding her denial. She could have said yes. It would have been so simple.

Instead, she remained resolute. Even as she made her decision, however, Rachel couldn’t really understand exactly why she had turned him down, especially when she already knew it would feel so incredible.

That night, she tried to sleep. She rolled over again and again, her eyes wide in the dark.

Then she couldn’t help but burst out laughing at one point. She was on an alien vessel. She had been transported across a galaxy, yet she was still thinking about a guy. Somehow, that seemed especially pathetic.

And yet, her instincts didn’t change. The desires and that sensation of disappointed loss refused to go away.

On some level, she had to wonder if maybe she had sublimated her nervous energy. Perhaps the tension and the fear of what might happen next morphed into something else completely.

It makes sense. Then again, she wasn’t a psychologist or psychiatrist, so she really had no idea what she was talking about. Still…

The next morning, her door chimed. Rachel wasn’t exactly sure who or what she would find on the threshold to her quarters. She opened the door, and she found the communications officer standing there.

Ezri held her hands behind her back. “Would you like to see something amazing?”

“Always,” Rachel replied.

“Would you like me to bring your boy with us?”

“Yes, please,” Rachel said.

Your boy. Rachel wasn’t sure why, but something about that phrase excited her. She found herself nibbling on the inside of her cheek even as she followed the communications specialist down the hall and over to his quarters. They opened the door without asking for permission.

Russell was there, seated at the edge of his bed. He was leaning forward, he had his eyes aimed down at his phone. Apparently, he was playing some kind of game.

“Your handler and I are going to visit the simulation day. Come along,” Ezri instructed.

Russell jerked his head up, and his brows tightened with a hint of irritation. Rachel had no problem reading his expression, only she couldn’t conjure any sympathy. So what if their hostess talked down to him? It wasn’t a big deal, especially because he wasn’t in any kind of danger, nor had he been harmed. If anything, the aliens were incredibly kind.

A few seconds later, the three of them made their way down another one of these hallways. Within seconds, Rachel felt like he was lost. For her part, Rachel glanced back at him. "What's wrong? You look frustrated," she pointed out.

Russell understood the futility of complaining. Even so, something inside of him compelled him to say, "This isn't fair."

"Which part?"

He blinked once. He stared at her. His eyes locked on her pretty face, only he couldn't notice those details right there. Instead, he kept wondering if she was going to burst into laughter at some point. She had to be joking, right? There was no way she could be that naïve…

"You hear the way she talks down to me, don't you?" With Ezri walking just a few feet ahead, her hand still held gingerly behind her back, Russell did his best to keep his voice down. Then again, maybe he didn't really care if the alien overheard them. It was easy to let go of caution and to embrace that exasperation as it rushed through his body.

"What's wrong with that?" Rachel asked. She chuckled. "I know. I know it has to be embarrassing, but you don't even know anyone here. So what if they talk down to you? Is that really going to do that much damage to your cute little male ego?"

He froze. He stopped walking.

Rachel took two more steps, and then she spun back. "Come on," she instructed.

He tried to understand how she could treat him that way, only Russell couldn't come up with any kind of good explanation. Instead, he kept watching her. "Come along," she instructed again, and then he heard it for a second time, that little note of condescension, like she was talking to a subordinate.

They were peers.

Actually, he told himself, Rachel was his subordinate! There hadn't been a lot of time to establish any kind of clear hierarchy in their relationship. The device had been built so quickly. More importantly, there was that fundamental foundation of distrust. No one at NASA really thought that box was going to work. No one actually believed aliens would decide to pluck a pair of humans from that spot and bring them across the galaxy.

"You don't get to talk to me like that," he said.

Rachel looked abashed, if only for a second. By this point, however, Ezri had turned around. She came back, striding forward. She stepped right up to him.

He was taller than her. He was taller than her by several inches, only her eyes blazed. She invaded his personal space. As she came closer and closer. The alien didn't actually touch him, yet she leaned forward, only an inch or maybe two at most separated them. "Are you disrespecting your handler? Because, you know, I can take you right back your quarters and leave you there. Is that what you want? Is that what you need?"

"No," he said quickly, gasping out that single syllable.

"No," she agreed. Now it was her turn to drop her voice. She wasn't whispering, not quite, yet it was obvious that these words were intended only for Russell. "Now be a good boy and turn back and apologize to your handler. Come on. I know you can do it. Go on. Be a good boy and apologize."

Confronting the alien had stripped Russell of his defiance. Not only that, Ezri had quenched his anger. Only now, it came rushing back through his body. He could feel it from his heels up to his calves, along his knees, and in his thighs. If flashed through his torso and up to his arms. Even as her lips hardened, he could feel his mouth begin to tremble. He hated that sensation, especially because he couldn't control it.

"I, I…"

Ezri's tone softened. "I know this is difficult for you, but you can do it. Come on. Be a good boy and apologize. You need to be grateful for her. She looks out for you. She just wants to do what's best for you. You can understand that, can't you? I know you want to be smart. I know you want to be smart for a boy."

He blinked again, unable to process those words. Still, he understood what he had to do, especially because he believed her. She had just threatened him to send him back to his room. The idea should have been ridiculous. He was an astronomer and an engineer. He was someone who had accomplished so much in his field. He was fairly young, yet he had taken on an administrative position because people trusted him. They relied on him to do his job and to make the right calculations and the correct decisions.

But now, this woman was standing in front of him, and he knew what he had to do. "I'll be good," he said. Even if he raged against the words that just left his mouth, he knew he had no other choice. He might fume or seethe, yet he still had to cooperate.

"Good boy," Ezri said. "Go tell your handler that you're sorry for your bad behavior."

Attempts to gulp dropped down along his throat, but he turned back to Rachel. For her part, she seemed to be doing her best to hide her amusement. Even so, he knew this woman, and he could read that enjoyment glowing along the corners of her eyes. She had her arms crossed, yet her body remained relaxed. "I'm sorry," he said.

"Fine," she said.

"There," Ezri told him. "Wasn't that easy?"

He bit down because he knew that if he said anything, he would probably regret it. He started to walk, and then he froze as he felt the communications officer pat his butt. It didn't hurt. It didn't sting. In fact, he hardly noticed it. If he had been walking between dozens of different people, it could have been just one other sensation, almost like bumping into another individual. But they were alone in the hallway, just the three of them, and he knew exactly what had just transpired. His chest tightened, and he kept walking.

He strode past Rachel, only to have his friend to catch up. She rushed up to him, and she squeezed his backside as well. "Hey, I want her to think that she can trust me," Rachel said. "When we are among these people, we need to behave like they do."

It made sense. Infuriatingly, it made a lot of sense. Even so, he hissed through his teeth. But then Rachel was laughing, and the communications specialist rushed ahead, so he followed after her.

Rachel enjoyed that.

Was it wrong?

No, she told herself. So what if she had teased Russell for a couple of seconds? Rachel, like most women, grew up in a society where women could be teased all the time. It was normal. It was just part of the human experience, at least for the female half of the population. He could take it. He could tolerate it, especially since he didn't have much choice.

On some level, she likely experienced some little twinge of guilt, but it was easy to stifle, especially because Ezri started talking again, "By using a combination of force fields and holograms, we are able to re-create almost any reality in the simulation bay. This is probably one of our greatest artistic achievements."

"It sounds more like an engineering marvel," Russell said.

Their hostess pointedly ignored him as she glanced back at Rachel. They had just arrived at another set of double doors, and now she raised her hand and tapped in a couple of commands against one of the pads built into the wall. Rachel saw the alien script, and she wondered what it all meant and how it all worked, especially as the lines of code or information streamed down with different colors. She wondered if the hue mattered, like that somehow altered the meaning of any symbol.

...There was so much for them to learn.

"What would you like to see?" Ezri asked.

"What does your homeworld look like?" Russell asked eagerly.

The alien glanced back at him, and there it was again, another condescending glance.

Rachel crossed her arms over her chest again. She couldn't help it. She smiled, and then she spoke up for him, "Actually, that would be really amazing. Can you show us part of your home world?" Now that she, as a woman, had spoken, her hostess finally decided to type in another set of commands even as she smiled.

"Absolutely," said the communications specialist. Her fingers danced across the screen, jumping from different parts as she calibrated the necessary details. Then the doors opened, and the two humans stood there, marveling as they felt the sensations rush across the threshold.

The air was different. It smelled sweeter and warmer. All at once, Russell felt like he was looking out through those doors and into a large park.

He blinked a couple of times and walked forward.

Ezri grabbed him by his wrist. "Don't you think you should let your handler go first?"

Rachel wandered ahead. She wasn't thinking about the minor drama playing out in front of her. Instead, she saw the blue grass, the two moons overhead, the bright sun, and the yellowish light playing across the ground. The gorgeous sunset across the park played out perfectly. She walked forward, and then she stopped. Behind her, Ezri still held onto his wrist as she strode ahead.

There was the grass, but there was also this massive fountain ringed by a stone bench.

"This is one of my favorite parks," Ezri said.

Russell tried to tug his hand away from her, but she didn't let him go. "If you like, go ahead and wander around."

"How big is it?" Rachel found herself asking.

"It goes a couple of kilometers in each direction. Also, if you are out of sight from one another, the program can reorient itself, so that you feel like you're traveling even further than that."

"Does it use conveyor belts? Some kind of treadmill system?" Russell asked.

"It's a little bit more complicated than that," Ezri said with another one of those condescending smiles, but at least she finally let go of his wrist. "Anyway, enjoy yourselves."

"Where are you going?"

"Just for a walk," said the communications officer.

Both Rachel and Russell watched her go. "This is amazing," Russell whispered. "You know what this could mean?"

"A lot," Rachel said simply.

"I mean, the simulation bay, if the technology could be reproduced, it would completely alter how people see existence. If you could go anywhere, it would completely destroy huge segments of our economy."

"That's one way of looking at it," Rachel said, smirking back at him.

"I mean, don't get me wrong. It would also open up so many different kinds of artistic expression. Artists wouldn't be just thinking about paintings or movies or whatever. They could create entire realities."

"Do you think you can simulate people?"

"Probably," he said. "It seems to be doing a good job with the grass," Russell said. He took another step forward, and he concentrated on the sensations along the bottom of his feet. Yes, that felt like grass. That felt exactly like grass!

He nibbled on the bottom of his lip before he reached down and untied his shoes. Then he peeled away his socks, and he stepped forward again. He could feel the soft blades of grass along his heel, the arch of his foot, and between his toes. It was so strange. He could marvel at all of this.

"By the way," Rachel said. "I'm sorry about how she talks to you."

"Well, maybe you could talk to her," Russell said, his back straightening. Part of him hated the idea that he would need help from Rachel to protect his dignity, only he recognized his status on this ship. As infuriating as it may have been, he knew he wasn't going to be able to change  the culture around him.

But maybe they could take one step in that direction?

It was a nice idea. He smiled, thinking again about the simulation bay and what it would mean. Right now, there was just that soft, warm breeze along his cheeks, the grass against his feet, and the sky overhead. But then he moved to the fountain, and he reached down, only to stop a couple of inches away from the surface of the water. The fountain continued to burble, jets of water jumping up into the sky before drifting back down.

Then he touched the water.

"It feels so real," he said.

Rachel sat down next to him. She leaned forward, and she brushed her fingers along the surface as well. The ripples appeared, only to vanish amongst those short waves undulating across the surface. "Wild," she breathed out.

He smirked, dropping his head down. "What is it?" Rachel asked.

"Okay, so I would never actually suggest we do this, but there is one thought that has occurred to me a couple of times here," he confessed.

"What's that?"

"I was just wondering if we would stand any chance against them. These aliens."

"Stand a chance against them?"

"What? You haven't considered worst-case scenarios?"

"Considering what's going to happen to earth in a couple of months, I thought we were already in a worst-case scenario?"

"Right," he said, thinking of the Asteroid Storm. "But let's assume we survive that one way or another. Maybe even if our mission fails, humanity could survive by some other miracle. There are scientists all over the globe working on different solutions right now."

"Okay, let's assume we survive," she said.

"These aliens know about us now."

Rachel nodded. At the same time, she thought of her last conversation with the captain and what it could all mean. Her chest tightened just a little bit as she contemplated those details. "And we know about them," he said. "So what happens if we come into conflict? Don't get me wrong. I don't think that can or should happen. But what if it does?"

"You really think humans would be that stupid?"

Russell tilted his head to the side slightly. "Just look around our political system. There's so much dysfunction, and it's not like the United States is particularly bad. There are places all around the globe where leaders make dumb choices. How many of them are egomaniacs pretending to be public servants?" He shook his head from side to side. "How many of them won't even think of themselves as public servants any longer?"

As an employee at NASA, Russell honestly viewed himself as someone who worked for the country. He honestly believed he needed to make the world a better place. Science could do that. By exploring the skies overhead, people could learn more. Occasionally, he heard those whispers about how NASA was this huge waste of money. Granted, a lot of the research led to other discoveries and practical inventions, but most people didn't want to think about that. Instead, they looked at the price tags for probes and telescopes and assumed it was all some huge waste of money. The discovery of the Asteroid Storm had altered all of that, of course. Suddenly, everyone wanted to know everything about the sky and the stars overhead.

"Okay, so a lot of politicians suck," Rachel agreed. "You're not going to have to fight too hard to convince me of that." As she spoke, she smiled back at her friend.

"So how are they going to react when they all realize that they are at a disadvantage. We aren’t even just talking about a national scale. We are talking about an interstellar difference in power. These aliens can come in and do whatever they want, and I don't think we could possibly stop them."

Rachel tensed.

"What is it?"

"The aliens are thinking about that," she said in a small voice. "They're actively considering whether or not they should help us based on what kind of threat we might be."

"Look, this is all just hypothetical," he said. "It was a thought experiment. Nothing more."

"Do you think the men who are in charge back on Earth can honestly be trusted?" Rachel asked.

"What? Yes. I do. I, I think that if they are given the chance, they will make the right choices. I mean, you can see what has happened to the levels of violence ever since the discovery of the Asteroid Swarm." It was true. Quite a few conflicts had died out. It wasn't like Earth had completely come together and every government decided they could work together, yet the violence seemed genuinely futile. People had predicted mass riots and chaos all across the globe when confronted by an ongoing threat. Instead, people had mostly come together.

"I don't know," she said. "I think you might have been right before. Maybe men just can't be trusted?"

"Men?" His eyes narrowed as he stared back at her. "Did something happen?"

Russell had to be acutely aware of how Rachel's experiences on that ship would be fundamentally different from his. Their hostesses respected her, after all. They were willing to talk to her. They trusted her and viewed her as a competent individual.

At the same time, he was just a boy.

"Nothing special happened. I met with the captain, which you already know about. And then someone else came by my room last night."

"What? Who?" His words sharpened into an accusation.

"Ezri sent over her slave, or maybe he was a pet or a companion or something. To be honest, I'm not sure how their hierarchy works."

"What the hell was he doing in your room?" Russell demanded.

"I don't like your tone," she said. After all, she saw the accusations written across his face. Perhaps he hadn't said anything untoward, yet the echoes of potential insults played behind her eyes and between her ears. As a young woman, she understood the double standards. She knew all about the different insults men could lob at women.

To his credit, Russell straightened his back. He exhaled slowly. "Sorry," he said.

"That's better," she told him. She could hear it in her own voice. There was that note of condescension now, like she was talking down to him. It was the same note of patronizing amusement Ezri would have adopted.

If Russell noticed, he didn't give any sign of it.

Rachel continued, "He came to my room, and he tried to seduce me." She smirked. Somehow, those ideas sounded so antiquated, like they belonged to a different decade or something. Instead, she smiled and added, "Actually, he was very sweet."

"You're kidding me. He came in there, he tried to seduce you?"

"Exactly," she said.

"But you didn't do anything," he said.

"No," she said again. "But then, it's not any of your business if I decided to do anything with them, is it?"

"Rachel, I don't think it would be a good idea for you to get involved."

"Involved?" Rachel repeated that word with a hiss of air. "What? Do you think I'm going to fall in love with some alien sex slave?"

"That's not what I meant," he stammered. "It's just that…" His voice trailed off, probably because he didn't know exactly what he wanted to say.

"Russell, you don't get to control me. You don't get to tell me what to do either."

That evening, Rachel met with some of the officers. Again, they refrained from any meaningful conversation. At the same time, however, she did her best to make a good impression. She talked with these different women, and she told them about the art from Earth, in particular some of their most famous paintings and statues. After that, she began to tell stories. She recited some of her favorite streaming shows, novels, and movies.

It was strange, sitting there at that table, especially because a few of the aliens wore environmental suits, meaning they didn't actually eat. Instead, they stood there, they asked questions, and they certainly seemed to pay attention, yet this had to be the most bizarre "dinner" Rachel had ever attended.

When it was done, she was tired, and she felt pretty good about everything she had accomplished. In fact, she was thinking about visiting Russell. He had been escorted back to his quarters, and he had been forced to wait there for the evening. She was sure he had been given some food, but he didn't get to contribute to their diplomatic mission. "Too bad for him," Rachel whispered. Dinner had included some wine. Rachel had been shocked by that particular detail, but apparently the aliens had been studying the different broadcast signals from Earth, meaning they had been able to synthesize an approximate duplication.

It worked.

Since she didn't feel like explaining herself, Rachel went straight back to her quarters. She threw herself down onto the bed, and she giggled.

Well, she thought, that went beautifully. In fact, she was proud of herself and everything she had accomplished. Later on, she believed that humanity would have textbooks dedicated to everything she and Russell did. Better yet, Rachel knew she would be the main character. Russell would be a companion, a side note, and maybe she wasn't supposed to like those ideas, but she couldn't help but run through her history classes.

If any individual wanted to learn about what the women of any given decade or century had done, they had to take a "women's history" class. Female accomplishments were always relegated to the corners. No one cared. Everyone was interested in the wars and exploration. And of course, all of that stuff had been accomplished by men, because males had held power for so long.

But what if that changed?

What if human society morphed into something like what these aliens had built?

Reflexively, she jumped back to her own beliefs and feminism. Only a short period of time had gone by, yet she saw so much here. At the same time, she considered something. The captain had said it. If humanity evolved into a matriarchy, the aliens would be far more likely to help. Perhaps they would even share their technologies?

Her door chimed, and Rachel jumped up onto her feet. She called out, "Come in!"

Daxon.

When she saw him, excitement splashed across her body. She could feel it in the way her nipples stiffened and that little hint of moisture right between her legs. Her muscles tensed, and she was watching him intently. "My Mistress suggested I bring you some of these pastries," he said, holding onto a tray. "She thought you might enjoy them."

"That was very kind of her," she said. "Please extend my thanks."

"Yes, Mistress," he said as he turned back. He was headed for the doorway again when she called out his name.

"Daxon."

She wasn't sure if that word was supposed to be a question, a statement, or even a command. The voice stopped. More importantly, he turned around, and he met her gaze for just a second before glancing down at the floor. She was his superior, and she intimidated him.

"Last night, you offered to pleasure me. Is that still good?"

"Yes, it is," he said.

"But don't you need to get back to your owner?"

"She said that I should serve you however you like," he replied. "Maybe that would mean just dropping off the pastries, or maybe you would like more. Either way, I am eager to serve."

Was she really going to do this?

No, of course not. Those thoughts instantly popped into her head. And yet, she didn't dismiss him. Instead, she took a tentative step forward. Then she stopped. "Get on your knees," she instructed. Perhaps this was some kind of test, like she thought he would balk. If he couldn't do this, then she would see the truth.

On some level, she loved that idea, like this could all be broken in just a couple of seconds. Another part of her yearned to see his knees bend as he knelt before her.

Daxon obeyed her command. He lowered himself down onto his knees. She found herself walking toward him. She didn't think about it; it wasn't a conscious decision. This wasn't a rational choice either. Instead, she took those steps, and suddenly she was right in front of him. She looked down at this boy, and she knew she could have whatever she wanted.

All of those instincts and impulses from last night came roaring back through her body.

Only now, there was something else, a hint of irritation.

Russell told her not to do it. He had been horrified and disgusted. At the same time, she had picked up on that judgmental note in his voice. Maybe he liked to think of himself as a professional, but he carried just as much cultural baggage as anyone else.

Her muscles tightened, and her fingers pushed down into the palms of her hands as she contemplated all of this and so much more.

Then she surprised herself again. She reached down, and she ran her fingers through his hair. It was dark and softer than she expected. She touched the tip of his right ear. Like his owner's, it had that slight point.

"What do you look like naked?"

"Would you like me to strip, Mistress?"

Mistress.

A word like that denoted her superiority. Even as her throat tightened, she told herself that she wasn't supposed to like it. She was supposed to be an inegalitarian, someone who believed in equality and freedom for everyone. Despite those silent entreaties, however, she knew what she wanted. "Yes. Strip for me." She stepped back. She turned away. She had her back to him for several long seconds until she sat down and crossed her legs and leaned back. She was relaxing despite the awkward tension flaring across her flesh.

But then he stood, and he unzipped his own uniform. He pulled it down, and he stripped from the shoulders to his arms, down along his chest. She saw his muscled torso, his abs, and then his cock and balls. Her eyes drank in every detail. There was something masculine and powerful about his frame.

He looked human. Yes, he had the tattoos down along the sides of his face. Suddenly, she had a ridiculous urge to count those spiraling dots.

"Come here," she instructed. Then, a puckish instinct gripped her. "Crawl." Maybe she kept pushing him, thinking he would finally rebel. At some point, he would laugh and insist that he wasn't going to do something like that.

And yet, she didn't know for sure. Fresh waves of desire washed over her, and suddenly he was right in front of her.

"Would you like me to massage your feet again?"

Rachel had a secret fantasy, something she had never asked for from any of her boyfriends, probably because she had assumed they would have laughed at her. It wasn't especially perverse or anything like that. Instead, it was something she had craved but had never been brave enough to request. But now, it didn't have to be a request because she was a woman, and this male served her.

She thought of Russell again. She saw Daxon's handsome face, but she considered her friend. She remembered him, and suddenly she started to think about…

Instantly, she cut off that thought. She refused to allow it to form or coalesce behind her eyes. No one else would have needed to know, yet she still tried to hide from that possibility. The idea brought this warm tingling all along her skin.

Focusing now, she looked down at the boy, "Massage my feet and suck on my toes," she said. For a moment, she braced herself, thinking the servant would laugh at her. He didn't. Instead, he maintained that same sedate neutrality as he obeyed, just as he had been trained. Since she was his superior, she could ask for whatever she wanted.

More importantly, he had to obey.

Better yet, he was eager to yield to her will and to pleasure her. That's why he reached down, and he ran his fingers along her bare ankle, then down toward her foot. Daxon cupped her heel in the palm of his hand as he raised her leg. With one hand, he held her. With the other, he began to massage her. Then he bent forward, he wrapped his lips around her toes. He started at the largest. He worked his way down. He licked and sucked, his tongue darting along her foot. Excitement ran through her body.

The physical sensations were incredible, everything she had hoped for.

Rachel had fantasized about something like this on so many different occasions. It was one of those hidden, secret desires. She seldom let those urges out, not even within the privacy of her own mind.

But now, she watched him, and she savored every second of his attention. Wild excitement surged through her body. Yes, she was getting excited.

She held out for long, delicious minutes as he continued to work her toes.

More than the physical sensations, she loved the sense of power and authority. Right then and there, she was in control. She could do whatever she wished, and this boy would yield to her. That truth gave her the courage to pull her foot back. "I want you to touch me," she said. She rose to her feet, and she pulled off her own uniform. She removed the jumpsuit, and she let it fall to the floor before she kicked it away. Suddenly, she was down to her bra and panties. She hooked her thumbs into her underwear, and she paused again, wondering if she would really do this.

"Yes," she whispered to no one in particular. She pulled down her underwear, and now she was almost entirely naked. She only wore her bra. She sat on the edge of her bed, she spread her legs, and she watched as he leaned forward.

Taking his time, he ran his fingers up along her legs to her knees, then her thighs. Excitement flashed along her body. Her nerves seemed to buzz and vibrate with anticipation.

This was what she wanted. She wanted it and needed it.

She thought of Russell again, and there was that hint of irritation. Beneath that, however, something else lurked. She loved those possibilities, yet she still didn't allow herself to consider them even as Rachel focused on Daxon.

His hand continued to glide up along her body.

She was going to enjoy this.

"That's right," she said to him. "You want to be a good boy, don't you? You want to serve me. Men are born to serve," she whispered the words, and she expected to start giggling or chortling because they had to be a joke. Right?

She wasn't joking. She didn't laugh.

And now, he leaned forward, and his fingers continued to slide along her skin, sending those tickling sparks of electric desire all along her body. Her nipples had definitely stiffened, and she could feel the heat dance right between her legs. Then, almost in slow motion, he moved his head between her inner thighs, and he began to lick her.

When his tongue made contact, her eyes widened. Yes. She was doing this. She was really doing this.

And then she thought of Ezri's hand on Russell's butt. She thought of that adorably patronizing tone and the look of irritation that flashed across his face. She loved teasing him. She loved how that vaunted engineer could get annoyed and adorably disoriented.

Daxon licked.

His tongue darted and played along her slit.

With her arms still extended back behind her, she tightened her fingers. Rachel breathed in. She tried to keep her pulse even and her thoughts under control, like she feared she might lose something if she embraced those sensations. From second to second, she enjoyed this. Even so, she tried to keep those defenses up.

Then, with her eyes closed, she thought of Russell all over again. She wasn't sure what brought the memory of his face and the imaginary caresses of his hands along her body to the front of her mind, only she couldn't push those ideas away. She relaxed into the servant's darting and playful tongue. Her heart hammered, and her breathing became labored while the excitement coursed along her nerves. Yes. This was what she wanted. Yes, this was what she craved!

Her fingers tensed, and she grabbed onto the sheets, bunching them beneath the palms of her hands. Then she pulled her arms away from the bedding. Instead, she reached down, and she ran her fingers through Daxon's hair. Honestly, Rachel wasn't sure exactly why she did it. More importantly, she was still thinking about someone else.

Those desires and drives flared along her skin, growing stronger and stronger. Suddenly, she squeezed her hips against his cheeks, and Rachel cried out, practically screaming at the top of her lungs. Those primal sounds reverberated against the walls of her quarters. Then she pushed back, and she looked down into his eyes.

Daxon seemed just as eager and grateful as before.

"Would you like me to continue?"

In that instant, she knew what she was "supposed" to do. If she had been in a regular relationship with some random guy, the directives would have been clear. First, she didn't want to exploit him. Second, she already knew that he probably wouldn't be willing to do something like that again. Hoping for anything else would obviously lead to disappointment.

Only Daxon wasn't like so many of the boys she had known back on Earth. He was something else entirely. He had grown up in a world where women ruled. Females were his superiors. Again and again, she came back to those ideas. They served as a series of intellectual bulwarks as she contemplated what she wanted.

She had indulged once with this boy. She didn't intend to do it again, yet her plans folded and broke apart as she whispered, "Yes."

"As you command, Mistress," he said. He leaned forward again. Second by second, she wondered if she would tell him to stop. It would have been so easy.

At the same time, however, she knew the truth. She was entitled to this kind of pleasure. Not only that, she saw the pleasure play across Daxon's face. He was eager and grateful for the opportunity to serve.

Could the men of Earth be trained like this?

Yes.

Across the globe, there would probably be millions or even billions of men who'd argue all otherwise. They would insist that they would pick up their guns and fight back.

But what if that didn't work? What if it didn't have any chance of working at all?

If they were faced with overwhelming force and an unstoppable army, would those males actually hold out? And even as they lost their rights, would they be able to mount any kind of meaningful defense. At the same time, how many of their wives and girlfriends would decide that maybe men did need to be trained. There would be a myriad of different opinions, of course. Some women would probably insist that their brothers and boyfriends and husbands deserved the same freedoms they had always enjoyed.

But what about those other women? What about the ones who actually thought through the different possibilities and imagined what female supremacy could look like?

"Matriarchy" was an esoteric word, one that most random people didn't even understand. Why would they? For so long, Men had insisted that their perspectives, beliefs, and assumptions about human nature had to be the standard. Men formed the center of every perspective and opinion. Women were viewed as the "second sex". They were ancillary, an adjunct to the species that lots of men didn't actually understand.

But now, all of that could be reversed.

As Daxon began to lick her again, she reached down. She ran her fingers through his hair and pressed her fingers against the curves of his head. Hot pleasure coursed through her, and she imagined what it would be like.

These were just fantasies, however.

Again and again, she went back to that reassuring certainty that none of this would actually happen. If she did her job very, very well, then she would convince Drakala and her leaders to save humanity. But after that, the people of earth would go back to their regular lives: their arguments, their squabbles, their wars, and their perpetual competitions.

Was that what she really wanted?

Rachel opened her eyes and stared off into the distance without really seeing anything.

She nudged him back.

The boy gazed up at her. The same longing eagerness was right there, written across his features.

"Is there something you would like me to do differently, Mistress? Is there some other way I can service you?"

"Would you like power?"

He blinked.

"I'm a boy. What would I do with that?"

In truth, she didn't know how to answer. If anything, her question may have been broken. Perhaps it started off with some kind of incoherent idea. On some level, everyone had some degree of power. On some level, everyone was subordinated to some other individual or force. That was one of the paradoxes and contradictions of influence, control, and self-determination. The president of the United States might have had money and influence on his side, yet he still had to contend with voters, senators, judges, and so many others. A dictator might have absolute power, yet he would still have to rely on his generals, spies, and technocrats. No single individual could handle the entirety of managing a government, and so everyone had to depend on someone.

"Good question," she said with a smile. "I want to ask you something. I know you won't be able to give me a perfect or maybe even a good answer, but I still want you to do your best," she said. Then, with a note of patronizing condescension in her voice, she asked. "Can you do that for me?"

"Yes. I will do my best," he promised. More importantly, she could sense his sincerity. He meant it. Whatever she asked, Daxon would do his best to answer.

A flash of power ran through her body. It was enticing and intoxicating. It drew her on. She thought of Russell all over again. Pushing the idea of her colleague aside, Rachel nibbled on the inside of her mouth as she wondered if she would really say this. Simply asking the question felt like invoking some risk. The words themselves might have constituted a wager or a debt against the universe.

"What do you think the humans would do if we tried to switch them over to a matriarchy?"

"Humans in general or just your male population?"

His request for clarification surprised her. She was impressed. Maybe, on some level, she had started to think of this boy as foolish, who would simply do whatever he was told, all because he didn't know how to think for himself. Still, it felt deliciously perverse to have this boy down on his knees as they discussed one of the most important predictions that might affect the future of her species.

"The male population," she said.

"They would probably resist."

"Is that what happened with your people?"

"There is always some kind of defiance," he said. "There are some boys out there who think that we're mistreated. Personally, I disagree with them. I am happy with my status. And yet, there will never be a perfect consensus. There is always some room for debate, don't you think?"

"Do they ever get violent?"

"Very rarely," he said.

Rachel opened her mouth, and she intended to say something about the male half of her own species and how violent they could be. Instantly, she thought of the men who enjoyed owning guns as a hobby. They didn't really believe in self-defense, nor did they need to hunt. There was some small subsection of those enthusiasts who simply yearned for the aesthetics. They loved how it felt to hold a weapon in their hands. She never had much of opinion one way or the other on whether or not those men should be allowed to own those weapons. It was all too easy to imagine them lifting those guns, aiming, and pulling the trigger.

Then again, if they faced off against a truly superior opponent, what would they have done? Those men were still rational, after all. They knew they couldn't possibly be victorious. Would they surrender? Would they surrender to their wives and girlfriends? Their sisters and female friends?

Why did that thought make her mouth water?

"And what you think about the female half of my species? What do you think the women would do?"

"New ideas are always difficult and scary," he said after a few seconds of thought. "I imagine some of your people would push back. They wouldn't want to accept this new system. But if they started thinking about it, I'm sure they would understand their own superiority."

"Maybe," she said.

His lips parted. He looked like he wanted to say something. "What is it? What is it, boy?"

Boy. She used that term, it just slipped out of her mouth. More importantly, it felt right and correct and accurate. She could talk down to him, and it fit because of who he was.

"Go on," she instructed. "Tell me."

"Power is always alluring," he said. "I think, if the females in your species have not been treated well, they would take control. They would see the opportunity for what it was, and they would push ahead. Maybe a few people would be reluctant, but the numbers would quickly go over to those in favor of a matriarchy."

"Because of power? Because of a superior military?" Somehow, she didn't like that idea. At the same time, she reconsidered what the aliens might do. What if she invited them in, and they promised to establish a matriarchy, only to enslave everyone?

Then again, her invitation didn't actually matter, she knew. One way or another, the aliens could take over. If they had the technology to teleport two people across the cosmos, they could certainly crush the military defenders who might try to launch their missiles or shoot their guns. Throwing rocks would have been equally effective.

"No," he said. "Because it's the right thing to do."

"How can you be so sure?"

He dipped his head down. "Forgive me. I do not know your history or your people."

"It's okay. I want to talk this out with you."

He smiled. "My owner does the same thing with me frequently. Whenever she is handling a difficult question, she asks me to listen and I do. I act as a sounding board for her ideas."

"That sounds…lovely," Rachael said. All at once, she thought back to her previous boyfriends and how there were those moments when she wanted to vent or rant, and they usually rolled their eyes. As far as those men had been concerned, she was supposed to handle her own responsibilities. And of course, she was capable and competent, yet sometimes she wanted to talk through her feelings and what had happened around her. If she had pushed, maybe they would have listened. At the same time, they probably would have had uncharitable thoughts about how she was a woman, so she couldn't be stoic or rational as they expected.

It was annoying. It was infuriating. Just because so many men processed their feelings differently, that didn't invalidate her perspective!

But now, she didn't need to worry about that because she had this boy on his knees in front of her, and he looked up at her with rapt attention. He was focused on her completely. He didn't worry about anything else. He focused on everything she said.

What if she could have had Russell in that exact same position? What if he could have been naked and on his knees in front of her? She could have stroked his cheek with the back of her hand before she smiled and said, "Aren't you a good boy?" Instead, she made that gesture and touched the side of Daxon's face. She uttered the words, "Aren't you a good boy?"

And he beamed back up at her. Pride played across his handsome face because he hoped to please and satisfy her.

"Do you really think the women would really support a matriarchy?"

"I do. Like our best scholars and researchers, I know that the matriarchy is an inevitability."

An inevitability.

So many people would probably push back against that idea.

But what if it was true? What if that had to happen?

What if every sentient species needed to go through that transition.

Just looking around this ship, she could see three societies that were all built on female supremacy. Women held power while boys obeyed. As far as they were all concerned, this was the natural outcome. This was the logical and nearly preordained conclusion. Nothing else could be possible, not if a species intended to thrive.

Even as those ideas coalesced behind her eyes, Rachel had to wonder if they didn't sound like a convenient justification. Three species was significant and meaningful, yet she also understood that the universe could be a very, very big place. For all she knew, three species might've been completely and utterly insignificant.

But what if they were right?

What if these women had developed these superior technologies because of the gender imbalance? What if this was the most important detail and could lead to a better society?

She didn't have any good answers to those questions, so she looked back down into his eyes and ordered, "Lick me." This time, she uttered those words, and she didn't feel any twinge of regret or doubt or even uncertainty.

She had her hand on the back of his head, and there was something so enticing about that maneuver. Maybe she was thinking about those pornographic clips she had found online once or twice by accident. In them, there was a girl on her knees, and she was pumping away at some guy’s cock with her mouth. She was being used, obviously. The viewer was obviously supposed to enjoy the idea of a blow job, but there was something about the power dynamic. It was fundamental and irresistible. They could not be ignored. When a guy held a girl by her ponytail, jerking her head forward and back without any concern for her well-being, it was obvious that power played into their dynamic.

And now, Rachel discovered that for herself. Granted, she was gentle with Daxon, yet she still favored the authority. That sense of power and conquest nearly overwhelmed everything else as his tongue began to lap at her slit. At first, he only licked her slightly. But then he went in deep, and her eyes widened. Again, she saw nothing even as the sensations rampaged beneath the surface of her skin. All at once, she knew what she wanted: more!

"Rachel, would you like to meet in the conference room? There are some people who are ready to speak with you," came the captain's voice.

The diplomat was on her feet immediately. She quickly got dressed, and she went toward the door. At first, she wondered if there would be someone to greet her. There wasn't. Apparently, they trusted her to find her way back to the bridge. After another couple of tentative steps, she wondered if maybe she should go find Russell. He would be back in his quarters.

She bit down on the inside of her mouth. She chewed gently against her bottom lip. Then she made her choice.

Obviously, he wouldn't be a part of any meaningful discussion. Besides, she didn't want to think about him, not after everything that had happened last night. She thought of the simulation all over again, and there was that flash of annoyance.

Technically, he hadn't been especially rude or impertinent. Then again, he didn't need to be.

She smirked as she walked ahead, hoping that she was going in the right direction. She made it to one of the elevators, and she climbed on board. From there, she asked, "Can you take me to the captain's conference room?"

There were a couple of seconds of silence. Then the automated system said, "Acknowledged."

The elevator started to move.

They had already programmed it with English.

That was remarkable, she thought. Then again, Ezri had demonstrated her talents as a communications specialist. She could probably master languages in a couple of hours. The concept seemed ridiculous to Rachel, yet she didn't know how the linguist's mind actually worked.

The door opened again, and Rachel saw the captain.

"Ma'am?" Rachel asked.

"Come in," Drakala waved toward the doors, which dutifully opened for her.

Then Rachel and the commander stepped across the threshold and into the room. That's when Rachel saw the screens. There were lit up with nine separate women. Some of them wore environmental suits. Others looked feline or essentially human. These were representatives from the three species.

Straightening her back, Rachel inclined her head slightly. "Thank you so much for agreeing to meet with me," she said.

"The pleasure is ours," said one of the women. Her mouth moved out of sync as the automated translation software converted her words into something Rachel would be able to comprehend.

Rachel saw the identifying sigils down at the bottom of each square containing the different leaders. Unfortunately, she had no idea how to repeat those symbols. For a moment, she regretted this and wondered if perhaps she should have tried to study up on the native language. Then again, she doubted it would have told her anything useful.

The negotiations began.

Rachel was exhausted.

She left that conference room, and she had to fight to keep her back straight. Her eyes were tired and felt gummy every time she brought her hands up to rub at her face.

Even so, she still needed to go talk to Russell.

She breathed out slowly, and she headed down toward his quarters.

Without even thinking about it, she walked right through the door.

She found him on his back, his eyes aimed at the ceiling.

"What's going on?"

"I spoke with some of their leaders."

"Who?"

"I don't remember their names," she said.

"What did you talk about?"

She looked at him, and she realized something. "I don't like your tone," she said.

"My tone?"

Rachel strode over to him. He was still on the bed, only now he sat up. She leaned forward slightly, "Russell, I have been working hard to make sure that our species is saved. The aliens don't know exactly what they want to do. They're still debating it. And so, when I come in here to talk to you, I expect a certain level of respect, especially because I've been staring at the screen for hours. At the same time, I can't mess up. If I say the wrong thing at the wrong moment, it could doom everyone. You get that, right?"

"Then you should let me help!"

Rachel laughed. The sound raced out from deep within her chest. She couldn't help it. She wasn't trying to be rude or condescending, yet he didn't understand. "No. That's not going to work," she said.

"Why not?"

"You know exactly why not," she said. At that instant, she could have stopped. But this time, she made the choice. "Because you're a boy, and they’re not going to listen to you."

"That, that's not fair," he said.

She leaned forward again. Now, only a couple of inches separated her face from his. "Too bad. These women have decided that men like you aren't capable of making rational decisions."

"I can show them. I can show them all!"

"How?"

His fingers tightened into fists. He raised one hand. For a moment, she wondered if maybe he would make a mistake like punching a wall. At the last instant, he got himself under control.

Again, she couldn't help herself, "What's wrong? Are you frustrated? Are you angry and upset because no one is listening to you? Oh, that must be so hard for you." She blinked and shook her head from side to side.

"I want to show them," he said after another couple seconds.

"That's not how it works. You aren't going to be able to get them to change their minds. As far as they're concerned, you are a boy, and that means you were born to be a servant."

"Are you sure I wasn't born to be a slave?"

After just a moment, she thought of him naked and on his knees, maybe even with a collar around his neck. The thought excited her in a way she hadn't expected.

Again, Rachel tried to shove that idea aside. She wanted to dig a deep hole and bury it somewhere within her psyche, only she smiled. She dropped her head down. Again and again, she thought of Ezri's slave, and how he looked down on his knees. Would Russell have been as appealing?

Yes.

The answer popped into her head, and she couldn't push this one aside.

"What? What is it?"

"Nothing. Nothing you need to worry about," she said.

"If I can't do anything to help, then why did you come talk to me?" He crossed his arms over his chest.

"You're cute when you're upset," she told him.

His eyes widened. "You can't talk to me like that!"

"Can't I?" Rachel asked. Yes, she was definitely smiling at him now. There was something vivid and intoxicating about the way her lips curled up. On so many different occasions, she had been polite and respectful when she didn't really have to be. Around her, men did and said foolish things, yet she still had to respect them...for some reason. But right then and there on that ship, and in those quarters, she didn't need to contemplate how he might react. After all, she was in charge. As a woman, she could do whatever she wished.

"You, you…"

Rachel surprised herself. She reached up and gently touched a finger to his mouth. That silenced him. At the same time, there was that flutter of extraordinary influence and power that ran hot through her body.

"What?" She teased him. "What are you going to say? Are you going to convince me that I shouldn't enjoy myself while I'm here? Are you going to tell me that I should feel guilty about this. Sorry, Russell. This is a lot of fun."

"Did they do something to you?"

"One of their servants came to see me last night, and I had some fun with him," she said.

His eyes widened. "And before you start complaining, I want you to know that I enjoyed myself. I enjoyed myself because I'm a woman, and that's my right. Now, are you going to cooperate?"

"Why?"

"Because I was thinking about going down to the simulation bay again."

"You can do that?"

"I can," she said. It was true; Drakala had informed her that Rachel now had basic access to the ship's nonessential areas. That included the simulation bay. "If you like, I could take you for a walk."

"You make me sound like a dog."

"Do I? Do I really?"

When he uttered those words, he thought they sounded like a sharpened accusation. Instead, she grinned right back at him. He drew in a breath. In that instant, she knew what he was thinking. He was trying to run through the calculations to decide whether or not he should be petulant and stubborn. Only then he saw the truth on her face.

Reluctantly, he strode past her and walked toward the door. It didn't open, not until she approached. Even then, her hand dropped down, and she gave his bottom a pat. "I can have some fun with you," she said.

As they walked through the ship, he saw the males, and he noticed how they were all wearing those collars. He swallowed, he could almost imagine the tension around his neck, constantly reminding him of his status as a male. Throughout his life, he had tried to think that gender was irrelevant. It didn't really change anything. Perhaps he could acknowledge a couple of male privileges here or there, but now he felt the weight of his identity pushing down against him on this vessel.

He remained quiet.

Perhaps he hoped that Rachel was going to say something, like she would sense his disquiet and finally apologize to him.

She had talked down to him. She had teased him and patronized him!

Didn't she know who he was?

The question was ridiculous, so he dismissed it as soon as it materialized inside of his head. Even so, the fury seethed in his gut. He tried to get angry, to let it spill out in one burst of rage. But he couldn't. As much as that idea appealed to him, Russell saw another male. This time, the collared alien's appearance didn't spark another rush of frustration.

It quenched it instead.

As she glanced over her shoulder, Rachel seemed to guess his thoughts. “Would you like us to get you one of those?”

“What?”

At first, he assumed she had to be joking. It was just a dumb idea. She was messing with him. But then she stopped, she turned back to face him. She had her hands on her hips. He stopped. More than anything, he wished he could just stride past her. Instead, his body seemed to tighten.

Despite his best efforts, he knew he couldn’t surpass her. He couldn’t just walk around her. The idea seemed ridiculous. The hallway was wide and open, only he knew he wasn’t allowed to wander off on his own.

He was just a boy, after all. If he tried anything like that, there could be consequences.

What would these aliens do to him? If they found him wandering around the ship unescorted, how would they respond?

Try to think about this rationally. Automatically, he wanted to believe they would simply take him by the hand and escort him back to his “handler”. Or maybe they would put a collar around his neck and force him back into his quarters.

Those were nice ideas, and they were only somewhat reassuring. After all, he knew the punishment could be far, far more severe.

These were aliens, after all. He had no idea how their penalties worked, especially when it came to the oppressed side of their people.

These alien men were oppressed, right?

“Are you getting frustrated?” She sounded sincere, only he picked out that teasing lilt in her voice. “Are you getting frustrated because you know I can do whatever I want here? Is that frustrating for you?” Rachel pouted out her bottom lip as she watched him.

He didn’t say anything.

“Maybe you want to walk ahead? Would that make you feel like a big, strong man? Is that why you’re frustrated? Are you getting upset because you have to follow me around like a little puppy dog?”

His eyes widened.

“You can’t talk to me like that!”

“Oh?” Rachel asked without shifting her tone. “Are you sure about that? Are you really sure I can’t talk to you exactly like this right now? Is that what you are trying to tell me?” Her eyes sparkled with mischievous delight. She knew exactly what she was doing. More importantly, she enjoyed it!

“Rachel, this is serious. We need to focus on the survival of humanity.”

“Yeah, I’m working on that,” she answered.

“This isn’t a joke! It’s not a game!”

That’s when she sauntered back toward him. She cut the distance between them all over again. She leaned in.

What was it about her proximity? How could her closeness trigger these kinds of feelings deep within him? She was beautiful, of course. He had known that. And yet, he had always been able to push those urges side as he maintained his friendship with her back in college. But right then and there, his heart stuttered in his chest. He could feel his pulse play behind the bars of his rib cage. Adrenaline splashed down his veins, and he tightened his fingers into fists without knowing what to do with them.

“No one said this is a joke or a game,” she said. “Besides, if it was a game, you wouldn’t be able to win.”

“What?”

“Right now, if we were playing a game, you would lose. You would lose automatically. You would lose, and it wouldn’t matter what you did. None of your choices would make the slightest difference.”

He stared back at her.

It was ridiculous, yet he reflexively wished he could argue with her. It was an automatic urge, a desire programmed deep within him. First, he worked as an engineer. He always believed there was a solution to any given problem. With enough time and effort, any predicament could be resolved. But more than that, he didn’t understand why she was saying all of that.

“You’re wrong,” he said.

“If I leaned forward and whispered into your ear and ordered you to get down on your knees in front of me, would you do it?”

“No. Of course not,” he said. “I’m your colleague and you have to respect me.”

“Are you a colleague in this culture? Does that still count?”

Her eyes twinkled. She was having fun with him. He could sense that.

“This isn’t funny,” he said right as he turned to his left and started to walk around her.

He thought he would stride off. It was supposed to be easy to make this point. He could ditch her right there, and he didn’t even care where he went. If he decided to avoid any kind of political backlash, he could have retreated back to his quarters without telling her. He could find his way. Right?

Before he could do anything with those quickly forming plans, Rachel reached out. Her hand shot forward, and her fingers and snared his wrist. She grabbed him, holding him tight. Her touch was cooler than he expected. At the same time, there was something about her gently strong grip.

“I didn’t dismiss you,” she said.

“We are equals,” he told her.

“Are we? Are we really?”

She stepped forward again. He had his back to the wall now. He retreated, only a shoulder blade brushed against that solid surface. He couldn’t escape, especially while she held his hand.

“Try to say it again,” he taunted him.

“What?” Russell briefed out.

“Try to say it again,” she instructed. “I bet you can’t do it. Go on. Come on. Do your best. Tell me that we are equals on this ship.”

“I, I…”

“What’s wrong? The smart boy can’t do it? You can’t insist that we are equals? Is that because you know the truth?” The gently joking tone cut through those words and stabbed into him. He froze.

On every level, he wished he could rush past her. He wanted to yank his arm away and to rush down the corridor.

She was teasing him.

It was just a game. She was only messing with him.

He contemplated those realities from one second to the next, only he couldn’t do anything with them. Even if those ideas remained true, they didn’t help him!

“We need to be serious.”

“What makes you think I’m not serious?” Rachel taunted him. Then she smiled, and he didn’t know what was about to happen. He felt trapped right there, embarrassed and frustrated all at the same time.

Worst of all, he could feel the reactions from deep within his core. Between his legs, he had gotten excited. There was that stiff tension, the urge, and he didn’t know what to do with it. He didn’t know how to fight it back, especially because she was so close, and she kept talking to him, it was getting harder and harder to think.

“You can’t do this,” he said again. And yet, those words felt ultimately fragile, like they couldn’t protect him. Still, he had to try!

“Let’s see if I can do this?” Maybe it was a question. It could have been a statement. He blinked, and then she leaned forward, and she kissed his cheek.

Her lips brushed his skin, and there was that flare of heat. There was the soft press of her mouth against his tender skin.

Then she grabbed his wrist again, and she yanked. “Come on!”

Dazed, he didn’t know how he was supposed to respond.

On some level, he wanted to believe that maybe she had been infected with some kind of alien parasite. Maybe they had poisoned her or something. Could she be under the effect of some drugs?

Only then, he recalled what it was like to look right into her eyes.

She was thinking clearly.

He knew this woman. That was one reason why he had selected her in the first place. He knew her, and he understood that she was just having fun. And yet, he still had to deal with the consequences of her newfound confidence and this sense of supremacy.

As he followed after her, Russell tried to think of something logical and reasonable and rational he could say. He attempted to come up with some argument. If he could do this, then maybe he would be able to get her to take him seriously again.

What had the women talked about? When Rachel discussed the future with those aliens, what were the arguments? What were the ideas?

At the pit of his stomach, he wondered how he could get into that room.

At the same time, he had to consider how many women across the span of time had wrestled with those exact same questions and dilemmas. For so long, they hadn’t been allowed to vote. In the public sphere men made decisions behind closed doors, and in spaces women had no chance of accessing. At best, a woman might be able to be a wife or a secretary.

Russell tried to imagine what that might look like for the men of the world.

A shiver ran down his back.

But he realized something.

For a very, very long time, males had exploited their superior status. Almost every woman understood what it meant to feel utterly helpless. Perhaps that had changed (he certainly hope so), only now he had to think about it.

“Show us the White Wood Forest,” Rachel said when they came to the simulation bay.

“What’s that?”

“Something Ezri mentioned,” she said.

His eyes narrowed and his nostrils flared. He couldn’t help it. Maybe this was a silly reaction, yet the annoyance still flared through his body, mostly because of what it meant. These women were talking to one another when he wasn’t around. They were sharing conversations, and he had already known this, only the reminder still grated against his patience.

The doors opened, and he glanced back at the panel she had used to begin the program. The simulation stretched out before them, but one thought occurred to him.

If he had addressed the computer, would it have responded to his command?

No.

That simple answer smacked into him. He tried not to think about it, especially now.

He saw the white trees, the vivid red flowers, and the dark blue leaves overhead.

“This is beautiful,” she said.

“It is,” he was forced to acknowledge.

She reached out again, and she patted his bottom. “Go ahead. You can explore,” she said.

“I don’t need your permission,” Russell wanted to say. At the last second, he didn’t utter those words, mostly because he hoped to avoid another teasing response from his colleague.

She was his colleague, right?

He wandered forward, and he tried to drink in every detail. He saw the soft curves of those trees, their thick branches, the vivid crimson along the flower petals, and there was something else. As he moved forward, he could feel the soft give of the ground beneath his feet. His eyes narrowed slightly, he wondered exactly what that meant.

That he saw it.

He wasn’t sure if this was moss or something else entirely, yet he still shook his head.

“What is it?”

“I’m not a botanist, but just one of these plants could keep scientists busy for years,” he said. He reached out, he touched one. “They’re warm. A they generate their own heat.”

“Are you sure they’re not just ignoring the light?”

“Feel one of these,” he said. “I’m pretty sure they are warmer than the ambient temperature.”

“You look cute when you do science,” she said.

For a few seconds there, he had lost himself to those academic questions. First, he contemplated what kinds of biological processes would allow these trees to generate this kind of warmth on their own. (He silently acknowledged that maybe there were trees on Earth that could do this too, but he wasn’t aware of them if they existed.) What kind of uses could they have? How could a new plant alter the way people actually lived?

Beyond the basic ethics of respecting all life, Russell had been acutely aware of the practical considerations when it came to the destruction of the various rain forests across the planet. So many plants and animals hadn’t yet been discovered. So many of those organisms had potential uses for humanity. They were undiscovered cures for diseases and new technologies that might be developed. All of this may have been true, yet it was easier to take down those trees and use the land for agriculture.

It came down to questions of short-term versus long-term thinking.

The women on board the ship had been able to overcome that challenge. They thrived.

“What you think of these women?” Russell asked.

“I think their technology is very impressive,” she answered as they started to walk forward. Everything about this felt real. Not only that, the doors had closed behind them and quickly disappeared, camouflaged by holograms just like the other walls within this facility.

“That’s not what I’m talking about,” he said.

“I know,” she replied. She let go of his hand, and she strode ahead, practically skipping like a schoolgirl. She held her hands behind her back. It was the same gesture the communication’s officer used…

He wasn’t sure if that meant anything. He told himself it didn’t. After all, they were just two people, and they were out for a walk. Nothing here had to signify anything beyond that.

And yet, it was still a demonstration of what the aliens could do.

He breathed out slowly, and he asked, “Are you letting them change you? Are you letting them change the way you see things?”

“These are new experiences,” she replied. “They are supposed to change my perspective. If they didn’t, I wouldn’t be the right person for this job.”

“Are you?” Russell asked, his eyes narrowed. “You remember who you’re supposed to be loyal to?”

“And who is that?”

“Your species,” he said. “Humans.” He was tempted raise his voice, only he resisted the urge. He didn’t think it would help. If anything, it would only demonstrate that he was in irrational male.

“You sound upset,” she told him. Were her eyes twinkling again? Was she playing with him? Was she messing with him?

Because he couldn’t be sure one way or the other, he exhaled again. “I’m serious.”

“And you are really handsome when you get all focused like this,” she said.

His eyes widened. He couldn’t help it; had she just called him handsome?

He tried to hate that response. He attempted to focus on how it was teasing and demeaning. After all, they were literally talking about one of the most important decisions any human would ever make, and yet she was still playing with him?

Only then she stepped forward again, and there was that phantom memory of her lips brushing along his cheek. It had been such a quick kiss. Even at that moment, only a few minutes later, he had started to wonder if it really happened. Perhaps it had been some kind of pleasant delusion.

Only then, she took both of his hands. She squeezed. Her fingers pressed up against in the flats of his palms. “I want you to know that I’m going to make the best decision.”

“Don’t you mean that we are going to make the best decision?”

“Yeah. Sure. Right.” Then she let go, and she turned around and started walking back between the trees.

All at once, he didn’t see the forest all around him. He didn’t notice the vivid red of the flowers, the white trunks, or any of the other details. All became irrelevant. “Rachel, I’m serious about all of this. We need to talk.”

“Tell me something,” she said, spinning around and looking right at him, “Do you honestly think I would be so selfish that I would let our species die?”

“What? No. Of course not.”

“They are. That’s everything you need to know,” she said.

“Right.” All at once, he felt foolish. She had just shut down every single one of his doubts and insecurities. In fact, he almost wanted to start laughing.

“But I have a question for you,” she said.

“What is it?” He spoke slowly and uncertainly. As hard as he tried, he couldn’t summon his usual confidence. As an administrator, he had learned how to hide his emotions. Because he was supposed to be in charge, he had to be able to ask the right questions. He needed the respect of his subordinates.

“Back on Earth, how many men would make the wrong choice? What percentage of the population would mess this up?”

“I, I don’t know. There is no way for me to know that,” he said.

“Do your best. Guess.” As she coaxed him, he couldn’t decide whether or not she was messing around.

“I don’t know,” he said as he rolled his eyes. “Twenty percent?”

“Fascinating,” she said. “I know we are just guessing here, but I don’t think anywhere near that portion of the female population would just destroy everything if they could. Given the chance, I don’t think women are as destructive.”

“These are just guesses,” he said.

“You’re right,” she agreed with a noncommittal shrug. “Still, don’t you think it’s important to consider the general disposition of women versus men, especially as we contemplate the future?”

“What are you saying?”

“Generalizations can be dangerous,” she pointed out. “But at the same time, we have to move forward. We can’t just do nothing. Stasis isn’t a real possibility.”

He didn’t like it when she spoke this way. There was something about her confidence, her strength, and the ease with which she seized control of the conversation.

As he blinked, he realized she was talking like a man.

He tried to dismiss the idea. After all, it seemed childish and sexist. It seemed like something that should have been antiquated, as though it belonged to another generation. And yet…

“So if I have to make this decision, then I need to think about what I know about women and men and the rest of our people. I need to figure out what would be best for humanity.”

“You have no right to make that decision all on your own,” he said.

“But you do? Who does?” She smirked for a second. This time, a hint of bitterness laced that expression, “There’s another uncomfortable point about reality. People have to make decisions that will affect lots and lots of other people. It’s no different from any other position.”

“No one voted for you. No one elected you,” he pointed out.

“No,” she said with a shake of her head. “But that doesn’t change the reality of the situation. Besides, it’s not like we can have an intelligible dialogue with the people of Earth. And even if we could, what do you think most of the men would say? If they learned that there was a female-led coalition of alien species out here, how many of those guys would want to throw nukes at them just to see what would happen?”

“That’s ridiculous,” he said.

“We agree there,” she replied.

But then she turned back to him. “What are you willing to sacrifice?”

“For what?”

“The future,” she said. “Societies prosper when old men plant trees whose shade they’ll never get to enjoy.” As she finished her version of the quote, she watched him. “What do you think of that?” Even as she asked the question, she contemplated the aliens and their desires.

“I’m not sure,” he said. Then he smiled. “I mean, if you think about it, this entire trip has involved some serious risks.” He paused for a moment. “What would have happened if we got into that box and it just exploded or something?”

“True,” she said.

“You have something in mind, don’t you?”

“Not sure,” she said.

“You’re not? Come on, Rachel. Tell me what you’re thinking.”

She nibbled on the inside of her mouth as she continued to walk forward. She enjoyed the trees to her left and right. There was something relaxing about the pale blue sky overhead. Somehow, the trees may have seemed exotic and foreign, yet they were still comforting. This seemed doubly true for the atmosphere above them.

Maybe there was a little bit of a chill on the air, but that didn’t bother her.

“I’m thinking about an offer the aliens have made. It hasn’t been anything formal. We don’t have a treaty, but…”

“What?”

“But they have suggested that maybe we should switch to a matriarchy.”

He paused.

Somehow, that didn’t surprise her. Rachel’s feet crunched against the dried leaves beneath her as she continued to walk forward. After a few more steps, she finally stopped and turned around.

“You’re joking,” he said, his voice flat and devoid of any kind of real emotion.

“What makes that sound like a joke?”

“You can’t be serious,” he insisted a second later.

“Why not?”

“First, it’s impossible.”

“How so?”

On some level, he knew she was messing with him. She was toying with him all over again. And yet, she watched him, and there was that frustratingly relaxed expression on her face, but this was just a game for her. She was playing with him; she was toying with him, and there was nothing he could do about it!

The tension flared down his biceps into his forearms. He splayed his fingers, stretching them out. He didn’t want to make a pair of fists, not this time.

Despite his best efforts to hide his reactions, Rachel could read him. Of that, he was sure.

“Politically,” he stated emphatically. “It would be a political nonstarter. You’re a feminist, right? You can see how prevalent sexism is all across the world. I mean, a woman runs for political office in one country here or there, and it shouldn’t be a big deal. But it is. A woman, even after she gets elected, is invested as the President. But she is always the first female president or a lady prime minister or whatever.” He huffed and puffed out those words. His face had turned a bright shade of red.

“Agreed,” she said, catching him off guard.

“You agree with me?”

“Absolutely,” she said. “You are absolutely right about the politics of the situation. That’s why the delays in question would get to vote.”

“Excuse me?”

She walked up to him.

“If these aliens decided to descend on Earth, do you think we could stop them?”

“I, I don’t know. Maybe?”

“Come on, Russell. You are an engineer. You have seen what they can do. They have engines and generators that can create more energy in a few minutes then our entire species has been able to capture over the entire span of our civilization.”

He blinked, and he clearly wanted to argue with her. He wished he could find some counterpoint, yet he quickly ran the calculations. She was right.

If this ship helped thousands of people, he could jump across the stars, the energy requirements would have been astronomical—literally.

In fact, he could barely conceive of such power.

“What if they don’t know how to fight?” Russell suggested. It was technically a possibility. There was no reason why a society couldn’t advance in terms of exploration and interstellar travel while also refraining from studying weapons.

But even as he asked that question, he already knew the truth. She flashed him another condescending smile.

“Luckily for us, they aren’t just going to come in and conquer earth. But there is a debate going on. I’ve been talking to them, and they haven’t decided what they want to do. They might save us, but they might also save us with a condition.”

“Enslavement?”

“No,” she said dismissively. Rachel even raised her hand and waved the idea away. “It is not enslavement if it only applies to half of the population.”

He sucked in a breath to argue.

Right as he opened his mouth, she told him, “Not now.” Just like that, she silenced him. His eyes widened, and his lips remained parted. As hard as he tried, he couldn’t utter a single coherent sound.

Had she just shut him down with a sentence? Had she just shut him up with a quick comment?

In high school, he had always liked to think that he was a maverick, the kind of guy who didn’t need to worry about in-groups or cliques. Even so, he remembered confronting a girl in one of his classes. She had been a cheerleader, blonde and beautiful. She matched so many of the annoying stereotypes. And she had stood in front of him, and she sneered at him. He had been taller and bigger. Even so, something inside of him wilted. He hadn’t been able to argue with her. He hadn’t been able to point out her rude behavior.

She walked by him, and he retreated out of the way, frightened of a girl.

All at once, Rachel provoked that same old fear. She awoke it, sending tendrils of dread and that deep sense of intimidation straight to his center.

He bit down again. He tried to ignore those feelings. “You can’t do this,” he insisted.

“Oh?” Rachel placed her hands on her hips. “And what do you think you’re going to do about it? Come on, Russell. Tell me. Go on. Tell me what you’re going to do about it.” With each command, she stripped away another layer of his defiance. Pretty soon, he found himself staring down at the ground. It was simulated, yet it felt real. At the same time, he couldn’t even tell that he was on a starship. This kind of technology was so much more advanced.

“That’s right,” she said. “Face it. We can do whatever we want.”

Over the next couple of days, Rachel continued to negotiate with the commander plus her superiors. Rachel did her best to learn their names. She tried to form a rapport with those women.

And yet, the negotiations weren’t what she had expected. When she first volunteered for this mission, she assumed she would have been arguing over territory, mineral rights, or some esoteric element that she wasn’t even familiar with.

Then again, she also understood that diplomacy came down to more than logic and resource allocation. Sometimes, it wasn’t about the money; instead, it was something less tangible: pride for a genuine belief in the justice of a cause.

Granted, corruption usually seeped in here or there, and degree could always be a lever in any argument or discussion, yet she understood just how chaotic and inconsistent people would be.

The aliens, on the other hand were different.

Whether she addressed the herogynites, the domifemorians, or the soverignelas, they all seemed somehow…similar. That wasn’t what she had expected either. On some level, she had anticipated disagreements, arguments, and the petty feuds that would have erupted between the various factions on Earth.

Even when she thought of the US government, there were representatives from every American state, and the political infighting could be vicious.

There were debates online about whether or not one of the two major political parties actually hoped to sabotage the Republic and bring down the entire government.

Rachel didn’t think it was fair to make those sorts of assumptions or assertions, but she understood the premise.

When she spoke with these women, however, Rachel kept going back to points about art and culture. Occasionally, they asked about her history, and she did her best. Often, Rachel had to apologize and say something like, “To be honest, I’m more of a diplomat than a historian. If you like, I can try to look that up for you when I get back.” In truth, she had no idea whether or not the consolation would work for them.

It didn’t matter. They always moved on to other topics.

Despite their hours-long sessions, these meetings didn’t feel like a protracted negotiation.

Occasionally, one of the leaders would reference the main issue at hand, “Until we decide what we are going to do, it is best that we learn as much as possible.”

Someone else had said, “The human representative must also make a recommendation in time.”

Clearly, they were operating with protocols that Rachel didn’t understand. Once or twice, she had tried to ask about them. They hadn’t been helpful. Even the First Explorer seemed unable to explain what might happen next.

Over the next two and three and four days, Rachel continued to meet with the aliens.

Between sessions, she spent time with Russell. They had their meals together, and she sometimes took him back to the simulation bay.

At almost every meeting, he had looked back at her, and when he opened his mouth, it was obvious there was something he wanted to say, only he suppressed the urge, probably because he didn’t trust himself.

Just as importantly, Rachel could feel something inside of her shift.

Although she didn’t spend more time with Daxon, she still enjoyed seeing Russell. And every time she did, her perspective seemed to slide ever so slightly…

Was that a problem? People evolved. They changed. She considered this again and again, especially when she talked to her boy. She looked at him, and she kept thinking about how he would look with a collar around his neck. Sometimes she even considered what it would be like to hold onto his leash.

His leash.

She could ponder it. Gently, she'd pull him close. She could look into his eyes and say, "How are you feeling, boy? Are you frustrated? Are you upset?" In some of her fantasies, he would pout back at her, nodding quickly. Then he would try to say something, and she would touch a finger to his mouth and say, "It's okay. It's okay if you're frustrated. You're still learning. You're learning to be a good and obedient boy. That's what you want, isn't it? You want to make me happy. You want to make your handler happy, don't you?"

At some point, probably while she drifted between asleep and awake, her fantasy shifted, "You want to make your owner happy, don't you?"

Owner.

She could actually own him.

And when they went back to earth, everything could be different.

It could be a matriarchy.

Of course, Rachel hadn't made the decision. She couldn't make that kind of choice for humanity. Right?

Luckily for her, she didn't have to worry about the time frame. Then again, they didn't actually know what was happening back home. Maybe the President had announced everything to the people of Earth, so now they were wondering whether or not these alien saviors would rescue them from the Asteroid Storm.

Owner.

She kept coming back to that word.

It was so easy. More importantly, it felt right.

More importantly, Rachel started thinking about Russell in Daxon's position. Her former friend could be down on his knees, naked, that collar around his neck, he could gaze up at her. Originally, she thought of him frustrated and flustered. But more and more, she wanted him down there, eager and willing to serve. That would have been so much better, she decided.

Within the privacy of her fantasies, she enticed him with a kiss. She could have been 10. She could break him. She wanted to be the beautiful girl who could seduce him into captivity. She would take this wild boy, and she would draw him into a new kind of existence, one where he could be so much happier.

And so what if she would talk down to him? So what if she would patronize him from time to time? He could be her pet and her companion, her plaything, and her slave…

Yes. That was what she wanted!

Just before she was supposed to wake up, she had rolled onto her back, spread her legs, slipped her hand down between her inner thighs, and stroked her opening. She had massaged her most sensitive spots, pushing down, sliding in, gently caressing, rubbing and teasing and stroking until the pleasure pulsed through her body. The physical sensations were great, of course. But it was the thought of Russell that awoke something undeniably powerful within her.

She wanted that boy between her legs, his head pressed up against her pussy. He would lick, nuzzle, suck, and worship her. He would demonstrate exactly what he could do. He was a bright boy. He was so intelligent! He would be perfect right there. He would focus on her desires, and she would be able to indulge in those urges. She could keep her hand on the back of his head, guiding him, setting the pace, ensuring that he pleasured her for as long as she wished. That kind of power, that kind of influence, and that kind of control pressed down on some button deep within her. Rachael's heart pounded faster and faster.

This was what she wanted. This was what she needed.

But now, she couldn't contemplate those thoughts. Instead, she looked back at the screens. Occasionally, she turned to the First Explorer. Then there was the communications specialist. Occasionally, Ezri interjected to translate something more clearly. Over the last few days, she had learned almost the entirety of the English language. In fact, Rachel began to suspect that this woman now knew more about the language than she did.

One of the herogynites made her announcement, "This is only a preliminary decision, but we have decided to intercede on your behalf. First Explorer, will you soon have data from your probes?"

The commander hesitated for several seconds. Rachel understood what that meant. Over the last few days, she had learned more about the First Explorer. Generally speaking, interpreting her words didn't come down to a question of body language or facial expression. Instead, it was the speed and tempo of how she spoke. When she paused like this, she was either deep in thought or wasn't quite sure exactly how to respond.

"We haven't received any word from her probes yet. The first one could have been based on some glitch. The second probe didn't send back any information at all."

"That is disturbing. With this in mind, we recommend extreme caution as you make your way to the humans' solar system. Be prepared. But also, as much as possible and without putting your ship at risk, help them if you can."

The screens went dark.

Rachel blinked. Just like that? That was it? It was going to happen?

She turned to Ezri who flashed her a beaming smile, "You did it."

"I did?" Rachel knew this was a ridiculous question. She had listened to the leaders; she understood what the matriarchs had just said. And yet, part of her had expected something much harder, like she would have to offer up land or travel rates or some other concession.

If their positions had been reversed, would the humans have been so generous? There are plenty of sci-fi shows that insisted people could be good. Societies could evolve and change and improve. Even so, Rachel hardened her lips into a furtive pout as she contemplated what would happen.

The First Explorer turned back to Rachel, "Congratulations. I have all of the approvals I need. We will make our way to your system."

"How long will that take?"

"The engines are powered. I simply have to give the order," she said.

"Thank you," Rachel said. "Thank you so much." But even as she spoke, she understood that one of the most powerful starships in existence was now about to leap across the stars and land near her home planet. A nervous shiver ran through her body. They were coming to help, Rachel reminded herself. And yet, she glanced back at these alien women, and she wondered precisely what was going to happen.

Then she thought of something.

It was a different idea, and that fear morphed into something else entirely.

Rachel wasn't sure exactly where those instincts came from. Maybe they had been lodged deep within her throughout her life. She found herself striding down the halls with the practiced ease of a crew member. Although her status hadn't changed, and she was still a guest, Rachel still strode forward with the excitement thrumming through her body.

She opened the door to his quarters, and she found him in the middle of the room as he did some push-ups.

"You need some exercise?" Rachel asked.

"I just wanted to distract myself," he said as he pushed away. Disappointingly, he still had his shirt on. Still, Rachel admired him. He wasn't a bodybuilder. He wasn't a model either. And yet, there was still something handsome and sweet about this man. As she stepped across the threshold, reached out, and secured the door with a wave of her fingers, she knew what she wanted.

"Stand up," she ordered.

He pushed himself onto his buttocks. But now, he glared at her. "Did something happen?"

"Would you like to know?"

"Yes."

"Then stand up," she told him, flashing a smile.

Stand up.

The order was simple, and there wasn't any reason for him to disobey, only Russell still couldn't bring himself to cooperate with her. It felt disloyal somehow, like he was about to sacrifice something important. And yet, he saw that expression on her face. Worse, something inside of him tightened. He didn't know what he was supposed to do. Ridiculously, he glanced to his left, then his right. He wanted to look around, like he needed some kind of corroboration.

"What happened?" Russell asked again as he rose to his feet.

She came up to him. She came closer and closer. This time, she wasn't trying to intimidate him. Instead, a different sensation seemed to course through his veins.

He couldn't name the exact detail that triggered this different response inside of him. Normally, he could think of things in purely engineering and mechanical terms. As an astronomer, he generally relied more on math than poetry or art. Sure, he could appreciate the beauty and the wild expanse of outer space, only this was different. Something primal awoke within him as she came closer and closer. Then she reached down, and she touched his hand. Her finger slid along his palms.

"Good boy," she said.

"Don't call me that," he growled.

She didn't get distracted by the tone of his voice, nor did she seem to mind. If anything, he thought he saw that mischievous sparkle in her eyes all over again, like she enjoyed his attempt at control. From her perspective, it was cute. It was adorable. He was cute and adorable!

Again, Russell thought to push those thoughts aside. He tried to concentrate on her instead. He had been locked up in here for most of the day. And yes, he had food and everything else he needed, yet the captivity still infuriated him, especially because he had to wait for her to come back.

He didn't want to use this term, but he was living the life of a pet. Although she could come by and take him down to the simulation day or back to the dining hall, he still resented all of it.

There have been moments when he could concentrate on the anger as he contemplated what he would say to her the next time he met her. But now, Rachel was right in front of him, and Russell froze. His heart pounded faster in his chest.

She was smirking now.

"Why not?" Rachel teased him. "You are a good boy. I'm actually very impressed with you. It was your idea to ask for help. It was your idea to bring me on. Just think, what would have happened if you had picked another guy?" She giggled to herself. "Drakala and Ezri and the others never would have taken either of you seriously."

"We both know that was dumb luck."

"No," she said. "You picked the best woman for the job, and I'm very impressed by that. I'm very impressed by you, Russell."

"What, what are you doing?"

"Am I making you nervous?"

"I…" As hard as he tried, Russell couldn't finish that sentence. Despite his best efforts, he didn't even know what he wanted to say, especially because she was right there.

Rachel leaned forward. She whispered into his ear, "You're a very, very good boy, and I'm very proud of you." She was teasing him now. He could hear it in every syllable. From moment to moment, he worked so hard to coax out that anger. And yet, she was right there.

Then she surprised him again. "Say thank you," she told him.

"Why? What for?"

"When a woman pays you a complement, you should say thank you," she told him. She explained all of this and made it sound so obvious.

His fingers shoved down into the palms of his hands. He glared at her. But then, she leaned in closer, and he closed his eyes and puckered his lips. It felt like she was about to kiss him.

"Say thank you," she ordered again.

"Thank you," he breathed out.

He had thought about this once or twice. Each time, he had tried to lock those ideas away, first in college, and now here. Yes, he had noticed the gentle waves in her hair, the hue of her lips and the contours of her body, only all of that was completely and utterly inappropriate.

But now, Rachel kissed him. She pressed her lips to his. She had her hands on his cheeks, and she tilted his head to the side as she took what she wanted.

It was a soft, gentle, quick kiss.

"What, what was that?"

"It was a reward for being such a good boy," she told him.

His muscles tightened all over again. He glared at her for just a moment, but then she kissed him again.

In that instant, he knew he could have shoved her back. He could have pushed her away. Still, he didn't. As each second stretched and elapsed, she touched her mouth to his, and he kissed her back. He pushed his body up against hers, and he loved it. Maybe it was the bottled tension and captured frustration. Maybe it was just the fact that he had always tried to hide those feelings from himself and her.

Then she broke off that kiss. "Say thank you."

"Thank you," he told her.

"Tell me you're a good boy."

"What is this? What are you doing?"

"Whatever I want," she said, chuckling. His face hardened with annoyance, so she dropped her hands down to his, and she brushed the pads of her thumbs along his palms. "Russell, things are changing. But I have good news."

"What? What is it?"

"I want to tell you, but I want you on your knees in front of me." She uttered those words, and then she blinked, apparently surprised.

Russell tried to read her expression. "You're joking," he said. Instantly, he knew she wasn't. Still, he let those words drift on the air as he hoped that maybe he was wrong.

All at once, he saw the transformation within her. He could see the expression on her face. It was just like all of the other women on board the ship. "You agree with them, don't you?"

"I don't know," she said. "But right now, I want to be with you on my terms. What do you think of that? Russell, how do you feel about being on your knees in front of me?"

"Yes. Please."

For just a second or two, he tried to tell himself that he was only doing this to get information. She knew what was going on. She had been deeply involved in the negotiations. In the meantime, he had been kept in his quarters like a toy stuck in storage. Just a few minutes before, everything had been still and silent except for the tension in his arms and the pounding of his heart, the ragged breath as he pushed himself. Exercise had started to feel like the only possible outlet, only now she changed everything.

With just a few movements and a couple of words, Rachel gave him a choice.

He couldn't mess this up.

Excitement flooded through his body as she casually walked past him. He stared after her. She wore her uniform. The jumpsuit didn't reveal very much of her body, yet he still stared and worked to memorize the way the light played across her mane. Then he heard the zipper. Her hand had reached up for the base of her neck, and she pulled it down. Then she shrugged off the uniform.

She stood there in just her bra and panties.

"Strip," she ordered.

A grin touched her lips.

"Aren't you going to tell me what happened?"

"You have to earn it, boy. You think you can do that? Can you earn it?"

Russell didn't answer.

That's why she answered for him, "I think you can. I think you can be a smart boy who can certainly learn how to please me."

"We aren't like them. I, I'm not supposed to be a slave."

"Are you sure about that? Are you really sure?"

He didn't answer. He stayed there on his feet. Perhaps his defiance had already started to melt, yet he still remained in place. He had his hands pressed up against his sides as he tried to figure out what he might be able to do or say. Despite his best efforts, he couldn't find anything. His thoughts felt scattered and disoriented, like nothing fit together...especially when he drank in the sight of this beautiful woman.

Her bra. Her panties. The curves of her cleavage, the lines of her waist, and the perfect silhouette of her lithe frame. Just as importantly, he found himself staring back at her coquettish smile. She had pulled off most of her clothing, yet she still retained absolute control because she could get him to do whatever she liked. She knew it, he could see. She had perfect confidence in her ability to own him right then and there.

His chest tightened. He glanced down, then up again. He didn't know what he could do or say. He didn't know how to react or respond. None of this made any sense to him.

And yet, it all fit so perfectly.

"I don't think you're sure," she said. "I think you have a choice to make. Would you want to be a slave if it meant you belong to me?"

"We could have a regular relationship," he stuttered out.

"No," she told him. "That's not what I want. And that's not who you are." She came closer and closer.

As she cut the distance between them, he could feel his defiance begin to break apart.

"If you tell me to leave, I will walk through that door right now." She didn't need to mention that he would be trapped in there until she decided to come back. "Is that what you want?"

"No," he breathed out.

"Then I think my boy knows exactly where he belongs." She walked toward the bed. She sat down. She leaned back.

Nervous, he locked his teeth together and stared at the carpet right in front of his face. But then he heard that playful, tantalizing voice even as she continued to tease him, "Come along, Russell. We both know what you want to do. We both know where you belong, don't we? Yes, we do."

He tried to be infuriated. He wanted to get angry at how she could ask those questions and answer them just as quickly. Even so, he yielded. His leg started to move. He couldn't remember making a conscious decision, only it didn't matter. He gave her precisely what she wanted.

Russell lowered himself down in front of her and stared at the floor all over again. Then he heard her voice. This time, she wasn't teasing him. She wasn't taunting him or playing with him. Instead, she just barely whispered the words. At first, he wondered if he had just imagined them. But he glanced up, and he saw that focused expression on her face. Rachel was watching him, and there was something she expected from this boy.

Would he give up his independence and pride as a man if it meant he could be with her?

Russell expected some instant response. The concept seemed absurd. No, of course, he wouldn't. He was supposed to be stronger than that, and better than that. And yet, he glanced up at her again. He watched as she smiled, and his hand went to the zipper on his own uniform. He pulled it down, and he shrugged it off. Seconds later, he tossed the entire jumpsuit away. He was down to his underwear. "Lose the boxers," she instructed.

Her boy obeyed.

In that moment, he knew he would do whatever she wanted. She was in charge. Maybe it was his time on the ship. Or maybe it was just something else. Raw need ran hot through his body, making it more and more difficult to think. He was hard, and she could see it. She glanced down at him. "Big boy," she teased. At the same time, she ran her teeth along her bottom lip as she contemplated him.

"What, what you want me to do?"

"Am I going to be your Mistress?"

Nothing compelled him to say yes. He could have argued with her. He could've jumped back up onto his feet, jabbed his finger in front of her face, and insisted he wouldn't bend or break for her. Despite everything that happened, none of it needed to be permanent.

"Yes," he exhaled that single word.

"Say it."

"You, you are going to be my Mistress."

"And you know what that means?"

"It means you're going to own me," he said, yet this didn't feel like deception. Those words didn't taste like lies. Perhaps he was able to utter those words because some small part of him honestly believed that he would be able to backtrack at some future point. And yet, this woman was so beautiful. If he touched her, or tasted her, he knew he wouldn't be able to retreat again. She'd have him.

Maybe she already did.

Perhaps a kiss had been enough to tame him.

If he had been allowed to think clearly, then he probably would have wondered about what any woman could do to any man. By coming closer, by touching his hand, by kissing him or reminding him of his place, could she tame him? The easy answers didn't percolate inside of his head as he anticipated.

Instead, he listened as she said, "That's right. Look at you. Aren’t you a smart boy?" She brushed her hand down along his cheek toward his chin. She stroked the underside of his jaw and brushed her fingertips along his neck.

Russell didn't know how to feel about any of this.

He hadn't expected it.

Perhaps, deep down, he had hoped. And yet, he refused to acknowledge those reactions. He wanted to be a good guy, someone she could trust.

Only now, she had taken control, and he didn't know what to do. Excitement fluttered through his body.

Then she sat up again. She stood in front of him. She seemed so tall. If he had jumped back onto his feet, he would have had several inches on her. But right there on his knees, he gazed up at this woman like she had become a goddess. She unhooked her bra. She tossed it to the floor. He studied that carpet for several long seconds.

"It's okay," she chided him. "You can look. I give you permission."

On some level, he tried to tell himself that he didn't need permission, especially considering what she had initiated. And yet, he was still grateful as he lifted his head and looked up along the length of her body.

He studied her nipples, the curves of her breasts, and there was something else too. This wasn't visual. It wasn't some primal response. Instead, he just wanted to be close to her. He ached for that opportunity. There was the intimacy of getting to see her just like this.

She was gorgeous!

If he had stepped back and considered her carefully, maybe he would have come to the conclusion that she wasn't a supermodel. If anything, she reminded him of the girl next door. There was something innocent and smart and powerful about her, however.

Only now, she hooked her thumbs into her underwear, and she pulled her panties down, letting the scant fabric pool around her ankles. Then she kicked her panties away, and that's when she sat on the edge of the bed again.

"You're not going to give me any trouble, are you? You want to be a good boy, don't you? You want to show me what you can do with that mouth of yours. I know you're smart. But now I want to feel your tongue."

He hadn't expected those words from her. Even so, he yielded. He gulped back his nervous trepidation, and then he started to slide forward. His cheeks brushed along her inner thighs. Then she ran her fingers through his hair. That surprised him. He blinked and looked up at her. "I get to set the pace," she announced. It wasn't a question. It wasn't a debate or a request either.

Russell heard those words, and he found himself surrendering. He yielded to her authority in a way he had never expected. Closing his eyes, he thought of this girl and how they had talked and maybe even flirted from time to time. But now, he could see her naked body. Positioned on the edge of his bed, she gazed down at him. She no longer stood over him, yet she still maintained that regal and gloriously powerful pose.

This could have been his reaction and his interpretation, yet he wasn't sure one way or the other. He could only be certain of the fact that she was in charge. The moisture drained away from his mouth as he gazed up at her. And then she tightened her fingers at the back of his head. She nudged him forward. Inch by inch, he came closer and closer to her sex.

This is going to happen.

This was real.

This was inescapable…

On board this ship, he was a boy, and that made him helpless before a woman like her. His chest tightened all over again, and he wasn't sure what he should do or say, but then she gave the command, "Lick." Her fingers tightened along his scalp. She tugged on his hair. It wasn't painful, not completely. Even so, there was something else in her grip. She held him, and she would dictate exactly what happened next.

Russell had been with a couple of girls. Each time, he had fondled and fumbled his way forward. He always tried to be a good lover, although the idea of going down on a girl had never really appealed to him...until now.

Without thinking about it, he reached down between his naked legs, and he wrapped his fingers around his shaft. Right as he touched himself, excitement pulsed along his skin.

He knew what this meant; he understood what he might give up right then and there. Even so, Russell didn't know how to stop. He couldn't deny those instincts. He couldn't resist those drives. She had sparked something within him, and now he looked up at her one more time.

After that, he closed his eyes. She pushed down, and he tasted her excitement. The moist heat of her body sent another jolt of pleasure racing across his skin. He couldn't help it. He couldn't fight it. He couldn't deny it.

"There we go," she said. "That's right. Show me what you can do. Show me exactly where you belong, Russell. Show me who you are supposed to be. You're starting to figure it out, aren't you? Yes, you are."

Rachel was doing it again. She was teasing him and taunting him with every movement of his tongue. Although he worked to satisfy her, she still played with him! As her voice vibrated through his body, he yielded over and over again.

"Good boy. That's right. This good boy is learning, isn't he? You’re learning how to be obedient. You're learning how to do exactly what I want. You don't need to fight this, do you? Look at what all these women built. Look what we could build. All you have to do is stay right down there on your knees!" She laughed. The sounds quickly morphed into a moan.

Embarrassment played across his skin, yet he still had his hand between his legs.

Apparently, she noticed. "Stop," she commanded.

He froze.

She put her hand on his forehead, and nudged him back. "You were touching yourself," she observed. Again, it wasn't a question.

"So what?" Russell asked despite the tension playing just beneath the surface of his skin.

"So what?" She leaned down and smirked. "I didn't say you could do that," Rachel informed him.

I didn't say you could do that. Her voice echoed inside of his head. He couldn't believe what she had just told him. Those words should have been completely and utterly impossible. He pressed his lips together. He pouted. He frowned. But then, she touched the underside of his chin. "I’m your handler on board the ship. That is the law, isn't it?"

He mumbled something.

"If you don't tell me what I want to hear, I might not finish with you."

He gulped.

Russell normally thought of himself as the kind of guy who could hide his emotions. How many times had he gone to boring administrative meetings and nodded along, pretending to pay attention even as one blowhard bureaucrat or another wasted all of the oxygen in the room with insipid prattle and completely unfeasible ideas? But right then and there, he couldn't do it. He couldn't lie. He couldn't deceive this woman. Power radiated off of her, and they both knew it.

"Please…"

"That's right," she said. "And?"

"On board this ship, you are my handler."

"But?" Rachel asked him.

"But?" He repeated that word, and the pieces finally slid into place. All at once, he realized what she expected to hear from him. His throat clenched again. He didn't think he could do it. He couldn't give her that. And yet, he looked up at her, their eyes met, and he absorbed so much of that beauty. He was lucky to be close to her.

Again, he thought of what he would sacrifice for the chance to be with her.

"On board the ship, you are my handler, but I should always belong to you," he said. He meant to end that word with an inquisitive inflection. The pitch of his voice was supposed to rise up with uncertainty. Instead, he had just admitted something.

And that's why she slid her hands through his hair, and she pushed his face right back down between her legs. Subordinated and helpless before her, he yielded again as she issued her command again.

"Lick," she instructed.

Russell obeyed. His tongue lapped against her sex. He worshiped her, going down deep.

She clenched her eyes shut. He glanced up at her for just a moment. He could barely see her expression as she smiled down at him. Her breathing came faster. Her heart kicked wildly in her chest. He could feel the heat play off of her skin as the pleasure coursed through her. At the same time, he yearned for the chance to touch himself again. "You don't want me to get you a chastity cage, do you?" Rachel asked.

A jolt of fear shot down his spine. "Don't worry. I’m just teasing you," she promised. "Or am I?"

She was taunting him, patronizing him all over again. He gulped even as his tongue danced along her slit. He worshiped her pussy just as she demanded. "That's right. That's good. That's so good," she said. "Keep going. Good. Good boy. Lick. Lick hard. Lick fast! Show me what you can do. Yes!"

Russell doubted she had ever uttered words like those before. They sounded awkward and stilted, only she clearly didn't care. She gasped them out, one after another in a chorus of vibrant pleasure. Ecstasy coursed through her body even as she kept her hands tight against the back of his head.

He had to do this. He had no choice. He would worship her. He would obey her. On this ship, he really had become her slave. She was a woman in the matriarchy, and that gave her the authority she needed to control him.

Those realities coalesced around this boy, reminding him that all of his other achievements no longer mattered. Maybe she would allow him to keep his job. Maybe not. His brows creased. She couldn't have that much control over him. Could she?

Then again, if she really had embraced the matriarchy, then she would view every choice he made as a privilege. She could confine him or lock him down or trap him however she saw fit. If he worked hard and pleased her, maybe she would allow him a few crumbs of freedom. Or maybe not.

Russell waited for another jolt of rage. Those ideas should have infuriated and incensed him. He should have lost himself to a burst of violent anger. Instead, he still had his head down between her legs, his hands weren’t tied, nor were his legs shackled. He could move.

He was agreeing to this.

With every swipe of his tongue, he surrendered to this woman, and they both knew it. That's why she cooed down at him, "Keep going. That's right. Yes. You want to make me come, don't you? You want to pleasure me. You want to satisfy me. I’m your top priority, aren't I? Yes. Keep licking. Just like that! Good boy! Keep going! More. Give me more!"

He obeyed, sliding his tongue up and down as fast as he could. His neck got tired, yet he pushed those thoughts aside. Fatigue soaked into his lips and down along the length of his tongue, but he still didn't slow or stop.

Finally, she cried out. The orgasm reverberated through her body, shooting from her center out along every appendage.

Then she let go of him and smiled down at him, breathing hard. Now, she looked at him. She studied him. "If you ask very nicely, I will push you down and I will ride you hard. Is that what you want, Russell? Is that what you are hoping will happen, boy?"

Boy.

She had absorbed so much of the matriarchs' culture in just a few days. He blinked, and he didn't want to think this was possible, yet it may have felt logical for her. At the same time, he thought of so many men back at NASA and how they would have responded if they had ended up in some patriarchal society. If they had been surrounded by gorgeous, female slaves who eagerly offered to serve those males’ every need, how long would it take for those men who arguably believed in equality and "social justice" to embrace their newfound position of authority?

If Russell had needed to make that choice, would he have been able to hold out? Or would something else have taken over? Would those temptations have overridden his ideals?

He didn't know, and it changed nothing. Out in the wider universe, only the matriarchy could thrive. Males failed.

"Please," he said. "Please, I want to be with you. Please, Rachel."

"Good boy," she whispered. At the same time, he realized something.

She saw more than just his arousal.

Beneath that bubbling surface of hot need, there was something else, a different kind of affection, a different type of emotion altogether.

She could see through all of it.

How did she feel? Would she reciprocate?

...Could she?

He didn't know, then it didn't matter because she took him by his hand. She placed her fingers through his, and she pulled him off of his knees. The next thing he knew, he was standing up. For just a few scant seconds, he enjoyed being taller, only then her hands shot up to his chest as she shoved him down. He bounced once, and she scurried forward, pouncing as she straddled him. Within seconds, she had her knees pressed against the sides of his chest. She grabbed his wrist again, and that's when she leaned down. She was pinning him.

In theory, he should have been strong enough to shove her away. Raw physicality sat on his side of every equation, only he couldn't bring himself to do it.

The time on board the ship had affected her. It affected him too…

He didn't know what kind of impact it had on him, yet he realized she hadn't said anything for several seconds. Instead, she watched him with that playful expression on her face. She was waiting for him to do something.

He had followed her commands, only she craved more.

His lips tensed for just a few seconds. Then he glanced up at her again. He locked his eyes on hers, and he said, "Please? Please, take me. Please, use me. Yes, I, I am yours. I am your slave. I will do whatever you want." Had it been the days of captivity or seeing the alien males obey and serve? Russell didn't know, only it didn't change anything. She leaned down, and she kissed him. There was that feeling deep beneath the surface of his flesh as something triggered. She reached down, and she brushed her fingers along his scrotum and up to the base of his cock. She teased him, gently touching him. "Do you like that?"

The answer was obvious, especially as he squirmed and groaned beneath her.

"Yes," he breathed out.

"You want more?" As she spoke, she continued to glide her soft touch along his most sensitive body part.

"Yes. More. Please, give me more. I, I can't take it. Please!"

"You can take it. You are going to take this for as long as I want," she said. With just the pad of her thumb now, she stroked his length. She gently touched him, moving her hand up and down. Then she wrapped her fingers around his shaft and squeezed.

He nearly lost control.

"Good boy," she said. "I didn't give you permission to climax, did I?"

Climax. At some other place or time, he would have laughed at the euphemism. It almost sounded childish, yet she still had him. She could do whatever she wished with him. She stimulated him, bringing him closer and closer. Then she stopped. She toyed with him over and over again. Heat coursed along his skin, growing stronger and stronger. More. He wanted and yearned for more.

Still, she refused to give it to him. Instead, she watched as he squirmed.

She wasn't holding him down; she probably couldn't have. And yet, he still felt trapped. Despite all of this, the pleasure only grew more and more powerful. Desperate and eager and delicious anticipation flooded along every nerve. Filled with eager desire, he hoped he would be able to satisfy her.

And then she reached down, she touched her fingers to his mouth. "Suck," she ordered.

Right away, he wrapped his mouth around her fingers, and he sucked, hollowing his cheeks. Not only that, he licked and played along those soft curves.

She sat up. With her legs spread, she reached down for her sex. She stroked her pussy, gently working her hand along her opening. Yes, she had already climaxed, but now he had to watch helplessly as she did it again. The excitement blossomed into that vibrant shutter of wild pleasure.

She arched her back, clenched her eyes shut, and raised her chin even as her bottom lip shook. When she finished, she looked down at him. "Did you enjoy watching that?"

"Yes," he said with a quick and tight nod of his head.

"Good," she answered.

That's when she slid back. She raised herself up. She brushed her fingers along his shaft all over again, only now she didn't let go. Instead, she aimed his manhood upward as she lowered herself down. Then she used his tip, gliding along her opening. Once, twice, three times in quick succession. She lowered herself down, and she took him, her body enveloping and surrounding and imprisoning his length. She took him, inch by inch. Within seconds, she had him, and he was trapped in that deliciously profound heat, the tension squeezing against his length. Then she slid up. She lowered herself down again.

"Thank you," he said.

"Good," she told him. "A boy should be grateful. A boy should always be grateful, don't you think?"

He looked up at her. She blinked, apparently surprised by those words leaving her lips.

But then she craved more. She started to ride him, to glide up and down, her opening tight along his shaft. He could feel it at the curves of his manhood. She went down to the base of his shaft. He clenched his eyes shut, only to open them again as he studied those details of her hair. As she rode him, her hair bounced against her shoulders. His breathing came faster and faster. He couldn't suck enough air, only he didn't care. More. He wanted this. He wanted to be close to her.

And when he tentatively pushed up into her, thrusting, he had his arms over his head, and he grabbed onto the sheets.

"Yes, just like that," she told him. "You belong beneath me, don't you?"

"Yes!"

"You're so smart! You're so smart for a boy!"

She was teasing him.

Those words shot down to his center. He could feel them all the way to the very core of his being, he loved the sound of her voice. More. He wanted more just as much as she did. That need stretched along his arms and legs and twisted back into the center of his being, all while she rode him.

"Yes. You're such a good boy. You're my boy. You belong to me now! I'm keeping you!" She cried out those words, and then he did something he hadn't expected.

"Can I, can I finish?" He gulped down another breath of air and only barely managed to force out those sounds.

"Yes," she laughed. Her hair bounced against her shoulders even more now as she sped up. She coaxed that orgasm out of him. Up until now, he had resisted the urge; he had fought the temptation. He didn't want to fail, not with this beautiful woman right there on top of him, but now she was ready. He pushed his hips up, and he thrust into her. He moved in concert with her body. They adopted that same beautiful, perfect tempo.

He clenched his eyes shut, only to realize he needed to see her beautiful face.

Then she surprised him. Even as she forced that orgasm from his cock, she bent down, and she kissed him hard, her hands on his cheeks.

He lost himself to the sensations. They overwhelmed him. It was a storm, a tsunami, heat and bliss mixing together in a way he had never expected.

His body throbbed; the orgasm washed over him, pulsating along every inch of his skin. And then it was done, and he heard her moan, and she pulled away.

Rachel dropped onto her back. Breathing hard, she turned her head slightly as she looked back at the boy. "That was incredible." Then she leaned over, and he didn't know what to expect.

Was she going to get up, get dressed, and disappear through those doors, leaving him there? It would have been so easy for her. She was the woman in this relationship, after all. On board that ship, she could take whatever she liked, and then she could just vanish until she felt like toying with him again.

For a second, he inhaled, and he was about to ask her if she intended to leave. Then there was the quiet, and it descended over his small quarters. He closed his eyes, and she rested her cheek against his chest.

"Thank you," she said.

Moment by moment, he waited for her to break the silence, to move up or to slide away from him. She didn't. Then, tentatively, he wrapped his arms around her, and she purred with satisfaction. If enslavement meant being with this woman, he decided that was the kind of sacrifice he could certainly make. Then he smiled, wondering if that was just hyperbole and poetry or the reality of his situation.

He honestly didn't know.

After that orgasm, he couldn't worry about it one way or the other.

Rachel had been with different guys before, yet she'd never ever experienced something like that. At this point, she had her eyes closed, and she relaxed. She listened to his breathing and the beat of his heart. At first, it was frantic. As the seconds drifted by, he relaxed. Those same seconds turned into minutes. They stretched on and on, rolling into one another.

She thought about all of this and what it might mean.

Most importantly, she savored that arousal. It was different from everything she had experienced before. Granted, there had been something delightful about the intimacy of being with a guy she cared about. But Russell was different. He was smarter than all those other boys. All at once, she decided he was far more handsome as well. Not only that, she had taken control. She had wielded a kind of power she never knew existed.

Right there, she didn't know what would happen, only she realized something. It would be her decision to make. Another jolt of excitement rushed through her body, and she cuddled closer to this boy, savoring the fact that she could use him again. The idea excited her more than she expected. Right as she started to run her tongue along her teeth, her thoughts scattered.

"Communications specialist to Rachel Calvine," came a voice.

Ezri.

"We are about to make the jump to your solar system, and the First Explorer thought you and your boy might like to see it from the bridge."

"I'm on my way," she said.

There was a clicking sound. Apparently, that indicated the Communications specialist could no longer hear their conversations.

"Can I come with you? Please?"

She smiled back at her boy. She thought about teasing him, taunting him with the possibility that he might be required to stay there. Then she decided that might be too mean, and she grinned. "Of course. Get dressed."

Surprisingly, she was able to pull on her bra and panties and jumpsuit faster than he did. He looked a little bit disoriented, like the active sex drained him in a way he hadn't anticipated. Since she had a few more seconds, she wandered over to one of the drawers in the wall. She opened it, and that's when she saw the black collar.

"Come here," she instructed.

Russell glanced back at her. His brows tightened.

"There's nothing to be worried about," she said. "Come here." She held the collar behind her back. She was pretty obvious about it so he would be able to sense that something was different right away.

Once he zipped up his uniform, he approached.

Then she showed him the collar. She held it up right in front of his face, and she waited for some act of defiance, like he would say that he was better than this. Instead, he leaned forward slightly, and raised his chin.

"You don't mind if I collar you?"

"While we're on this ship, I belong to you, don't I?" Russell asked.

Rachel considered him for several more seconds. She tried to understand precisely what he was thinking. Then she decided that this was going to feel incredible, so she slipped that band around his neck, and she secured the clasp. The ends came together, automatically charged and magnetized.

"Good boy," she said. "You don't need to be leashed, do you?"

This time, he squeaked out, "No?"

"I love it when you're uncertain," she said as she gave his rear end a squeeze through the fabric of his uniform. "I'm sure I can just hold your hand." The idea sparked a thrill somewhere deep inside.

She took him by his hand, and she escorted him through the ship. At this point, she felt so much more confidence navigating the different parts of the vessel. They made their way to one of the lifts, and they took it up to the bridge. The doors opened, and that's when she saw the First Explorer standing before her command chair.

"Welcome," said Drakala Sine.

"Thank you for having us," Rachel said.

For a moment, Russell opened his mouth, only then he shut it again. Apparently, he really was learning how to cooperate and behave himself.

"Prepare to make the jump," First Explorer Drakala Sine ordered. Around her, the crew obeyed, typing in their commands and calling out status updates to one another.

"Energy fields have been prepared," said one of them.

"Engine capacitors are fully charged."

"Inertial dampers are at maximum."

"All decks report green," said another one of the aliens.

"Jump," she commanded.

In front of them, the viewscreen turned white, blue, then red. All at once, a new planet formed in front of them. It appeared in an instant. Russell found himself squinting. He couldn't believe it. "Is that? Is that really Neptune?"

"Welcome home," said the First Explorer as she turned back to Rachel. "This is your solar system."

"Thank you," Rachel started to say.

"Assembly drones detected, First Explorer, assembly drones detected!"

Noise washed across the command deck as the ship's sensors blared their alarms. Out in the black and between this ship and Neptune, spidery machines lit their engines, powered their cannons, and opened fire. Stealth drones, sleek and formidable, came into view from the abyss. These alien drones, designed for swift and silent attacks, darted toward First Explorer Drakala Sine's ship with deadly precision.

"Combat shields up, now!" Her voice cut through the tense air as she barked the command to her crew. The ship's energy shields shimmered to life, crackling with kaleidoscopic energy.

The drones, evasive and quick, unleashed a barrage of energy pulses at the starship. The First Explorer maintained a steely resolve, her eyes fixed on the advancing threats. She studied the tactical readouts, plus the viewscreen straight ahead. "Gunners, lock onto those drones! Take them out one by one," she ordered with unwavering determination. At the same time, she typed in the priority targets as she made her decisions.

Across her ship, the gunnery team sprang into action, their focus unwavering as they manned the ship's weaponry. The bridge reverberated with the deep thuds of the ship's cannons and the crackling of energy beams as they engaged the nimble drones.

The battle danced across the cosmos—a breathtaking display of precision and agility. Drakala's explorer ship maneuvered with calculated grace, dodging the incoming assaults while retaliating with a relentless barrage of counterattacks. The gunners' expertise was evident as they targeted the drones, their shots cutting through the void with lethal accuracy.

Explosions bloomed amidst the stars as the ship's cannons found their marks, detonating the stealth drones one by one as ordered. The bridge hummed with focused energy as the First Exploer and her crew worked in unison, their unity and determination unwavering. This was what the matriarchs had hoped to achieve. These women demonstrated their abilities as both Russell and Rachel watched.

Despite the drones' elusive nature, the explorer's energy shields absorbed the onslaught.

"Keep firing! Don't let up," ordered the First Explorer. Her voice resonated with authority as she spurred her crew on. Her gaze remained fixed on the remaining drones, her determination unyielding.

The bridge was a flurry of activity, the crew coordinating with precision. With every successful shot, a stealth drone fell, engulfed in fiery explosions that illuminated the void.

Finally, with a final burst of firepower, the last drone was obliterated. Silence descended upon the command deck, broken only by the soft hum of the ship's systems.

"Report," Drakala ordered.

"No enemy contacts detected," said one of the sensor officers.

Ezri called out, "No sign of assembly communications on any known frequencies."

"Well done, everyone. Secure the ship."

"What just happened?" Russell hissed even as he reached out and grabbed Rachel by her arm.

"I'm not sure."

"Rachel Calvine, we must speak. Come with me."

Rachel turned away from Russell. She shrugged helplessly, like she still didn't understand what just happened. The ship had shaken, and they both heard the different orders flowing back and forth across the command deck. And yet, neither of them had expected something like this, especially near Neptune. This was their home.

What was going on?

Rachel didn't let go of his hand. She tugged even as she followed the First Explorer. Maybe Russell had to wonder whether or not he was actually allowed to come into her conference room. But then, the First Explorer seemed to ignore him altogether. For once, he could be grateful for that small oversight.

"Are you aware of what just happened?"

"I can make some guesses," Rachel said. "And maybe it would be more productive if you simply told me?"

Russell didn't know anything about diplomacy, and he was humble enough to acknowledge that simple fact. Technically, every single person was probably a diplomat who at one point or another has been engaged in negotiations with friends, siblings, or coworkers. Still, he glanced back at Rachel, and he had to wonder whether or not that was the right answer.

The captain of the ship didn't seem to mind. Then again, he had no idea what qualified as polite or not.

The First Explorer said nothing for several long seconds. He waited.

"We have a problem. Our primary mission out here is to track down the assembly. These are artificial constructs, and they are a great danger." Russell didn't know if she simply decided to reiterate those points for clarity, or maybe she actually said that for his benefit. It was a nice thought, only he couldn't be sure one way or the other.

But again, he had far less experience working with these women than Rachel.

"And now they are here," Rachel whispered those words. "What happens? What are they going to do?"

"Generally speaking, they traverse different star systems, and do a search for resources. This can involve any number of different elements."

"Would they go after our planet?" Russell asked.

The First Explorer surprised him. She glanced down at the boy, and perhaps she experienced some hint of pity, because she quickly told him, "Yes. Based on what my communication specialists have been able to discern, your world would be an ideal target."

"How soon?" Rachel asked.

"They're already here," Drakala Sine said.

"A swarm of asteroids and now we get to deal with a robot invasion. It seems like the universe doesn't like humanity very much," Russell whispered under his breath. Rachel glanced at him and smiled weakly.

He didn't think the First Explorer would have been able to hear him, but then she told him, "Boy, you don't understand. Those asteroids aren't just rocks. Those are part of the assembly."

"What?" Rachel whispered her one-word question, and now she turned back to the First Explorer. The commander said nothing. Rachel continued to stare, almost as though she expected some reassuring answer.

"Rachel Calvine, I am sorry, but the situation is far more dire than we anticipated."

"But how? How is something like that possible?" Russell asked.

Again, the First Explorer surprised him by answering, "You come from a noisy little world. How many signals broadcast out into the void every single day? Plus, my communication specialist has found evidence that you have been actively seeking alien life for decades. You got lucky. We were close to your world. We were able to jump here and take your signal. It seems that we were not the only ones; the assembly noticed you first."

"But what happens now?" Rachel asked.

Drakala hesitated for several long seconds. "You have a decision you must make."

"What?"

"Our mission hasn't changed. We're here to destroy the assembly. If we succeed, we can also stop the asteroids. Your world will be saved. For now."

"For now?" Russell asked in a small voice.

"What does that mean?" Rachel asked.

"The assembly knows of your location. By now, they have transmitted your coordinates back to their other nodes. Even if we destroy this swarm, and we will do our best to do so, others will come."

"How? How is something like that possible?" Russell asked.

Rachel had a better question, "But if you know they're coming here, can't you wait for them?"

"We don't have enough ships," Drakala said. "We explore, and we hunt. The technologies required to achieve faster than light travel mean that we are reliant on incredibly rare elements and resources. In theory, we could wait here. But as we did, other swarms would find other planets. They would continue to grow until victory became impossible."

"Fine. You can't stay. Then give us weapons."

"We cannot do that, Rachel."

Right away, she opened her mouth again, she wanted to say something. "Why? What is it? What is she telling you?" Russell demanded.

His handler glanced over at him. She reached out, and she took his hand again. She squeezed it. Clearly, there was something she knew she should probably tell him, yet she hesitated nonetheless. "What's going on?"

"As a part of our negotiations, we made an offer to your handler. Essentially, we will arm your people, but only under the condition that you are ruled by a matriarchy."

"What? No." He started. He couldn't believe it. Then he remembered what the consequences might be for those words. But then he looked back at Rachel. "Have you tried to talk to them? Have you tried to negotiate with them?"

"To be honest, I was willing to settle for the destruction of the Asteroid Swarm," she confessed. "But this changes everything."

"Unfortunately, it changes nothing," Drakala said.

"What does this mean?" Rachel asked. "You expect me to go back to our people and convince them to embrace a matriarchy? Is that it?"

"How we proceed in relation to your people is your decision," the First Explorer said. There were several long seconds that stretched after those words hit the air. Then she spoke again, her speakers vibrating as she told the two humans, "If you tell me that your people will embrace the matriarchy to survive, then I will believe you." She turned and walked back out onto the command deck.

Rachel and Russell followed the First Explorer just a few seconds later. She still held onto his hand, and Russell didn't know exactly what he was supposed to do.

Standing in front of her command chair, Drakala asked, "Report?"

"Assembly drones have detected us," said one of her officers. "The swarm is beginning to awaken."

"Bring us in as fast as possible. Arm all weapons. Charge primary capacitors. Focus on striking hard first. Once they begin their assaults, redirect energy back to the defensive, shields," she ordered. There was something rhythmic about those words, as though she had practiced this again and again.

Russell squeezed Rachel's hand. Part of him knew they should get off of the command deck as soon as possible. And yet, he didn't think any other part of the ship would be safer. That's why he stood back. As long as they stayed out of the way, everything would be fine. Besides, none of the other officers ordered him or Rachel to leave.

For the first moments, nothing happened. The seconds rolled into minutes, and they kept staring at the viewscreen. Every few moments, he also glanced back at the officers. At this point, the primary commands had been given. And then he watched as the screen finally lit up. The canons activated. Beams of light shot across the vast distances. He had no idea how to calculate those numbers or what the range of this ship's firepower might have been.

After those first barrages, bursts of light appeared on the screen. "First Explorer, kills confirmed." The officer didn't bother to give an exact number, probably because there was no point. They simply had to clear the skies of the robotic monstrosities.

"It's going to be okay," Russell whispered. He didn't know if he said those words for Rachel or himself.

"They know what they're doing," Rachel said. At the same time, she understood what this was like. She had been in situations like this before. As a diplomat, she negotiated. But sometimes, those talks fell apart, the guns came out, and soldiers went to work.

At first, the largest asteroids looked like old brown spots on the display. They grew larger and larger. Then they began to break apart and Russell realized what they were seeing. Those were massive carriers, giant warships, any one of which could probably wipe out humanity all on its own.

His throat tightened.

Over the course of his life, he had only been in danger a couple of times. Usually it came down to possible accidents. He'd be on the road, and someone might try to cut him off, or maybe he would be driving along the freeway, and another car's brake lights would flash, so he had to slam to a stop as quickly as possible, only to feel that shot of adrenaline sprint through his bloodstream.

This time, there was nothing he could do, and it reminded him of a camping trip. He had been out with his friends, and it was late in the afternoon, and then one guy saw the creature. A bear. A big brown bear. Of course, people had joked about staying safe in the forest. But this was a national park, and he hadn't been camping before. All at once, he couldn't remember what those quick advisory videos or headlines had warned him to do. Was he supposed to run or did that make you look like prey? Was he supposed to freeze? Or was that an urban legend that only applied to long extinct tyrannosauruses?

The bear had walked by, stopped, glanced around, lifted its nose and sniffed. Russell and all of his friends froze. He had no idea whether or not that was the right thing to do, but he didn't remember how to make his legs work.

And after it was done, he had realized something.

That was a point of nature, something dangerous and unstoppable. If that bear had barreled into their camp and started slashing out with its claws and teeth, he was sure it could have taken them all down. Maybe, through sheer numbers, a few of them would have been able to get away, that would have felt like dumb luck...

Now the ships were flying toward them.

Explosions burst to life around one of them. Chunks of quicksilver metal broke away, spinning off into the distance. Fresh beams of light flashed into the open wound. Blue and red explosions played across the surface of the vessel. Tilting his head to the side, he started to think about this as a scientist. That probably meant there was an atmosphere inside of the ship, only it wasn't based on oxygen.

Russell tried to remember which gases might burn red or blue, only he blanked. He couldn't think clearly, not as he tightened his grip on Rachel's hand.

"It's going to be okay," she said, definitely for his benefit.

Drakala's starship flew through the darkness, its sleek hull shining as the robots opened fire with their own weapons. Bursts of light and rockets began to burst along the vessel's protective shield. The carriers released their swarms of metallic creatures, the alien robots. They advanced with relentless precision, glinting ominously under the distant glow of nearby Sol.

Implacable as always, the First Explorer stood firm on the bridge, her steely gaze fixed on the viewscreen as the swarm of alien robots closed in. "All hands, battle stations!" her voice echoed through the corridors. "Prepare for possible boarding actions."

The ship's systems hummed with barely contained aggression as the crew swiftly maneuvered to their assigned positions, the urgency palpable in the air. The tactical officer tapped furiously on the console, locking targets and calibrating the weapons systems. The ship's cannons pumped with thuds as they fired. The charged capacitors released one lance of superheated energy after another. With each blow, dozens of the drones exploded. Somehow, that didn't seem meaningful set against the thousands that were sloughing away from the first carrier.

Russell watched as the screen filled with enemy contacts. How could one ship take on something like that? The numbers seemed ridiculous. All at once, he thought of the game he used to play, and he whispered, "Rush." That was the name of the tactic. Sometimes, a faction in the game might be built on speed and sheer numbers, like the screen would be covered in crawling enemies. The defenses wouldn't matter; the self repair drones wouldn't be sufficient. The guns wouldn't be able to fire fast enough, and the defenders would be overwhelmed.

"Fire at will!"

With a thunderous roar, the starship unleashed another volley of energy beams. They streaked through the vacuum of space toward the encroaching swarm. Brilliant bursts of light illuminated the void as the weapons found their marks and tore through the robotic adversaries with calculated precision. The tiny starbursts reminded him of fireworks.

If the shields failed, he had to wonder what would happen. Maybe a laser beam would slice through the ship's skin. Or maybe an explosive would get through. If it was a nuclear weapon, it would vaporize the entire vessel. What could their shields absorb or deflect?

As a human male, he had no idea how their technologies worked. Given some time, he probably could have gone into speculative research. There were plenty of engineers and astronomers who had contemplated how the source of technologies might have worked in various academic journals. Right there, that wasn't an option. All he and Rachel could do was watch.

The alien assembly retaliated with their own arsenal, launching volleys of plasma bursts and erratic energy pulses at the starship. Protective shields shimmered as they absorbed the onslaught, flickering under the intense assault but holding firm. Russell waited to feel the ship shake. It didn't. Even so, one of the officers called out, "Reserve capacitor three is down."

"We have overloads on several decks," said another officer.

The crew worked in perfect harmony, their movements synchronized as they navigated the chaos of battle. The starship maneuvered gracefully, evading incoming fire while delivering devastating salvos upon the encroaching swarm.

The assembly mass seemed endless, their metallic horde appearing relentless in its advance. For every robot blasted into twisted fragments, two more flew forward, their mechanical forms undeterred by the losses. At the same time, Russell knew that route would be an issue. If a human force had suffered these kinds of losses, then fear and self-preservation might have been enough to kick in and force them to retreat.

The drones kept coming.

Drakala Sine seem to come to the same conclusion, "Focus fire on the carrier." Immediately, her officers understood precisely what she meant. "Charge the nova cannon."

Small rockets continued to lunch forward off of her ship, but it wasn't enough. It wasn't anywhere near enough. Thousands of bursts of light continued to play off in the distance. Each one represented another destroyed drone. Even so, it wasn't enough. It wasn't anywhere near enough.

"Nova cannon ready," someone announced.

"Target," she instructed.

"Target locked," said the gunnery officer.

"Fire," she ordered.

The lights dimmed. Not only that, the shields seemed to weaken. Russell wasn't sure if that was just his imagination, but he thought he felt something vibrate through the deck, as though they had been hit again.

A coruscating flash of red, green, blue and purple cut across the distance and slammed into the first carrier. It had already taken extensive damage. Its shields had apparently recharged for a couple of seconds. The beam flashed through it. The bubble vanished, and it burned a wide hole right in the center of the vessel. Suddenly, secondary explosions flashed out.

As Russell stared at the screen, he hoped that the carrier had controlled a number of these drones, like destroying that vessel meant all of the other ships would certainly fail.

"The secondary carrier has taken command," said one of the officers, ripping apart Russell's fragile hope.

"Keep firing! Maintain fire," Drakala ordered.

The battle raged on, a symphony of destruction flashing through the emptiness of space. The starship danced amidst the onslaught, weaving between debris and evading the relentless assaults.

With calculated precision and unwavering resolve, the starship continued to unleash its formidable firepower upon the unyielding swarm.

One carrier had been destroyed.

It wasn't enough.

"Draw back. Helm, pull us back. Weapons, continue to fire. Draw them out. There are too many, and we can't take them in a straight on fight." He hadn't spent much time with the First Explorer, yet Russell had still picked up on the sounds of frustration from the speakers built into her environmental suit.

Still standing there, Russell waited. And that's when he realized something. Whenever he thought of combat in space, he had imagined something fast, something that might take place over a few seconds or minutes at the absolute most. But now, Drakala's ship pulled back. Even as the swarm rushed toward them, the Explorer-ship opened fire and raked the void, destroying dozens and hundreds and thousands of the drones.

It wasn't enough. It still wasn't enough.

The second carrier exploded when they fired the Nova cannon a second time. Russell wanted to ask how often they could use that weapon. Presumably, it had limitations. Of course, he wasn't going to distract the First Explorer by wasting her time with his questions.

Later. He could ask those questions later...assuming they survived.

All at once, Russell realized that it wasn't just the ship, his life, or even Rachel's. It wasn't the crew either. It was everyone else back on Earth. If these alien women failed, everyone on Earth would be in danger.

No. Not just "danger". They'd be dead...wiped out.

Russell looked around. He desperately wished there was something he could do.

Maybe he could be quite skilled when it came to astrological calculations, but this was different. He watched as the women worked, calling out commands, status updates, and other notes. They referred to weapons, cooling, batteries, reloading, and other technicalities that he didn't understand.

On the view screen, the drones continued to get blasted away.

They took out another carrier.

It didn't matter.

Several more emerged from the Asteroid Swarm.

"Are we getting any signals?" Drakala asked.

Ezri, at her station, called out, "Nothing yet. We've got chatter, but I haven't been able to track down the guiding vessel."

What if they didn't find it?

What if they couldn't?

Fresh explosions lit the viewscreen. He watched.

Torn between terror and frustration, boredom and helplessness, he looked back at Rachel. "It's going to be okay," he said again. That was all he could do. He offered those reassurances without knowing whether or not they were true. At the same time, he contemplated whether or not the people of Earth would be able to help. He loved the idea of the world's loaded militaries finally, justifying their budgets by unleashing dozens of nuclear warheads. By his calculations, they were still far across the solar system. That meant it would take months or even years for anything built on Earth to make it out this far.

"I've got it!" Ezri called out.

"All power to the Nova cannon."

All power.

It sounded like such an innocuous phrase, especially since it only required three syllables, so Russell didn't really understand. But then, Drakala Sine's crew obeyed.

The lights went out. A chill hit the air. As all of this happened, the ship started to shake.

"Ready!"

"Fire," came the order.

Another blast of energy shot across the void. It bypassed all of those drones, even the carriers, and it stepped into one of the asteroids.

In an instant, Russell tensed as he came to a conclusion: it hadn't worked. Nothing took place on the viewscreen. Off in the distance, that swarm would continue to fight, and there was nothing he could do about it. There was nothing he could do to help. He had come up with a good idea, and it attracted the help of these women, but it wasn't enough. It hadn't been enough!

Then he watched as the energy began to expand. It started with a single point of light, and it stretched into a sphere of disintegrating energy as the asteroids were annihilated, one after another.

"Clean up," The First Explorer said. "And Rachel, I think you have a decision to make."

"Wait here," Rachel instructed. She nudged the boy back, and she walked over to the First Explorer.

Russell remained there on his feet as he tried to figure out what had happened. Fortunately, he had the vivid imagery on the screen to occupy him. Still, he couldn't help but glance back at Rachel as she talked with the commander.

What were they saying to one another? What was going on?

It didn't matter. He trusted her.

Besides, she would tell him later. At least, that was what he wanted to believe.

Straightening her back, Rachel walked over to him, she took him by the hand, and she escorted him off of the command deck.

Rachel didn't say anything. Obviously lost in thought, she escorted him through the ship, and he kept waiting for her to pause or to say what had happened. Then he made it back to her quarters, and she opened the door. They were larger than his, better appointed as well. His room had seemed small and spartan.

Rachel went to the middle of the room, and then she turned back to him. "They want me to make a decision."

"What decision?"

"The decision," she said.

"What are you talking about?"

She stared off into the distance for a couple of seconds. Then she focused on him. "They are asking me if humanity can convert to a matriarchy. Can we evolve? That's the only way they are going to give us the weapons and technologies we need."

"Then it doesn't matter," he said. She studied him. He continued, "If you think about it, it wouldn't even matter. There are too many different governments and factions on Earth. There is no way, even if it came down to survival, that you would be able to get total agreement."

"That's what I told the First Explorer."

"You did?"

"I did," Rachel confirmed. "And that's why she said she understood. She said she would be willing to give us the technology. We can pick which women deserve it. Only the countries with entirely female governments would be given the advanced resources necessary to survive."

"So it would still be their choice…" Russell said.

"Yes," she agreed. "And, honestly, I don't think it would take very long for the different governments to convert very soon to female rule. It would become a matriarchy. But all I have to do is say yes."

"But you can't do it," he said. His voice trembled.

"Can't I?"

"No!"

At some point, she had released his hand and wandered to the middle of the room. But now, she turned back to her boy, and she reached out. She placed her hands on his shoulders, and she looked into his eyes. Then she pushed. His knees bent, and Russell fell to his knees in front of her. It felt right. It felt natural.

She reached down, and she touched his chin. She forced him to look up along the length of her body. "I have a question for you, and I'm serious. If this was your decision to make, what would you choose? Enslavement or would you let those robots rampage across our home world?"

"We could fight. Maybe we could win? Maybe we would come up with a weapon or something?"

"Russell…" There was that chiding, playful tone in her voice, like she acknowledged the possibility, only they both recognized the truth.

As an engineer, he tried to be systematic. As a scientist, he wanted to examine the different variables. He found himself considering those different pieces, and he thought of freedom and liberty what it might mean. He also considered what his species would look like if women took over. Would it be better? Worse? Honestly, he didn't know. There were problems in society, obviously. And yet, humanity had advanced in so many different ways over the last couple of decades and centuries. But if survival meant enslavement, what could he choose…?

And in that moment, he looked up at her, and he realized something.

Rachel was going to listen to him. Even if she saw him as a slave, she still respected his intellect. She still wished to hear what he might have to say. For the next couple of seconds, a different temptation swarmed through his head. He wanted to jump up onto his feet and to look right into her eyes and insist that they were better than this. They could believe in equality. They could believe in a fair system where both women and men could be treated equally.

But what if that wasn't a possibility? What if the women out here were right and that a society could only thrive and flourish if the female half took control? He saw what these aliens had accomplished, and he couldn't deny that evidence, no matter how much he wished for an alternative.

At the same time, he wanted to make a bold decision. He wanted to look up at Rachel and to tell her that he could be brave. If it was a question of life or liberty, then he would choose freedom every single time. And yet, this wasn't just a decision he could make for himself. It would impact every other person on Earth.

Could he be that selfish?

This one question rang through his head, and he kept waiting for some clever response, some click of automatic justification for his defiance. And yet, he thought of the countless kindergarten classes, preschools, children and families, lovers, friends, singular individuals who went out of their way and contributed every single day.

"Accept their offer," he said, his voice flat. He gulped and considered the other implications. "Your diplomatic and you've been following international politics for years. You know which women can be trusted. You know what they will do when they have those technologies at their disposal. You can make this work."

He expected an answer.

Instead, she leaned down, and she pulled him back up onto her his feet right before she kissed him.

There was the soft feel of her lips against his mouth. He lost himself to the sensations. Excitement vibrated through his body, gripping him. It started at his lips, and radiated down his neck, along his spine, straight to his core. At the same time, he pushed himself closer to her. He favored the soft give of her body against his crotch.

Breathing faster, he knew he was supposed to talk to her. They were supposed to discuss this and to come up with a rational decision.

She wanted his opinion. Right? He had offered something, but it wasn't good enough. He had to do better. He needed to talk to her and to get her to reconsider. He had to figure out the best answer.

He tried so hard to stop, only then she reached for the zipper on his jumpsuit. She pulled it down, and she reached in, her fingers now gliding along his chest.

Rachel loved this. She loved touching him. She brushed her fingers along his nipples, and felt them stiffen. Her hands went up to his neck. She pulled the jumpsuit away from his shoulders as she explored his body.

Simultaneously, there was a different kind of excitement as she envisioned humanity under a new structure, a new organizational principle: matriarchy. Inside of her head, it may have sounded so cold and detached and clinical, yet she still understood what all of this meant.

Women would have the advantage.

Finally, they would have the advantage.

For so long, they had politely asked for equality. They had begged and pleaded, and argued. They tried every rhetorical tactic, only to have the men of the world push back over and over again. Maybe there were good guys out there, men like Russell. He was a good boy, she thought. Then she had this bright smile tugging at the corner of her mouth.

"Strip," she instructed.

Rachel wondered if he was going to defy her, if he would insist that they talk about this. It could have been an ongoing philosophical discussion. They could have brought up different thinkers and tried to figure out what different types of research would say about this. If survival meant the enslavement of half of the population, would it be worth it?

Instead, he obeyed. He shrugged off his jumpsuit, kicking it away. Soon, he was down to just his underwear. She didn't mind. If anything, her eyes practically glowed as she studied him. "Turn around for me," she instructed. "Slowly."

He obeyed.

He turned around, and her eyes ran all along his frame. She studied his shoulders, his neck, his back, the flat of his stomach, and the silhouette of his cock. He was hard, and his manhood pushed up against the fabric.

Feeling playful, she stepped forward, right as he finished.

"Do you feel objectified? Do you feel like I'm playing with you?"

"Yes," he admitted.

Only then she had her hand between his legs, and she rubbed him with her palm. She toyed with him, and then she said, "Tell me how much you like it." She loved the feel of that command along her mouth. For so long, sex meant requests and demure suggestions. As a different kind of power rushed through her body, she knew what could happen next.

"I, I love it. I love it when you touch me like that. That, that feels so good. Thank you. Thank you so much. Thank you for touching me," he said.

She leaned forward. "Take off your underwear," she commanded.

At once he obeyed.

Yes!

His automatic acquiescence only added to the attraction. It doubled the pleasure coursing through her body as she leaned forward and grabbed him. She kissed him hard. She loved the way she could slide her tongue along the contours of his mouth.

Fresh waves of ecstasy coursed through her body as she shoved him down onto the bed.

It was too soon; maybe she was supposed to wait or take her time. Instead, she looked down at him. He had fallen into position. He was on his back, his knees bent and his legs spread.

Because she could, she kneeled between his legs, and she ran her fingers down along his thighs to his hips, over his flanks, all the way up to his chest. She stroked his neck and savored the feel of the collar right there. "I think every boy should wear a collar, don't you?"

"Yes," he said.

She leaned down, "I have learned so much. And you're going to learn so much. Yes, you will. You're going to be such a good boy for me. Right now, you are doing your best, and I'm so proud of you, but I'm going to make sure you learn so much more. Russell, you are going to be mine. I'm going to train you so beautifully. You’re going to be so handsome and obedient. You'll learn to be everything a woman could ever want. Yes, you will." She dropped her voice to a whisper, "I'm going to train you. I’m going to train you so thoroughly."

"Yes, Mistress," he said. Then he opened his eyes again, and there was that splash of fear across his face.

"Good," she said. She leaned down. She grabbed his face. Her palms pushed against his cheeks, and she held tight as she dropped down and kissed him just as hard as before.

Drawing back, she looked down at him.

"I want you to pleasure me," she commanded.

"Yes, Mistress." But then he stopped. He hesitated as she shifted away from his body.

"What is it, Russell?"

She expected resistance, defiance, rebellion, or some argument. Instead, he gazed up at her with a different kind of longing written across his face. Rachel loved it. There was something so adorable about Russell's features. He was gazing at her with that desperate longing. And then he said, "How would you like me to address you? I was calling you Mistress, but…?"

"But you're worried about it not being the right term. Is that it?"

"Yes."

"Mistress," she confirmed for him. "I'm your handler and your owner. And your guardian. I'm going to make sure that you are trained," she promised again. "And that's why I’m your Mistress."

"Yes, Mistress!"

"Show me what you can do," she said.

Soon enough, she found herself completely naked and on the bed. She relaxed, stretching out her arms and legs. She had her knees up. She held her legs together for several seconds, and then she spread them.

In truth, she didn't know exactly how he would respond to her order. Perhaps he would have dropped his head right down between her legs and started licking eagerly. Or maybe he had something else in mind.

This was fascinating, she reflected. Even as she basked in her authority, she wondered how he would respond to her demand. Then he stepped forward, and he stroked her cheek. She closed her eyes. His fingers brushed down along her neck and then her clavicles. From there, he stroked the sides of her bare breasts. Her nipples stiffened. "May I lick?"

"You may," she said.

He lowered his head down. Once again he kissed the right side of her neck, then her left. He nuzzled her shoulders, and then he glanced at her one more time. Maybe he was waiting for some kind of confirmation, but he wasn't sure if this would work or if it would be good enough to please her. Rachel flashed Russell a reassuring smile, and then he nodded and closed his eyes and leaned down again. Now he licked her left nipple. It was one quick swipe. Her body tensed. She let out a quick gasp.

From there, he watched her. Next, he licked a slow circle around her nipple. He teased her, and she savored those sensations. She tried not to react, only to fail within seconds. Her body shivered, and she began to panic. She was almost moaning. She could hear that sound vibrate from deep within her throat.

"Good boy," she said. But then she realized she didn't have to make him guess. She could simply issue the orders. She uttered the command, "Lick. Faster. Lick in a circular motion. Lick just like that."

He obeyed.

Yes. This was what the matriarchy meant. She had her boy, and he knew his place. He recognized his inferior status. She didn't need to degrade him, of course. She didn't need to humiliate him or try to break him. Then again, Russell had always been a good guy. Maybe there were other males out in the wider world who would need to be tamed. He wasn't one of them.

Instead, he deserved a different kind of training. He would learn how to pleasure her because that was what he wanted. Deep down, he understood that this would be for the best.

He licked and he stopped. He nuzzled her nipple, starting with that one side and then working his way over to the other. He worshiped her right nipple now, his tongue playing up and down, left and right. He went diagonally, then orthogonally. With every moment, he triggered fresh waves of heat. Those delicious urges swarmed through her body, growing more intense with every moment.

"Yes," she breathed out. "More. Just like that. Now use your hands," she instructed.

Obediently, Russell reached up, and he began to stroke her body. His hands worked across his mistress. He just barely touched her. Even as he continued to worship her breasts, he caressed her flanks. Then he worked his way down toward her calves, her knees, and her thighs.

Little bumps appeared along her neck and down her shoulders. Wild excitement contrasted with the cool air brushing along her body.

"Good. That's right. Keep going. Show me what you can do. Show me who you are. You know who you are, don't you? Yes, you do." Even if her voice became stretched and strained, she could still tease him. She could still talk down to him.

Then she lifted her head, and she looked back at her boy. She saw that flash of irritation across his handsome features. "You're so cute when you help," she told him.

She reached up and ran her fingers through his hair. She massaged his scalp for just a few seconds, all while he continued to pleasure and stimulate her.

"My feet," she said next. "Massage my feet."

"Mistress, would you like me to lick or suck your toes?" Russell asked her.

Rachel considered this for one, two, three seconds. Between each heartbeat, time seemed to expand. But then she told him the truth. "Yes. Do it."

He slipped down to the edge of the bed, only he continued to face her. Then he gingerly reached down and wrapped his fingers around her ankle. He lifted her foot up, and then he started to lick her toes. She giggled. She chortled. At the same time, she savored the sensations that resonated through her body. With every movement of his tongue, fresh need simmered just beneath the surface of her skin. She could feel it along every vein, deep within the nucleus of every nerve.

"Good. That's right, Russell, keep going. Keep going, Russell. Show me that I am your owner. Show me that you can embrace the matriarchy!"

Matriarchy.

Just a few days ago that word had sounded strange and alien.

Now it felt right. It felt correct and true.

At the edges of her perceptions, she knew those other issues existed. She would need to select the proper leaders and figure out exactly who could be trusted with the technology. And yet, Russell had been right. She was a diplomat; she had the experience. More importantly, she was willing and ready to help reshape the world.

"Service me," she ordered.

Her voice sharpened slightly. He looked back at her. There was this nervous expression on his face.

"Don't worry," she promised him. "You didn't do anything wrong. I just want you right here and right now."

He slid forward, practically slithering between her legs before he pressed his chest to the bed and pushed his mouth up against her pussy.

"Lick," she ordered, and her boy obeyed.

He demonstrated his readiness to serve all at once.

He lapped at her pussy, his tongue darting along her sex, just like before. Only now, it was different. He had given himself over to her. He had willingly obeyed. She loved that service, that dedication, his willingness to acknowledge his own status. He was a boy in the matriarchy. He could embrace servitude. He could accept subordination.

She ran her fingers through his hair, and she just gently nudged him down a little deeper.

"Faster," she commanded, breathing out the word.

His tongue danced along her most sensitive spot. The heat gathered. Those waves coalesced, spinning together until they formed a tsunami of delectable heat. Then it crashed down, and she arched her back. She kicked her heels down against the mattress, and she cried out, gasping and moaning and screaming out through the satisfaction that rampaged along the fibers of her being.

But she wasn't done with him.

"On your back," she said. As Rachel issued that order, she grabbed her boy, and she shoved him down. Technically, he may have been able to fight or resist. Instead, he recognized his status, and he fell onto the bed beneath her, exactly where he belonged. Strength didn't matter, not when she had authority on her side.

She reached down and stroked his shaft. He had pulled off his underwear before, so now she had all the access she needed.

For several minutes, Rachel played with him. She stroked his balls, massaged him beneath his scrotum, and used her other hand to squeeze and fondle his shaft. She studied the way his face reacted.

She had enjoyed her orgasm just a couple of minutes ago, but now she took her time with him. She stimulated him, driving him wild with need.

"Do you want me to have sex with you? Is that what you want?"

"Yes!"

"Are you sure about that? Maybe I should just go back and talk to Ezri or some of the other women? I'm sure they could give me some tips on training you."

"Please, Mistress. Please, I want to be obedient for you. You don't need to train me!" He cried out those words, even as she teased him. "Really? Are you sure about that? Because right now, I'm not so sure."

His eyes widened, and she adored the look of panic as it spread across his face. "You’re handsome when you're worried," she told him. But then she squeezed again, and another shiver of desperation pulsed along his frame. Then she spread her legs, and she positioned herself on top of him. "Are you ready? Are you ready for me to take you again? Are you ready for me to own you?"

"Yes. Please. You already own me. I already belong to you," he promised.

"But now you're going to feel it, aren't you?"

"Yes! Whatever you say! You are in charge! You can tell me to do whatever you want, and I will obey!"

"So smart for a boy," she taunted him, but he didn’t look annoyed or frustrated. On the contrary, he seemed to accept those words. She giggled. At any other place or time, she would have respected his intellect. He was a brilliant engineer and a skilled astronomer. She had seen his passion for learning and knowledge back at school, only now she could also see what the arousal did to him as those desires raced through his body. With his heart pounding and his skin hot, he couldn't think clearly.

Poor boy, she thought. With just a hint of concern.

And then she embraced him. She lowered herself down onto his cock. She impaled herself with that shaft, only now she had it. She had him. He was trapped beneath her, and she leaned forward again. She grabbed his wrists, and she stretched forward. She rubbed her chest against his. She nuzzled his neck and kissed him. Her teeth grazed his skin. Then she pulled back, and she pushed her mouth down on his. She took what she wanted, all while she rode up and down, sliding her body against his. Delectable friction spread those wildfires of need and desire along both of their bodies.

Suddenly, she had her back straight as she rode him. She practically bounced up and down as she embraced those wild impulses.

More. She craved more.

She took it from him. She used him. At the same time, she loved the strain that played across his handsome face. He lifted his chin, his eyes widened, and he seemed utterly focused as he concentrated on maintaining control because she hadn't given him permission to finish.

"I'm not done with you," she panted out.

"Yes, Mistress. Whatever you want, Mistress!"

She kept going.

Harder, faster, she took what she wanted.

She used this boy.

And yet, it was more than that. It was an expression of power and something else altogether.

It was a connection. It was his dedication.

If he had really hated this, then he could have embraced his orgasm and climaxed hard as soon as possible. Instead, he held out for one reason: he wanted to please her. He needed to satisfy her.

That reality hit her, and she arched her back, pressing her weight down against her shins and knees as she ordered, "Right now. Come for me right now. Do it, Russell! Do it because you belong to me!"

You belong to me!

Those words boomed inside of both of their bodies.

He climaxed, coming hard, and she lost herself to her own burst of kaleidoscopic ecstasy. For her, time stopped. She drifted, floated and raced along a different kind of impulse. All of it overwhelmed her until her thoughts finally fit back together, and she could think with some kind of clarity.

The satisfaction rushed through her, and then she was spent, and she fell back against the bed. This time, she didn't hesitate. She pushed herself over to him, and she rested her head against his shoulder.

"Mine," she whispered to him.

"Yes, Mistress," he said.

"Russell?" Rachel said in the quiet.

"Yes?"

"I want you to know something. I want you to know something about us."

"Yes, Mistress?" He sounded nervous again, and she loved that about him.

"I want you to understand that this wasn't a joke or a game. You really do belong to me now. You're going to be my boy. My lover. My companion. You’re going to be my favorite person in the whole world because I'm going to use you. Things are going to get stressful and hard. They're going to be negotiations and so much diplomacy as I figure out exactly what is going to happen next. And you're always going to be there for me. You’re going to be there because you belong to me. Isn't that right?"

He seemed to consider this for just a few seconds, and there was that chill that started to take root deep within her stomach.

Only then, he promised her, "Yes, Mistress. I'm going to be there for you. I swear. It will do everything I can to support you. I will help you every step of the way. I will do my absolute best."

She kissed him again before she closed her eyes, and it wasn't long before they both began to drift off as they prepared for the future.

It was time for the matriarchy to come home.

The End
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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.
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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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