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“Honestly, Dad,” Ellen said, feigning a weary sigh from the aisle seat. “I know I wasn’t that dumb when I was a fourth grader.” 

“Ellie,” whined her little sister, Megan, from the window seat. “All I said was, if Mom is the boss of the airplanes, she could make it go over Pike’s Peak.” 

Peter Lansdowne, sitting between his two daughters, would normally mediate a quarrel between them, especially in a place as public as a crowded flight to Las Vegas. But, as a former social studies teacher, he wanted to see if Ellen, with her eighth grade stock of knowledge, could set her little sister straight without a scene. “Explain to her in a nice way what your mother does. Please, Ellen,” he said softly. 

“Okay,” Ellen said, huffing while secretly pleased to be called on to display her smarts. “Mom is the Under-Secretary of the Air Force, which means she is boss of the military planes, the ones with a white star in a blue circle. We are on a civilian plane, which means it does not shoot rockets or drop bombs; it just carries people like us. The airline company decides where the pilot can fly the plane, not the U.S. Air Force.” 

“But Mom could tell a military plane where to fly?” Megan persisted. 

“Well, sometimes she can, but not if her boss wanted it to fly somewhere else.” 

“Mom has a boss? Who?” 

“Mom reports to the Secretary of Defense, Sandra Chenowith, and she reports to the president, Elizabeth Castle.” 

“And who’s the president’s boss?” Megan asked. 

“The people of the United States, but only once every four years,” Ellen concluded with a proud smile. Elizabeth Castle had been reelected in the 2028

landslide victory, with Tracy Dunn as her running mate this time. In her first term, Castle had pulled Juliet Lansdowne from the Dominion Day School to fill a mid-level Pentagon position, and the former schoolteacher had excelled in several management slots as the defense budget was drawn down to sustainable levels. Julie had been working on a secret project out on Nellis Air Force Base in southern Nevada, and with the kids out of school for the holiday, her family was coming out to join her. 

Ellen frowned at her jeans and tried to tug them down a bit lower; too much ankle was showing. She was going through the growth spurt most girls did by their thirteenth year, a spurt enhanced by the human growth hormones she had received in utero. Julie had reasoned, like many modern mothers, that their daughters should be as tall—and as strong—as the men in their lives, in order to exercise female authority most effectively. Ellen was already as tall as her father at five-foot-ten, and had longer legs; hence, the aisle seat. Both girls would be six footers when grown. Their mother was just five-six, didn’t care to wear heels and had to look up at many women around her. Her daughters would not have that problem. 

Ellen was due to get several pairs of long-legged jeans in her Christmas presents, and the brand was one she had pointedly mentioned several times so that her parents would not visit a social disaster on her closet. Middle school had changed in many ways since the girls began the teen training program at the nearest S&S gym. But cliques and social insecurity were still rampant. 

The plane began its descent into McCarran Airport, and soon the family was collecting their suitcases off the luggage carousel. Peter hailed a cab and told the driver they were going to the Hotel Riga. “The Ree-what?” the driver asked with a puzzled expression. 

Peter consulted his notes. “Riga, formerly the Mead Hotel,” he said. The cabbie knew where the Mead was, or had been, and deposited the three Lansdownes at the entrance a few minutes later. It was just past noon here, three hours earlier than Virginia. They checked into the hotel and were given one of the special suites on the fourth floor. 

“Wow!” the girls chorused when they saw the plush sectional couch, the big vid screen, the gilded mirrors, and the Jacuzzi in the bath. Peter told them that the suite was a gift from “Auntie” Liene, a friend of the family since before Ellen was born, and godmother to both girls. “Is she here?” Megan asked when Peter said Liene was staying on the same floor. 

“No, she is out at the air force base with your mom,” he told them. “They will both be coming into town tonight.” The whole afternoon stretching before them, the girls prioritized their desires as lunch, a jump in the pool, and a look at the Strip several blocks away. They first went downstairs to order some lunch. Peter learned that the Riga’s pool was currently being remodeled, but the hotel had an arrangement with a spa and pool a couple of blocks away. A front desk intern named Samantha offered to take the girls for a swim and a peek at Las Vegas Boulevard after that. 

Peter located an upscale deli and purchased some fine wines and cheeses for the women that evening, intending to chill them in the little refrigerator he had seen in the suite. Upon returning to the suite, he noticed the refrigerator’s three-prong plug on the floor near a two-prong outlet. He phoned the front desk, and a few

minutes later, a young maintenance man rang the bell. 

“Hello, Eric,” Peter said, addressing the man by the name tag on his coveralls. “I can’t get the refrigerator plugged into this outlet.” Eric looked at the situation and pulled an adapter out of his pocket. The refrigerator hummed to life. 

“The outlet is grounded,” Eric said, “but after painting, someone must have slapped a two-prong plate over it. I can get the correct plate from supplies downstairs and set it right in a few minutes. Peter kept his purchases in the bag until Eric had put the right plate over the outlet. “Sorry about that, sir. We have been in a rush to get these suites ready. You’re the first guests in this one. We just finished the first suite on this floor a couple of weeks ago; one of the owners came out to dedicate it.” 

“One of the owners?” Peter asked. “You mean one of the Vanags ladies?” 

“Yes,” Eric said, nodding. “An enormous young woman.” He raised his hand a number of inches over his head. 

“Viola, probably,” Peter said. “They all run around that size, but she is the one getting involved in the business side of things with her mother. Did you shake her hand or get any other sense of her strength?” 

“More than that,” Eric said, blushing. “I spoke out of turn and she came right up to me… Damn near scared the piss out of me.” 

“She boob-chucked you, I’ll bet.” Eric looked blank at the term and Peter explained it. “Guys our size, they like to chuck us under the chin with a boob for a good dose of intimidation. Her mother started out with me that way… my gosh, it’s been fifteen years now. Viola was just a broomstick of a girl in middle school then, all legs and arms. Now, my older daughter looks a lot like that.” 

“Are these your daughters, sir?” Eric showed Peter a picture on his phone. “My lady Samantha is tending them and just sent me this.” 

“Yes, those are my daughters, and your lady seemed very nice. I take it you’re not married yet?” 

“No, sir, we have to wait ‘til February. The civil union waiting period.” 

“Ah, yes, the new marriage laws so many states have adopted lately. Good old conservative Virginia, still holding back.” 

“But you are still married in the… modern way, sir?” 

“Oh, yes,” Peter laughed. “Very much so. Julie is completely in charge, and I obey and honor her. She very seldom beats me and when she does, I know what I have done to earn it.” He invited Eric to sit down and chat a bit if his duties allowed. Peter could sense that the younger man had a lot of questions to ask about how to be a happily married man. Eric said he was off shift now; his scheduled half-day had ended. 

So the two men sat and chatted over a cold beer. Eric’s questions led Peter to pretty much tell the story of his life since his teaching days at Dominion Day School. He talked about how his latent submissive tendencies had been outed, and learned from Eric’s questions that the younger man was not a natural submissive but more of a traditional. Peter explained that he had been deeply involved in politics a few years ago for the Clean House party, but had lately been more of a blogger, writing on the challenges men not instinctively submissive faced in adjusting to the new order. 

On the subject of politics, Peter was curious about how things stood in Nevada. 

Eric said that he had never registered until recently, and then only so Samantha could mail in two ballots. He then remembered something Sam had said about Clean House primaries sometimes offering a choice between a gradualist and an advocate of rapid change to full matriarchy. Peter nodded and said that he had noticed the same thing on the east coast and, of course, in Congress. 

“Personally, I agree with your fiancé, Eric. Transition to a full matriarchy, or gynocracy, would be happier if allowed to happen over two or three generations. 

Boys born in the last few years will grow up without the patriarchal values we were exposed to. They will accept the leadership of women in their personal lives and communities. But there are powerful forces within the matriarchate pushing for change as fast as possible. I don’t know where the urgency is coming from. I know why women should rule, but I don’t know why it has to happen so soon.” 

Peter explained how the logic of gynocracy had been built in his mind. First, Liene had convinced him, directly and through her online game, that women-led societies would fight fewer wars, and no stupid wars. Then a basketball coach at the school had convinced him that women-led households would help society overcome the root causes of crime and poverty. And then his own wife had shown him that female leadership could avert ecological catastrophe for the planet. The incidence of stupid wars, crack and meth epidemics, and rising carbon dioxide levels had certainly been reversed. These and other negative

indicators were going down every year. But why a rush to finish the process so soon? He didn’t know. 

They turned to sex. Peter realized that he and Eric were bonding, in spite of more than twenty years’ difference in their ages. There was a lot that Eric had not understood that was more easily grasped when stated by an older man. The main point of sex, Peter said, was always the woman’s pleasure. When a woman, satisfied in the sexual act, allowed her man to experience pleasure, too, it was a good sign that she loved him. That Sam always brought Eric off when she was ready to receive him was a very positive thing, Peter told him. 

Eric’s phone beeped and he saw that Samantha would be bringing the girls back to the suite in a few minutes; an hour and a half had flown by. Peter took out some of the gourmet cheeses so that they could reach room temperature, and checked the white wines in the now-cool refrigerator. “Julie and Liene will be coming in from Nellis around five o’clock,” he said. “If they want to relax and unwind, I’ll have everything ready for them. If it’s okay with Julie, maybe you could stay and help me serve.” 

“If it’s okay with Samantha, I could,” Eric said. “But not in these coveralls. May I wait until she gets back with the girls? Then I can ask and go home to change if she says yes.” Peter nodded. 

The girls came bouncing in with Samantha, exhilarated from their outing and quite taken with their young adult companion and her sophisticated knowledge of Las Vegas. “Daddy, I want to be the ‘house’ for blackjack,” Megan bubbled. 

“Sam says only the house wins at blackjack.” 

“She’s right, honey, if you play long enough. You two should finish unpacking and spiff up a bit for your mom and Auntie Liene.” 

“Can Sam stay to meet them, Dad?” Ellen asked. 

“Well, she works here at the hotel, but if it’s all right with her boss, she could.” 

Samantha nodded enthusiastically. “And this is Eric, her fiancé, who works at the hotel too, and came up to fix something in the room.” The girls nodded at Eric as they headed back to their rooms. 

“Actually, he fixed the problem a couple of hours ago, Sam. We’ve been talking about FLRs and guy stuff ever since. I was just asking him if he wanted to stay and help me serve hors d'oeuvres and wine when the others get here.” 

“Not in his coveralls,” she sniffed. “What are you going to serve?” He named several cheeses and gestured to a stack of thin crackers. She told Eric to go home and change, and then bring back some fresh carrots and chives from the backyard garden, and to pick up some Greek yogurt at Safeway. 

By the time Eric returned, the December sun was setting over Charleston Peak. 

Sam was teaching the girls how to shuffle a deck like the dealers do, and Peter was watching the news. Eric went to the sink to wash some carrots and slice them into dipping sticks. He made the same dip he had made for their party, and set it to chill in the little refrigerator. 

A door chime signaled the arrival of the two women. Julie Lansdowne was a dark-eyed brunette like her daughters, who she was busy hugging. Liene Vanags still stood over six-five, although the strawberry blonde hair had turned iron gray. Peter introduced Sam to the women and they shook hands. He indicated Eric’s presence and they nodded in his direction. Liene then picked up Megan and gave her a big hug. Ellen, now wearing wedge sandals to get her over six

feet, got a standing hug from her godmother. 

The women took off the jackets of their business suits and tossed them to Peter. 

Liene settled into the recliner while Julie took the center of the sectional. They accepted glasses of a chilled Vouvray and chose from the assortment of cubed cheeses Peter offered. He then gave Sam the same choices. Eric, meanwhile, had given the girls sodas and placed his carrot sticks and dip on the coffee table, within their reach. 

With a single throat-clearing, Liene became the center of gravity in the room. 

“Your mother has been very busy today, getting those air force people organized and with the program,” she said to the girls. “Tomorrow, Air Force One will be landing out there, and you know who flies on Air Force One?” 

“The president, President Castle,” Ellen said before Megan could. Living near Washington, D.C., the big blue plane was not a rare sight for them. 

“That’s right, dear. Our president will be getting off that plane. And then she will be meeting with women like her, who will be coming in on their countries’ Air Force Ones. Peng Xiang from China, Gabrielle Fortlemain from Europe, Fabiana from Brazil.” 

“And what do you think all those presidents and the like are getting together to do? They are going to talk to some people from outer space, from another world far from our solar system.” 

“What are the people from outer space like, Auntie Li? Are they green with eyes on stalks, like in the cartoons?” 

“No, Meg, they aren’t. They look as human as we do.” 

“Are they really human? Did they evolve like we did?” 

“Not quite the way Darwin imagined it, Julie. The story is one you haven’t heard yet, but by tomorrow night billions will be hearing it. Tomorrow will be a day for the history books, and I wanted my god-daughters to hear it a bit early.” 

Liene took another sip of her wine and set it on a side table. 

“The adults here, and maybe Ellen, will know about the sudden appearance of the Cro-Magnon people about forty thousand years ago. They were so dramatically different from the Neanderthals that scientists still can’t understand how a single mutation could have happened so quickly. 

“Here is what happened. A kind of rocket was sent to Earth containing spores that caused the Cro-Magnon mutation to suddenly happen. At the same time, similar rockets were sent to other planets in our galaxy where life was evolving like it was here. The people who have come to see us are from one of those planets, called Comporelli, about eighty lightyears from here. They know of nine or ten other worlds where humans have evolved and look like us. No one knows who sent the rockets. Perhaps human-like beings in another galaxy. But all the other peoples the Comporellians have encountered are similar, except for one place where they are a little different. Here, on Earth. 

“Something, maybe a burst of radiation, altered the spores. The result was that males here became larger and stronger than females. On Comporelli and in every other world they have encountered with a two-gender reproductive system, females are larger and stronger; they rule and protect the males. Patriarchy as we

have known it here turns out to be not the natural order of things at all, but a galactic accident.” 

Liene paused for a sip of wine. The sound she made setting the glass down on the table was like a crash in the stunned silence. 

“Comporelli and the other human worlds experienced a much faster rise in technology. They had interstellar space travel at least five thousand years ago, and they had the technology to figure out where we were and to come check us out. They can come down to Earth invisible or in disguise and see how we are getting on. 

“There were two schools of thought about our situation. In one camp were the scientists, who saw our culture as unique and something that should be preserved for study, not altered by outside forces. The other camp were missionaries, who saw the women of Earth as victims of rape, violence, and oppression in so many ways and felt a moral obligation to right the wrongs. Imagine finding a tribe deep in the jungle in Brazil or Peru that had never been in contact with our civilization. Do you come in and give them medicines, immunizations, Walmarts and internet? Or do you keep those contacts away from them and let them continue to live as they always have?” 

Liene stood and walked to the window, looking out at the Strip and its neon extravaganza. Peter glanced at her powerful calves emerging from a navy blue skirt. He wondered if her sexual appetite had waned a bit with age; she had kept the same husband a good ten years now. 

Peter watched Liene’s face reflected in the glass as she resumed her narrative, her broad back to her audience. She told them how the scientists had long held the upper hand in Comporelli’s policy toward Earth. They came down cloaked in

an invisibility technology and picked up men who were in certain-death situations, like sinking ships, and took them back to study them. Of particular interest was the production of testosterone. 

“On Comporelli, men are about the size of these two.” She turned and waved her wine glass at Peter and Eric. “And the women are even larger than me. While the men on Comporelli are docile and obedient, something has been happening to their sperm. The little critters are gradually becoming more immotile, meaning they can’t swim upstream like they should. Natural conception, which they value, gets ever more difficult. Our lab sample boys from Earth have been supplying the sperm banks for in vitro fertilization.” 

Liene turned back to the window. “It gets more complicated. The scientists and lab techs were rumored to be having wild and crazy sex. A lab was broken into, and some Earth boys were stolen. The rumors were soon verified. You guys just outperform their men, big-time. An Earth male is now the hottest item on the market in Comporelli. Where there is money to be made, there is pressure to relax the rules against making it. The easy-money types are all for just invading Earth and harvesting our men. They have the technology, and it would be easy. 

“But their leaders also have a moral compass. They see a right way and a wrong way to do this. The right way is to get the women of Earth into all the positions of authority and then come to our women leaders in a buyer-willing seller mode. 

But with patriarchy so entrenched here, how can you overthrow it? They trained an agent, a rather short Comporellian woman, about six-foot-seven and landed her with a bag of seeds in a forest in eastern Europe almost two hundred years ago. That woman grabbed a tall boy, subjugated him and started a family with him, while planting her seeds here and there in the forest. Balta-magone plants, of course.” 

Liene turned back and faced the room again, gazing at one astonished face after another. “1850 seemed like a good year to start reforming gender relations. All

sorts of things were stirred up in 1848—the Seneca Falls Convention here, revolutionary ferment there. The agent had several children, including a girl born in 1861 who was my great-great-great grandmother. In each generation, the daughters were told the whole story when they turned eighteen. We have passed that mission down through six generations now, with the gyms as the main vehicle for empowering the women of this world. Mission accomplished.” 

“Tomorrow, the leaders of the major nations of Earth will meet in a room with the Comporellian delegation, which has come here on a shopping trip.” Liene finished her story and the room fell into a stunned silence. Everyone was processing some part of the narrative. Ten-year-old Megan had not learned enough world history to appreciate how much of it had just been turned topsy-turvy. But she did pick up on the last line she heard. 

“Still shopping? These space people only have two days before Christmas!” 

Megan said. Her sister frowned but the adults in the audience were still too dazed to be amused. Only Liene smiled, as she held her wine glass upside down and pointedly cleared her throat. “Daddy!” Megan whispered, poking Peter with an elbow. “Auntie Li’s wine!” 

Peter roused himself from astonished stupor and pulled the second bottle of Vouvray from the chiller to serve Liene. His hand was shaking and he gripped the bottle with both hands, lest he spill a drop on her hand. 

“Thank you, Peter,” the statuesque matriarch said as she took a sip. “I don’t think they do Christmas, Meg. It’s not that kind of shopping.” 

Julie beckoned Peter to sit next to her as he topped her wine. Putting an arm around his waist, she said “No, Meg, Auntie means they are shopping for boyfriends. But surely, Liene, your people wouldn’t take any man who is already

spoken for.” 

“No, no, no, Julie. I said willing sellers and willing buyers, remember. And as for being ‘my people,’ I am only one-thirty-secondth Comporellian through the pure matrilineal line. I think of myself as just as Terran as anyone.” 

Peter could tell from Julie’s face that many emotions were stirring in her mind. 

Liene could read her just as well. “Ask me whatever you want to know, Julie; give me your best shot.” 

“All right.” Julie marshaled her thoughts, lips tight. “About how long have these… scientists… been observing us?” She spit out the word as if it were rancid meat. 

“Julie, I know you think the missionaries had the higher moral ground. How many millions of women, and men, too, had to suffer while patriarchy ran its course? The ethics of the xenoanthropologists have developed from many bitter outcomes both ways, from interfering as well as not interfering. The short answer to your question is around three thousand years, as early civilizations began here. They stepped up their activity around four or five centuries before the Christian era, when the Mediterranean and Chinese areas began to speed up intellectually. Those observers foresaw many of the dire consequences of patriarchy. They took one action only, in the area of religion. They identified the monotheistic religions in the Mediterranean area as a powerful support for patriarchy, and they created and hid a number of writings that would one day support the alternate view of Goddess the Feminine. These scrolls that tell the creation myth as Adam made from Eve’s rib and all that. The New Bible, and the New Koran are the result.” 

Julie looked unmoved. “Look, you’ve heard me on the subject of stupid wars

before,” Liene continued. “My mother was born in 1933, in an area between Hitler and Stalin. My grandmother was born in 1898, between the Kaiser and the Tsar. I know women were being raped and beaten in peacetime, too, and more in wartime. It would be nice to imagine the past as something that could have been more benign if some wise, omnipotent women from elsewhere could have come in and righted things. But the way we have taken, we the women of Earth, is to earn our new destiny. It wouldn’t have the same value if we hadn’t earned it.” 

Julie was not frowning as much, but she was yielding ground slowly. “We earned it thanks to those seeds your ancestor brought with her.” 

“The balta-magone was an accelerator, to be sure. But you have been an adult since the new century began. Women were rapidly increasing their share of economic and political power; you know that. Had physical power remained unchanged, gynocracy and matriarchy would have become the norm in another century or so. I admit that the seeds hastened the process, and that has been driven by events in Comporelli. I know people have wondered where the sense of urgency for gender rebalance comes from—yes, Peter, I have read your blog posts on the subject—and now you know.” 

Julie chewed her lip and fell silent, lost in thought. As Liene was looking at Peter with her last comment, he raised a hand and received her permission to speak. “The northwomen characters on the game, how much are they like the Comporellians? Can they do personality engineering on their men? Use semen to resist aging and enhance their powers?” 

“Ah, the anti-aging thing and the augmentation were pure marketing ideas,” 

Liene laughed, passing a hand through her gray hair. “There are machines on Comporelli that allow some trait and personality alterations; the woman hooks her man up to a device during intercourse and does something like what you saw in the game. If they do work out a deal to import men from Earth, they will get a lot of men who are rejecting the new order here and acting in various anti-social

ways. Ending up in prison, often enough. Liz Castle is on board with the idea of having the Comporellians run our prison system in orbiting spacecraft; some of the other leaders I have spoken to are also interested. Some of those convicts may be rehabilitated in a totally new way.” 

Peter imagined tough convicts being paroled into the life of a harem boy, as he had experienced it in the game. Talk about doing “hard time.” 

Liene looked at the girls and snapped her fingers. “Pizza! Let’s order in a couple of pizzas. Peter, what kind of red wine do you have? A Barolo? Oh, that’s much too good to pair with pizza. How about a Pinot Noir? Hotel people: do you know off-hand what you have in that area?” Samantha thought the bar had some 2021

Castle Rock Pinot Noir from Oregon. “Great call,” Liene said. “Liz Castle will have to be a rock tomorrow, and Oregon is her home state.” 

Having set the wheels in motion for supper, Liene extended the recliner and crossed her legs over the footrest. “Oh, my aching feet, tromping all over Nellis in those heels today,” she sighed. “My husband is flying out here tonight and he will pamper me, but I wish I could get a nice foot massage right now.” 

“My fiance knows shiatsu,” Sam piped up. “He does a great job on my feet.” 

“Oh, really!” Liene said, eyeing Eric with interest. “Could you lend him to me for a few minutes?” Samantha nodded and gestured to Eric. He knelt in front of Liene and began to work on her pantyhose-clad feet. She gave little sighs of pleasure. “Ellen, dear, these are the kinds of skills boys should be learning in the eighth grade.” 

WEDNESDAY

The Nevada Test and Training Range is a Connecticut-sized swath of desert, administered from Nellis by the Air Force. It is completely uninhabited, and its airspace is restricted to keep out any commercial or leisure aviation. Even military flights are restricted from Area 51, near the center of the range. It was one of the most private areas on the planet for an extraterrestrial spacecraft to land. The Comporellians shielded their ship from satellite photography and landed in perfect secrecy. 

The president landed early, having left Andrews AFB, near Washington, before dawn. She wanted to be there first to greet the other heads of state and to oversee the arrangements for them to meet the Comporellians. Liene and Julie left the Riga at dawn, too, to meet Air Force One when it landed out on the Test Range. 

Liene would be a major player in the discussions. She had disclosed her ancestry and mission to the president, and to Castle’s counterparts in the other major nations she had visited. Julie’s job was to cut any red tape the Air Force bureaucracy or its security-obsessed contractors might think up when asked to carry out directives from the White House for the meetings. 

Peter found the kitchen in the suite well-equipped for making breakfast for six: he and his daughters, Samantha and Eric (who had stayed in a room on the third floor, at Liene’s request), and Mark Vanags, Liene’s husband, who had flown out last night to keep his wife warm. Omelets and toast filled everyone up, and then they cast about for something to do to pass the hours. Julie expected to be back, but maybe late, and Liene had no idea where she would spend the night. 

An outing to Hoover Dam and Lake Mead sounded good to the girls. Eric’s van was considered but dismissed as a vehicle for six. Samantha knew that the Riga had a courtesy van for airport runs, and got Morgan’s okay to borrow it. Eric

drove and Sam sat in the front, shifting radio stations to try to pick up news bulletins. The other men played the role of sightseers with the girls, but they each had an ear on the radio as well. Eventually, they heard an announcement that the president would address the nation from the entrance to Nellis at four that afternoon. “Seven, east coast, midnight in Europe, nine in the morning Beijing,” Peter said after playing with an app on his phone. “They’re maxing the live audience.” 

They returned to the suite after a late lunch on the way back from the dam, and turned on the vid screen to watch CNN. The camera displayed the image of the presidential seal, and then Elizabeth Castle appeared, standing behind a podium. 

The camera showed a woman sitting behind her, dressed in a white gown with one shoulder bare. 

“My fellow Americans, and people of goodwill everywhere,” Castle began. “A few days ago, we received a message from humans on another planet, far outside our solar system. They had detected signals from Earth and wished to contact us. 

They had a spacecraft on a trade mission nearby and offered to call on us. In concert with leaders of other nations, I accepted that request, and invited them here. We have been meeting with representatives of their trade delegation today. 

We have learned that the people of Comporelli, as they call their world, have a very advanced technology with much that could benefit our world. With me is a member of their delegation who has agreed to convey the greetings of her people to us. Please welcome Ms. Vazari Dehan.” 

The Comporellian got up… and up… from her seat. The president, in three inch heels, came up to her chin. Castle handed Dehan a cordless headset, which the Comporellian placed over her dark hair. Her gown turned out to be a sort of toga, with the waist cinched by a gold-colored device that looked like a serpent. The effect, for anyone who had never been exposed to Milady Rules, was to evoke Aphrodite or Athena. Peter recognized the look as one Liene had created for her game avatars, Rhiannon and Andreaste, on highly formal occasions. Dehan adjusted the headset with her right hand, her bare-shouldered arm displaying a

goddess-like amount of muscle. 

“The color looks off on the screen,” Peter said. “Is the set adjusted right?” He pointed out the faint bluish tinge on the Comporellian’s face and arm, like someone who had just come out of very cold water. Eric checked the settings and announced that they were correct. 

The announcer was whispering that the headset would translate Comporellian to English, and vice versa. It was, in fact, a dummy; Vazari Dehan spoke English flawlessly. When the distance vidcam was used during her approach to the podium, one could see similar scenes taking place on either side: an Earth leader introducing a tall Comporellian. Julie’s airmen had been busy putting up a stage with seven segments for broadcasting. 

Vazari Dehan began with a few generalities, but all the audience would remember was the charismatic quality of her voice. Whatever she said, they knew it was true because it was so easy to trust her. 

“We have been able to observe your world for a number of centuries, hoping your technology would advance to the point where you could venture out into space and meet us. Recently, however, we see that a number of critical environmental systems on your planet are on the verge of collapse, or radical change. Our projections—which we are making available to your scientists now

—indicate that most of the human population of Earth will perish within fifty years if these trends are not reversed.” 

“Our common human heritage compels us to offer help, in the form of our more advanced technology, to avert as much of the imminent tragedy as we can. We have devices that can sequester carbon from your atmosphere, de-acidify your oceans, and regulate your precipitation. We are now going to meet with

President Castle and her peers to discuss how we can help. I have narrated some videos that illustrate our environmental projections, as well as scenes of life on our world, which I will make available to your media now.” This was a cue for a man to come on the stage from a curtained area behind them. He was dressed in a two-tone, one-piece costume, which looked like the uniforms on the old Star Trek crew. He came up to Vazari’s shoulder. He took several discs from her and brought them down to the broadcast pool coordinator. 

The president and the Comporellian woman turned and walked back through the curtains behind the stage. The network announcer came on, whispering, “As President Castle and Vazari Dehan return to their meetings, they are joined by six similar pairings. To the left we see Peng Xiang, the Chinese leader, with her Comporellian companion. On their left, Ludmilla Olganovna of Russia, with hers. The last couple leaving on the left is the Prime Minister of India, Indira Bhottsivala, with another Comporellian. To our right, we see Gabrielle Fortlemain, head of the European Union; Fabiana, the Brazilian president; and Anippe Akhetan, the recently elected president of Egypt. Seven leaders and seven envoys have now disappeared backstage.” 

The abrupt departures left the networks with no one to interview or question. 

The president’s press secretary had managed to disappear, and the newsies had no one to thrust their microphones at but the Air Force MPs who guarded the stage area. The announcer rambled on for a minute, and then the network figured out how to run one of Vazari’s videos. The first one was an atmospheric scenario, showing carbon dioxide levels steadily increasing year by year. The rate of increase had slowed in the past three years with the broad switch to electric cars, but still crept up, and the mean global temperature was rising in tandem. Then the screen split, and one half showed precipitation patterns over the past two decades. Some well-known droughts popped up on a spinning globe, along with heavy rainfall events, usually over the oceans. Then, the near future was projected: the next twenty, thirty years. The left half showed increasing CO2 and temperatures, and the right half showed droughts and rains ever more exaggerated. The low, perfectly modulated voice of Vazari Dehan came on, setting out ranges of probability for various weather events and food production outcomes. A new video came on, assessing the oceans, past and

future. Polar icecaps melted and would continue to melt, flooding low coastal areas. The increased acidity of the oceans was tracked and correlated with declining fisheries. 

“All the environmental doomsday scenarios pulled together,” Peter said. He was familiar with some of them from Julie’s ecology organizations. “It will take our science guys a month of nonstop work to check out the projections.” 

“A month they’ve had,” commented Mark Vanags. “All those trips around the world Mistress has been taking, she took data discs with her.” They watched the video project the effect of sharply reduced food production on the eight billion people of Earth: a horrific Malthusian outcome of famine and starvation. The deaths of billions in the next few decades must have seemed sufficiently inevitable to persuade all the national leaders gathered here to travel to Nevada. 

Another video showed scenes of everyday life in Comporelli. Men were at work on farms and forests, craft shops and energy generators of an unknown technology. Now and then, a man reported to a larger woman, who sometimes accepted goods from him. Gleaming cities were viewed from afar and close up, always with clear, sparkling skies and a blue sun. They had transformed a planet in a nearby system into a world habitable for humans (“terraforming”), which were used for agriculture and minerals. The population of the home world and the new planet together stood at a steady fifteen billion people, which had been determined to be sustainable. 

Peter now realized that Milady Rules was much more than a dating service for dominant women and submissive men. It was more than a change agent for attitudes about gender and power. It was a preview of life on the world Liene’s ancestors had come from. Women ruled households of men—from one to three, according to Liene—but the men were free to work with their hands, at home or outside. Mark, who had also played the game, told the others about the life of a harem boy who became a skilled craftsman. 

The night was hours old by now, but none of the adults were hungry, thinking of the scenes of mass starvation. The girls found some chips and nuts in the mini-bar. Just before midnight, Julie returned, alone and looking exhausted. She flopped onto the recliner and told Peter to fix her a strong cocktail. After a minute, she began to speak. 

“It’s just fifteen women in a room: our seven leaders, their seven envoys, and Liene. They’d been bargaining for six hours. They paused for a break a few minutes ago, and I saw Liene and got an update. The Comporellians are telling us they can fix our atmosphere and oceans, give us energy systems that get us off hydrocarbons completely, and send us food to avert famine. But, we need to get our population down to a sustainable number as soon as possible. Otherwise, we would be right back into crisis again. Their math says our maximum sustainability level for human population is six billion; five billion would be optimum. They have offered to resettle one billion people on their worlds and let the falling birthrates get us down to six billion in a generation. The catch? The entire billion has to be men between the ages of sixteen and thirty. As the women are completely in charge of their own reproductive choices, taking a bunch of our men won’t destabilize their population.” 

There was a minute of stunned silence as they all processed the implications of Julie’s words. Peter put it in words, paraphrasing the Emma Lazarus quote on the Statue of Liberty. “Give us your misogynists, your machos, your huddled dudes yearning to be unfree. Whether they know it or not.” He paused to do a mental calculation. “Every country would put in its share, in proportion to its share of the world’s population? The U.S., with five percent of the people in the world, would have to send fifty million men?” 

“Nothing’s settled yet,” Julie replied. “Our leaders offered the failed states around the world as the first place to turn since the UN has had to be there anyway. A company of Comporellian marines, with their technology, could do more than a regiment of UN peacekeepers can with Somalia pirates, Yemeni

bandits, or Venezuelan kidnappers. Since the price of crude oil dropped so fast, more petro-states have been failing every year. And the Taliban holdouts in Afghanistan and Pakistan—Anippe Akhetan of Egypt said Muslim women everywhere would be glad to see them all hauled off. The functioning nations would still have to come up with eighty percent of the men. Our last offer, before the break, was a global total of half a billion men, prorated over ten years.” She yawned and put down her nearly untouched drink. “They’re going back to try to hammer out a deal by morning. When I left, I had an airman making coffee and icing down cases of Red Bull. But I am going to crash now; Peter, lead me to the bed, please.” 

Samantha and Eric drove home, leaving the blazing lights of the Strip behind them. The world as they have always known it could be coming to an end soon, but Vegas gamblers would still be trying to beat the odds in the final hours. Eric was fretting. “Even thirty million American men over ten years, that’s three million a year… They’d have to bring back the draft, wouldn’t they?” 

She patted his hand. “They’ll think of other ways first, like turning the maximum security prisons over to the Comps, like Liene was saying. And even if they draft, I would think they would exempt married men, like you will be in just a couple of months.” Sam showed no signs of worry, but she cuddled closely with Eric as they fell asleep. 

THURSDAY

The next morning, they went to work at the Riga and started out as if it were a normal day. By mid-morning, they had each received a text from Peter saying that Liene had returned, and would be filling them in on the negotiations within the next few minutes. Sam and Eric went into Liene’s suite together and saw her, wearing just a white hotel robe, surrounded by the others. Bags under her eyes emphasized their redness. 

“Our Earth leaders hung tough,” she began. “You would have been proud of them. Six hundred million men over ten years; a hundred million from the failed states right off the top, and then five hundred million from the functioning states over the next nine years. Each nation can devise its own selection methods. 

Lucky for the U.S., ironically, that we love building prisons. Vazari agreed with Liz Castle on orbiting prisons and parole to Comporelli.” 

“But after that?” Samantha said, giving voice to Eric’s fears. “A draft?” 

“Probably. Our government will try for volunteers first, with a juicy enlistment bonus. The Comporellians will guarantee to return them in good physical health after their term, except for the men who want to stay there.” 

“But they will have to restore a draft sooner or later,” Julie said, thinking of military logistics. “And whenever you have a draft, you will have some draft dodgers. Men who simply can’t abide the notion of submitting to a woman, much less living in a world run by them.” 

“Of course,” Liene agreed. “Liz Castle had such a great idea at about four in the morning. Our governments will set up some coventries.” Everyone looked blank. 

“Never heard of Coventry? Castle has apparently read and remembered every story Robert Heinlein ever published. In an early fantasy series on a possible

future of the U.S., he imagined a society with rules that some people objected to. 

Those people could escape to Coventry, a place outside any governmental presence, where anarchy was the organizing principle and force majeure ruled. It was a libertarian’s dream turned nightmare, where the main character was robbed and beaten with no recourse.” 

“Castle proposed to set up coventries on the edges of the enclave states. The Canyonlands of Utah and the Arizona Strip. The Ozarks of northern Arkansas and a bit of southern Missouri. The north corner of New Hampshire and the Maine woods across the line. They would all be places a man could go to if he just couldn’t adjust to the idea of female leadership. A rough life, with no law and no order. But a choice a man can make. 

“The Comporellians loved this concept. They promised to shave some of their required numbers if we would give them one privilege in the coventries: sport hunting.” 

“How sporting could that be, with all of their advanced technologies? Wouldn’t they just swoop down in a flying saucer and grab a guy?” Julie wondered. 

“No technology other than stealth and camouflage. A Comporellian would have to enter a Coventry alone, with no weapons but her bare hands. A man would have the weapons he came in with, and the men would presumably start running in herds.” 

So the bargain was sealed. That afternoon, the seven leaders took turns, each making the announcement in her language, setting forth the agreed upon terms. 

They could speak in the name of the UN, as five of them were the permanent members of the Security Council. The Comporellians would set up devices to start sequestering atmospheric carbon, and to generate electricity without

pollutants within two months. Comporellian marines, under the blue UN flag, would take over peacekeeping duties in the twenty or so failed states. 

TWO MONTHS LATER

On a cool, clear day in February, in a side chapel of the Grace of Goddess Church, Samantha stood, tall in her black boots with four-inch heels, in front of Pastor Hannah. Eric walked up the aisle, barefoot in a plain white shift, on the arm of Dr. Bettina Holst. The groom would normally be given away by his mother or, by an aunt or sister. Eric had no female relatives at all, and the girl next door was standing in. Bettina handed Eric over to Samantha and sat down as the pastor began the recently modified wedding service. Samantha vowed to love, cherish and protect him with an emphatic “I do.” 

“And Eric,” Pastor Hannah continued, looking down at the kneeling man, “do you take this woman Samantha to be your wife, to love her, honor her and obey her?” 

“I do!” he answered, completely without reservation. 
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