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FOREWORD

Pursuant to the treaty between the Comporellian Empire and the nations of Terra, as described in Landing Day, the Comprellian women arranged to borrow six hundred young adult Terran men, to be whisked via the wormhole station to their home worlds for six years of service and then returned to Earth. For ten years, the treaty bargainers anticipated, young men would report for induction within a week of their eighteenth birthdays. 

Every nation, large or small, had to set up its collection system. Young American men, facing their own draft, knew that Canada and Mexico were doing the same thing. Ten years turned out to be optimistic when run by bureaucracies within democratic norms. The draft ran for thirteen years in the USA, less in some nations and more in others. A generation of young men had been borrowed and returned. 

Now a new generation was coming of age. 

PART ONE

SPRING

CHAPTER ONE

SAUCE FOR THE GANDER

April 2049

New Hampshire

“Whose woods these are I think I know,” Megan chanted while stepping toward another maple. She loved to recite Frost poems aloud when she was alone in the woods, like now, on snowshoes after a spring storm, carrying one bucket of sap and using her free hand for balance. 

Setting a full bucket by the road, Megan retraced her steps over the powdery, drifted snow, to fill the second bucket from the taps in the maple trees. As she stepped between a pair of bent down birches, another poem came to mind and she faltered on the second line of the one she had been chanting. Was the subject a horse or a house?. 

At any rate, the owner of these woods. Ephraim Stark, her landlord, was boiling sap this morning, smoke from his sugaring shack tickling Megan's nose. He had been living alone for a few years, eking a bit from maple syrup and hard cider sales to supplement his monthly alimony. He hadn’t been keen to rent the extra cottage, to a younger, high-sigma woman at that, but her willingness to help with chores like this won him over. That and her solemn promise to keep things strictly platonic, leaving him unseduced. 

"Your legs are more than a quarter-century younger than mine, Professor," he

said, "and longer, too." Longer and stronger, too, by a good margin. Ephraim farmed and logged this patch of land, between Lebanon and Hanover, and had built the cottage for his son. But when Zachary came home from his six years on Comporelli, he had married the woman his mother chose and they lived down in Boston now. Zachary was one of the thirty million--the US share of Terra’s commitment to lend 600 million--young men to the women of Comporelli for six-year terms. They all came back at age twenty-four, in fine physical shape and very submissive to female authority. 

Reaching the plowed driveway and her car, Megan covered the two buckets and set them on the floor and drove a hundred meters to the sugaring shack, the smoke plume now sharp against blue sky. With a bucket in each hand, she pushed the shack door open using her shoulder. The man stood peering into a kettle like a chess player pondering a knight move as he stirred the liquid with slow deliberate strokes. 

"Morning, Ephraim. Here's two more buckets from those maples on the east side." 

"Thankee, Megan. How deep's the snow this morning?” 

“About four inch—oops, ten centimeters—of new, from last night, on top of the base of...” 

“Don't bother, four inches still works for me. Still snowing in April...I remember, thirty years ago, 'bout the time you were born, ground was always bare by end of February. Them Comp women sure vacuumed up that greenhouse stuff in no time at all.” 

“Well, they had engineered a couple of planets to be able to support human life before they got here.” Megan thought back to the day the tall visitors landed in 2029, in Area 51 near Las Vegas. A fourth grader back then, she had been in Sin City on Christmas break with her family and had enjoyed a ringside seat to the epochal event. 

“Care for a sip of cider?" Ephraim sat down in his chair, still stirring the kettle, a small tumbler on the floor beside him, half full of golden liquid. 

"Cored cider? Mm-hmm, thought so. I better pass, got to go in and run a seminar this afternoon. Keep my wits about me with those kids." A bucket of hard cider set out overnight in a hard freeze would have an icy crust on the outside, water freezing first, leaving a potent liquid in the core. Picking up his glass, he raised it in a toast to her resolution, winking one blue eye under his Red Sox cap. 

"Here's to higher education, Professor Lansdowne." Megan fished her water bottle from her parka and tapped it against the tumbler. 

"Thanks for the promotion, Eph, but to Dartmouth I'm still just an instructor until I finish my dissertation." 

Stark glanced at her bottle, the shadow flitting over his clean-shaven face telling her he knew the contents were muscle water from the gym. Men his age—born before the millennium in 2000—had grown up in the waning days of the patriarchy. Looking back now, the ascendancy of women worldwide seemed inevitable, but the water infused with the herb that brought about parity between

the genders in physical strength had hastened the matriarchy, the ubiquitous bottles reminding older men of their lost hegemony. 

Stark had accepted the new reality well enough to marry a strong and assertive woman, an officer in the state police, giving her the vows of a beta spouse as he knelt, barefoot, before her gleaming black boots. She divorced him a few years back to take a younger and more pliant man, a Bee-Gen just back from Comporelli. Stark’s problem, according to Barbara, was that he took the state motto, Live Free or Die, too seriously. She used all the lawful forms of discipline to enforce his vow of obedience but Ephraim wouldn’t crack on selling the farm and moving to Concord when she was promoted to headquarters staff.. 

Six generations of Starks had farmed here. He had come out of the divorce with his own name back, his land, and the bit of alimony. Kept him out of a secular monastery--where many unattached men of his generation ended up, pooling their meager public assistance payments. Stark, still on his own, was a living Frost poem, stubborn and feisty, traits Megan liked in men. 

Wishing Stark luck with the syrup, Megan drove back to the cottage to tidy up before getting ready for class. Breakfast dishes in the dishwasher, dust and sweep. Robots kept in the closet could have done that, but she didn’t care to pay the bot tax. The rise of housework robotics and the rise of women were bound to clash, once people stopped to wonder how the men were going to be kept busy. 

The tax, set just above the minimum wage for men, was levied on each hour a robot did housework. Society had never put monetary value on housework or child care until men had to do most of it--one of the richer ironies of the revolution, 

Cottage tidy enough, now Megan could shower and change. Coconut-scented shampoo felt luxurious in her long, coal-black hair. Toweling off, she watched her pecs and abs ripple in the mirror. The scale read just over eighty-two kilograms—she had disabled the pound equivalents, trying to think metric now

that the USA finally joined the rest of the world. Still, she thought the hundred eighty-two pounds looked good on her six f—no, a hundred eighty-three centimeters, dammit! 

She was taller than average but less so now, the median height of young women in their late teens, if they were second-generation empowered, was now within hailing distance--about three cm--of the one- seventy-five average for young men. Her look used to be called big-boned back in the day when it was less common. 

Exercise and gym water--infused with the herb that made estrogen mimic testosterone’s main effect--built up bone mass to support Megan’s sleek new muscle. Hips broad enough to cap her sculpted thighs, shoulders to match, half-cantaloupe breasts on hard pecs, a face dominated by dark eyes—Guinness dark, Seamus, her young Irish poet had said—and high cheekbones, she looked good and she knew it. The three-two-three ratio that used to make a female figure so alluring to men, the old hourglass, was no longer the accepted beauty standard. 

The waist was thicker with new abdominal muscle, This worked out to 42-30-42

on Megan. A metric tape measure was on the shopping list. 

 Complacency-my worst enemy. Imagining her slacker self as a little green imp hovering over her shoulder, Megan slapped her face and the imp dematerialized. 

 Gifted with superior size, strength, and speed, she had been content to focus her skill set on basic grappling while smaller women spent their gym time learning martial arts. Her loss to a brash little blonde last month, a brown-belt in jiu-jitsu, still rankled and the taste of that golden bush grinding down on her mouth was bitter. 

No problems with a bit of ladylike pussy eating--just about all women were bisexual these days--but Megan would have preferred being on top, her pussy being licked. She should have signed up for training in one of those skills like jiu-jitsu or krav maga, but instead she went to the gym during odd hours when

you couldn’t get a live match and had to wrestle a robot. And she’d only done that twice last week. 

Three times a week was the mantra once a woman passed her seduction and supervision tests, in her early twenties. Three times a week maintained muscle tone and kept her chosen skills sharp. Thirty to forty minutes strength training, thirty minutes hand-to-hand, always drinking the special water, was all it took to keep the looks. Just don’t lapse into complacency. 

Megan fit her breasts into her bra and tapped the hard outer shell with a fingernail. Comporellian plasteel on the outside, inner lining as soft as a baby’s tush, and a centimeter thick if that. What had been the softest and most vulnerable part of the female body, transformed into another instrument of intimidation out in the world. 

The hair went into a ponytail, gold hoop earrings were inserted, and Megan finished with a light touch of lipstick—cherry—and a bit of eye shadow. When women became ascendant, some said the whole beauty thing would wither away, but after a quarter-century of the matriarchy, cosmetics still sold well. As girls learned in their teens in the gyms, you didn’t throw away a perfectly good weapon just because you now had some others. Sex and beauty to ensnare him, strength and skill to rule him. 

Megan, who leaned het when it came to sex, could have her pick but she just wasn’t ready yet. Seduction was easy but supervision, having to run another’s life as well as your own, could be a time sink. First, finish the dissertation. A green sweater over beige slacks and she was ready for her Gender and Public Policy seminar this afternoon. 

"In this week's book,"--Cassie Lefleur's dour emphasis reflected all ten students' 

grumbling at the book-a-week workload—Stanton argues that the state can use its police power to regulate each gender's reproductive anatomy in a distinctive way, as long as a rational basis exists for a rule. For example--" Raising a hand, Megan interrupted. "Cassie, would you back up and unpack the concept of the police power, please?" 

Cassie fumbled with her stack of index cards. The students complained about the workload but what they, the female majority anyway, really hated was the net shroud Megan turned on for the classroom each session. You can't rely on a search engine for all the answers in life, she told them, so forget about your data devices while you're in this room. The three male students, more used to taking notes from hard copy or downloaded books, adapted more easily. 

Cassie, awkward with her right hand, bandaged over the knuckles, located the card with some difficulty. She had decked a Harvard guy in the hockey game last weekend after he high-sticked her. A purpling bruise under one eye made a vivid contrast to her auburn wedge cut. 

"Police powers are rules the state makes to safeguard public health, safety, welfare, and morals,'" she pronounced. Most of the other students who had lifted hands ready to jump in if Cassie faltered, returned to watchful waiting. Class participation was a component of the final grade, Megan had emphasized, as the seminar was popular with pre-law students and law school was all about rewarding the verbally assertive. 

At Megan's approving nod, Cassie continued. "For example, Stanton says that back when women could get pregnant without intending to, before--" motioning a circle pattern with her wounded hand, Cassie referenced the orbiting satellites beaming a birth control frequency all over the world--"you had to take a preg pill

to start a baby, the state got all involved in the woman's uterus. Some of those rules were upheld in the courts, others struck down, but the idea stuck that an organ, when it was in the reproductive mode, could sometimes be the state's business." 

Cassie smiled at Megan and went on. "Stanton also says that a tumescent phallus is in a reproductive mode, too, and is just as subject to regulation by the state. In her main chapter, called Sauce for the Gander, she says male genital shields, repurposed as chastity devices. can promote public safety and morals, especially since the cerebro-phallic nexus has been identified. She points out that--" Megan halted Cassie, in order to recognize some of the hands waving for a chance to speak. Maybe someone would pick up on one of the fallacies in the author's logic. Liz Stanton, a sociologist out at Ohio State, who had even changed her surname to sound as if she were descended from the early feminist icon, was in Megan's opinion a phony and a shill for the harder side of gynocracy in the Clean House Party. 

Megan gave Gavin Newhouse her nod. 

"The cerebro-phallic nexus is a Comporellian theory, still not verified by Terran science," Gavin began, "and even if it were, it doesn't apply to all men. Plenty of us can resist female seduc--" 

"Yeah, Gavin. but I bet you get a nice woody looking at the tush on those guy cheerleaders," Melissa Falkenstein interrupted, joined by catcalls from some of the others. 

Slapping a hand on the table, Megan halted the breach of etiquette as Melissa made a gesture of apology. Missy Falkenstein,a rangy outside hitter on the volleyball varsity, had scored over point sixty-seven sigma in her supervision test the week before, meaning she’d moved from Formative to Maintenance at her gym, and had been boasting ever since. 

Real supervision meant leading other females as well as males outside a sexual relationship, as in the workplace, and that took more than a big voice and a bossy manner. Like poise and gravitas. Megan’s sigma score last year had been

.85 and she was still working on her poise. Steeling her voice, she suppressed the disorder. "Gavin, you have the floor. Please, without further interruptions, describe Stanton's take on the cerebro-phallic nexus and critique it." 

"Yes, thank you, ma'am." He cleared his throat and began. "After the Comporellians landed in 2029, they told us that our men, like theirs, had a kind of fiber that would run from an aroused penis to the brain and that they, the Comporellian women, could see it, handle it, and get the male to do their bidding. All the men they borrowed from here came back after their six years super-submissive to women”--Gavin paused, reacting to Megan’s frown--”super-deferential to women, I mean.” 

Back in the Twenties, when Clean House was just an upstart third party trying to sell the idea of a female led society, its opponents liked to quote from lurid fantasy novels about femdom futures where all males were the property of women, slaves in essence. To disavow any such intentions, the feminists of Clean House made femdom and its buzzwords, like dominant and submissive, politically incorrect in the context of gender. Words like assertive and deferential were used instead. 

”Arousal doesn't kick in for all men, though. Our gay community doesn't get it, looking at women”--he glared at Missy--”and older hets, when the testosterone production is down far enough, don't get much. Since the draft ended in 2043, 

the rest of the guys our age"--gesturing to indicate Deshaun and Todd, the rest of the male contingent--”can wear genital shields when they need to avoid stressing the package." 

Between the hetmales and the gays, gays had the better chance to get by in the matriarchy. Stanley Newsome, Gavin's gay uncle was governor of New Hampshire, elected on the Equality Party ticket last election. His party retained a slim majority over Clean House in the legislature. 

The Equality Party--what a joke! It had risen from the broken remnants of the Democrats and Republicans after the Clean House Party sold a majority on the idea of a feminist/balanced budget policy. Hard right policies had devastated the Republicans while the Democrats’ inept efforts to present a plausible alternative had left the middle of the road wide open. But gender equality had lasted about five seconds as women seized the reins of power. Equality liked to pretend that things could be rolled back to about 2015. 

Megan nodded approval at the overall summation. "And what does Stanton have to say about the proper use of a male genital shield? Anyone?" Several women raised their hands. Megan recognized Li Daeyu, from the Womens Republic of China,here on a junior year abroad program. . 

"She writes that wearing a shield should not be up to the man, because he is unable to override the messages from his, uh, phallus once it is aroused, and is apt to unlock himself and engage in inappropriate behaviors. She says the laws in most states"--Daeyu indicated the view out the window, where Vermont's Green Mountains could be seen across the valley--"let a woman who has the authority in a relationship with the man decide when and how he should be shielded, and she gets to keep the key. Unlike here, where even when the male is in a relationship, he sometimes keeps his key." A note of disapproval tinged her last words. 

Megan took in Deshaun's and Todd's discomfort with a quick glance; they were no doubt shielded today. Behind the outer layer, stainless steel or plasteel, a chamber and a tube encased the scrotum and penis, comfortably when the member was at rest and less comfortably when the organ was aroused. Simple constriction produced the normal discomfort the two guys were feeling now. 

With the chastity modification, with abrasive liners around the further areas of the penis tube and metal rings around the testicles; arousal led to serious pain. 

“Yes, New Hampshire is the odd man out in New England, as it has been for centuries now on many other issues. Who has seen any relevant data on this issue? Does it support Stanton's position that states with more unshielded or keyholding adult hetmales have more problems in the sex area?” 

In throwing out this question to the class, Megan was challenging her students from out of state, all of them but Gavin, to examine the assumptions of the Clean House Party or its foreign counterparts, the dominant voice in politics where they came from. Nodded at Cassie to speak again. 

“In Statistics we had some stuff on point. The incidence of rape, male on female violent or nonconsensual sexual contact, has diminished to a virtual zero point in all states. The numbers on male-initiated voluntary sexual contact outside a relationship, like infidelity to vows or contractual commitments--cheating--are a tiny bit higher here than in the Clean House states in the northeast, but are still almost zero. The purchase of hard copy pornography is somewhat higher here, but there is a problem in getting data from different states that use different definitions. 

It all came down to how power, whether in government, business, or the home, should be shared between the genders. Hard-line gynocrats like Stanton thought the ratio of a hundred to zero, the way the Comporellians handled their own

men, was the right way. The fifty-fifty ideal of the Equality Party was a hothouse flower, not able to thrive out in nature. Something like ninety-ten or eighty-twenty, where those few men with the ability to keep a rational brain on task could rise to positions of authority, was where Megan thought the world should go. Gays and some hets who could learn to master the brain-dick connection. 

Since the draft ended six years ago, and eighteen-year-old boys got to stay here on Earth and navigate their late teens, early twenties in the various forms of political matriarchy around the world, some gynocrats like Stanton had been sounding alarms about the numbers of unenlightened young men. Like Todd and DeShaun. They had sense enough to be deferential around their female classmates, but they weren’t nearly as submissive as a Bee-Gen. 

Megan guided the discussion of the Stanton book for the duration and reminded the students to have preliminary outlines of their term papers ready to share next week. After class, she headed to her office to record class participation notes and prep for tomorrow’s class, Congressional Elections. 

First, boot up the to-do list. Megan scanned it and groaned. The note from Bahvine Parsk had been sitting in the in-box a month now. Parsk was the Cultural Affairs attaché at the Comporellian embassy down in Washington. She had noticed a listing of dissertations in progress and the title of Megan’s, Social Factors in the Decline of Male Virility in Comporelli, had come to her attention. 

The note just asked asked how Megan was going these days and what sources was she using. The prime source was a fifteen-hundred-year-old textbook Megan had found in the embassy library, three years back, when Parsk was supposed to be guiding her through contemporary works. 

Megan was still in the Interstellar Diplomacy program at the Fletcher School

near Boston, then, and was working toward proficiency in the Comporellian language. Parsk had been called away for a short time and Megan, left unattended, picked up a hard-copy book and started browsing. A word, 

“nurreggkai” seemed to pop up a lot in one section, an unfamiliar word. Her Comporellian-English dictionary defined it: “Nurreggkai: a male with free will, a man. Archaic and oxymoronic. 

Megan knew what “gkai” meant: a male, a slave. “Nurreg” was an adjective meaning having the ability to make choices. The text appeared to be at odds with the Empire’s official version of events. This sperm and testosterone decline was supposed to be due to a mysterious virus. 

The book suggested alternative facts, depicting a period when men, albeit the weaker sex and generally subordinate to the ruling women, still had a sort of citizenship status and made useful contributions. To a social scientist the correlation between the gradual descent of male status from citizens to property, more or less, and the descent of male sexual power suggested a strong link. 

Megan could not confess that she had sneaked the text of this book, pages copies on her phone, out of the embassy, not now. She recalled that day when she left the embassy, walking beside the intimidating Parsk, so tall and muscular, Megan came up to her chin and had two-thirds as much mass. Her phone had felt like a bomb in her pack. 

Shouting her discovery from the rooftops didn’t seem like a good plan. Better to write her thesis, put the information out there in the public domain. Megan dropped out of the Interstellar Diplomacy program and switched to political science at Dartmouth. But until she published, her primary source could be stolen. She had bolstered her net security with extra firewalls, put a hard copy of the book in a safe deposit box. But the best place to hide her source was in the daylight, out in the public domain, which meant write the damn dissertation. 

The monitor showed a recent social media link to Bahvine Parsk and Megan followed it. A picture of Parsk at a basketball game, the Washington Mystics defeating the Philadelphia 76ers. The old WNBA franchises now competed with male teams in the NBA and with a Comporellian or two on the floor, the female teams often won. 

The post, from an embassy press release, showed Parsk with a Comporellian male, identified as her second-mate, standing in front of her and coming up to her chin. The first-mate would be back home tending children and keeping house. The release added that the couple were recently back from a two-year posting in Beijing. The shirt on the second-mate had a diamond-shaped cutout to reveal his washboard abs, a male fashion now catching on here. Parsk rested a possessive hand on the man’s shoulder. 

Megan wrote a dissembling note to Parsk, a get-back-to-you-later job, and then opened her dissertation draft to chapter four. She hadn’t done squat on this in three weeks. A half-hour’s work produced three sentences, each a bigger clunker than the one before. A knock on her door was a welcome distraction. 

“Ms. Lansdowne, may I ask a question about the term papers?” Li Daiya stood in the doorway, clasping a bag. Her English was lightly accented. 

“Of course, Ms. Li, please come in. Sit down and ask away.” Megan whisked some papers off a wooden chair. 

Daiyu nodded and sat in the indicated space. She was tall for a Chinese , perhaps 175 cm, and had an empowered woman’s frame and bearing. Megan had seen her at the local S&S gym where she was unquestionably atop the charts in the

bak mei discipline. 

“In the class, I see that many public policies about gender are made at the level of the American state or other political subdivision,” Daiyu said. “I see little in the readings or in my classmates’ plans for their papers about federal laws or policies. Am I stating the case correctly, ma’am?” 

Megan nodded, affirming Daiyu’s summation. “Yes, that is so. In our system, the states have been called laboratories of democracy, a phrase coined by Louis Brandeis of the supreme court.. Many ideas about public policy are tested at the state level.” She watched Daiyu’s face for any reaction to the word democracy. 

The Women’s Republic was a democracy--for women. That was how unification with Taiwan and Hong Kong came about. 

“In China, the provinces do not have such powers,” Daiyu said. “Provincial governors wait for guidance from Beijing on all matters, including gender-related policies. Do you consider a paper on a policy made at the national level appropriate for the seminar?” 

Megan thought a minute, saw no reason to object. “Yes, I think that would be quite appropriate, Ms. Li. Do you have a particular topic in mind?” 

“Yes, I do. The national council has announced a program called More Boys, Bigger Girls. More Boys is an effort to increase the slight margin of male births over female births. It is now twenty-one boy babies to twenty girl babies and the government wants to raise the margin. Bigger Girls is just what it sounds like, human growth hormones prenatal or postnatal.” 

“And more boys grow up to be more young men so that women of higher status can have more than one, I assume?” The image of Bahvine Parsk and her second-mate came to Megan. Sometimes China’s enthusiasm for all things Comporellian was just too obvious. 

Daiyu assented with an energetic nod. Clasping her hands together, she seemed ready to start writing that moment. She rose and began her departing courtesies. 

“A moment more, Ms. Li. I have noticed the insignia of Tsinghua University on some of your accessories. Is Beijing home for you?” 

“Yes, ma’am, born and raised, as you say here. Thank you for your time, and pardon the interruption.” 

When Daiyu left, closing the door behind her, Megan gave in to a bit of curiosity. She opened the document containing Daiyu’s application for admission to Dartmouth.. She was twenty-four years old, had been employed at the General Data Co., in a division that had worked with locating nearest female relatives to young men returning from service on Comporelli. This unit worked with the embassy of Comporelli. 

What if Bahvine Parsk had recruited Daiyu Li to be her eyes and ears, gathering information on Megan and her dissertation? The Comporellians were too few here to have any intelligence operations of their own, but with China to do their bidding, they could delve all they wanted. Now Megan was glad she had strengthened the security around her purloined book. 

CHAPTER TWO

WORKOUT

At the end of her day on campus, Megan drove down Wheelock about a mile to her gym, a converted supermarket. Used to be a Hannaford, the locals said, but that was long before her time, The reception room looked much like they way it would in any of the several thousand S&S gyms around the country, and maybe a million around the world . Over the entry to the lockers, gold letters proclaimed the mission statement--Empower the Woman to Enlighten the Man. 

A picture of the president, Eva Vanags, on the wall next to the door. Tallest president ever, an inch over Lincoln’s six-foot-four. And she presented a very muscular, solid figure, even under the dark blue suit jacket. Her election had spurred a revival of The Amazon Queen, a century-old film, even though the title referred to a boat. She was as empowered as a woman of Terra could be, ninety-nine-plus sigma, with charisma that sizzled. 

Running as the Clean House candidate, she had carried forty-seven states and almost five hundred votes in the Electoral College last November. Spending the four previous years as vice president under Susan Hardesty, she knew how to work her party’s strong majorities in Congress. Her agenda, ambitious in other areas, left gender issues largely unaddressed. Megan worried about the lack of national policy on the post-draft generation like her three male students in the seminar. If enough states became femdom gynarchies--you can think it even if you can’t say it out loud--men faced a bleak future. 

Megan had known Prez Eva most of her life. Her mother, Liene Vanags, was Megan’s godmother. Liene had started the Alphem Corporation, which operated the gyms as well as a media empire that promoted matriarchy and gynarchy in popular culture.The gyms had been the seedhouse for the Clean House Party and its counterparts in other nations. Any country that rejected matriarchy could not

get pregnancy pills, thus there were no more patriarchies. 

It was all part of Megan’s family history. When her dad was teaching social studies at Dominion Day School and Eva was one of his students, he had met her mother Liene and introduced her to the Poli Sci guy from G.W.--or was it Georgetown?--who had written books about third parties in American politics. 

How grange halls and workingmen’s saloons had been seed houses for the Populist Party in the 1880s, inspiring Liene to turn her women-only gyms into seed houses for Clean House in the 2020s. Her dad had played a major role for Clean House in the pivotal 2024 election. When the Comporellians landed at the end of 2029, they found a planet full of nations run by women. 

“Hi, Alison,” she greeted the receptionist. “What can I get for skills today?” 

Alison bent over her monitor. “Nothing for wrestling within two classes of you, Meg, sorry.” She tapped another key. “Now if you wanted to start on a new skill, there’s an intro to kickboxing class at five.” Forty-five minutes from now...that would fit after her strength training. And kick her complacency right in the butt. 

“You know, I think I could be interested in that. Sign me up.” Megan filled out a form and handed it back to Alison. Setting a two-liter bottle on the counter, she asked for a refill, no rush, after the kickboxing would be fine. She topped off the liter bottle she would take into the gym. A liter a day of the special water infused with balta-magone, that was all a woman needed to maintain the muscle she built here during Formative. And it worked as long as her body kept producing estrogen. 

“Your bottle will be here when you’re finished, Meg, and I can print the access code for this month’s password and stick it to the bottle.” Alison had referenced the other pillar of the matriarchy, that only women, empowered women, could

directly access the Junonet. It wasn’t so spelled out in the law; the law said that in order to curb online pornography, anyone using more than two megabits per second had to get an access code through organizations that met certain standards defined by the Federal Communications Commission. The Alphem Corp. with its network of S&S gyms was the largest organization that met those standards. And the Junonet, partly owned by Alphem, was the fastest and most widespread system. A man had to be attached to a woman if he wished to browse on her account. Otherwise he had to use the clunky, slow internet, many versions no longer supported. A carrot for becoming attached to compensate for the stick of her rule. 

Megan stuffed her clothes in a locker and headed down the hall to the swim chutes. The gym had no treadmills or spin cycles, as a woman should do her basic cardio on off days, The troughs where you swam against a mechanically created current provided cardio benefits but also built muscles over the whole body. Ten minutes of hard swimming and she moved on to the strength machines and free weights. 

A half dozen women were working out there, all naked aside from the sports bras as Megan was and all with great-looking toned bodies, gleaming with sweat. No fat women were working out here nor any rail-thin skinny ones. And most women went to the gyms now, even the millies, the youngest of that generation now turning fifty. A year or two got any woman in shape. 

Sitting at a machine for pec flies, Megan started pulling down the weights. She could count her reps with a corner of her attention and let her mind wander as she exercised. Today she mused on the idea of the Enlightened Man. The femdom types like Stanton were not shy about touting their version, the Four C’s. An enlightened man dedicated himself to cleaning, cooking, child care, and cunnilingus in service to the superior woman who chose him. It balanced the Four S’s of a woman’s work with men; strength, skills, seduction and supervision. 

As long as a man held the proper respect for all women, recognizing their greater competence to lead and make decisions, Megan thought he ought to have some room to develop his own aptitudes. Guys like her father, her landlord, maybe the Congressman she was going to listen to this evening. 

After her regular routines on the machines, she headed over to the free weights. 

On the way she passed the room where Formative classes worked on the supervision skills . The door, not fully closed, let voices out. 

“Take my panties out of the hamper and wash them in cold water in the vanity--

now, mister!” 

“That’s a good firm voice, Anne, but you need to work on facial expression and body language. Here, watch yourself in the vid I just made.” The instructor began pointing out more ways to raise the fear of corporal punishment in the male mind. A girl began Formative classes at her menarche and stayed there until she reached adulthood, early twenties, and scored high enough in her sigma. The young women in this room might be frosh or sophomores at the college, or town kids from the nearby high school. Anne’s voice sounded like Level Three supervision, so high school was probable. 

Supervision voice was calibrated like seduction voice, with six levels. A woman had to seduce a male first in order to command him to do something. Level one seduction was just light touching, like a handshake, with just a hint of the erotic in the voice. Level one supervision would be like making him fetch a drink. 

Level two was kissing and caressing the male, whose attire could range from fully clothed to more or less undressed, the voice became sexier and the corresponding command could have him do something like pay the woman’s gym dues. Level three seduction aimed her fire at a man completely undressed but for his genital shield, her voice dripping lust. A command could compel him to lick her boots or produce his key. . 

The gyms hardened more than the bodies of young women. The will to rule unruly men had to be strengthened lest patriarchy ever tried a comeback. It was as much a civic duty as an erotic turn-on. When Megan had been at this stage nine years before, supervision was about the verbal skills to push the buttons on the returning, fully obedient Bee-Gens. When the draft ended and the eighteen-year-old males got to stay on Earth, the focus of the training had to shift. How had the American Psychiatric Association put it? 

“The incidence of Submissive Male Syndrome, manifest or latent, presents in the population coming of age since 2044 at between ten and fourteen percent, similar to pre-draft levels.” DSM-VII. 

”In other words, up to ninety percent of the Free-Gens had to be persuaded to respect and follow female authority, whatever form of persuasion it took. As Megan had been born strong-willed, she found the new take on supervision easy to master. But sigma was tested every year and she had to avoid complacency She went on down the hall to the weights. 

Megan’s last bench press had been 120 kg. How about 125 today? Lying back on the bench, she reviewed where she stood strength-wise in her age bracket. Last evaluation she could beat about three-quarters of all males in that group and nine out of ten females. The average man was still a bit stronger than the average woman, but Megan was stronger than the average man. Once you factored in the skills, she could beat almost all males but barely over half of all females. 

That last three percent of the men, the strongest and most skilled, she could seduce until their minds were mush but that didn’t help with the women. The ones who honed the special skills, like that jiu-jitsu brown belt who’d whipped her last month, they were the challenge. 

Tensing shoulders against the smooth plastic bench, Megan felt with her palms for the right spot on the bar. One-two-three lift! Pushing the bar up until her arms went vertical and holding for a second, then controlling the descent, forearms ridging, biceps and triceps swelling until the bar came to rest. One! Sitting up and taking a deep swig from her water bottle, she settled her mind for a second lift. Two would be plenty today; she could work up to three reps in a few days. 

Damn few men or women could bench two-seventy-five pounds, she knew that. 

At the thirty-minute mark, Megan gulped some of her water and towelled off the sweat. She went to find the kickboxing class. A trainer, her only badge of office a name tag--Priscilla--resting on her sports bra, hung from a cord, was pulling four long punching bags into the room. 

“Good afternoon, ladies,” she said, addressing Megan and the three other women, “and welcome to kickboxing. We’ll start out today wearing just two pieces of gear, gloves and foot guards. Later, when we get into sparring, we’ll add protective gear for the head, mouth, boobs and crotch, but only after you master the basics of punching and kicking.” 

Priscilla outfitted her students with foot guard slippers and boxing gloves and told each woman to just punch the bag for five minutes. Time enough for all four of them to sweat a bucket and suck in a lungful of air. Then five minutes kicking. 

Megan drained her liter bottle down to the last quarter and grabbed a fresh towel to absorb more sweat. Priscilla fussed after them all to use the left foot more, or for the left-footed woman, the right foot. 

“This may seem more like cardio than strength training,” the instructor said as they knelt, gasping for breath, “but you’re building muscle, ladies. These bags will be hanging in the rooms with the resistance training machines and free weights, and I want you all to spend ten minutes of your strength routines on

them before you come here.” She worked on technique and style with each student until the class time ended. 

Once she’d showered after her workout and dressed again, Megan told her car to go to the performing arts center where Representative Jason Stone (E-NH) was holding a town hall that evening. The parking space was a couple of blocks away and she decided to leave her coat in the car and walk in her sweater and slacks in the mild early evening. 

To be honest about it, she was proud of her body, glowing with health and power, and she wanted admiring looks. And she got some. Men here would flick quick, surreptitious glances, more than they would risk down in Boston or Providence. They were properly fearful of physical reprisal for staring. 

Passing a lamppost, Megan remembered one like it down in Medford where she had seen a guy, handcuffed, arms hugging the post with his pants and briefs down around his ankles and “ogle this” written in lipstick over his bare ass cheeks. His belt hung from a nearby hook and passers-by had added an extra swat or two. 

Here such remonstrance would be considered a bit over the top but the guys still knew better than to let their gazes linger. Other women gave her thorough admiring looks. She ogled an attractive young man and tried to catch his eye--

hell, being looked at by the male sex was part of the payoff for maintaining such a splendid body--but he kept staring down at the sidewalk. At the base of the profound respect the enlightened man bore toward all women was a healthy bit of fear. 

Respect for the opposite sex wasn’t exactly a two way street. A man could earn a woman’s respect if he worked hard enough for it, the way Epraim Stark did. 

Holding such views made Megan a moderate. Hard-liners like Liz Stanton dismissed the very idea. . . 

At the entrance, she saw the first dozen rows filled with shades of gray, white and bald backs of heads. The Equality Party drew a lot of seniors, many of them relocated from more matriarchal states. Further back, she spotted a woman, ash-brown hair in a bob, who looked familiar, someone from the gym. Sliding into the next seat, she nodded and the woman reciprocated, then extended a hand. 

“Hi. I’m Alice.” 

“Megan.” 

“Seen you at the gym a few times, but not at any party events before this.” 

“Oh, I’m not a member, not even registered with Equality.” Alice responded with a quizzical eyebrow, a what-the-hell-brings-you-here look, prompting Megan to justify her presence. “I teach Poli Sci up at the college.. Call it academic curiosity.” 

“Well, whatever brings you here, welcome.” She looked at the front again. 

“Opera ain’t over, I see.” A couple of distinctly obese older women were trying to scrunch into the second row. 

“Oh my gosh,” Megan whispered, “That’s a rare sight. Where do they keep themselves?” 

“Trad-pat communes, mostly. They’re a reclusive lot but they do turn out and vote.” The term commune was used loosely for these communities, united around belief in the traditional roles of the sexes in a patriarchal culture. 

Traditional couples from other states had been moving to New Hampshire to join such communities and traditional single men came here for the monasteries, most of them secular. 

A local selectwoman was finishing up an introduction and Congressman Stone came to the podium, acknowledging the applause. He was tall, with a full head of hair, brown with a touch of silver at the temples. A fit post-mil, mid-forties, Megan knew. A sleeveless form-hugging jersey, the kind bicycle racers used to wear, and gray slacks. Men other than trad-pats never wore jackets or blazers any more; they were judged more on their physical appearance than what they could do. A jacket concealing a man’s body might be necessary outside in cold weather but never indoors. 

“One of eight virile hetmales in the whole House,” Alice whispered. “It’s a real task, keeping those guys focused.” 

Megan knew there were over thirty men still in the House of Representatives, so the rest must be gay or very old. She pictured Stone in committee meetings, floor debates, interacting with powerful high-sigma women all day. “How do they manage at all?” 

“Party makes sure he’s with one of our Congresswomen everywhere he goes in the Capitol,” Alice whispered back. “And his wife at night. She’s a big shot in the Smithsonian--reason we put him up to run is that she wanted to be in Washington for that gig.” 

Stone began by announcing his selections to Annapolis and the other service academies. Three young women with excellent qualifications, two were present and stood for polite applause. His nominations of young men the last two years had been failures; each dropped out within the first six weeks, unable to keep up without computer skills honed on Junonet, His bill to restore the fifteen percent minimum enrollment for the academies had not even been given a hearing. Men could still serve in the military but only in the lower enlisted ranks, in the few roles left needing minimal computer skills. 

As the Congressman moved on to bills moving through the Congressional process, Megan mused on the nature of American politics. It had seemed to run on two parties, more or less competitive, until Clean House crashed the scene in the Twenties. Now, the new party held over eighty percent of the seats in the House and the Senate and Equality had the rest.. Any party that strong should begin to develop factions, so the conventional wisdom of political science held. 

Clean House had earned a lot of laurels to rest on, for sure. They had passed laws breaking up the big banks, balancing the budget with modest tax hikes, mainly on the rich, and small curbs on entitlements, maintaining the clean environment the Comporellians had given the planet, getting a serious gun control law in place, and so forth. Many regulatory details had been left or handed to the states, the Tenth Amendment revived.. There had been no noticeable factions for years, but now that the draft had ended, there were differing ideas about the Free-Gen young men coming of age. Which made Megan’s Gender Policy seminar so fun to teach. 

In questions time, a fortyish man, self-identified as gay asked about faster internet access for men who did not seek to be attached to a woman. Stone mentioned a bill he co-sponsored with other Equality members to remedy that situation. With a shrug, he said the bill had no Clean House co-sponsors and therefore no chance of advancing. 

“It should be a fundamental right for all citizens, access to information like that,” 

the gay man responded. “Without it, how can we participate in this so-called democracy?” Stone shrugged. 

“When men could get on the ‘net by themselves,” Alice whispered, “gays browsed just as much porn as hets. The masculists can whine all they want, that bill ain’t ever going anywhere.” 

The next man to pose a question was a familiar figure--Ephraim Stark, her landlord. “Sir, is the Lady of Marque going to get the post office abolished this year?” 

Stark kept an eye on his lane every Wednesday afternoon, watching for the letter carrier. Megan had seen him hurry out to meet the gray and blue clad man when he had mail for Stark. Letters were expensive to mail now, and just delivered once a week, but the service was still valued by men with spotty access to email on slow, often-hacked net providers. 

Stone paused to choose the right words. “Congresswoman Moretti chairs the subcommittee with jurisdiction over the post office and civil service and does have to power to move bills out of her committee and onto the floor. She has delivered a speech on Congress’s power to grant letters of marque and reprisal a number of times, acquiring the nickname you just heard. She argues that when the Constitution says Congress may do something, we don’t have to do it and thus we don’t have to keep the post office going. Her bill is not part of the majority party’s agenda, however, and has little support in the Senate. Postage may go up another dollar but the postal service will stay in business.” 

Five dollars to mail anything--six next year. No exceptions for bulk mail. Megan had studied the letters written by political figures in preceding centuries and

come to appreciate them for the words carefully chosen. Few women took any time composing their electronic communications today; that the written letter survived at all was due to the men. 

As the town hall was ending, Alice suggested a glass of wine in a nearby bistro. 

Megan seconded the idea. As they were leaving, she scanned faces in the back rows, wondering if any of her seminar students might be there. She spotted Gavin Newsome, no surprise, and Li Daiyu, big surprise. Their views on the proper place of men in the matriarchy couldn’t be further apart. 

The Chinese woman appeared to be confronting Gavin, with menacing gestures and an angry look. Megan moved closer, intending to defuse the situation. 

“There is no slavery in China, Gavin--you don’t know what you’re talking about!” 

“Hello, students,” Megan called out. Gavin, a look of relief on his face, stepped back. Daiyu, dark eyes sizzling, turned and rearranged her features. 

“Hello, Ms. Lansdowne,” she said. Gavin echoed the greeting, taking another step away. 

“Did you enjoy this glimpse of American democracy tonight, Ms. LI?” 

“It was interesting,” Daiyu said. “Pretending that men can take part in government at all seems...inefficient. They will always follow a woman’s

guidance anyway. But when Gavin said we have no men in government in China because they are all slaves, I got angry. It is not true!” 

 Technically, not true. “Mr. Newsome, if you run a search on the household service provider contacts they have in China, perhaps you could appreciate some of the nuances in our different systems.” 

“Okay, Ms. Lansdowne, I’ll do that tomorrow. Good night, everyone.” Gavin scurried off, plainly relieved to have escaped a remonstrance from Daiyu. 

Megan smiled at Daiyu, who now seemed mollified. “Good evening, Ms. Li. I’ll see you soon.” Alice was standing nearby and Megan fell into step with her down the street toward the bistro. 

“Household service provider contracts?” 

“Yes, over in China when their draft ended and their eighteen-year-old youths stayed home, they were treated as minors until they turned twenty-four, and mothers or closest female relatives got to place them in the household of another woman. Six-year contract and then the householder has the option of renewing it or transferring it. Money changes hands, of course.” 

Hmmm...bought and sold, but it’s not slavery, eh?” 

“Close but no ringer. Their form looks like a combination of indentured servant contracts in the eighteenth century and professional athlete contracts with their

teams in the early twentieth.” 

When they settled into a booth and gave their orders--Megan delighted to see a Montepulciano on the wine list--Alice looked up. “All right, Ms. Poli Sci, do you know what a letter of marque and re--repo is? I never heard of it and I bet no one else in the audience had, either,” 

“Marque and reprisal, Alice--it was a kind of legalized piracy on the high seas. 

Governments could authorize armed ships to prey on the commerce of other nations they were at war with. The captor had to bring a captured vessel before an admiralty court. Probably wasn’t used after the war of 1812.” 

“So, this Marque lady congresswoman--does she have a grudge against the post office, or what’s left of it? 

Megan followed several political blogs and offered an educated guess. “Story is, her husband was getting masculist tracts from some fringe group and was beginning to question her authority at home. She thinks most of the letters men write are their best way of spreading masculism.” 

“Well, what did you think of our Congressman, overall?” 

“Nice bod for his age--like to see him in overalls, without a shirt.” 

Alice grinned. “Same thought crossed my mind. So sexist of us, judging a male politician more by his looks than his message. But if it takes a pretty face and

nice abs to keep some semblance of equality alive, I’ll go with it.” 

“Semblance or myth of equality?” 

“You’d call it more of a myth, I suppose?” 

“Exact and true gender equality cannot exist in nature,” Megan said. “Have you heard of the male relative status indicator?” Alice shook her head. “It’s a number between zero and one, where one is the status of the average adult female and zero is,.. is a male not in existence, unborn or deceased. Every living male has to have some positive value. Even if he’s a semi-slave over in China he has a right to inhale oxygen and so forth. Anthropology professor up at the college came up with a way to measure his status.” 

Dr. Olga Kirilov was more than some anthropology professor, she also chaired Megan’s thesis committee, but that information was unnecessary to Megan’s point. “Early in this century, the average man had a status of 1.25 relative to the average woman, so hers was 0.75. Our status was increasing every year, though, up to about 0.9 by 2020 here in the US. And when Liz Castle became president in 2024 female status was 1.15 and the male was 0.85. No way we could have stopped the needle right at one, it shot right past that point and kept on going.” 

“So what does your status meter indicate for men today?” 

“Depends on the age. Bee-Gens, age twenty-six to forty, about oh-point-three. 

Older men like your Congressman, can get up to point seven, but we’re talking about the average guy, so point six. The young post-draft men, eighteen to twenty-four, varies a lot from state to state. But even in states with the same age

of majority for both genders, like New Hampshire, young men have less status than young women the same age. Take your bank--” Megan tapped the business card Alice had given her--”would you issue a debit card to a young mele of twenty on the same terms you’d give a young \woman of twenty?” 

Alice flushed, stalling. “Are you talking about attached or unattached? Gay or het?” 

“Does it matter?” Megan smiled, scoring a point. “Straight, unattached if you want details.” 

“No, we don’t give him a debit card. Even shielded, he is vulnerable to the lower stages of seduction. The bank examiners write us up if we enable a customer like that.” 

Megan knew that. Her landlord, Stark, had no access to online banking and she had to deliver currency for the rent each month. 

“What if he were gay?” Megan pressed. “Back in the meeting, you said the gaymales were never going to get their own access to the Junonet. Can he get a debit card without Junonet?.” Alice shook her head no. 

“So, young men, when they are legally adults, which is later than young women in many states, may measure oh-point-five. Yet your party continues to split its nominations fifty-fifty between male and female candidates.” 

Alice’s face flushed in the candlelight. “Listen, Megan, I’m not going to sit here and claim that men would win half the offices or CEO spots if they competed with us on the merits. We have to maintain that pretense to keep the older voters, all those Xes and millies we saw tonight, active in politics. The turnout for that demographic was crucial to Stone’s reelection last fall.” 

Megan thought back to last November’s election. “Eva, our so-called Amazon queen, had pretty strong coattails. I’m surprised a lightweight man like him wasn’t swept away,” 

“His opponent helped. Kyra Cain--did you vote for her?” 

“No, I don’t recall that I did. Those domestic abuse rumors--nothing specific came out but she seemed like the husband-beating type.” Cain, a burly cheesemaker from Keene, stood as tall as Megan and then went around in boots with five-inch heels and leather skirts. Her husband had to stay at home, Cain maintained, but she relented and brought him to a debate with Stone here in Hanover. She topped her mate by a full head,and looked down a bit on Stone. 

“Oh, she was that,” Alice said, grinning. “We kept those rumors going. Here, watch this vid a second.” She did things with her phone and cued up a video clip of a man sitting down in an audience seat, after rising to applaud, no doubt. “See how he settles his weight on one side of his ass, then over to the other side. Guy avoids the center crack, what does that tell you?” 

Megan had just taken a bite of a sandwich and shrugged, uncertain as to the cause. Alice set her wine glass down. “Could be a butt plug, but a good hard pegging is my guess. A paddle or a cane is going to whip around the ass, catch those outer edges of his cheeks while his anus stays out of harm’s way. Just the opposite of the effect if he gets reamed by a dildo.” 

“If the woman does it right, greases up both hole and pole, unlocks him and brings him off with her hand reaching around, most guys like it, or come to like it sooner or later,” Megan said. “Nothing should hurt but his male ego. And as they say, for penetrative sex it is a true equalizer.” 

“They also say it’s the only play where the guy lines up as a tight end and winds up as the wide receiver,” Alice responded. “Jokes aside, pegging is often a striking demonstration of female dominance and male submission in the femdom culture. Oh, spare me the shocked look, Megan! Whatever your Clean House party calls politically incorrect has no effect on us in Equality. We can call something like this by its true name.” 

Alice toyed with a breadstick. “And you’re right, Megan, it shouldn’t cause much pain to the guy if it’s done the way they teach us in the gyms. If Mr. Cain was hurting down there, I bet his Ms. either skipped the grease or put an oversized rod in him, like a Louisville Slugger. Either would be pretty sadistic.” 

“So how do you turn that to a political advantage? Rough sex in the bedroom is never the state’s concern, unless the guy dies or makes a complaint, and this guy, Bee-Gen by his looks, would never complain, might even crave abuse.” 

“Cain, had she been elected, would have joined the Gynarchy Caucus, some hundred--and--fifty congresswomen whose agenda calls for new laws more in line with domestic policies in China. Like that tax break for having male babies. 

Stone said Cain would co-sponsor that bill and she never denied it.” 

So, a candidate who gets painted as toeing a China line maybe loses the middle of the road vote….” Megan was connecting dots now. The Women's Republic of

China wanted to join the Comporellian Empire above any other policy objective. 

According to Li Daiyu earlier today, China was trying to engineer its birth rate to increase the numbers of males, a condition that prevailed in the Empire. 

“But if the middle of the road voter has no alternative, the hard-line gynarchist who gets nominated in the primary will win,” Alice said. “In states that use caucuses rather than primaries to choose a party’s candidate, like Maine where I’m from, the Clean House caucuses can be real donnybrooks. Every time they put up a femdom hard-liner, our Equality ticket kicks ass, suggesting she gets her lines, maybe her money, from China. So the moderates, the Clean House people who believe in a softer matriarchy, are ruling the roost over there. States that still use primaries like New Hampshire can nominate the more extreme women. 

Well, you’re the political scientist .Am I right?” 

Megan nodded. Primary elections were hard on moderates, good for extremists, 

“We need an alternative party on the ballot to keep Clean House from swerving into the dark side, and for that we need younger people coming into our party .” 

Alice said. She took a sip of wine and put on a serious face. “Pardon me for asking this, Megan, but are you under thirty-five?” 

The question was reasonable. One of the secrets of the S&S gyms was that a woman’s skin tone resisted aging, and women in their fifties and sixties looked decades younger. Megan acknowledged that she had yet to turn thirty. 

“Reason I asked is, I’m the local chair of the Young Egalitarians, people in the party who are under thirty-five.” 

“Are there many of you? Tonight’s gathering felt like an AARP session.” 

“Well, our numbers are...decent, but most are more comfortable when we have our own social events.” Alice stroked the gold locket on her pendant. Like most married women, she carried the key to her husband’s shield around her neck; the surface of the locket often conveyed something about her chosen skill. Hers looked like judo. 

Megan sensed a recruitment pitch coming and decided to test Alice’s principles a bit. “What kind of social events? Like dance parties where every other song the guy gets to lead? I mean, really, this half-and-half thing with the men gives us guys like the cardboard Congressman we just heard. Seems to me that’s a pretty abstract concept, not the sort of thing that motivates women to stay up late sending tweets to elect candidates. Even with the spectre of the Asian gynarchies.” 

Alice fished her phone out of her purse and cued up an image. A man, young adult wearing a Red Sox cap, holding a toddler. “My husband Brad and our son, Kevin, just turned two. Brad is twenty-five, so he’s one of the first Free-Gens. 

He’s enlightened enough to put my needs first, of course, but he has a life of his own. Breeds Labrador puppies. Kevin gets to tumbling with one of the new puppies, cutest thing you ever saw.” Putting the phone away, she said, “there’s my zeal. I want a future for my son that’s better than a Bee-Gen’s life, more like his daddy’s. You may not have a husband and a family yet, Megan, but when and if you do, don’t you want a decent future for them?” 

The question triggered a series of images in Megan’s mind: her giving birth, handing the infant to a man who would become its primary caregiver for the next decade and a half as she advanced in her academic career. Faces slowly came into focus, first the baby’s, a boy indeed, then the father’s, an amalgam of Ephraim Stark’s craggy features and Seamus O’Shaughnessy’s freckled Hibernian mug. Stark had done his childcare turn long before and Seamus’ was

coming soon, his wife six months along over in Dublin. 

Yes, she would want a decent future for them, and her Clean House Party ought to be able to deliver it. Megan decided to do some research on the party’s nominating caucus processes. If what Alice was describing had a good basis in fact, maybe Equality party wasn’t as silly as it seemed. 

The women rose and left, Megan promising to get back to Alice if her theory checked out. In her car, she settled back and checked the newsfeed while the car drove itself back home. 

Closing her tablet, Megan let her mind return to the images Alice had evoked, and from there to her merry dalliance with Seamus. She recalled Oscars Night, end of February, a party in Hanover where everyone dressed up to the nines. Or the tens, for Megan. A red gown had bared her arms and shoulders and a fair amount of cleavage. Her hair swept up in a spiral do, heels a handspan high, she had looked sensational and knew it. From her elevation she could easily see O’Shaughnessy with some English department faculty. 

Megan had heard of the Irish poet, who was over for a couple weeks to give a few lectures and readings. His own work had been published, along with some scholarly work he had written on Yeats’ Irish Fairy Tales. Yeats and Frost were contemporaries, early twentieth century, she knew, and she resolved to put her poet up against his. She approached and maneuvered him away from the lit people, seduction on her mind. He was doubtless shielded but a poet’s tongue could still be put to good use. Thinking of her clit as a blarney stone stirred her juices. 

“Mr. O'Shaughnessy, “how are things back in Innisfree?” she said, offering her hand. She gave his hand a good squeeze as he looked up at her. They were half a

head difference if she stepped out of her heels, and his eyes, sky blue and guileless, would be even--kissably so--with her lips. 

Blue eyes in a man were transparencies over his soul, she always said, and this one was clearly excited. But another feature of his face demanded attention, the gold attachment earring. Left ear, denoting married. The russet mustache, suggesting superior oral service, also went with married. Megan stepped closer, into his space, to examine the tiny Celtic markings in his bagel-shaped earring, Her breasts, nipples tingling under the red gown, brushed against the top of his shoulders and he retreated a step, up against a partition. Even unarmored boobs could intimidate a man in the right circumstances. The drop of her favorite perfume, Puissance,, in her cleavage, just added to the effect of sexual predation. 

“Something there is, doesn’t love a wall,” she said, smiling down at him. “Or someone. Now where is Ms. O’Shaughnessy this fine evening?” 

The man licked his lips, nervous. “Back in Dublin, my good woman, teaching particle physics at Trinity. Far from Innisfree up in County Sligo.” Fear and lust appeared locked in combat in his mind and Megan was giving lust a boost. 

“Did she wish, like our poet, that you would fly away, and not sing by her house all day?” Any married woman who allowed her husband out of her house, much less out of her country, had to know he could be seduced for oral service. 

Megan assumed the standards in Ireland were more or less what they were here. 

Cunnilingus was a venial sin against a husband’s vows, punishable but far less serious than coitus. If he let himself be seduced into a tongue job too often, a wife could always fit him with a locking mouthguard. 

“Your poet then says, does he not, that the bird was not to blame for his key?” 

Seamus grinned, lust seemingly gaining on fear, and pulled a key and chain from a pocket in his antique paisley waistcoat. “But hark: the falcon cannot hear the falconer.” 

Whole new ball game. The man not only knew A Minor Bird but he could bring his shalalie to a party. “Can’t tell a falcon from a curlew these days, Megan responded with her own grin. “Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world.” 

Seducing a married man was not her typical style. But when such an attractive young man went into a teasingly flirtatious mode, the prospect of dueling poetry readings between the sheets was just too hard to resist. 

When they reached his room in the inn, Megan attacked the smaller man with her usual gusto, pinning him against a wall with tongue and breasts while undoing his trousers and pushing them down to his ankles. When she freed his mouth, he gasped, oblivious to her fingers now unbuttoning his shirt

“Great Maeve o’ Connaught, come back in the flesh!” 

“Who’s this Maeve, my fine lad?” 

“A mighty queen in the old days. ‘Tis said no man could be high king unless he survived a night in her bed, When she grew old, Yeats said of her: “And yet been great-bodied and great-limbed, fashioned to be the mother of strong children. 

And she’d had lucky eyes and high heart, and wisdom that caught fire like the dried flax at need, and made her beautiful and fierce.” 

“Well, bucko, we’ll fashion no children tonight, but I’ll have at you like your

Maeve would have.” 

Less than an hour later, the sheets were a tangled mess, as the poet lay under Megan, listening to her recite as much of the Death of the Hired Man as she knew. His shield, unlocked, hung from a bedpost.. After her second climax , she had opened the golden bagel at the base of his cock and allowed him to come in her hand, catching his load in a tumbler. A superior woman could reward a man by taking him to climax in her hand, her mouth, or her pussy, each level bringing him to a higher point of ecstasy, In the hand was seduction level four, the mouth level five, and the pussy level six. 

Level six was the apex seduction skill, A girl couldn’t begin learning it at the gym until she was eighteen. With experience she learned to control his erection with her pubococcygeus muscle, holding him on the edge of release for as long as she liked. This enabled the highest level of supervision voice, where he could climax only on her command. Level six was best reserved for marriage or long-term attachment, where its periodic application to the weak male mind kept it in a state of rapt adoration. Megan did the honorable thing and stopped at the hand level... 

“Now, let’s have the whole story, lad. Why she let you take your key to America and what consequences do you face when you return?” 

“She is carrying our first child, six months along, and has made it clear that I will be home with the babe all the time once she is born. So she says to me, 

‘Seamus, me boyo, this fortnight in America will be your last time out in the world for a long time. Would you want to be wankin’ off while you’re over there? Take your key, then, but know that you’ll pay back here for any play with those Yankee lasses.’ Truth is, she is fond of her canes and her skill with them. 

So it’s fifteen strokes debt I’ve just incurred, five for lickin’ your flange and ten more for you fondlin’ me flute.” 

Megan rolled him around to examine his backside. “Your arse is quite unscarred, boy. Comely and clear. Has it been long since your last transgression?” She imagined Professor O’Shaughnessy giving that cute butt a proper caning or pegging back in Dublin. . 

“A bare month. As I said, Brigid is skillful in her application of the cane. She can light a fire underneath my skin and never break the surface. And, great with child as she is now, she gives me just five a night so I will settle this debt over several evenings.” 

Megan debated whether to roll the poet over on his back again. Seamus, only here for a short while, should be saved for another round soon. Laying the multipurpose earring on his chest, she spooned up alongside him and nibbled his earlobe, ready to plan their next assignation. “You are not close to your credit limit, then, are you, boy?” 

He would return home the following week, owing his wife a hundred thirty-five strokes. 

CHAPTER THREE

WEST TO UTAH

Colorado

While the old car labored on the first long uphill pull, Carl could still glimpse the tips of the Denver skyline in the mirror, silhouettes in the early morning sun. 

Over a crest and out of sight but not out of mind.. The car was a 2028 Chevy Volt, a year older than he was, repainted canary yellow. The robotics had given up the ghost some time back and he had to drive in manual, but the vehicle felt reliable enough to get him over the mountains and into Utah for the job interview at this ranch-resort. With the interview tomorrow; he was leaving himself plenty of time to get there. 

The ranch was nearly five hundred miles away, the first three hundred in Colorado. Carl drove just under the speed limit; he had checked the taillights before setting out. With his license tags current, neither the car nor his driving should attract any attention from the police. No rain in today’s forecast, as well. 

His deed shouldn’t come to light today, before he was out of the state. 

Carl steered the car as far to the right as was safe while a big semi, electric motor whining, lumbered up the grade in the center lane. Glancing up as the cab passed him, he saw a woman looking out the side window. The driver, probably playing solitaire on her phone while the robotic driving system did the work. 

The draining of tension from his shoulders was palpable once the last traces of the greater Denver area slipped away and he was truly in the mountains. Carl was still in the matriarchy but up in the mountains, other than in the resorts, you didn’t see nearly as many women. Having blue sky overhead was good, too, it

wouldn’t rain down in Denver tonight. . 

At the summit of the first pass, the peaks thrusted jagged into blue sky and eagles rode the air currents seeking out marmots.Carl let gravity power the car for a while. The first hundred miles were behind him. A rest area seemed like a good spot to take a break, and when he parked, he dug out a sack lunch: a sandwich his dad had made, a water bottle, and a paperback novel, dog-eared, front cover a bit torn. An old romance from the antiques place. His mother had written a note on the inside cover: “The hero shows his hotness to the lady in chapter 3. xxx, Mom.” 

Carl’s mother, Carla Farinelli, had bought the car for him two days ago; earlier, she had sent in his application when she spotted the ad in a slick-paper ski magazine. “Rustic resort seeks young males, 20-25 and masculine, to teach snow sports, handle horses, and role play. Apply to the Rocking RP Ranch, Big Cottonwood Canyon, Utah.” 

Carla had figured out the role playing part of the ranch ad as soon as she saw their website. “They are looking for young men, Free-Gens, to act the way they were back in the patriarchy, treating the female gender as if we were still the weaker sex.” She snorted. At five feet ten and a hundred sixty-five pounds--

whatever, in the metric they were supposed to use now--she could take down her husband Leo although he had four inches and twenty pounds on her But she liked to go out in public with him in flat shoes and relish the stares of other women as she pretended to defer to him. Carla and Leo raised their son, their only child, to think he could do anything that girls could. 

The passes through the Rockies were dry for the most part, the plowed snow forming walls about as high as the Volt. Carl paused at a scenic turnout to watch an eagle swoop down on a marmot far below. Shadow of wings, fast growing large. Too late marmot dashes for the rocks. Seventeen syllables, the haiku form, but he didn’t like the rhythm. English had been a tough course, a low C junior

year, but he liked the poetry. 

Seeing wildlife always charged his batteries but the car was another matter, needing more. He stopped to recharge the car at the Vail interchange. The charger only took plastic which he, a minor, wasn’t allowed to carry. He went into the store to buy a ten-dollar Quikcard. The guy behind the counter rolled his eyes at the idea of handling currency, and lost it when Carl asked for a receipt. 

“A receipt? Well, of course, just a moment while I sharpen a quill. Will paper do or are you needing vellum today?” 

“Cash is still money, Fred,” a female voice cracked like a whip from behind an office door, peremptory. “”Print him a receipt and lose the attitude!” 

Fred blanched. “Yes, ma'am. Sorry, sir. Sorry, ma'am.” The guy looked closer to Carl's dad's age, doubtless back from Comporelli a few years and still def to female authority from any quarter. The earring in his left ear proclaimed his status, attached and married. The man pushed the receipt across the counter without making any further eye contact. 

Carl had grown up buffeted by contrary pressures. His mother wanted to build up his self-confidence. Sent him to private wrestling lessons so he could keep up with what the girls were learning in the gyms. The draft was over and he wouldn’t be sent to Comporelli, become a hopeless def like the dude in the charging station. 

Could Carl act assertive—sert—toward the other gender, considering how badly that had gone back in high school? “Throwback,” the girls used to tease him, or

“Caveman.” Carl, who had inherited his father’s height and his mother’s dark Sicilian features, was outside the template of what young women considered a hot guy. .Most of the girls were looking for guys around their size that they could go sert on. Girls around his size, the stars of the integrated teams like wrestling and basketball, just pushed him around if he wasn’t def enough to them. And that was before Katrina. 

The car still had some juice when he reached Steamboat Springs, having now traveled two hundred miles, but he stopped again to charge it to full before he took U.S. 40 across the sparsely populated western slope. Carl drove on through the treeless rangelands, watching for antelope and listening for any sounds of automotive malfunction. He guessed he was a few miles from the state line when a cop's flashers and sirens broke the quiet solitude. He tensed, wondering if the Soldiers of Justice had been busted and his name put on a wanted list. As he slowed down, memories of his involvement with the group spun through on fast-forward. 

Carl had been recruited into the S.O.J. by a guy in his Home Ec class senior year, two years ago. Gordon Lasky did the bare minimum needed to pass the class, flaunting his disdain for the cooking, cleaning and child care duties taught there. 

Carl was hoping to earn an A or a B to help his grade point average, as there no girls were in this class. They were all in computer lab that period. Home Ec had labs, too, and Gordon the slacker was his lab partner for a diapering exercise. 

Pulling down Carl’s grade. 

“You buy this crap, Farinelli?” Gordon whispered as Carl took a soggy diaper off a robot infant. “This matriarchy crap, says this is all us guys are good for?” 

Carl shrugged. “What difference does it make whether I buy it or not? They’ve got all the power now.” 

“Maybe they do, maybe not. You wanna meet some guys who think maybe not, someday?” . Gordon stared at Carl, daring him to take a chance. 

“What kinda guys? Men’s libbers?” Carl had no use for the masculists, guys too ugly to attract any woman when they prattled on about objectification. Like Gordon, soft paunch, armpits unshaven. 

“Nah, dudes like us, stuck in high school or just out. ” 

“Oh, yeah, there’s a force gonna set the twats in charge all trembling.” Carl kept his scornful laugh low, glancing at the teacher at the other end of the room. 

“Wanna come meet ‘em, judge for yourself? We get together Wednesdays after school. You free then?” Gordon directed a glance at the earring in Carl’s right ear, the sign of his attached status as boyfriend. Along with his scraggly mustache. 

“Yeah, Katrina goes to the S&S Wednesday afternoons. I’m allowed to be a free man for a couple of hours.” A bitter chuckle--he was as much her bitch as her boyfriend. Katrina Markell had dashed his hopes of making the wrestling team that fall. After earning his varsity letter junior year wrestling at 170 pounds, he bulked up a bit and planned to take the place of the just-graduated girl who went all-state at 182. 

Katrina, who wrestled at 160 as a junior, had a growth spurt that summer and added a lot of muscle and skill. Challenging him for the 182 slot, she cleaned his clock with ease in fall tryouts and then made him her towel boy and general toady. Hung her ring in his right ear, denoting her ownership of him. The three

slots on the team that had to be filled by boys were the three lightest classes. 

When Carl let his bitterness show, Katrina just laughed and thought up some new way to humiliate him. 

The next Wednesday, Carl followed Gordon on skateboards as they took a circuitous route north toward downtown Denver. Winding up at a little strip of rundown shops, they went through a convenience store and out the back door. 

Two stores down, a back door led to a room, empty but for a dozen chairs, several occupied by lounging young men. 

“‘Sup, Gordo?” A couple of the dudes acknowledged them. 

“Yo, soldiers--this here is Carl Farinelli, senior at Schroeder, with me. He’s having a rough brush with femdom this year and is ready to hear something hopeful.” 

The others introduced themselves. Some were still in various high schools in the city, like Schroeder and Steinem, others a year or two out. No one else had a mustache or an attachment earring and Carl was acutely conscious of his right ear, One of the slightly older guys, Bill, went right to the subject. 

“So, Carl, tell us about your woman, Does she go pretty domme on you? How sub you gotta be?” 

Carl was taken aback by the language, accustomed to the euphemisms sert and def. But he knew the meaning of the older terms, was living them every day. He described how Katrina called him her bitch right in the hallways and the cafeteria, made him follow her around, toting her books while taunting him with

the key to the chastity jock she made him wear. Had taken his varsity letter from last year off his jacket and sewed it on the butt of her favorite jeans. How he had to go to her home some evenings to do her homework; her home ruled by a mother who had dumped her dad to take a younger Bee-Gen. Yes, the Markells had a dungeon set up in their basement, a grim zone for a male. 

“What’s it look like after graduation, dude? She got plans for your left ear?” 

“No, she’s got a full ride scholarship to Oklahoma State to wrestle down there. 

My grades suck too much to get into any college, so I expect her to dump me sometime this summer.” 

“Freedom then, dude, gotta stay free after that. Shave it off. Get a beer belly over those abs. Unattached is the only way to go, if you want to be a Soldier of Justice like us.” 

“Soldiers of Justice? What kind of war are you fighting?” Carl wondered if Gordon had dragged him into some loony bunch of comic book fanboys. 

“The war against a femdom future,” Bill intoned, his face grim. “A world totally run by women, where all men are their slaves. Like in China, even worse. Zeke tells us it’s coming, probably sooner than you think, unless we can bring it down.” 

“Zeke is this old guy,” Gordon interjected, “Forty-something. He was our age when the Comps landed in 2029. He may not be here today, since he has to move around a lot, use different identities, spy stuff. He’s organized cells of the S.O.J. 

in other cities, too. 

“And how are you guys supposed to fight this war?” Carl said, straining to sound not too scoffy. “Go down to the sheriff’s office and ask her to check you out some guns?” 

“With words, Carl, just words. The thing any totalitarian state fears most is ridicule, being laughed at.” Bill was warming up to his topic now, becoming evangelical. “Since we can’t get on the internet without a “hostess”, we score with graffiti, tampons on statues, stuff like that. Each of us here has come up with an idea for mocking the matriarchy and acted on it, That’s how you become a Soldier of Justice and get our tattoo.” 

Carl took his time with the S.O.J. After graduation, he had been out of town a lot, working various short term jobs up in the mountains. But on each trip back home he checked in with the group and had finally carried out his deed, his mocking project the previous week. It shouldn’t have become visible yet, as no rain had fallen in Denver to activate the day-glo paint. 

But here, almost out of Colorado, was a cop stopping him--he had been just under the speed limit, no broken tail lights, so what could this be about? His heart was racing, his breathing quick and short. Get in control, he told himself. 

Long breaths in and out. Readying his license, registration, draft card, and note from Mom, he lowered the window for the approaching officer. Waving off the documents, she ordered him to step out of the car. 

When he was standing by the car, he glanced at the insignia, a sheriff's deputy, then looked at her face. Her blue eyes went cold and she took a step back, keeping her hands loose above her belt. Blonde woman, a tad under six feet or just over one-eighty metric, mid-thirties. Muscle to spare. Carl averted his eyes to the proper elevation, down and off to the side. A dude had to learn that, early on. Look ‘em in the eye, girls your age would think you were flirty and come on

to you, whether you wanted that or not. Older women would think you were

"uppity" and subtract from your happiness level in so many ways. They had the power, the authority to do that, cops in particular. 

Using his best def voice, Carl said, barely over a whisper, "Is there a problem, ma'am?" 

"Guess not, sonny. Bulletin's out for a single white male, early twenties, ducked out of his wedding over by Pueblo, but the description is a redhead, about one-seventy cents or five-eight and sixty-eight kilos or one-fifty pounds, hazel eyes. 

Look at me, what color are those eyes?” 

Carl’s eyes were a very dark blue, almost black. He begged them to please don’t be signalling the panic that he was straining to keep tamped down. The relief that she was after a wedding runner helped. 

“So you're good to go. Where’re you headed?" 

"Job interview over in Utah, Big Cottonwood Canyon. Ma'am." 

"Off with the free swingers, eh?" She glanced down at his crotch; wanding a metal detector that beeped as Carl was wearing his genital shield, key in his pocket. "With your mother's ok?" 

Carl showed her the note; she read it and handed it back, shaking her head. "Safe travels then, sonny, remember you're still in Colorado for ten more miles." 

He drove on, relief at his own deliverance clashing with an image of the dude from Pueblo once they caught him. He’d receive a heavy-handed pre-honeymoon once they released him into the custody of his fiancee, no doubt. Or they might release him to his mother’s displeasure, a painful reckoning either way. 

The fine spring day was up to late afternoon when he crossed the state line into Utah, resentment of the law the officer represented smouldering in his gut. A note from your mother, for pity's sake! A finger to Colorado, behind him now. 

The old Utah beehive symbol now had an equal symbol across it. Utah was one of the original enclave states, along with Arkansas and New Hampshire, where the matriarchs’ political wing, the Clean House Party, did not demand political control. 

Carl turned into a tourist information area a mile past the border and went into the men's restroom, eager to shed his stainless steel badge of subordination. The sight of a urinal in working order banished his bad mood and he unlocked the metal jock and slipped it off, first loosening the tiny suction cups that held the p-tube around his urethra. The tube retreated to the far end of the chamber, coming to rest against the abrasive surface. The sides of the chamber were smooth, though, unlike some of the chastity models with sharp studs. 

Carl reveled in the freedom of a stand-up piss. Back in Denver they usually put houseplants in such urinals as remained, in the older buildings. 

A roadside sign said Vernal 40 km. Carl worked out the equivalent in miles and figured he was a bit under half an hour away and had just enough daylight to get there. He passed through a couple of hamlets, wondering if the few inhabitants were all trad-pats. You heard of families in Colorado giving up the struggle to keep their patriarchal values in that state and moving here. The fathers couldn’t

get decent jobs in Colorado and once the daughters were old enough for middle school and an S&S gym, tradition was toast. 

How would society work in a state with the Equality Party in charge? Some things were the same everywhere as federal law prevailed. No high-speed computer access for men, guns checked in with a county sheriff under the Well Regulated Militia Act, the draft would have been on here as well so Utah would have Bee-Gen dudes returning. They would need to have S&S gyms so the women and girls could muscle up and use the Junonet, of course. But the chafing restrictions on the male sex in Colorado, the different age of majority, the curfew for minors, the lower pay his dad encountered at work, he hoped all that was different here. 

Colorado had changed the age of majority to eighteen for females, twenty-four for males. Carl was a minor for four more years and by city ordinance had to be off the streets by an hour after sunset. He had missed curfew a few times, most seriously when he did his S.O.J. deed last week and got in at half past two in the morning. That had served as the trigger for this Utah project, the used car, this trip. Carla could have grilled her son and forced the truth out of him, but she had accepted his evasions and opted to pack him off to Utah. . 

When he reached Vernal,.Carl stopped for the night at a cheap motel. A Book of Mormon was on the nightstand, with some Roman Catholic and Southern Baptist tracts below it. The three enclave states, and similar areas set aside in other countries, had attracted the most traditional adherents to all the main patriarchal religions. The events in 2029 had shattered the idea of patriarchy being inevitable or ordained by God, but these faiths soldiered on with the idea that men, overall, were at least the equals of women. Carl read his paperback and ignored the religious stuff. his mind was on role playing tonight. He fingered his cock, free of the shield, and imagined himself as the dude in the novel. 

The thing was, he didn’t hate women in general. Guys in S.O.J. got this tattoo

across the butt when they did their first deed. Gordon’s said MI SOJ in bigger letters on each side of his butt crack, with smaller letters directly underneath, reading YN IST. Gordon could call himself a misogynist if he wanted to--his mother was an abusive alcoholic--but Carl had a kind-hearted if somewhat idealistic mom and he loved her. He thought of a girlfriend, smaller than Katrina and without her cruel streak, as a relationship he would like to have. Whether she would be in charge in a gentler way, like Mom, he had not decided for sure. 

But his tat stopped at Mi SOJ. 

Masturbating to his image of a kind-hearted girl friend, Carl reflected that this act was what freedom meant for a guy these days. To be able to spank the monkey when you felt like it, not when she gave you her permission. You had to wear your shield out in the world, of course, but in your bed at night, you should be able to do as you liked. 

The next morning he drove up Big Cottonwood Canyon, past the Solitude ski resort--not as famous as Sundance or Alta in the next canyon but equally good on snow--watching for a sign for the Rocking RP. Then he saw it, hung from a log gate over a cattle guard. The dirt road wound through a stand of ponderosa and larch. The morning sun sliced beams through the trees and he began thinking in haiku limits. The main building, a three-story log affair in classic National Park lodge style, appeared about a half mile in. Entering, he was directed to the office of the manager, Ms. Evans. He was wearing the shield again. 

“Hello, Carl, I’m Samantha Evans,” a fresh-faced brunette said, getting up from her desk, an antique roll top model up against a wall, and offering her hand. Her sea green eyes were at the level of his; although she was wearing western boots with medium heels along with a snap-button shirt and a denim skirt. A golden locket proclaimed her married status, a husband’s key inside, nestled in the protective custody of her cleavage. 

Her handshake was as strong as her shoulders suggested. Another empowered

woman, as they liked to say, able to seduce a guy with a touch and a look. Some were as kind his mother, more as hard as the deputy yesterday. Carl was wary, waiting to see which way this one leaned. 

The office was paneled in pine and decorated with framed photos of people enjoying the outdoors in all seasons--hikers, skiers, anglers, campers. Samantha asked about his drive from the Denver area and other small talk as they settled in chairs and sipped coffee. Then she opened a folder and began the interview. 

“Our ad set out these qualifications: Age, 20-25, and male: check; able to teach skiing and snowboard, check; able to handle horses—tell me more about your background there, Carl. What did you do at this ranch in Colorado?” 

“Well, ma’am, it was a place that outfitted hunting trips in the fall that my dad had gone to, and once I was old enough for a hunting license, he took me there for elk and deer. We knew the folks who ran it, and we knew they outfitted hikers and whatnot in the summer. So I asked them for a job after high school and they set me to working with the pack horses. Then I stayed on through hunting season, until the snows came. The second season, I worked there again and they called me a wrangler.” 

“Ah, yes, hunting in the high country…what did you like best about doing that, Carl?” 

“It’s just such great country, and the challenge of getting close to the game, and that there aren’t any….” He went def, biting his tongue before he could say the next word, but his blush betrayed him. 

“There aren’t any women around, is that it?” She smiled as if she had discovered something most exciting, and waited for him to raise his eyes again. He nodded sheepishly. “Don’t be ashamed, Carl. We women, even though we now have most all the power in society, still find some of the secret corners of masculinity fascinating. And you're in Utah now, where you can say such things out loud.” 

He knew of a few women who liked to hunt and who went out from the ranch for elk. But the men had the best times when they were by themselves, sipping bourbon and recycling old jokes that would get them beaten up or spanked back in town. He waited for her next question. 

“Horse-handling, check; able to role-play. Question mark. Carl, what we mean by role-play here is the ability to act like an assertive man, an alpha male, around the women who constitute most of our guests. Have you ever had a girlfriend who would look up to you that way, as the far-stronger one who could protect her and also squeeze her with a lusty hug?” He blushed again and shook his head. She waited for him to verbalize. 

“No, ma’am,” he said in a little more than a whisper, “the girls in school smaller than me wanted guys smaller than me.” 

“So you felt like a freak, unwanted,” she said softly. “Carl, it’s little more than a generation ago that a girl six foot two with muscles like yours would feel that way--like a freak--in high school. But listen, my dear, let me tell you something about us as we get a bit older. Sometimes we like it when the man can be in charge. Even if it’s just pretending. Like me and my husband. I knew I could take him the minute I first saw him, in a swimming pool in Las Vegas, years ago.” She fingered her locket, smiling in reminiscence. “

“But sometimes we like to pretend we’re living in the old days and he’s in

charge. You hear me? It’s still a turn-on for women to play the weaker sex role, once in awhile. Husbands--like my Eric--who have been walking the path of obedience for years have a hard time pretending to be dom-excuse me, assertive. 

So the role-playing resort comes along and caters to women who want to drop into the past for a little while.” 

He nodded and brought up his mother’s advice and her little stash of Harlequin romances. Evans slapped a hand on her chair arm. “Exactly! Well, almost. In the old romances, the man was typically a bit older than the lady. So many adult men did their service on Comporelli the last few years and came back deferential that the new man-on-top romance mode has the guy being younger. So we hire young guys, early to mid twenties, who can play the role. They call themselves Manly Dudes, although they are Guest Services Specialists in our ads. 

No shields or chastity devices, my guys give off those sexy rutting vibes. We have a role-play coach and teacher who will evaluate your potential in this area. 

Ellie will be here around one o’clock, so if you want to walk around the ranch and look at the horses for a while, be back here at one. And lose the hardware, cotton briefs under those jeans will be fine. ” 

Carl looked over ranch brochures first, pondering what Ms. Evans had said. In the winter, the ranch offered sleigh rides to the ski hills, and a Guest Services Specialist (manly dude) would drive the sleigh. Then the MD would be available for board or ski lessons, drive the sleigh back to the ranch afterward, and show up at the ranch bar for après-ski. In the summer and fall, the MD would set up pack trips into the wilderness area to the north and guide the ladies into alpine glades. The word so far unspoken was S-E-X. Were the guests expecting to be serviced as part of the fee? Or was his role just to titillate? He walked outside and around the corrals. 

In a shop space next to the stables a guy was repairing a cinch for a pack harness. “Hey, you here to interview for an MD slot?” asked the man, setting

down his work, Carl nodded and the other stood up. “I’m Phil, one of the MDs here.” He offered a hand and Carl accepted, exchanging crushing grips. Phil had brown hair cut mullet style with a mustache, sky blue eyes, and an open smile. 

His face was tanned but not weathered. Still in his early twenties. 

“Have you talked to Ellie yet?” Carl shook his head. “She runs a role-playing school down in Sandy,” Phil continued. “If she thinks you have MD potential, you’ll be going down there for her classes; everything from the five ways to look at a woman to first casual touches to M/F kissing. The ranch picks up the fee.” 

“So, you’ve had the course, I take it?” Phil nodded. “How many MDs are working here?” 

“Five slots in the spring,” Phil said, “four of us working now. Jim and Derek are guiding a bunch of guests on a four-day trail ride in the wilderness area north of here, and Sebastian is teaching a couple of others how to fly-fish. Spring's a bridge season, with more guys on leave taking classes, college and stuff. Fifth slot was Ivan but he just got engaged to a former guest.” 

“Uh, that sort of leads into my next question about the job,” Carl said, hesitantly. 

“Do guest services include…you know…?” Blushing, he made a universally understood gesture with his hands. 

“Officially? Absolutely not!” Phil laughed. “Ms. Evans will go over that with you if she offers the job. Bottom line is, you’re off the clock, as it were, after supper, and what you choose to do with your free time is your business only. 

Never ask for money. Women who stay here tip well for good dalliance and the money is yours alone. We can show you how to handle that on your taxes. ” 

“So, about this Ivane him, working until you get married and become house-husbands?” Carl knew he sounded sarcastic but didn’t care. He wanted nothing more out of life than to stay unattached right now. He had left some of his recent jobs like in the ski resorts when he felt some female coming onto him heavy-like. 

“Hell, no, not for me, anyway,” Phil said, shaking his head. “This is a great gig! I cleared fifty thou last year, on top of my ranch wages, get to be outside all the time, plenty of sex--with ladies who are married, ninety-nine percent of them, going back to their Bee-Gen men after a break here. Lady who hooked Ivan was a widow but she was definitely the exception.” 

Toward one o’clock. Carl made his way back to the main building. When he entered the interview room a petite woman with dark eyes and an olive complexion rose. “Elena Sandoval,” she said, “and you must be Carl.” As he nodded and shook her hand, he was a bit surprised by her flat Midwestern accent. “I was born in Kansas, and played the maid in a norte soap opera as well as several roles in soaps for Telemundo. I can speak Mexican Spanish with Sonora, Jalisco, and ciudad capital accents. So let’s talk about role-playing.” She was back to Kansas as she walked around him, indicating that he should continue standing. 

Elena had him assume various stances; hand on a hip, arms akimbo with his legs slightly spread, one foot forward and slightly bent. With his permission, she opened the top two snaps of his western shirt. She studied his face from across the room and close up, nodding. “Yes, you’ve got the raw material, boy—well-carved chin, full lips, thin aquiline nose, expressive eyebrows under those dark blue eyes…you should elvis your eyelids and thicken the lashes but you’ll find good products around for that.” 

She ran a finger over his upper lip. “Used to have a mustache?” Yes, when Katrina had ordered him to. “Grow it back, a bit of a Van Dyke to emphasize that

chin. No earrings, of course. Get that unattached but on the make look. You can look the part, but can you play the part? You know the part I’m talking about?” 

“You mean the hot guy in the romance novels, ma’am?” 

“You’ve read some of them? I mean the old romance novels, Regency period or late 20th century stuff, where the physically dominant man meets the clever young heroine, who hooks him for marriage. Not the current stuff Bee-Gen house-husbands buy in the grocery store where a clever young man meets the older, richer, powerful woman. Guess what, Carl: today’s women still buy and read the old style romances. It’s not a mass market thing any longer, of course, and the modern woman-in-charge may be a bit embarrassed to own up to having occasional fantasies of a dominant man on top. Yeah, dominant. But it’s a market

—for books, for videos, and for role-play vacations like this ranch offers. So, show me what you’ve got. Go back to that second stance, arms crossed over your chest, and run your gaze up and down my body.” 

In a rhinestone-decorated western shirt and snug jeans, Elena showed a trim if gym-empowered figure. She was nearly a foot shorter and Carl wondered how her breasts would feel against his chest if he hauled her off her feet in an overpowering embrace. Instinctively, he shifted his eyes away to her hands—too many times girls had roughed him up when they thought he was ogling. The locket she wore suggested a black belt in some Asian discipline. 

“No, no, you have to avoid thinking that I go to the gym! Imagine we are living thirty or forty years ago, before we had S&S gyms. You are far stronger than me and most women you meet. You are free to look at any woman’s figure and linger over the parts you like. Try to undress me with your eyes, chico. And let your cojones enjoy their freedom. You can keep them from taking over your brain, whatever those other women say.” 

He tried. She corrected how he managed his eyebrows, pursed his lips, and angled a hip. “You have to let the woman understand that you are horny and that she is the one making you horny. Then she feels her power, not in the muscles and skills she has now but only in her sexuality.” Elena had him try to look at her in a different setting; being introduced at a party as people of equal social status. 

After a half hour Elena said, “All right. I think I can turn you into an MD. My role-play classes are Tuesdays and Thursdays at ten a.m. down in Sandy. Here’s my card with the address. Start tomorrow and I’ll let Samantha know when you’re ready to play the role here.” 

Ms. Evans gave Carl a space in the bunkhouse and a job busing and washing dishes and cleaning rooms, starting that first day. When the dinner dishes were done, he headed out through the bar and spotted Phil at a rail, watching the television overhead. An NBA game, he recognized the jerseys of the Utah Jazz and the Seattle Storm. The women were holding a lead of ten to fifteen points in the fourth quarter. 

“Follow basketball?” Carl said he did. “Sad story,” Phil said, “Jazz are about to fall into the second division.” 

The Jazz had been Utah’s only professional sports franchise at a major league level for many years and had a passionate following in the state. The Integrated Sports Act, the minimum one-third for each gender on sports teams, replaced the old Title IX, but Congress had made an exemption for professional basketball. 

There, teams were all one gender or the other. The old WNBA had been changed to a second division, whose first place team each year moved up and bumped the last place team of the top division down. At first only a few female teams played in the top division, overcoming the male height advantage, but now that the towering Comporellian women were playing, all twelve women’s teams were in the first division. 

The Jazz center, a lean seven footer from Kenya went up for a rebound but lost the ball to the Storm’s muscular seven-foot-one post player. No metric for basketball until next year. 

Out-jumping him, she spun coming down, an armored breast whacking the side of his head. . She fed the ball to one of her guards and then helped the dazed Jazz player to his feet. “Chelorix Torsk, best center in the league,” Phil said, “and her contract with the Storm runs out this year. If the league goes integrated, the Jazz could try to get her.” 

“Integration for the NBA? Heard they might change the law this year,” Carl said as they watched Torsk go high and slam a thundering dunk into the Storm basket. With the Storm up by 18 and less than two minutes on the clock, the game was essentially over and the guys turned away from the screen. The blue-skinned Chelorix Torsk was a familiar sight to Carl; she had graced a life-sized poster in the bedroom of his high-school nemesis, Katrina. 

Katrina would take him back to her room to do her homework assignments on her Junonet account. And get physical with him when she felt like it. She took her kegel ball out of her pussy and stuffed it in his mouth for tongue muscle building. She liked to put him in submission holds for her vidcam and then stream the vid on her social networks. On his eighteenth birthday she unlocked him to take his virginity. Her first Level Six, she called it. 

Carl’s mother had no use for Katrina at all, hoping her boy would find a mate who would grant him some measure of equality as she herself had done with her Leo. Mother and son were both glad when Katrina dumped him--socially and literally--on his front porch, taking her cheap chastity shield off him first. His mother put him back into the Down-Johnson model he had worn since he turned sixteen, and let him keep his key. And he shaved off the mustache, had stayed

clean-shaven till now. 

Carl left Phil at the bar and headed back to the bunkhouse. Recalling Katrina had reminded him to phone home and tell his parents about the interview. His dad picked up the phone and they chatted about the drive over, the ranch layout, surface layers of conversation. Then his mother got on and cut to the chase. “So, Car-O, what do they mean by role-playing over there?” He told her about the manly dude role as set out by the manager, expressed by Phil, and to be taught by Elena. 

“They’re right about keeping the old romance models in perspective,” she said. 

“When I was young, the man in the books was always older, and usually richer, as well as taller than the woman. It fed into the notion of hypergamy-- that a woman had to marry “up” in all those aspects. By the time I was out of college and working, the numbers of men with as much education as women were becoming scarce. When I proposed to your dad, the old notion of a woman

‘settling’ had become the new normal.” 

Carla Farinelli earned about five times what her younger husband did. She allowed him to spend part of his paycheck on hunting and fishing. She wanted the same things for her son, that he find a good line of work, and that he eventually settle down with a mate who would allow him a measure of freedom. 

Like other women who shared her political views, she viewed real gender equality as an abstract ideal, not to be taken in the literal sense, but more meaningful than the majority Clean House Party would concede. 

“When—not if, when, young man, you graduate from this Elena’s acting academy, you know these older women will be hitting on you. You aren’t expected to put out, are you?” He related the gist of Phil’s account. She seemed satisfied with the idea. 

Then Carl asked how things were at City Hall. His mother was on the city council, one of two from the Equality Party seated thanks to the new election law. Proportional representation, they called it. The seven Clean House Party women and the mayor called all the shots, like the curfew ordinance. City Hall was where Carl had done his deed in the middle of the night last week. 

“Well!” Carla said. “We had a hard rain last night and this morning there was a graffiti on the wall, bright Bronco orange, saying ‘Becky gives good head.’ Now I find the idea of a woman fellating a man generally disrespectful to all women, but if the target is Mayor Becky Beauchamp, I can’t get real upset.” Carla chuckled and wished him good night. 

Carl was glad that his phone was the simple voice-only type guys could use. Had his mother been able to see his face as she described his deed, she would have known

He took out a set of notes Elena had given him, to be studied before class the next day. Imagine yourself meeting someone of the opposite sex who is superior to you in every aspect of dominance you can think of: size and strength, age and experience, wealth and power. Examine your feelings as this person takes an interest in you. Well, that would be easy. He thought back to the star of the basketball game he had just watched, the Comporellian Chelorix Torsk. 

In the scene, he stood a couple of inches taller in his cowboy boots, but still had to look up a long way to meet her golden eyes. The rays of the sun on her world created different pigmentation, their skin tinged with a bit of blue like Terrans swimming in cold water, their eyes varied from gold to orange and their hair was the darkest shades of blue or green before black. She had used a rinse to make her long hair bluer, and wore a shimmering yellow gown. 

They had been introduced, shaken hands, and now he had to say something. 

Don’t be trite, Carl, think of something halfway clever. “I really enjoy watching your dunks, Ms. Torsk—what’s the most you’ve had in a game?” 

“Oh, I think I had thirteen or fourteen against the Lakers, but that was three years ago, my first year in the league. Other than the All-Star Game, where the dunk is just an entertainment, that’s the most I recall. The gravity on your world is around ten percent less than it is back home, so I can jump higher here. The longer I’m away, the more my legs become accustomed to your gravity. I know my vertical leap isn’t quite what it was.” 

“How long have you been here, then, ma’am?” 

“Nine of your years all told: six with the military and three since, playing hoops. 

The military stints were in U.N. peacekeeper blue, first getting the draft started and later closing out the last draft quotas.” 

The Comporellians needed Terran males, a lot of them, owing to a gradual decline in the sperm and testosterone of their own men. They wanted a billion Terran men, but settled for six hundred million in the Landing Day treaty. After the easy culls, paroling men out of prisons, taking the thugs and gangsters out of the failed states, and the like, it got harder to meet the quotas and most nations had to reinstate or use conscription. The United States’ share was thirty million adult men and the process had gone for thirteen years, sending off the last draftees in 2043. Draftees had to serve six years on Comporelli, standing at stud, as it were. Carl had learned all this in History, and had been told more than once that his birth probably kept his father from being drafted. 

Next, Carl imagined Torsk somehow, inexplicably, looking him over. She would grab a flute of champagne from a passing waiter, take Carl’s elbow with her

other hand, and steer him toward a small table. “Sit with me, Carl, I don’t want you to get a crick in your neck.” His heart raced a bit—was this what they called fluttering? His arm tingled at the touch of her long fingers. This older, famous, powerful and utterly masterful woman interested in him? 

His cock hardened; he imagined himself sitting quickly and assuming a modest pose. Remember the woman in the old romance novel; she feels oh so hot for Lord Gotrocks but doesn’t want to act bold. He would not meet Torsk’s’ steady gaze; he glanced into her eyes for brief moments then looked away. Please don’t blush, he begged his brain—if I start blushing it will just get worse. But he felt the hot flush in his cheeks anyway. 

He snapped out of the reverie and began writing down his reactions to the assignment. Tomorrow, his first day in RP school, should be ever so interesting. 

CHAPTER FOUR

FIRST DAY OF SCHOOL

The next morning, Carl finished his kitchen chores and went back to get ready for school. His best jeans felt a little tight in the butt; which would no doubt be all right for Ms. Sandoval’s class. Western shirt and hat, boots old and bit down at the heels. It was them or running shoes and the extra two inches was probably a good thing. Cotton briefs, no steel jock--Elena had been specific on that point. 

Hang loose down there and work on keeping the brain more or less free of the cock. 

Carl felt a swell of pride that he could be seen as a citizen, an adult here. Oh, he would have to wear the thing going down into the towns or the city, but that would be his choice for self-protection. Driving down the winding canyon, he glanced at the entrance to the ski resorts and continued on, watching the signs. 

The car’s navigation had conked out along with the robotics so he had to rely on map printouts once the canyon widened out into suburbs. 

Elena’s RP Academy sat at the end of an older strip mall, next to a data hardware store, a local diner on the other side. A few minutes early, he opted for coffee in the diner and was sipping his cup at the counter, enjoying the hazelnut aroma when another guy came in and sat one stool over. Nodding a greeting, he carefully put his western hat on a peg next to Carl’s and signaled the waitress, an actual female wait-person, for coffee, too. 

“New student for Elena’s class?” 

“Yup,” Carl answered, intending to be as laconic as the questioner. 

“Welcome, then. Name’s Pete Bradshaw.” Pete pivoted on his stool to put out his hand and Carl shook it, giving as good a crush as he got. 

“Carl Farinelli. Been in the class long, Pete?” 

“ ‘Bout six weeks…but she teaches in a kind of circle, so whenever you join, you just follow along until you get back to where you started. Got another month or two, me.” 

“After that, a job?” Carl wondered if there were a lot of role-play resorts around here. 

“Auditions. Indie film companies are starting to shoot more period pieces, nineteenth century westerns and twentieth century dramas. I was studying acting out on the coast, got a little too tall and solid to be cast in contemporary stuff so my coach suggested I learn to act like an Old West cowboy.” Pete twisted an end of his mustache between his thumb and forefinger. 

Carl nodded. Pete looked to be about the same six-two and had doubtless experienced the same taunts and rejections from the sert female culture, growing up. Soaps and movies set in the current time liked to cast men of a size suitable for their def roles. 

“Me, I came over from Denver for a job at a role-play dudette ranch up the canyon,” Carl said to Pete. Information offered needed to be repaid in kind, and now Carl was one-up with a hometown. 

“I hail from Portland,” Pete said, “birthplace of the Clean House Party and modern matriarchy in the U.S. Also the gabbiest culture you can imagine; I’m still working on that Gary Cooper laconic style.” He drained his coffee and left payment on the counter. Carl followed him out. 

"Hey, Pete and Carl," Elena called out, gesturing to two empty chairs to her left. 

Three other guys lounged in the other chairs, arranged in a circle. "Everyone, say hello to Carl Farinelli, just starting class today." Carl waved to a chorus of how-ya-doins. "Names you'll pick up as we go along." 

"Hold your homework for a few minutes, gentlemen," Elena said. "First exercise today will be bar pickup lines. Ingrid, Fatima, places, please." A Scandinavian-looking blonde and a Middle Eastern type brunette entered the room and, walking over to a mock bar with confident strides, perched on a pair of bar stools. Elena poured water into two glasses and set them on the bar, built flush against the mirrored wall. 

"Has everyone gone over the five top pickup line types on the handout?" Elena waved a sheet of paper; Carl saw a copy on his desk. He read: 1. If a live band is playing, say something to target about the musical skills of one or more of the players. Demonstrate knowledge of music. 

2. If no band, select a song from the jukebox and say something to target about a memory that song holds for you. 

3. Ask target what her drink is, and order something similar, demonstrating knowledge of types of alcohol. 

4. Study a menu of appetizers and ask target if she is familiar with the fare here. 

If she offers a recommendation, demonstrate knowledge of ingredients or food preparation choices. 

5. Pick an object on the wall, such as a painting or photograph, and ask target her opinion of it. State that you are considering acquiring some such decoration for your abode and that you value the feminine response to it. Demonstrate knowledge of the art technique. 

Carl felt a bit panicky after reviewing his stock of knowledge about music, alcohol, or art. He felt relief when Elena picked another student to perform the first pickup attempt. 

"Hal, you go first." Hal unfolded his tall frame from his chair and eyed the mock bar from across the room. The women were on the middle two of four stools. He took two, three steps in their direction. 

"Saunter, don't swagger, Hal. Pause and survey as much of each girl's anatomy as you can analyze from the back, her ass, her hair, her legs. Remember, they're checking you out at the same time." 

Ingrid and Fatima were playing the role, each stealing quick glances into the back bar mirror and then turning to one another and carrying on a BFF chat. Hal concluded his survey and slid onto the stool next to Fatima. Elena, in the role of bartender, placed a menu in front of him. 

Hal held up a finger to signal his unreadiness to order quite yet. "That wine looks like quality, Ma'am. Chardonnay?" 

Elena made a T with her hands, the timeout signal. "As time permits, guys, study up on cocktails and beers, but first know your wines. Women are far more likely to order wine than any other form of alcohol. Also, note how Hal opens with just a wee bit of flattery--'looks like quality.' Now he sets her up to be impressed by his greater knowledge." She dropped the timeout signal and gestured for Hal and Fatima to carry on. 

"Yes," Fatima said, "it's...that one." She pointed to an entry on the menu page Hal had open on the bar, the wine list." 

"Rutherford Hill, a good one, especially the '42. You must like your wines dry," 

"Oh, yes, the drier the better...I wish they had dryness numbers, like they do for the percent of alcohol," 

“Well, there is the brix some wineries put on the label," Hal said. Fatima responded with a what are you talking about expression. "Brix, it's the percentage of residual sugar in a finished wine, measured in grams per liter. Five is quite dry, thirty to forty is moderate dry, like a Columbia Valley Riesling or a Tuscan Chianti, and the sweet wines can go up to a hundred. But sometimes that isn't a good measure of what you really taste. Bartender, could I have a glass of this Vouvray?" Hal pretended to point to an entry on the menu. 

"Only sold by the bottle? Sure, open a bottle for me, I may be able to share the wealth a bit." Hal winked at Fatima. 

Elena signaled another time out. "Carl, you don't need to be taking notes on your handout. Hal has just been using some material from one of our texts, The Lounge Lizard's Compendium of Amusing Factoids. It's organized by categories, music, alcohol, and art, the subject matter for most opening pickup efforts in bars or parties. You'll have a week to study it before I call on you to do one of these skits. The idea is that a guy needs five minutes worth of credible bullshit to see if he can get to second base with a woman. Now note that Hal has just created an opening to sound like a wine connoisseur, and he now carefully studies Fatima's reactions." 

On Elena's signal to resume, Hal lifted his tumbler and swished the water around as if it were wine. "Brix of ten, about twice what's in your Chardonnay, but balanced by a tannic acid so as to create the same sensation of dryness. Would you like to try a taste? Here, take a sip." 

Fatima accepted the invitation, exclaimed over the fine taste of Vouvray, and asked Hal where he had learned so much about wine. He said he had worked for a distributor, carrying cases up and down the stairs of various restaurants. 

Mimicking the action of carrying a case, he flexed his biceps. He recounted one of his experiences on his route and drew a hearty laugh out of Fatima. 

"Time," Elena called out, a stopwatch in her hand. "Three minutes, excluding the time outs. You got her to laugh, you got a bit of beefcake in, you definitely reached second base. Fatima, your take?" 

"Yes, he's good. Got me tingling down here so I wanted to override my guilty conscience about ignoring my girlfriend for a few minutes." 

"And even though his brain was working for his cock, it was functioning somewhat autonomously. Next, let's see if Barry can get Ingrid to ignore Fatima for a few minutes. Ladies, back to chit chat." 

Barry, a brawny redhead, came up behind the two women in full ogling mode, lighted on the stool to Ingrid's right, and opened with a line about the band playing in the back of the bar. He soon launched a disquisition on various styles of drumming in modern rock. The story for his beefcake bit was some time working as a roadie, toting the big sound systems around, and again he told a story that got her laughing. Second base again! 

Elena called a five minute break and asked for audience reactions. Carl admired the smooth confidence both guys exuded, and said as much. 

"Once you learn to read a woman's body language and know when she feels like going def, it's easy, and you guys are doing fine. It's my other classes, for the Bee-Gens sent here by their wives or lady friends to get a little spirit put back in them, much more difficult for those guys to pick up the signals." Elena sighed. 

After another hour on body language, Elena announced the lunch break and everyone trooped next door to the diner. The five students and three trainers pushed some tables together and sat in no particular pattern; Carl found himself between Barry and Fatima. He learned they both lived here in Utah; Fatima worked two half-time jobs, training here with Elena and in a public health agency in Jordan; Barry was working two evenings a week at a dinner theater, waiting tables and playing detective roles in the dramas, while carrying eight credits at the University of Utah. 

Carl knew few guys his age going to college back in Colorado. "How many of the students there are guys?" he asked after a bite of his macaroni-and-cheese order. 

Barry thought a minute. "About a third, undergrads," he said. "Grad schools, professions, lots less, of course. A lot of guys are from out-of-state. What's the ratio in Boulder, your university? They get the fifteen percent they're supposed to have?" 

"They say they do, but rumor has it they have to count all the strap-on dildos to get there. More like ten or twelve percent and half are on athletic scholarships, just to fill the male minimum third in team sports. I wasn’t great in any sport I went out for, and my grades....well, my counselor said don't even bother with applying to CU." 

"That fifteen percent was a goal few schools met while the draft was on," Fatima said, "and lots of schools in the other states left it there, made no effort to recruit Bee-Gens when they started coming back. Utah makes an effort, but you know how it is with those guys...." she shrugged. "They get back on Earth, just start looking for a woman to tell them what to do, how to live. House-husbands, they settle in as, no college ambition at all." 

Carl nodded. He knew few Bee-Gens back in Denver. Probably Matt Markell, Katrina's stepfather, as well as any. Katrina's mom had ditched her dad in favor of the younger and much more def Matt, and the poor guy took a load of abuse from mother and daughter alike. The guy was always happy to see Carl, as that meant the alpha Katrina would have some other target to torment for a while. 

Carl wondered how sex with the Comps had so taken the starch out of a guy, but Matt couldn't explain it. "It's all a blur," he would say, unable to describe any

particular positions or sexual practices. Six years of what seemed like almost daily sex could do that. But it seemed odd that of all the hundreds of millions of young men drafted worldwide for this duty, not one had written a kiss-and-tell story or described the details in any way. It's all a blur. 

So most of the guys in Barry's classes were Free-Gens, early to mid-twenties, particularly in the education department, he said. Like most of them, he had intended an elementary ed major, but with what he was picking up here, he thought he might become sert enough for middle or high school. 

"That would be harder for a guy, even here?" 

"Classroom management, oh, yeah! Some of the girls, big athletes with swagger, a real challenge." 

"What Barry's getting at," Fatima said, "is that even with gender equality de jure, the de facto skinny is that Utah has a mild and benign matriarchy. Once the physical strength differential disappeared, women were going to come out ahead, on average." 

"But doesn't Utah have men politicians?" 

"Oh, sure, one of our two senators and two of the four Congressional reps are men. Married men, married to strong wives. Who's in charge at home? Don't ask, don't tell. The senior vote still remembers the patriarchy, a few of them fondly. 

But, Carl, the main thing is that this image of equality is good for business. Just the other day, the president of Microsoft said her company was going to do a big expansion here because Utah does a better job of inviting everyone to dinner

rather than just half the neighbors. Message is don't waste the talents of half the population. Not that Microsoft lets its men browse the net on their own, of course. But they can code, for about three-quarters of what a woman coder earns." 

Carl was struggling with the notion of gender equality as an image thing and Barry jumped in to help. "I'm glad there are women willing to take on the burden of running the government, business, all that. All I want to control is a second grade classroom. Beyond that and a modest paycheck, I'm free to be creative, to have good times, to enjoy life." 

"Yeah, you'll be hooked up soon enough," Farina said with a smile, "lady who likes it when you go sert once in awhile." 

Not me, Carl thought. Some ranch guest hunting for a husband comes onto me, I'm outta there. "So what will we study this afternoon?" Carl asked Fatima. 

"Second time encounters; how you come on to a woman after you've met and made a first impression. Watching a lot of clips from old soap operas. study how the actors come on like tomcats sniffing pussy while keeping that civilized veneer. Every few minutes we stop the vid and one of you guys comes on to one of us. I know Barry's getting good at this bit, aren't you, hon?" 

* * *

One morning, Carl’s second week on the ranch, the chore sheet directed him to the maintenance shop, next to the stables. In the shop Eric Evans, the honcha’s husband, was clamping a length of wood, varnished oak, into a vise. The paddle-

-Carl had been introduced three days ago and knew its function--had four holes drilled through the wood. 

“Whassup, Mr. E.? Did Consuela bust her paddle on my butt?” 

“G'morning, Carl. No, she had been complaining about shoulder pain, rotator cuff or some such, for a couple months now, before you came along. She needs to get the same swing with less effort so I’ll give her two more holes.” 

“Hmmm. I tell you, sir, I can make the sheets so tight she can drop a quarter on the bed and see it bounce. It’s those goofy little seashell patterns in the hand towels that I still fail.” 

Consuela Ramirez, was head of housekeeping like Eric was head of maintenance. Carl knew one manager would not want to hear another manager run down so he stifled the impulse to complain about Consuela’s teaching methods. 

Eric gave Carl a sympathetic smile as he tightened the chuck on a bit in his power drill. “Doing something domestic to a woman’s standards is always hard, son. There’s stuff I still miss after nineteen-plus years of marriage, like cleaning the bathroom her way.” 

“Does Ms. Evans thrash you when that happens?” 

“No, not like your paddling. Maybe a frown and a pinch somewhere. Just

enough to remind me I’d better get out of her displeasure zone quick as I can.” 

Eric drilled a hole in the paddle and Carl whisked the sawdust into a dustpan. 

“When I left Colorado I was hoping to leave heavy-handed women behind, this being an equality state and all. But in the roleplay school they say equality is more an image thing and it’s just a softer matriarchy here. Are they right, sir?” 

Eric smoothed the insides of the new holes with a rattail file, choosing his next words. “When I was your age, had just met Samantha over in Las Vegas, the first time I realized how much she wanted to run everything in our lives together. I panicked and ran here to Utah. Thought I was better off single, no women in my life, period. I fled to St. George, over the state line and hoped I could lay low there, But she tracked me down after a week or so.” 

“Isn’t there a coventry down there you could have gone to?” 

“They set up the coventries after the Comps landed and this all happened a few months before that. There was a misogynist terrorist group had a camp in that same area, blew up a couple of the women’s gyms before they got caught. I met a guy from that bunch, scary type, once. Had CNB tattooed across his knuckles, they called themselves the Chuck Norris Brigade.” 

Carl remembered the shadowy Zeke when he appeared at a Soldiers of Justice meet back in Denver. He had SOJ tattooed across his knuckles, it looked a bit like a re-do. He resolved to sound out Eric later, maybe talk to him about the Soldiers if it wouldn’t mean ratting them out. 

“So, what happened when Ms. Evans found you, sir?” 

“She just sat down with me, in a very caring way, dug out some feelings about my parents I had buried. My mom never went to an S&S gym because of their traditional mindsets, died of breast cancer that the gym routine would have prevented, and I was being crushed by guilt. Samantha showed me that she did not want to break me, just bend me enough to accept her leadership with her love. There were some bumps in the road after that but we got to a good place and have stayed there. And we have lived a few places as she moved up in hotel managing, but Utah feels good to both of us because of that day in St. George.” 

All married men he knew, older than Bee-Gens, talked like this. His dad sure did. How great it was, being married to a woman who made good money, made all the heavy lifting decisions, et cetera, while she still let you do other stuff you enjoyed. That was their generation’s talk. Guys in Carl’s class at Schroeder who were married or attached by now didn’t talk that way. When they got out of the house at all. He was sure in his mind he was going to stay single. 

PART TWO

SUMMER

CHAPTER FIVE

THE BOUNTY HUNTRESS

June 2049

The sun sloped into the afternoon when Megan drove home, or let the car drive her home while she graded final essays. The last student to turn in a paper, Li Daiyu, had brought it to her office around midday. The young Chinese woman would be flying back home to Beijing soon. 

Megan still worried a bit about Daiyu perhaps reporting to Bahvine Parsk at the embassy, and had maintained tight security on her digital and print copies of the History of Argulia. Student and teacher had nonetheless formed a wary sort of relationship, as two who had learned some of the Comporellan language. . 

Missy Falkenstein’s term paper for the seminar was a B or maybe a B-plus. She had written about California’s repeal of the community property law, no longer useful to the women who now owned most of the wealth. Without a claim to half the property, men could still seek alimony, and divorce courts had awarded some men hefty alimony in high profile cases. A major Hollywood producer and her lawyer, facing a big alimony judgement, had come up with the idea of monetizing consortium in a commercial context. 

Consortium could be given a dollar value in a tort case, such as a botched surgery that rendered a man impotent when his wife sued for loss of consortium. 

Why not let the woman assign the rights to her husband’s functioning body to another woman? The state legislature amended the sales article of the commercial code to regulate such transactions. A divorce, remarriage, and sales contract all in one court process took the first woman off the hook for alimony. 

Missy had taken on the argument that such transactions reduced married men to the status of property and was the equivalent of slavery. Her rebuttal contended that slavery was a condition one could be born into or forced into by capture. 

Being married was a condition a man volunteered for. Marriage had always come with property concepts like dower and curtesy. 

“Only bleeding-heart namby-pambies,” Missy had written, “ would call this slavery. Further, the government had always made policies to encourage marriage and letting a woman consider a husband as a fungible as well as fu--

able asset would encourage more women to propose.” 

An A paper would have taken a closer look at just how voluntary the man’s “I do” was when he had been seduced and his putative cerebro-phallic cortex played. The style was good, other than the bleeding-heart bit. Missy had no doubt enticed a male student to edit her prose. Female students’ prose, influenced by years on social media, was usually wooden, and the young men were often better writers. Megan decided on a simple B

As the car parked itself in her driveway space, she glanced across the farmyard and noticed an unfamiliar vehicle by the sugaring shack. Stark distributed his bottled syrups and ciders in an old Ford pickup; this van, dark and boxy, seemed out of place. 

Restarting the car, she drove herself over and parked behind the van. Voices, Stark’s and a woman’s, jangled out of the shack. Megan pushed the door open and three people turned to look at her. Stark, a young man in a gray hoodie, and a woman, bigger and taller than the men, about her own size. The woman, dishwater-blonde hair cut short and sloppy, as if the stylist had been using sheep shears while drunk, had the young man’s wrist in a grip. 

“Megan, I’m glad to see you--hope you can help us sort this out.” 

“What’s going on, Ephraim?” 

“I’d come in to stick labels on the syrup bottles, found this young fellow in here, Begged me to hide him from the women over in Woodstock he’d been working for. Few minutes later this lady came in and says she has the legal right to haul him back to Vermont.” 

“Damn right I do!” A low-pitched growl from the tawdry-looking blonde. She was dressed in jeans and a cutoff sweatshirt showing solid, sculpted biceps. Her blue eyes took in Megan’s size and she glared, striving for dominance. “Little Freddie here is indentured to two citizens of Woodstock and has departed their premises in violation of his contract obligations.” 

“This under the new Voluntary Servitude Act?” Megan had studied this statute, enacted by Vermont last year. The Thirteenth Amendment prohibited Involuntary servitude along with slavery; to keep servitude voluntary, the law required the employer, also known as mistress, to pay a minimum wage salary and allowed the servant to terminate the contract if he gave four months’ notice, duly notarized. Minors (the age of majority in Vermont was eighteen for females, twenty-four for males) needed parental consent to terminate and their wages could be paid to the parent. Freddie here looked to be nineteen, twenty at most. 

“Sure is--you may not have laws like that here in New Hampshire, but you owe us full faith and credit.” 

“Full faith and credit for judicial proceedings, acts, and records of Vermont’s public agencies,” Megan said, paraphrasing that part of the Constitution. 

“Without which, hauling someone off by main force is against New Hampshire law.” She wanted to take care how she reacted until she knew what legal ammunition this woman had. 

“You wanna see court papers? You bet!” The beefy blonde shifted her grip to trap Freddie’s arm inside her elbow, freeing one hand to hold her bag while she delved into it with the other hand. “Here they are.” She held out what appeared to be copies of a document. 

Skimming quickly, Megan gathered that this was a civil complaint, a breach of contract action praying for specific performance and damages, filed yesterday in the superior court for Windsor County, Vermont. The plaintiffs, Rachel McCann and Claire McCann, alpha spouse and beta spouse, alleged that one Frederick Beckett, a minor, acting by his mother Miranda Beckett, had entered into a contract for personal services in the plaintiffs’ residence for a term of five years.. 

.Megan read to the end and looked up at the woman. She appeared a few years older, faint scar on her cheek, bit of a double chin, drinker’s nose, maybe some hard partying as well as rough stuff. Belly could be starting to sag under that sweatshirt, not very seductive--if she liked to ride cock, she’d be paying for it in a tomcat house.. 

“Are you one of these McCanns?” she asked, handing the complaint back. 

“Naw, they hired me.” She took the paper back from Megan and rooted through her bag some more. The letterhead, a cheap printing job, proclaimed one Jolene Kowalski, office in White River Junction, was a bail enforcement agent and private investigator, license number such and such, Below it, a contract form

with blanks filled in by hand, engaged the services of Ms. Kowalski for so many dollars per hour, to retrieve the person of one Frederick Beckett, a defendant in civil action number such and such. The scrawled signature went over the printed name of Rachel McCann, plaintiff. 

“So, you catch bail jumpers, people charged with a crime and let out of jail when they post bail, right? Has this man been charged with a crime in Vermont?” 

Kowalski shook her head, “How about this civil action--has he been served with a summons?” Another head shake, “Are you authorized to serve civil process in New Hampshire?” Another no. 

“The thing is, anyone with eighty bucks to spend can file a civil action, allege anything they want, moon made of green cheese, whatever. But the court doesn’t have jurisdiction over the defendant until he’s been properly served, so I’d like to hear how just filing a complaint yesterday gives you a lawful right to take him back with you.” Megan knew women in F/f marriages, hired a guy to work as their servant and butler. Younger guys, Free-Gens, prized jobs like that but they were just that, jobs one could quit. The Vermont practice sounded a bit different, harder to get out of. 

Kowalski set her bag on the ground and stamped on Freddie’s foot with her boot. 

This kept him in place while freeing her hands for whatever action she would choose to take next. When Freddie moaned, she snickered. “A whimpering, simpering child again, all bewitched and bewildered. We’ll have you back home in about an hour, sonny.” 

Megan just owned the pop song lyrics category in trivia contests, and she hated to hear the words to a classic song mangled. The flash of irritation pushed her resolve into a confrontation mode. “If you’re a licensed bounty hunter, you should know the rules, Ms. Kowalski. You need to go back to Vermont by yourself today, get your legal ducks lined up right before you apprehend this young man.” 

“Yeah? What about possession being nine-tenths of the law, Ms. Smart-ass? I got this boy and I’m keeping him!” With a rough push, Kowalski forced Freddie to his knees and stood astride him. At the same time, she reached behind her, feeling along a utility belt where she carried handcuffs and other tools of her trade. She came up with a pair of nunchucks. 

Megan saw that once Kowalski had these ninja weapons out, she could drag the boy into her van with one hand while keeping the others at bay with the business end of the nunchucks. Springing right at Kowalski, she kicked her right on the elbow and followed with a punch to the sternum, heel of the hand the way they taught gloveless in kickboxing. 

Kowalski, caught by surprise, caught a boot on the side of Freddie, who was trying to scuttle backward,. She lost her balance and landed on her back, and Megan came down on her, knees pile driving into the midsection. The wind completely knocked out of her, Kowalski’s grip on the nunchucks weakened and Megan ripped the weapon out of her grip. 

Gripping each end of the wooden club, Megan brought it down across her raised thigh and broke it. Did the same with the other end and tossed the scraps toward the van. Looked down at the bounty huntress trying to suck some air back into her big chest. The woman appeared to be a wee bit taller than Megan, a burly two hundred pounds; a long fight could have been dicey. 

In her years of more-or-less faithful gym sessions, three times a week, Megan had pretty much stayed with basic wrestling for the combat parts of the workouts--and now kickboxing, but very basic, yellow-belt level stuff. Martial arts training was always available, but she considered those disciplines more for smaller women. If this Jolene had some of those skills to go with her size and strength, she could be damn tough. 

“Ephraim, call the Sheriff’s office,” she said. Round two was not going to happen today. 

“Don’t bother, I’m leaving,” Kowalski wheezed. “But, sonny, I’ll be back. You can run but you can’t hide from me.” Kowalski picked up her bag, Megan watching her closely, but she just walked out of the shed. climbed into her van, and drove off, flipping a finger to all three. 

“Let’s get out of here, into the sunshine,” she said to the men. “All this glass,” 

indicating Stark’s syrupy stock in trade, “could have been a real mess if that fight had gone on a while.” 

Freddie, still on his knees, stared up at her, a worshipful look. “Oh, Mistress, you were magnificent. Thank you, thank you. What you saved me from was so awful…” 

 Now that verges on simpering, the verb that comes first before whimpering in the song. “Let’s not be too hasty about your salvation, Freddie. Do you know if you had to post a performance bond when you went to work for the McCanns?” A nominal performance bond in these so-called voluntary indentures was used in Vermont, she had heard, as an excuse for sending agents like the formidable Jolene after runaways. 

Freddie didn’t know; his mother had handled all the arrangements. Had she put up a bond, Freddie was lucky the McCanns had not mentioned it in their complaint, most likely been thrown together in a hurry. 

“So that woman could be back tomorrow if her clients had one of these bonds,” 

Stark said. “Son, tell Megan what you told me about why you ran away.” 

“I did all the cleaning and cooking, and Mistress Claire would check my work and punish me when it wasn’t good enough. Usually a dozen with the cane. 

Mistress Rachel, she’s bigger, the alpha, didn’t have anything to do with me for a long time. It’s Mistress Claire would unlock me for my cleaning time, and sometimes she would use her fingers to give me some relief. She made me come into a jar of some sort. I never went into the Mistress Bedroom but I knew when they were together there, Mistress Rachel would be on top with this thing she could strap on.” 

“Then one time,” Freddie’s voice faltered, “Mistress Claire had been sick with the flu, was sleeping up in a spare room, Mistress Rachel comes and takes me into the Mistress Bedroom and tells me to strip. She straps on her thing, makes me kneel and suck on it till it’s good and wet. Then she unlocks me, lays me on my stomach, comes in from behind and thrusts it into me oh so far! I thought she was going to split me open, and it hurt, oh so bad.” 

“So...she took you without your consent, against your will?” Stark’s tone was a gloss of calm over suppressed anger. Megan suspected more in the story, and Freddie confirmed her suspicion. 

“No, sir,” the boy blubbered, tear-stained cheeks turning red. “After I was unlocked, she reached around and played with me until I was about crazy, begging her to touch me anywhere, any way she wanted.” Wiping his eyes with a shaking hand, he continued. “Even though it hurt, I wanted her to do it--at the time. When I pooped the next morning, the pain came back without the fun, and I saw some blood in my poop, and then I didn’t want her to do that again.” 

“Did she?” 

“Yes and it was just like the first time, with me wanting and begging for it at the time and then just the hurting afterwards. And she said we’d do that every Thursday. Mistress Claire must be mad about it because she got a bigger cane and gives me two dozen, even thirty strokes.” He buried his face in his hands and sobbed. 

“Megan, we’ve got to get this boy away from this situation and safely hidden somewhere. I don’t mean we as you and me, there’s some people I know can help with cases like this.” 

“I agree, Eph, but remember how confident that woman sounded about how he couldn’t hide from her? Chances are they’ve planted a nanotracker somewhere on him.” She waited until Freddie’s crying subsided and placed a gentle touch on his knee. “Freddie, since you started working for the McCanns, had they taken you to a doctor’s office or any place you might have been given a shot?” 

Freddie shook his head. “No, no hospital or doctor’s office, just the dentist for a cavity.” 

Megan nodded and looked at Stark. “Dental filling’s plenty big enough for a nano, Eph. She’ll be right on his trail wherever he goes, even if he gets his lock picked.” 

“We’ve got a couple of dentists, older men, one retired but can get into his old office at night. I’ll make some calls right now.” 

As Stark was calling, Megan wondered what sort of network Stark was part of. A modern Underground Railroad, perhaps, people working to help young men escape the harder side of gynarchy? But escape to where? The matriarchy was everywhere, even in the enclaves in a gentler form. Canada was near--the Canadian provinces did not go off the deep end the way some states--Vermont, prime example--did. Their east coast enclave, Prince Edward Island, was supposed to be a bit more egalitarian than New Hampshire. 

Stark rejoined them, grinning. “That retired dentist, Doc Smith over in Manchester, can do it tonight. And here’s the fun part--he says he can put the old filling on a pellet and stick it to a stray cat. When Blondie comes back with her papers and tracks her nano down, I’ll bet the expression on her face will be priceless!” They all laughed, then Stark turned serious. “I’ll run him over to Manchester in the truck now,” he said to Megan, “and then line him up with a locksmith there. Get that earring off him, too. I may be out overnight, would you keep an eye on the place?” 

“You bet, Eph, I’ve just got a stack of term papers to grade. When I need a break from reading college kid prose, maybe I’ll do some more label sticking here.” 

Before they left, Freddie knelt before her and kissed her hand. Vaginal moisture signalled Megan’s arousal, typical after she had just won a fight. While Stark was inside making his calls, she had been tempted to drop her pants and take Freddy’s tongue. But getting the boy off on this underground railroad was more important than her needs of the moment. Being female meant a horny pussy could not override the brain. 

Megan settled in with her stack of student work, picked up Cassie LaFleur’s paper. The square-shouldered hockey player had analyzed a recent dispute between the New Jersey Insurance Department and the life insurance companies. 

The companies were refusing to write term life insurance on married men over forty years old. They tended to die of heart attacks and the like in the bedroom before they got to sixty. The Department ordered them to continue issuing such policies. The dispute went to litigation. 

The image of a fearful, trembling husband being dragged to the marital bed by a wife whose libido and sexual appetite continued to grow while his declined was a popular trope in stand-up comedy. Chat Rooms on the Junonet .were devoted to DBF--Death by Fucking--with sentiments like “Ride him to his expiration date and spend his insurance payout on a young stud” often expressed. 

Cassie tackled the policy issue: should New Jersey favor the Merry Widow or the Horny Cougar? She argued for the merry widow, noting that when a woman took a man into her household, she acquired an asset that will depreciate over time. By middle age, his child care services would not be needed and the occasional hospital stays diminished the value of his other contributions. It made good sense to liquidate--perhaps not the most felicitous choice of words, but this was New Jersey, after all--a depreciated asset and reinvest the proceeds. 

To Cassie’s credit she tried to get into the man’s point of view. Twenty years married to an empowered woman left him deeply bonded to her. Cut loose, most divorced men pined away and died of a broken heart after a few months. The more humane exit, one he would choose when given the choice, would be to expire on her sheets. 

The woman’s point of view, Cassie seemed to assume, was cold and unsentimental, never allowing any sympathetic feelings to show toward a subordinate male. Yet the world seemed full of middle-aged women, like Megan’s mother, who remained fond of their male partners as the years passed. 

There were so many ways to enjoy a man besides vaginal coitus--his tongue and mouth, his hands and fingers, his anus. This whole DBF thing was just about the money and Cassie was being disingenuous to pretend it wasn’t. 

Jotting in the margins, Megan noted that this argument for DBF seemed more anecdotal than data-driven. Plenty of men like her landlord, Epraim Stark had been divorced without heartbreak. The deeper issue was how this played out in the overall population. Every time a merry widow snagged a young man of twenty meant one less male for the young women of twenty like Cassie. 

Sustainability! Over the long run, generations, the Comporellians’ culture:turns out not to be sustainable; that was their dirty little secret Megan had unearthed from the History of Argulia. 

Megan marked Cassie’s paper with a B minus and opened the next student’s research paper. Li Daiyu’s title was Childbirth Policies in the Womens Republic of China. Ever since the one-child policy in the twentieth century, the state in China had been involved in human reproduction. One Child had been imposed by a totalitarian government. 

The new policy, called More Boys, Bigger Girls emerged from vigorous debate by an engaged citizenry. A citizenry that was all female. This was the paper Daiyu had proposed in Megan’s office last April. The student had come back there several times since, after they discovered a mutual interest in learning Comporellian. 

The Bigger Girls policy involved human growth hormone, administered in utero or in the first months of a baby girl’s life, as the mother chose. When the girl entered the S&S gym program, she was already on her way to the eventual strength and height advantage she would have over males her age. More Boys was the government's program to increase the numerical preponderance of male births from 105 to every 100 female births to 110 per 100. The pregnancy pills were not gender-predictive the way the Comporellians’ own pills were, but a combination of acupuncture and herbal teas could increase the chances of conceiving a boy. And the state offered financial incentives for male births. 

This policy grew out of the deep Chinese admiration for Comporellian culture. A woman of higher status in Comporelli was entitled to keep two adult males in her house, three if she was of very high status. A diplomat like Bahvine Parsk was entitled to two. 

China had copied this practice. Men were no longer called husbands in a domestic setting in China, they were HSPs, household services providers. As a woman achieved high status in China, she would want a second HSP. As every citizen was entitled to one HSP if she could afford one ,it was necessary to engineer a surplus of males. 

Daiyu had omitted a good deal of context, assuming the reader was well aware of them. Megan was, of course. There was no slavery in China, for starters. 

Slavery contravened the charter of the United Nations, and if Terra were ever to join the Comporellian Empire it would have to be through the U.N. The Empire did not annex half-planets. 

China wanted to secure its culture by having like-minded neighbors, so Womens Republics were soon set up in Korea, Vietnam, Mongolia, the Philippines, and eventually Japan: the East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere. Russia, India, and Indonesia, although not organized as Womens’ Republics, went along with China in the U.N., often as not. 

If the United States were to adopt the policies of a femdom gynocracy, the European and South American Unions would inevitably follow. An image of democratic matriarchy draining away, circling faster and faster, came to Megan’s mind. Shaking her head to focus on the work at hand, she settled on an A for Daiyu’s paper. The girl did not know, could not know that men-as-property gynocracy became unsustainable after a few dozen generations., 

Having taken a longer look at the Equality Party at Alice Cohen’s urging, and read some of Alice’s material on the rise of a femdom agenda within the Clean House Party, Megan was growing more conscious of the worrisome trends in the majority party. She examined her conscience and found herself agreeing with Alice that men should aspire to more than four C’s. 

Now Alice’s bank was going to transfer her back to Maine, to the Portland headquarters office,and she would be moving her family, dogs and all, back there. She was pressing Megan to take her place as chair of the Young Egalitarians. It would strain ties with Megan’s family, so linked with the rise of Clean House. But she could not be complacent about the trends growing ever more obvious. 

CHAPTER SIX

SEDUCED AND RECRUITED

Utah, June 2049

“Just focus on the red light, sir. A neutral expression works best for most people.” 

Carl composed his face and stared at the camera in a Utah DMV office. The license agent activated a flash of light, then turned to her keyboard to continue data input. Soon, Carl would be holding an adult driver’s license, his minor’s license from Colorado canceled and destroyed. The new plastic card would be data-fortified with his retinal scan and digitized thumbprint. 

The woman rotated a screen so he could review his image and vitals. DOB 04-12-2029, HT 188 CM, WT 85 KG, HR BLK, EY BLU, that was Carl, all right. 

He nodded at the clerk with a small smile. She smiled back, appraising the more intangible aspects of his features. Such as his mustache, now grown out and freshly trimmed. When she touched his hand to position his thumb over the screen, he had stiffened down below and she must have noticed him wince when his glans touched the abrasive end of the shield. 

Z...Y...X...W...Carl went into one of the brain exercises he had been practicing at school. Elena Sandoval taught the young men in her masculinity academy to concentrate on their brains’ centers for logical reasoning and behavioral control when the pleasure reward center in the amygdala lit up. She put images of the brain centers on a screen in the classroom. The amygdala supercharged in the male brain after six years on Comporelli and the orbitofrontal cortex withered and weak explained why the Bee-Gens had no choice but to think with their

dicks. 

Carl had been practicing number and letter exercises with Fatima at the school that afternoon, concentrating on logic while she came onto him, trying to flirt him into the silly zone. He thought he had been doing all right. When he drove on to the licensing bureau after school, he put his shield back on. A dude just didn’t go around in the civilian world unshielded, even in a boring bureaucratic office. And the license clerk seemed like a typical bureaucrat, chestnut hair done up in a bun, eyes columbine blue behind rimless glasses. 

The woman rose from her desk, figure looking kind of curvy. Single, no locket. I can do this, Carl thought. Convert her five-seven height to metric. Sixty-seven inches times 2.54, twice sixty-seven is one-thirty-four, plus thirty-three point five equals one-sixty-seven-plus, and a couple more for the point-oh-four. The exercise evoked a mental gyroscope, keeping his mind on an even keel as he was accepting a slip of paper from her. 

“Since you have called this address up in Big Cottonwood Canyon your primary residence,” the woman said, “you will have to go across the street to update your voter registration in the county building. Once you do that, they will print your new driver’s license. Remember, if your status changes and you start wearing an earring, you will have to come back for a new photograph.” A brief, clerical smile and she dismissed him, already calling up the next applicant’s number. 

Exiting the DMV building, Carl relaxed as he felt his arousal recede. Down here, chances are the voting place would be staffed by bored bureaucrats just like the DMV. . He was horny, no doubt about that. No action at the ranch--he had to stay shielded bussing dishes and making up guest rooms--until he graduated from the academy and earned his manly dude badge, no action at the academy as neither Fatima nor Ingrid was allowed by Elena to go beyond tantalizing him. The only action was with Madame Palm in the bunkhouse, which was often empty with all the MDs in some guest’s bed every night. 

The county registrar’s office was decked out with citizenship: a U.S. flag by a picture of President Eva Vanags, a Utah flag with a picture of the governor, Herbert Rampton, and the lieutenant governor, Susan Rampton. Hatstand by the door for his stetson. Signs directed Carl to voter registration, the counter staffed by a man. Graying hair, probably just a bit too old for the first draft back in 2031. Earring in the left ear with a gold border, a married man. Asking if he had voted in the last election, the 2048 general election. 

Well, yes, at least Carl had signed his blank ballot before giving it to his mother. 

Like every woman who had a man under her thumb, Carla was used to casting two votes and this time she got to cast three. Even though Colorado deemed Carl a minor, the 26th Amendment to the Constitution guaranteed him the right to vote at age eighteen. 

“If you sign on the screen here, that will express your consent to cancel your registration in Denver as you register to vote here in Salt Lake County.” 

Should he do this without asking Mom? Well, she had packed him off to Utah with the idea that he finds his own sense of selfhood, as well as staying out of a Denver jail. This was one of the consequences. Telling himself it was always easier to ask for forgiveness than permission, he signed. 

With a keystroke from the clerk, a printer hummed and clicked, and soon a shiny new Utah driver’s license appeared. Handing him the vital plastic, the clerk had one last instruction. 

“You are not required to join any political party to vote in general or nonpartisan elections, Mr. Farinelli. If you wish to vote in party caucuses or primaries, you

would need to join a party, though. Representatives of the two major parties are sitting around the corner, should you wish to join one today.” 

Carl saw the two people sitting behind card tables, symbols of their parties on banners. The Equality Party, represented by the math symbol for equivalence, was staffed by a middle-aged man, smiling as he made eye contact. Ignoring, for the moment, the Clean House Party and its broom image, Carl approached the Equality table. 

“A new voter, a man exercising his free will to choose his government! 

Welcome, sir, the Equality Party would gladly offer you brotherhood and defense of your rights.” The man, unattached judging by his right ear, was trying to ignore the snickers and eye-rolling from the woman seated at the other table as he stood with hand extended. 

Carl shook his hand and glanced at one of the brochures on the table. He knew the party platform well enough from stuff his mother had at home--equal pay for equal work by men, paid paternity leave to three years, restoring the E.E,O.C.’s jurisdiction over gender discrimination cases. Nothing new, but he supposed he ought to sign up with them, family tradition and all. Still, he was curious about how they did things when they were in charge. 

“So..how do you nominate candidates? You do run the same number of men as women, right?” 

“Yes, we do. Like Salt Lake County elects sixteen reps to the state legislature, eight senators. County committee chooses eight and eight for the House races, splits Senate seats the same way. Of course we don’t get them all elected; the opposition--”flicking a glance toward the woman at the Clean House table-

-”pulls about forty percent of the vote here in the urban areas. With proportional

rep, they got six of the sixteen rep seats and three of the senators. Statewide offices, we try to rotate, like the governor, Herb Rampton, his wife was the gov before him when he was lieutenant gov, now they swap offices.” 

The Clean House woman guffawed. “And Susie Rampton is still running things, you’d better believe. Keeps her husband real close. Why, if a sharp lobbyist got Herb Rampton alone for an hour, gave him a good whiff of pussy, she could get him to sign on for anything!” 

Sounded familiar. Back in Denver Carla Farinelli held one of Equality’s two seats on the City Council, the other held by a man, Fred McGuffin. Married to a woman who agreed to share him with Carla. To keep the seven Clean House council women from poaching poor Fred, Carla used him for hot sex just before every council meeting. 

Carl looked at the woman, Auburn hair, a wide streak of blue in the we-like-Comps style, worn about to her shoulders, typically broad. Cream-colored blouse, powerful arms showing. Now she began to stand up, rising with languid grace. Walked around the table, heels clacking. The same sound as his mother’s pumps, and he knew without looking that they were four inch heels. He was not surprised when her eyes, gunmetal gray with flecks of blue, came level with his gaze. The feeling that those eyes were undressing him activated a burst of energy below his abdomen. 

Do the math--any math! If she is five-ten barefoot, like Mom, that’s seventy inches, times two point--Carl knew his mother’s metric height, one seventy-eight, and didn’t need to calculate. Think of another math exercise..prime numbers. One, two, three, five...The symbols on her locket looked like those on his mother’s--grappling, he knew that. 

Now she stood within touching distance, “Joining Clean House can be helpful for getting federal government jobs. A strapping young man like you, outdoors type, wouldn’t you like to work for the Forest Service, Park Service, BLM?” 

Now her nails, maroon-lacquered, grazed his wrist, sending a kind of electric current up his arm and down his torso. Eleven, thirteen, fif--no, not prime--

seventeen? Yes, Nineteen? 

“Plus,” purring like a cat, a large and hungry cat, “we have an interesting nomination process. We have two schools of thought on the male role in modern matriarchy. One holds that the Bee-Gen man--submissive, obedient, total-def as you young people say--is an ideal template for you later generations. The other, the one we use in Utah, finds you more interesting if we cut you some slack, still respecting female authority but able to make some of your own choices.” 

Walking her nails up toward his elbow now. The electric current seemed to fork at Carl’s shoulder, one branch going up into his head and doubtless, shorting out his prefrontal cortex. Prime numbers were circling like water whirling around a drain. The end of his shield was hurting his stiff cock now. 

“Well,” stepping a centimeter closer into his space, “I think it’s close enough to five to call it a day here and relax with a nice chill Pinot Grigio. Hearty lad like you, more of a beer type, I’d wager. Would you choose an IPA or a good lager? 

Your choice, my treat.” Her voice had that she-who-must-be-obeyed quality, loaded with what they called sigma. 

Fingertips on his elbow now, feather-light but steering him out the door. Carl just remembered to grab his hat.. The Equality man was sputtering something he barely registered. Had he made a conscious choice to go with this woman? Lager or IPA--was that what his free will was reduced to? Mouth as dry as the Bonneville flats, it sounded good. 

Entering her car, a recent Cadillac, maroon like her nails. she entered a destination into the robotic. She didn’t appear old enough to be using phrases like “you young people.” Arms and legs, now exposed as a charcoal skirt rose to mid-thigh, firm and toned, face and hands, no more wrinkles than the twentyish Ingrid and Fatima. 

This woman who had with such light effort commandeered him still reminded Carl of his mother, who was forty-nine, With a jolt, he realized that his mother still looked that young, too, and most of her contemporaries did, too. His only frame of reference for what middle-aged people should look like were men, like his dad and Mr. Evans at the ranch, and dudes like back in the registrar’s office. 

A few wrinkles, a bit of sag here and there, that’s what being in your forties or fifties meant for the male. 

The car was taking them somewhere nearby and its owner now focused those cinereal eyes on him. “I’m Silvie Santangela, by the way, and did I hear correctly? Your last name is Farinelli?” Handed him a business card, identifying her as the administrator, Svelte and Supple Gymnasia, South S.L.C. County division. That was still the official name of what everyone called the Strong & Sexy Gyms, or just S&S, Naming himself, Carl wondered if a handshake was called for but Silvie made no move in that direction. 

The car parked itself in front of a restaurant, the Aspen Grove, with a false art deco facade. Silvie told her car to open her door, stepped out, and walked around to Carl’s side. He had been unable to open his door from the inside, and had to wait for her to order his door open. Accepting her hand as he climbed out from the bucket seat, the touch of her nails on his palm sent a fresh jolt up his arm. 

Another math exercise--better than prime numbers! How about Fibonacci? 

Silvie led them to a table in the lounge area, a small round for two. His mouth still felt as dry as if packed with cotton, and he chose an IPA from the drinks list. 

With a few deft strokes, she pried the most salient details of his life by the time

their drinks arrived. 

Zero, one, one. One, one, two. One, two, three. Two, three, five. Carl tried to keep the numbers in his mind, but realized his lips must have been moving when Silvie raised a quizzical eyebrow. “Sorry, I was just thinking about my next work shift tonight.” 

“Summer solstice is almost here, Carl, a long, mellow afternoon remains before people even think about dinner. You won’t have dishes to buss for hours yet.” 

Silvia traced a fingertip around the condensation on her wine glass. Raised it to clink against his tumbler. 

“Here’s to equality of the sexes as we understand it back in Wyoming, Carl. Did you know that it’s called the Equality State? First crack in the wall of patriarchy, back in 1869, letting women vote. The sparse population that meant women had to do the same work as men back then means men have to do the same work--

well, some of the same work--as women today.” The Clean House-led government in the capital, Cheyenne, had not embraced much of the recent social legislation trending out of Colorado, she said. 

Silvie eyed Carl’s right arm as he raised his glass. “My, you are a sturdy boy,” 

she murmured, tracing a pattern on his bicep. “Come on, flex for me, let’s see how big it is.” 

Three, five, eight. Five, eight...simple addition was slipping away. Her thumb and fingers pushed indentations into his flexed bicep, a strong grip. Under the table, Carl was getting larger and harder in his shield, pounding against the end. 

His brain could process nothing but the image of those fingers around his throbber. 

“Here, look at mine,” Silvie said, planting an elbow on the table. She warmed up, then popped a bicep that looked close to Carl’s in size and definition, maybe a wee bit smaller. “Oooh, I wonder..I wonder how long I could hold out against you,” She moved their glasses out of the way, then reached across the table to clasp his palm. “Let's arm wrestle, baby, I really want to know if I can keep you from pinning me for three minutes!” 

Did he have any choice? Carl could sense no options as he braced an elbow on the table and readied his grip in the woman’s palm. The guys in the bunkhouse did this many evenings and he won more matches than he lost, learning useful tactics along the way. For starters, he tried to execute a top roll, working his palm up toward her fingers. Silvie, trying to do the same thing, took them to stalemate. Next, he tried a hook move, bending her wrist back but the woman’s tendons held hard as a rock. 

The timer on Silvie’s phone beeped with one minute left. Carl spent the waning seconds trying to press, bringing his shoulder more to bear, but she remained unyielding. What if she were stronger and was toying with him? He dared not risk looking at her face lest he drown in those eyes, the color of the sea on a cloudy day. Time expired with another beep and Silvie lifted an elbow off the table to signify a draw. 

“Well, I held my own for three minutes,” Silvie said with a radiant smile, “but a tie seems to call out for a tie-breaker. Finish your beer and let’s go somewhere where we can determine a winner.” Carl could see no way to refuse. A minute later they were sitting in her dark red Cadillac. 

“Car, tint all windows to opacity level five,” Silvie said. Still in the parking lot of the bar, the robotics complied and darkened the windows. “Car, lower the passenger seat to horizontal. Engage supplemental passenger side restraints.” 

Carl felt a secondary set of belts click around his legs as his seat reclined to full extent. “Car, release driver side restraints.” Her belt clicked open and receded. 

The drop and the click of the belt around his shins jolted Carl out of the strange torpor of the last few minutes. He fumbled with the buckle for the main restraint around his chest but could not open the mechanism. Of course it was voice-activated. “Car,” he rasped, “release passenger restraints.” Nothing happened but the tinkling laughter of Silvie., 

“Relax, my boy. It’s attuned to my voice. I’ll open your belts in a minute, as soon as I’m ready to join you down there.” She unbuttoned her blouse and, after setting it, folded, on the dash, removed a fine chain from around her neck. The key on the chain she put into the lock space between the hardened cups of her bra, looking at Carl to confirm his understanding of its function. Then she hung the chain around the rear view mirror. 

“It’s time to play tit for tat, Carl. I’ve brought the tit--” flicking the nail of her index finger against the Comporellian plasteel, a dull thud--”and I trust you have brought the tat.” Using the same finger, after unbuttoning the fly on his jeans, she flicked it against his steel shield, which rang like a bell in the car. “So let’s see the key to your tat. In the little pocket?” 

In a moment Silvie discovered his key and hung it by its chain around the mirror with her bra key. “Let’s get your clothes off so we can wrestle for the keys, my boy.” First unbuttoning his shirt, then his shoes and jeans, she caressed his abs and yanked his briefs off. “Oh, did I hear a groan? Does that shiny steel thing hurt your big tool? It so happens my nipples would like to get free as well. Who gets to unlock us?” 

“Lady,” Carl asked her as she shimmied out of her skirt and panties, “you can’t

seriously mean wresting here in your car!” Propping himself up on his elbows, he risked looking into her eyes for signs of amusement or jest. All he could see was the glitter of lust and excitement. 

“Car: release all passenger side restraints. Car: lower the driver side seat to horizontal.” As the car executed her commands, she rolled to her side and faced him. “With both seats down, my car interior is almost exactly the size of a queen bed. And all the spaces for wrestling, round mats, octagons, whatever, are just places to practice for the ultimate arena: the conjugal--or, more properly, the coital bed.” 

Carl shook his legs to restore the circulation and felt her toes graze his ankles. 

That would account for his slight height--now length--advantage as Silvie’s mesmerizing eyes now looked straight into his from very near. Fingers light as feathers touched the back of his head and her lips brushed his, tongue flicking on his teeth. She kissed harder and Carl heard his own heartbeat, picking up speed like a car engine that reaches a summit and starts down. His awareness spun around the sides of the whirlpool where his Fibonacci numbers had gone. 

When Silvie broke off the kiss, Carl came out of his daze to realize that the woman had worked both feet inside his ankles and was rolling him onto his back and spreading his legs out with her powerful thighs, the classic grapevine hold. 

Pain jolted him back to the here and now as his pelvic girdle began stretching and he felt a side of the car with a foot. 

The wrestler caught in a grapevine has limited options for escaping. Carl thought he might get one arm around the back of her neck and try to push off with the other arm to roll her over. Silvie had other ideas: hands pressing his shoulders, she raised her head and neck out of reach. The grapevine pressure continued, holding steady. He looked up at her armoured bra and her face through the cups, now up near the roof of the car. Waving his hands, he tried to get a grip on her arms but failed. 

“Lots of room in the Caddy, don’t you think? No airplane spins or suplex throws, but we still have plenty of options--like this!” Sliding her knees together and letting him out of the grapevine, she sprang forward, pulling herself by her grip on his shoulders. A knee landed on each shoulder and Silvie grabbed his right wrist in both hands and began twisting. Carl now had his legs free, he set his feet on the seat and started bridging up, hoping to buck her off. 

“No three-second pins for his match, bucko--it ends by submission!” Silvie gathered her feet under her, by his ribs, bounced up a few inches and spun herself around so fast--Carl would replay the move in his mind afterwards,it seemed less than a second--that she slammed her tush down on his sternum and left him looking from an extremely close vantage point at her butt crack. A second later, that view went dark and he felt her thighs clamped around his head. 

Using his captured arm as a ;lever, she rolled them back to their sides where she could lock her ankles and apply a head scissors. 

Carl knew he was beaten at this point. Back in high school, Katrina had sent him off to sleepyland with a headscissors more than once. He lacked a free hand to tap out as she had his right wrist in a new grip and his left arm was behind him. 

The plush upholstery was sliding under him and he guessed Silvie was reaching for the keys on the rear view mirror. One key turned and a lock clicked open, but it was not his shield. His erection still raged against the steel walls of its prison. 

“Ah, the get out of jail card--how sweet it is,” Silvie crooned, her voice sounding far away. “Want to touch a bare boob, boy?” She moved his hand into position. 

“Is that the kind you like? I wear a 40D, but a lot of the forty is pecs and lats, of course.” A muffled groan emerged from between her thighs. 

“I’ll take that as a yes, maybe combined with an urgent hope that you could draw the lucky card. Just give this nipple a little pinch if you would. Ah, yes, just like

that. Now, how can you get out of jail? Know what a gully washer is, boy?” 

Muffled sound. “Yes, besides a sudden rainstorm in the desert. We ladies have a love gully. Mine is right in front of you, and you have a tongue that can make it rain for me. Get to work ,boy, and if it rains, jailbreak!” 

Carl went to work. Leaving her clitoris for later, he ran his mustache across her labia and licked the vaginal walls until he could sense Silvie’s arousal begin to build. Circled around the base of her rather sizeable clit, then back to the outer areas again. Another trip to the G-spot, just a flick of the tongue on the tip of the clit, quick like a rattlesnake. Now he could hear her moaning, groaning, yelling. 

He stuck the clit full on and wrapped his tongue around it. She convulsed, thigh muscles crushing his head for a few seconds, then her climax burst like a thunderclap. Most of her juices shot into his mouth and he swallowed them, savoring the tang. 

“Ah, sweetness, yes,” Silvie said. She leaned down to reach Carl’s shield and turned the key, popped the device off. Keeping his face buried in her sex, she touched the sides of his blood-suffused erection and just ran a fingernail around the base of the glans. “My Italian stallion,” she said in admiration. 

Carl felt her torso twisting and then heard a drawer open, perhaps the glove compartment. Another twist and he was on his back again and she was kneeling over his face, knees against the sides of his ribs. His arms she positioned between her thighs and calves, and he heard her tearing something open. Next he felt something cool and smooth being pulled over his cock--a condom. They were still used as barriers against disease transmission, even if no longer needed for birth control. 

Now Silvie’s fingers were cupping his balls, stroking his shaft, driving him to a shuddering anticipation of ecstasy. His mind soared, went nova, and he felt his load shooting out of him with a frantic urgency. His body, now drained, went limp as a deflating balloon even as he felt the balloon he had just filled sliding

off the end of his shrinking cock. Silive raised up off his face and wiggled forward to sit across his legs. 

Carl, now able to see her again, observed her tying off the full condom. She looked down at him and smiled. “We thank you for that nice load,” she said. 

“My husband thanks you because I won’t have to milk him this week, and I thank you for my next batch of facial cream, it should be very nice.” 

“Huh? You rub cum on your face?” 

“Oh, no, not directly. We get this emulsion base at the gym and stir fresh male ejaculate into it, keeps us looking like twenty-somethings for decades. Every Thursday I bring Sean off and have him squirt right into the jar. But yours will do for this week.” Silvie looked down at his withered member. “You are how old--twenty? I’ll bet you would be back up in twenty minutes, with a little encouragement. Want to bet?” 

Carl tried to imagine himself getting hard again and firing off three or four droplets but the picture just wouldn’t focus. He shook his head no, but Silvie leaned over him and put a magnificent breast on either side of his face. 

“Don’t shake your head like that, boy. Lick this nipple instead. Oh, nice tongue, kind of like a cat’s, sandpaper-y. Now the other one.” .Scooting back a bit on his stomach, she raised up enough to get her mouth on his. Her tongue probed and teased while her fingers scratched erogenous spots he didn’t know he had. Next, she moved down and licked the sides of his cock. In less than twenty minutes, he was in full amatory revival. 

“You know what you want, don’t you, Carl? You want a pussy-fuck. Level Six, we call it. You want to fuck this strong, domi-excuse me, assertive pussy that can take you to the moon. Admit it, Carl!” Her voice rang with authority now, wringing the truth from him. 

“Yes--yes, Ma’am, I want it. Please take me that way.” 

She stared hard into his eyes while her fingers carried on their work. “All right, I’ll give you a pussy-fuck that you will never forget, but there’s one little thing you have to do for me first.” 

“What is it, Ma’am?” Carl’s voice was hoarse with desperate desire now. 

“You have to join the Clean House Party. Just put your thumb on my little screen here and hand me your new driver’s license--oh, there it is, still in your wallet.” 

Silvie’s phone gave off a beep of confirmation. “What a good boy you have been today.” she said, triumphant. Taking his hat from the dashboard, she adjusted it on her head, “Whoopee-ti-yi-yo, cowboy.Now let’s rodeo!” 

Silvie lowered herself onto Carl’s revitalized erection and began a slow grind with her hips. Her exterior movement matched the interior rippling of her pubococcygeus muscle. The image of a NASA rocket, firing up for launch, then dialing back for a minute, then firing up again, repeated several times. He heard Silvie doing a NASA-style countdown…. 

“Ten, nine eight seven, six, six, SIX, SIX. Now, CUM!” Her voice rang out. He blasted off at last, bound for hyperspace and a dazzling flash of light. The light became a sea of bliss, of ecstasy beyond description. His consciousness plunged

into that sea. 

Silvie, breathing hard, looked down at Carl, his face slack and spent. “We thank you again, boy, Sean gets off with easy cuddling tonight. And I get a great ride, you rang my bell three times.” 

“Your husband knows you do stuff like this?” 

“Sure--he hopes I do, keeps the marriage dynamic on track. He’s forty-four, just three years younger, but a guy’s libido runs down over time while a woman’s gets stronger. I don’t drag my other guys into our home and make him watch, but he knows when I’ve scored. If I expected him to be my sole source the way I’m his, I doubt if he’d last six months.” 

Silvie ordered the car seats back upright and sorted through their clothes, down on the floor. She made a neat pile of his stuff, shield on top. His hat, back on the dashboard, got a pin in the band, a tiny broom, the Clean House symbol. “That didn’t take us too long, now, did it? Plenty of time for you to get back to your ranch.” She hummed a tune while she watched him pull his jeans over the Down-Johnson. The car took them back to the DMV where Carl had parked the Volt. 

When they arrived, Silvie turned and said, “Carl, before we part, would you do one more thing for me?” Anything, he said in a dreamy voice. “I’m going to pop the trunk, and I’d like you to go back and fetch a paper sack, it has a jar of emulsion inside.” When he located the item and brought it around, she lowered the window and accepted it. The tied-off condom was on the seat beside her. She stirred his cum into the white cream with a forefinger. “Thanks again, sweetheart, maybe I’ll do a night at your ranch sometime.” 

Carl watched the Caddy drive off, imagining Silvie at the ranch, taking him again and fucking his brains out. Buoyed by the euphoria of infatuation, he felt a tingling in his hands and feet. Humming a romantic ballad, he climbed into his car and drove off up-canyon. He was back and in his work clothes by the time the dinner bell rang. 

After his shift, Carl set his shield beside his bunk and held his cock, rubbing it until he drifted off into dreams of Silvie overwhelming him again and again. 

Waking in the morning, his mind stayed in the dream while his hands washed dishes. His bliss resembled a large frosted cake in his mind. Then a fly began buzzing around the cake, and he recognized it as his conscience--guilty! He should call his mother and tell her what he had done. Mid-morning,before he left for school, he put that call in. 

“Mom,” he began, “I have to confess something.” 

“Spill it out, Car-O.” 

“I got my Utah driver’s license yesterday, and had to change my voter registration to here, too.” 

“Well, every state does that. Is that your big confession?” 

“Uh, not quite...I signed up to join the Cl-Clean House Party---but I fell in love while doing it. I met the most amazing woman who got me to join her party.” 

Carla demanded a full accounting from her son, and he did his best to recall everything the entrancing Silvie had said and done. She had him go over the woman’s comments about the politics in Wyoming a second time. As for Silvie’s parting comment about maybe coming up to the ranch sometime, she laughed. 

“Car-O, you were on the receiving end of a cougar quickie. If she contacted you within a day or two, she could solidify your infatuation into real devotion, but she won’t, and trust me, your feelings will start fading over the next two-three days. Or you could take a morning-after pill and forget her by lunchtime.” 

Carl was also curious about the extramarital sex and the semen-enhanced face cream; his mother told him these were common practices among women of a certain age and she herself had flings now and then when his father needed to recuperate. As to the Clean House Party, she brushed off his offer to go back and change his registration. “No, stay in, I’d like to know what they say when they are in the minority. Go to some of their events, but go shielded and leave your key with Ms. Evans at the ranch.” 

“Hey, Cougar-bait, you’re still wearing that broom thing on your hat?” Derek twirled Carl’s Stetson on a finger before putting it back on a peg. Two of the other hands chortled. “A token from your beloved, like some medieval troubadour?” 

The MD’s in the bunkhouse were still riding Carl over his seduction by Sylvie two weeks later. As his mother had predicted, his feelings of intense adoration had, without cancellation by pill or reinforcement by the woman, began fading after a few days.His new nickname would not fade as fast. 

“Yeah,” Carl said, “my mom, the Equality Party politician asked me to stay with Clean House.She said the last time the mayor sent some anti-male idea to City Council, it didn’t pass seven to two like usually happens. She got a couple of the

Clean House councilors to vote against it. Cracks in the wall, she said,” 

CHAPTER SEVEN

CORRELATIONS

June 2049

New Hampshire

“When you were helping Liene get the Clean House Party started, was there any talk of a hidden agenda for bringing femdom into public policy-making after the matriarchy was in full control?” 

The day after turning in her spring semester grades, ,Megan telephoned her father on his own line, on the voice-only phone men could use on their own accounts. Though she was just about ready to accept Alice’s invitation to join the Equality Party, she still felt some guilt about leaving Clean House and wanted some measure of absolution from the man who had done so much to help the party grow. 

“Heh-woe?” Peter Landsdowne picked up on the third ring. Megan figured he had been doing tongue-strengthening exercises with her mother’s kegel ball and gave him a minute to get the tongue back in speaking mode. Her sixty-two-year-old parents, still devoted to each other. She no doubt had a bit less apetite for sex since her menopause, but she would still have plenty of needs there. 

“Hey, Dad, how’s the grandpa gig going?” 

“Hi, Meggie--I’m having a great time with little Addie now she’s two and talking a lot. It’s a good thing your sister makes Ted stick to those ninety-minute sessions at Abs and Glutes, gives me a couple hours with the moppet, just about right. Give her back to Daddy when she starts to fuss.” 

Megan smiled at the image. The Comporellians returned their borrowed males to Earth with very toned cores and Alphem had set up the A&G gyms to maintain them. The logo, a six pack between a pair of bowling balls,said it all. 

“Sounds great. Give her an auntie hug from me next time. Say, reason I called was to talk about the blog post you wrote about Clean House being at a high water mark in Congress. Still think that’s the case?” 

“Well, in terms of having to spend political capital to do some painful but necessary things, we’ll lose some seats in the midterms. When Congress had to pass such bills in the late Thirties, the Clean House majority went under sixty percent. But then the states most affected had time to get over being mad at the matriarchy. I don’t see anything in Eva’s agenda that would spend that kind of goodwill. Plus she had some pretty good coattails in the 2048 elections.” 

“What would happen, Dad, if the party really started pushing a femdom agenda? 

If you’ll pardon my French.” 

“Or lack of political rectitude? That’s ok--I find the euphemisms like assertive kind of bland, too. You mean femdom as a form of social organization, as opposed to a personal choice of relationship style? From the bedroom to the town square?” 

“Well, yes, like the Asian gynarchies or the kind of laws Clean House legislatures have been making in some of the states. Like what California did about community property, you heard of that, right?” Lansdowne murmured an assent. “And I had a personal experience with the voluntary servitude law they passed over in Vermont.” She summarized the adventure with Freddie and Jolene a few days ago. 

“No-o-o,” Lansdowne said, thinking back. “Remember, that was early Twenties, almost ten years before the Comps landed. Liene and a few others knew that we had to get matriarchal here and in all the other leading nations before they arrived lest the whole planet be colonized and exploited . I can’t deny that the millennial feminists who had endured the first twenty years of the century and all the patriarchy before that weren’t thinking of payback, but as far as new laws were concerned, it was all about delivering better governance than the two old parties had done. And once the draftees began returning, they were so obedient, so submissive, that no new laws were necessary to manage them.” 

“Dad, I’ve been talking to a woman active in the Equality Party here. She says that the more public femdom the Clean House majorities promote in the state legislatures, the better the Equality ticket does in the next elections.” 

“Ah, the loyal opposition, founded on a fantasy. Yes, they did get more votes when we had to pass unpopular laws, like the ending the corn growers’ subsidies or the southwest water transfers.. But the men they put in office with their fifty percent rule were just hopeless cases, trying to function in the modern matriarchy. If they were even able to finish a term of office, they would be voted out next election. Now, the women they nominated, moderates, did just fine.” 

“The fantasy being that any man could compete with an empowered woman, right? Even the gays, the old hetmales? Is it possible to imagine a future where the best, most talented men could, on their own merits, win a few public offices or corporate positions?” 

“Is it possible? I guess it could happen, Meggie, if some of us could get our own access to the good internet back. I grew up with it and I miss it every day, even though your mom is very liberal with letting me use her account. And that’s just an old millie talking. The young men you teach at Dartmouth, the guys with enough gumption and intelligence to get into a competitive college, imagine how much further they could go with their own high speed access. But the gynarchy caucus in Congress is dead set against it. ” 

“Dad, I agree that the notion of men filling fifty percent of public offices or corporate boards is a joke. But if I get involved with the Equality Party and push the idea that some lesser percent, more than zero, is good social policy, would you disown me? Because, Dad, zero is not sustainable. I can make the argument that women using men as property, as objects has not been sustainable for the Comporellians and it won’t be sustainable here.” 

“I hear your dissertation topic rumbling in the background, my dear, and I certainly won’t have a problem with you applying your fine mind to the betterment of our republic. If it leads you to promoting the Equality Party and shifting its course, so be it!” 

Megan smiled as she wrapped up the call. If working against the Clean House Party was a sin in the Lansdowne family, she had just been given a plenary indulgence. It wasn’t as if she would come out for full gender equality Later that week, Mega met Olga Kirillov for coffee in the faculty lounge. Olga was in Anthropology, doctorate from Berkeley, tenured professor. She looked no older than Megan but had to be early forties based all she had accomplished.. 

Published a paper in a prestigious journal every year, a couple of well-regarded books. And a member of Megan’s thesis committee. A mixed-departments committee, set up as the subject of her dissertation just didn’t fit the political

science parameters neatly. 

“Thanks for making time, Olga. How are things at home?” 

“Running smooth. When Esther and I divorced last year, I let her keep Frank. I got myself a houseboy--houseperson, are we supposed to say--on contract, but he misses stuff around the house that Frank wouldn’t have. But Frank’s a Bee-Gen, give him a set of orders in the morning and he’s on autopilot all day, These young guys, they’ll do what you tell them right then and there, but remembering the ninth task that afternoon, their minds can wander, you know?” 

Megan nodded. Part of the Free-Gen problem was that young men just didn’t have the level of obedience that Bee-Gens did. And the houseperson in Olga’s air quotes was a reference to the New Hampshire statute which the Equality majority in the legislature wrote in the gender-neutral mode. As if a single man could hire a housegirl. Ridiculous. 

“Anyway,” Olga continued, there’s this new app for Alexandria, the household operating system, where you can program her verbal software to sound just like your voice. So I input my best Level Five supervision voice, the menacing one with hints of corporal punishment that evening, and the boy stays right on task all day.” 

The woman’s voice skills figured to be top-notch. Though empowered by the gyms, Olga’s body type was closer to stocky than svelte and her facial structure was wider than average. Some ancestors had no doubt threshed wheat in the Ukraine. She was handsome but would need a good voice to seduce and then supervise. 

“Sounds like a winner, How does your summer look, so far?” 

“Nothing to teach, just writing and relaxing. I’m thinking of a little vacation up north, at a role-play resort near the Connecticut Lakes. Called Voyageurs sur Lacs, have you heard of it?” 

“No, and I’m not even sure what a role-play resort is all about.” 

“It’s a place where women can step back in time, have outdoor adventures with guides who are hot young studs, early twenties, who act as assertive as men used to be back in the patriarchy. They come on to you, flirt, ogle, . 

“M-m-m. And evenings by a campfire, sleeping bags zipped together?” 

“Well, I’d hope so. It’s not a woodsy tomcat house, if that’s what you’re thinking. But there should be opportunities ...And how about your summer? Got that dissertation about ready for us?” 

“I would hope to, by August. I had three chapters done as of last Thursday” And deleted two of them Friday. My writing has just sucked lately, worrying about Bahvine Parsk down at the embassy. 

“Olga, I’ve had an idea for a research project, If it’s too off the wall, I won’t waste time on it, but you’re the best wall I know around here to bounce stuff off.” Megan looked at the other woman, finding curiosity in her silver-gray eyes, and continued. 

“It could be a refinement of the MRSI--the Male Relative Status Index you developed in that paper in the Columbia journal. Now, you worked with five of the forty states in the EU, aggregating their census and polling data to show that men returned from Comporelli and reintegrated into matriarchal society back here on Earth, Bee-Gens, had about twenty-five percent of the social status of women their age, while older men had more like forty percent.” 

The MRSI ranged from zero to one, zero being a geopolitical unit where men had none of the rights or privileges of women, to one, where men enjoyed all the same rights and privileges,full gender equality. Kirillov’s methodology went behind rights on paper, like the right to vote--which all men in the democracies had--to rights in practice, where every attached man voted as his partner directed. Or the privilege of using the internet, in theory open to all adults but in practice much better with the Junonet than without. 

Professor Kirillov’s eyebrows dropped from the curiosity elevation down close to tune-out mode. “Megan, if you want to talk about society, there are plenty of sociologists in Silsby Hall to help you.” Dark chestnut curls swung to emphasize her head shake. 

“My bad, Olga, I meant to say matriarchal culture, of course. Please excuse my Poli Sci carelessness with proper terminology.” Of all the minefields in the academic turf battles, she had stepped on one of the most contentious, between sociology and anthropology. “Mea culpa?” 

The anthropologist’s eyebrows went up a provisional fraction, enough to encourage Megan to continue. “So, the European states you chose, a good mix of older political entities and newer ones like Catalonia and Scotland, made up a good cross-section of European culture as it relates to gender roles. And the small uptick in MRSI in the early twenties cohort since the draft ended show

how the younger adult hetmales, the Free-Gens, are adjusting into their cultural roles.” 

 Beaten into submission...can I say that out loud? Maybe indirectly, see if she picks up on where I want to go. “Spring semester one of my students, a hetmale, wrote a paper on how to measure indicators of domestic abuse situations depending on the political culture of the community. He took Lebanon and White River Junction, just over the river in Vermont. The rate of police response to domestic abuse complaints is about the same in both communities, per the official statistics. My student Todd tested the hypothesis that young men in Vermont sense the futility of asking the police to help and just don’t try to get an intervention.” 

“And…?” 

“He found data on the incidence of minor trauma to young males in Vermont to be four times what it is here. His data was based on sales of the main over-the-counter medications for bruising and soft tissue injuries and records of walk-in and urgent care clinics in both cities.” Megan thought back to Todd Gilmore in her office last spring, blushing and looking at the corner of her desk instead of meeting her eyes as he explained his methods. 

“So, Todd, you settled on sales of ExPainNation because it is the most advertised salve or ointment for contusions around here, right?” 

“Yes, Ma’am.” 

“And your cited sources are oral interviews with store employees who must

remain unnamed and identified only by initials?” 

“Yes, Ma’am, randomly generated initials. They were all young guys who stocked shelves in the CVS or Walgreens stores after hours.” 

“And how did you get them to help you? Did you pay them?” Megan knew Todd was a scholarship student and he didn’t dress like money. 

“No, Ma’am, just…empathy, being in the same boat, so to speak.” These boys, still unattached like Todd, no doubt had classmates, friends, who had become attached to women and who were becoming “enlightened.” 

“And the clinics, how did your data collecting go there?” 

“Transcribers, Ma’am. Guys who take the audios the doctors and nurses dictate and turn them into text.” 

Megan nodded. The health care professions were all female, as were the intake and billing clerks who needed internet access. But at the bottom, where spoken words became written, labored the transcribers,usually male and poorly paid. 

Todd’s data from this source just tallied minor fractures and soft tissue injuries not requiring hospital procedures. He had not asked his sources to give him any patient history information. 

Olga Kirillov listened to the account of Todd’s research, pursing her lips and sipping her macchiato. Her eyes, now gray behind rimless glasses, flickered with

what Megan hoped was interest. She cleared her throat. “Sample size?” 

“Census breaks out populations between ages twenty and twenty-four, all genders. Taking half of that to be male, we have four hundred males in the city of Lebanon and three hundred in the town of Hartford, White River being its main village. Add another twenty percent for the boys eighteen and nineteen.” 

Olga stirred her coffee and set the spoon on the saucer. “And..” 

“And the incidence of deep bruising, lacerations, and small fractures worked out to be fourteen per thousand young males in the Vermont town and four per thousand in Lebanon. Now, there are other variables at play here, of course. Like how many of these boys are attached. The numbers married are a public record, of course, but the numbers attached as boyfriends or servants is not. And some of those injuries may have other explanations. Sometimes the guy really does fall down the stairs.” 

Megan wondered if poor Freddie’s tormentors in Woodstock, the McCanns, had found a replacement, but kept that tale to herself. Freddie had made it to Maine, according to Ephraim, heading for Canada. 

Olga seemed to be turning this tale over in her mind. “With some refinements of method, this could be turned into data, Megan, but would it be useful data? If I knew those numbers, how could I use them to ask an interesting question?” 

What Kirillov was getting at, Megan knew, was a correlation. If this minor injury number is the independent variable, what is a good dependent variable to make the other end of a hypothesis? 

“Remember the old self-sorting idea, that people with left-of-center ideas tended to move to blue states and right-of-centers to red states, back in the late days of patriarchy? What if the MRSI of the young post-draft hetmales varies from state to state and people, women as well as the young men, start sorting themselves out along those lines? Like in your European cases, didn’t your MRSI numbers tend to corroborate the conjecture that women who liked to run a strict household and young men who were attracted to them were more prevalent in Scotland and Germany than in France and Italy? Isn’t a lot of your European work based on polling, opinion surveys and the like? And data on minor injury rates could be a useful cross-check on the opinion survey data.” 

“Yes, it is, Megan. Culture is a reflection of beliefs and attitudes more than anything else. They drive the changes in laws and policies you government types like to dwell on. But I am not averse to looking at harder data. I would say--

thinking out loud about drawing up a grant proposal now--that three different pairs of states would make a good set. Female researchers could deal directly with pharmacy managers, physicians and nurses in a way your boy, most understandably, could not. Send me a copy of your student’s paper and I’ll think about it. Get back to you next week.” She set the empty cup back on the saucer. 

“That would be great, Olga.Thank you again for taking the time to listen to me.” 

Megan stood to reach out a hand to the professor, who was already up and checking her phone. If her interest was piqued, and Megan was pretty sure it was, there would be funding, a paper written, M.L. Lansdowne credited as second author after O.N. Kirilov. And Megan would know if there were more states like Maine where the Clean House Party leaned more to soft matriarchy than the femdom side, 

Meanwhile, Megan had to deflect Bahvine’s suspicions about the History of Argulia. If she could find other sources to cite for the statement that men on Comporelli used to have more status relative to women, back a couple of millenia, she could give Bahvine a substantive response without revealing her

main source. But if there were any Comp histories that hadn’t airbrushed out all references to that part of their history, she hadn’t found one yet.. 

The best library on Earth for older Comporelllian books was at Tsinghua University in Beijing. Li Daiyu, her junior year abroad now complete, would be flying home next week. Megan had enlisted her to search the stacks and more obscure databases when she was back home. With luck, Daiyu could find some other sources for Megan’s footnotes. 

CHAPTER EIGHT

LABOR DAY

WEST

September 2049

Utah

Carl Farinelli, the Manly Dude. He said it aloud to himself on the way to breakfast, after he softly closed the door, leaving the guest sleeping on tangled sheets. His first score after graduating from the role-play academy last week. 

The tip--she had slipped three large, two Abigails and an old Benjamin, in his shoes while he was on the toilet--felt warm in his pocket now. The headache from the morning-after pill would kick in soon, compressing two months of depression and gloom from being dumped into two hours, and put the kibosh on his infatuation, but the good feeling would endure. 

Jane Lopez, an accountant down in Phoenix, had come up to the Wasatch Range to escape the desert heat, to do a bit of mountain biking, and maybe, he speculated, to score a sexual change of pace from her Bee-Gen husband. She was a bit under average height, solidly built, biker’s legs and all that, but smallish to Carl--ninety percent of his height, three-quarters of his mass. Strong she was, thighs and calves pumping out power as she kept up with him on a tough mountain bike trail yesterday afternoon. 

The route back to the ranch ended with a long meadow, klick and a half, gently

sloping up. “Race you to the end, loser buys the beer?” Jane said as they paused at the bottom. Carl nodded and they were off. First she had a lead of about a length, then he caught up and they pumped pedals side by side for two minutes. 

Then Carl ramped up his effort, pulled away a wheel at a time, and crossed the line two bike lengths ahead. 

“Bravo, Carl, bravo!”, Jane said between sucking oxygen back into her lungs with great gulps. “Way to pour it on, man!” She accepted a towel from Carl--he carried an extra wrapped around the spare water bottle--and wiped the sweat streaming down her face. Free of the helmet, her dark brown curls popped out and framed an alert, intelligent face. 

“Mr. Lopez back home rides with me on a fun trail off our back yard, through one of the old golf courses, but he can’t keep up with me when I sprint.” 

Phoenix, required to live within a sustainable water budget by Clean House Party policy, had lost a third of its population and dozens of golf courses had reverted to desert. “Keeps a nice ass on him, tight like yours, but he sure doesn’t have your pistons.” She cupped his butt cheek with a gloved hand and then slid the hand down to squeeze his thigh. “Mmmm-hmm, hard as a rock. So where’s the bar, biker man?” 

Their first beers, IPAs, vanished within five minutes and Carl fetched refills. Ran his eyes over her sweat-stained jersey and shorts, readying his pitch. “So, back home, how does this water conservation work when it comes to showers? You and your mister take ‘em separate after a bike ride?” 

“Oh, no, always together,” Jane said, eyes gleaming now, aware of where this was going. “It’ll feel kind of strange, taking a shower all by myself up in room two-seventeen after a hard ride like this.” She sighed, looking out toward the mountains and giving Carl a sidelong glance. 

The ball was in his court and he played it back. “Two-seventeen? A room on that wing had a problem with the shower last week, had to move a guest to another room. Dunno if it was two-seventeen but I could go up with you and check on it, make sure it’s in working order.” He was unshielded, just an elastic cotton jockstrap keeping his stiffy in working order. A blind woman would be aware of his readiness now and Jane was anything but blind. 

“Oh, could you, Carl? That would be ever so nice.” They made short work of their second beers and headed upstairs. Carl knew the woman was secretly thrilled to be responding to a man who took the initiative; it happened so seldom any more. 

The shower worked, of course, water coursing down over their bodies as he soaped her up and fingered her breasts. While his right hand caressed her labia, he held the back of her head with his left and locked his lips on hers, tongue probing her mouth. Carl pulled back just a bit, making sure Jane was still wanting things to go this way. A neon sign, flashing out GIVE IT TO ME, was the only way she could have expressed herself more clearly. You had to keep checking; the thin sliver of machismo allowed in the matriarchy was a fine line to walk. The ladies wanted a hot stud now and then, but safely within the bounds of a world they ruled. 

Jane backed up against the tiled walls and she rode him upright, strong legs locked around his waist. She whooped her first climax, nails digging into his back and heels drumming on his butt. Carl worked the shampoo into her curly hair and felt her buildup as he diverted the shower stream to rinse it out. He knew she would want to feel his orgasm, too, just not too soon. Any def man like a Bee-Gen would just ask out loud for permission to cum, but this was not the manly dude way. You had to do it more with the eyes, a questioning look, and he gave her that look after her second coming. She responded with little grunts and gasps and got her wish. 

They toweled one another dry--Carl explaining the MI SOJ tattoo with a plausible fib--and then Jane began pulling out clean clothes to wear for dinner. 

She asked if he could join her downstairs, oh, but what did he have to wear? Not a problem, he said, there’s a special closet on each hall with a temp set of men’s clothes, stuff I can wear long enough to get to the bunkhouse and into my own duds. Fifteen minutes later, Carl knocked on the door to 217 decked out in his best Western wear, tight shirt with the bottom two buttons unsnapped to show the abs, and escorted Jane down to the restaurant. 

The Dudes were the waitstaff but they had worked out a system where the first four Dudes who had already scored with a guest could eat with her and be served by one of his mates. This being Carl’s first score,the other hands made sure he got a little celebration without tipping off Jane. Like Derek, who waited on their table, putting a little extra emphasis on the cherry pie when he recited the dessert choices. 

After dinner someone got the jukebox cranking out country and western. “Lady Jane, would you like to dance?” She had been tapping her fingers to an uptempo tune, Carl noticed. 

“Oh,” she said, eyes sparkling, “that sounds wonderful Everything feels so old-fashioned here--would you be leading?” 

“I can either lead or follow, lady’s choice.” Elena’s academy had covered foxtrot, waltz, and jitterbug, both ways. 

“Oh, I haven’t followed since high school twenty years ago. Yes, you lead, Carl, it’ll be a trip down memory lane for me.” 

In a slow foxtrot, Jane pulled in cheek to cheek, molding her body to his and rising on her toes to nibble his earlobe. More sex was plainly on her mind, and if he ended up on top some of the time, that was going to be ok with her. Carl did not need glasses to read this woman’s body language. Her hands, he noticed, were hardened in a way that did not come from preparing tax returns. Karate, he guessed, or mixed martial, skills smaller women often took up. But the power she was using now was far older than the S&S gyms. She was dancing close enough to rub her groin against his throbbing erection and she knew it. 

When they left the dance floor, she led him back to room 217. Clothes off in frenzied seconds, they were back on her bed and he went down on her with her back on the sheets. After Jane came, gasping and gushing, she pulled him up to the top position and stayed underneath him for the next round, 

“Oh, that’s another trip down memory lane,” she panted after her last whoop. 

Maybe not back to her high school years, Carl thought, but certainly not her usual style when at home. They like to take bottom for a change of pace, the older hands all said in the bunkhouse. 

That was how last night ended. Now, before he took the morning-after pill and endured a couple hours of migraine, a haiku idea was pulling at his mind. The image of Jane’s powerful thighs pumping the pedals when her bike was in the lead, tires kicking up dirt when she rounded a corner: seventeen syllables. He jotted some rough ideas, legs like young oaks, pounding pedals, tires kicking dust in the hard turn. It would take some work after his clarity returned, another high country haiku. 

LABOR DAY

EAST

New Hampshire

The traffic was about what Megan expected coming down south on US 3 along the Connecticut River. When the car elected to cross the river and pick up I-91

she sat back and touched herself to replay the zingy memories. The Voyageurs sur Lacs resort was everything Olga Kirilov had described. Whitewater rafting, lake kayaking, hiking, camping, and the guides, all virile and bold. Jean-Louis, her guide, tall as she was, sinewy and tireless. From the rear seat in the double kayak, she watched him paddling, muscles rippling across his back and shoulders under a sheen of sweat, just in front of her. When they reached a campsite at the end of the lake, he had the tent up before she could get her clothes off. Skinny dipping in the warm lake water, she beckoned him to join her and didn’t have to ask twice.. 

She stood in knee-deep water, watching Jean-Louis disrobe, not frantically but at a teasing pace, staring at her all the while. Ogle me, hotness, I’m lovin’ it. She stared right back, lusting for his fine-looking woody even as she tried to estimate its size in metric. Eight inches was what, about twenty cm? Maybe twenty-one or twenty-two here. Yum, yum. And she was making him pop that out, just by flaunting her beauty. That was power, that and the knowledge that her physical prowess guaranteed he could do nothing she didn’t want him to. 

He took a step toward her, in the water now, She closed the distance, planted a foot in the sandy bottom, and drove the heel of her palm into his sternum. Jean-Louis went down on his butt, astonished. Megan stood astride him, knees flexed and hands at the ready. 

“Pardon, ma belle, do you want to fuck or to fight?” 

“Both, actually, but not in that order. However, you are at a serious disadvantage with Lucky Pierre standing out there making you so vulnerable.” Megan, keeping her voice flat, ran her big toe under his quivering member, poking his scrotum back and forth. “Back at the lodge, can you safeguard your soldier in a shield and find us a room for friendly combat?” He nodded as he eyed her stiff nipples. 

“Yes, then, your shield and my battle bra, with our keys close at hand, In the meantime, let us put this fine private beach to good use.” No verbal seduction, no supervision in her voice, just suggestion. Megan lowered her pussy onto his waiting mouth and began rocking. 

Gym trainers often said when you had a man in a relationship, your seduction and supervision voices were all you needed, strength and skills were only for strangers. Megan didn’t buy that. The idea of besting a man who could give her a decent fight was her steamiest erotic fantasy. So no seduction for Jean-Louis yet. 

The match that evening was, in her book, epic. Somewhere, he had picked up a fair number of grappling skills to go with his muscles. He held on for a full twenty minutes before she could take his second submission. And then she sixed him, riding his cock for three mind-blowing orgasms and then giving him deliverance. A day later, the memory made her horny again. 

Megan would definitely want to try another role-play resort. A search on her laptop showed over a dozen of them in the three enclave states. One in Utah caught her eye: The Rocking RP Ranch, Samantha Evans, Mgr.. Could that be the Sam that showed her and Ellen the sights of Las Vegas just before Landing Day, twenty years ago? It looked like her on the website. 

The grant to run the study as she had pitched it to Olga Kirilov looked to be a sure thing. She would need to travel to recruit researchers in pairs of states. How about Utah and one of its neighbors? Arizona? Colorado? She could schedule a trip, perhaps over the midwinter break.. 

A flash of red in the forest caught her eye. Three, four weeks until the fall foliage hits peak color. By busload and long lines of cars, tourists would descend on the region. Stores with ‘leaf-peeper” merchandise vied for the privilege of selling them souvenirs more or less authentic. Depending on your stock in trade it could be a bigger sales season than the Christmas holidays. 

Ephraim Stark peddled his syrup bottles to a few of these tourist traps, just mom-and-pop stores in the area. Without a website, email, social media presence he had no chance of selling to the big outlets like the Cracker Barrels. He had to sell most of his product at a deep discount to large commercial syrup makers. Megan slipped into a daydream where she helped her landlord cash in better on this seasonal bonanza. 

She would create a new persona for herself, Emily Stark, and rebrand the business as Stark and Daughter. They would make sales pitches together. As an adult daughter she would be expected to supervise a father and command his obedience, and thus she would have to seduce him. Which she had promised not to do and she kept her promises. 

They talked sometimes, since the Freddie episode..He told her a bit about the numbers of unattached older men, the DXHers, they called themselves. Divorced Ex-Husbands. Dumped Ex-Husbands. Many in secular monasteries, some like Stark and the retired dentist in Manchester, getting by on their own., They had coalesced as a mutual support group, most active in the enclave states but found everywhere, in the shadows. 

The car crossed the river and reentered New Hampshire and soon brought her home. Tomorrow, course planning. The fall semester would be busy enough but she still hoped to knock out the thesis by Christmas. 

Megan had written another chapter of the damn dissertation that might be half-decent. Building on dubious data from some works Daiyu had sent from Beijing, which would look much stronger when she felt safe using the History of Argulia material, she had sketched the independent variable, the percentage of relative status lost by Comporellian males--men, back then--over set time frames like centuries. The dependent variable would be the decline in testosterone and sperm motility over the same time. 

The correlation appeared robust, but Megan needed a kick-ass counterfactual to make a good case. Reverse the independent variable trends and see if the male virility would go back up. Imagine the Comporellian women doing something to up the relative status of their men. But what? Changing laws like letting them vote or go to university, those would be shredded by Dr. Kirilov and the other committee members. Laws reflect culture, hone in on the values of the culture. 

But how to assess the cultural values of women who lived so long in the past? 

PART THREE

WINTER

January 2050

Utah

Tuesday

CHAPTER NINE

MATRIARCHY IS LIKE A BOILED EGG

After shedding her parka and snow boots in the room, the new guest walked back down to the front desk and obtained directions to the manager's office. "I'm Megan Lansdowne, here to see Ms. Evans." The secretary spoke into his comm set; a moment later he stood and opened the door. Megan walked in and was straightaway enveloped by a hugging Samantha Evans. 

"Twenty years ago, and you're all grown up now," Samantha said. "You were—

what, ten, then—and came up to about here on me." She pointed to a shoulder-level spot. "But not now!" Her emerald-green eyes were level with Megan’s, with a minimal boost from the heels on her western boots.. 

"I can picture it as if it were yesterday, you teaching us how to deal blackjack, taking us around the Strip, and that night up in the Riga when Auntie Liene told us all about the Comps." Indeed, just about everyone on the planet who had been around on Landing Day twenty years ago remembered just where they were when the news broke; the zeitgeist of this generation. 

A shadow flickered across Sam's face at the mention of the Comporellians, then she gestured to a chair. "Sit, Megan, coffee? Larry, two coffees." The secretary began assembling this request in the reception area. 

A minute later the women were chatting, ready to reminisce about Landing Day. 

Megan savored the aroma of the coffee, a nice bit of hazelnut there. "How old were you then, Sam? You seemed so impossibly sophisticated to me and Ellen." 

"Oh, I was all of twenty-nine. I clock fifty next month." She flicked her hair, worn short and just as black as her guest’s. 

"No way, Jose'! You look as thirty as I do." The tiny signs of aging on a woman who used the gyms for exercise and a man for sex, both regularly, were barely visible to Megan’s keen eye. Sam waved off the compliment and asked about Megan's family. Sister Ellen was fine, practicing law in D.C. and maybe up for a judgeship. Dad's political blog was making him a bit of money, and Mom, the retired Secretary of Defense, was making a lot of money consulting and giving speeches. 

"I remember how furious your mother was that night when we all learned that the Comps had been watching us for over three thousand years and just let women suffer the whole time. Have her feelings mellowed over the years?" Megan pursed her lips, seeking the right words. "She had to deal with them when she was in the Pentagon, of course. Let's just say she had a good poker face. At home, just in the family, I think she has let some bitterness out now and then." 

"Hmmm...I may find myself in her camp, if worse comes to worse around here." 

"Why, what's happening?" 

"Basketball, that's what's happening. You remember when the president signed that bill adding professional basketball to the Integrated Sports Act?" 

Megan nodded. President Eva Vanags had played in the old WNBA before she took up politics in Minnesota, and as a Congresswoman she had championed the notion of female teams playing male teams as an exception to the mandate that teams be mixed. Now that Comporellians were playing on the female teams, the league was losing parity and the President had changed her mind. 

"Back in September, the Seattle Storm and the Utah Jazz made a blockbuster trade. The Storm had to reshuffle their roster to have the minimum one-third male contingent, and the Jazz got the Seattle center, Torsk, as one of the two Comps they're allowed. She didn’t move the boyfriends she was shagging in Seattle down here, so this Torsk woman has been letting everyone know she needs a new squeeze or two, some 'daddy hi-tests,' as they call our most virile men." 

“Torsk bought a house just a few miles down the canyon, and now she spends her free evenings prowling the bars and clubs looking for guys. The kind of boys I hire here are 'hi-test', and I don't want her poaching, however much money she has. I keep track of the Jazz schedule, order the guys to stay out of the bars when I figure she may be prowling. But after the playoffs, it's off-season for several months." 

"Yes, how do you handle boys here, Sam? They do get married off, as I understand it." 

"A few do. They're on two-year contracts; I have expenses in recruitment and roleplay training to recoup. Guest wants to take one of my boys home, I give her a buyout figure if he hasn't been here two years." The women sipped their coffee for a minute, savoring the view of the mountains. 

"So what brings you to our peaks, Megan? Reservation says you live in New

Hampshire now, good snow there, too.” Sam tapped her forehead, catching a thought. “My husband would want to say hello, and I bet he can give you a nice little souvenir.” 

“Eric,” she said into the phone, “come up to the office and say hello to someone. 

And bring one of your plaques from the series, the one for New Hampshire.” 

Closing the call, she favored Megan with a salacious grin. “When we met, I told him I knew fifty positions for woman-led sex, one for each state, and I started naming some of my favorite ways for a given state. Eric’s handy at woodworking and started making inlaid-wood panels that--well, you’ll see.” 

When Eric Evans entered the room, wearing denim overalls and a checkered flannel shirt, he handed his wife a wooden object, bowing just a bit. Samantha turned it over, smiling, and then extended it to Megan. “Thank you, honey, and say hello to Megan Lansdowne.” 

Eric, turning now to see Megan, beamed a big smile her way, “Well, hello, Ms. 

Lansdowne--it has been twenty years, hasn’t it, and you have grown a bit.” 

Megan extended her right hand as she held the plaque, the length of her forearm plus hand extended, in her left. “So they tell me, Eric. You made this yourself--

and others like it for how many states?” She was looking at an outline of New Hampshire, cut from a reddish-brown wood inlaid with two figures in a much lighter wood: the female standing on the right, her back to the border with Maine, and the male kneeling before her, going down on her. With one hand she was pulling his head deeper into her sex while she wielded a thin branch with the other, urging her partner to greater efforts. Megan marveled at the tiny details, such as the woman’s finger through the man’s attachment earring. 

“This is beautiful--is it birch against maple?” The two signature trees of New

England. Eric nodded. “Well..one could do worse than be a swinger of birches.” 

She grasped the peice by the narrow end of the state, that thrusts up north into Quebec, and gave it a swing. 

“Ah, yes, another panhandle state,” Samantha said. “A dual purpose curio, for decoration and discipline. Those are some of your best sellers, aren’t they, honey?” 

“Yes, ma’am. Idaho and Oklahoma sold the most last year. I can drill and finish holes to lessen aerodynamic resistance, for a little extra.” 

Megan imagined where holes would go in her New Hampshire plaque. 

Manchester, Monadnock, maybe one more. “Have you done all fifty states?” 

“Well, no..forty-odd. Some, like Hawaii and Maryland, are just difficult shapes.” 

Eric smiled, a shy apology that geography had kept him from reaching the claimed fifty. 

“How many of them have a femdom aspect like this?” 

The smile fell from his face like a shot duck falling from the sky. “I wouldn’t know about that, ma’am,” he said through stiff lips. “The lady’s pleasure comes first is the main idea in all of them.” 

Samantha cleared her throat, “Thanks, honey, you can get back to that sauna project now.” 

“Yes, milady.” Eric tipped his head to signal his obedience, gave Megan a similar mini-bow, and retreated. 

“There are no official definitions--people use these terms as they will,” Sam said after the door closed, “but in my house, femdom means punishment apart from any sexual action for the man. This,” nodding toward the plaque in Megan’s hand, “is just a bit of roughhousing in the foreplay, like wrestling before a good fuck. Some pain to alloy his pleasure in the main action, like we all learn in seduction classes. I do that to remind him who’s in charge, get off a couple of times myself, then I take him to the moon. Level six, baby!.” 

“And you have a term for that? Sounds like everyday married life.” 

“Well, yeah, ...now. But back in the Twenties, when I was your age, it wasn’t nearly universal like it is today. It was called a Female Led Relationship, FLR, to distinguish it from het relationships where power was more shared or tilted maleward. Lots of men had problems playing second fiddle--they weren’t enlightened enough to recognize the superior competence of women. Like it says over the door of every gym in the world--” 

“Empower the woman to enlighten the man, sure, “Megan interrupted, “but I thought FLR was a kind of spectrum, from the end where the little woman got her way with tears and pouts to the femdom end, she enforces her rules with her whip or a cane.” 

“Maybe so, but I like to use it for the middle third of your spectrum, where he knows she is his physical and mental superior but she still cares about him and his feelings. I call that Loving Female Authority, LFA for short. See, when we

met, Eric didn’t want to see me as his ruler or give me his full obedience, and I had to go femdom on him a few times. Once he yielded to me, I dialed things back to LFA, and we haven’t had a pure femdom session in twenty years. But the memory can still be a sore subject for him.” 

Sam waved off Megan’s apology for distressing Eric. “No, it’s good for him to be reminded how it is out there for a lot of guys--makes him appreciate my soft rule all the more. 


“So, with hard-boiled femdom, the women doesn’t care about the man’s feelings at all?” 

“Oh, she might care about the quality of his submission, but there’s no love there. I do love Eric and that’s why I dropped the hard femdom stuff as soon as I could. Of course on our anniversary every year I fetch my wedding boots from the closet and have him polish them. His cold sweats are hilarious, but after I tan his butt, the sex is great Eric knows his boundaries--my pleasure first, my career first--and I respect him for all he gets done within them.”” 

Never used to hear much about femdom punishment, Meg mused. Draftees came home from their time with the Comps ready to submit and serve. But now, draft over and young men, late teens, early twenties being available, the kind of enlightening Sam referenced was on the upswing. Unhappy guys from Vermont, Massachusetts coming into New Hampshire for sanctuary, knowing they couldn’t be extradited from an Equality state. Unless they skipped out on a bond like that boy Freddie. Stark had heard from him before Christmas, safe up in P.E.I. in Canada now. 

Megan turned the New Hampshire plaque over. “Really, Sam, forty-plus positions? All woman on top?” A quick review of her own favorite techniques

tallied up to about seven forms of foreplay and eight or nine positions for the several forms of sexual congress. 

“Absolutely! Not all F/m coitus, mind you, some are foreplay like yours, lots of cunniligus styles, some are back-door pegging him, some are trios, two on one. 

Here,” Sam pulled a glossy publication out of a drawer, “our catalog. Just looking at the pictures gets a lot of women hot, I charge twenty dollars just for the catalog. Here, look at Texas. Cowgirl Roundup, we call it.” 

Megan saw silhouettes of two women sitting on a man, one oh his face, the other on his groin. The women faced one another, playing with each other’s breasts. 

Her pussy tingled. “Do they switch ends after a while?” 

“They can, but if it’s my man down there, they won’t. I don’t want anyone else sixing my guy. When I have him on his way to Planet Bliss, the feeling of control is incredible. I can regulate not just his climax but his breathing, make him fall asleep and wake up, anything his subconscious mind can do. Comes after years of being together. You want to try a little Texas with us tonight?” Sam was eyeing Megan’s breasts and licking her lips. 

“Maybe, day after tomorrow. I’ve got to meet some people on business first.” 

"Business meetings, here in the canyon?" 

"No, down in Sandy, this evening. Maybe see some folks in Salt Lake City tomorrow or the next day." 

"If your thing tonight won't run too long, I could take you down to Sandy and run some errands while you meet with whoever. It's apt to snow tonight up here and folks who don't know the canyon can run into problems driving it, without robotics, in the dark." 

"Sam, that's so nice of you to offer. I'm just joining some people for dinner and making a little speech afterward. I'm sure they'll all want to be heading home by eight o'clock, especially if there's a storm coming in." Megan flipped through the catalog after Texas. Utah illustrated a position labeled Inverted Missionary, no surprise there. Virginia was...Oh, my! The caption read FL-69. The woman sat on his face and had locked his ankles under her armpits,pulling his package high up, near her face. Anything hotter than that and she would cum right there. Quickly putting the book back on the desk, she strove to regain her composure. 

Sam put the glossy catalog back in the drawer, smirking just a bit. “ But hey, tell me more about New England. Are there roleplay resorts back east?" 

"Yes, in New Hampshire; they're pretty good, too. I went to one last summer way up in the Connecticut Lakes area, on the border with Maine and Quebec.” She pointed to the area on the plaque her hand had been gripping. “The guys wear lumberjack and voyageur outfits and do log drives and canoe trips.” 

“You didn't find one to take home? Looks like yours, you could have your pick. 

If your tastes run het...” 

“Oh, they do,” Megan said with a smile, remembering how her fingers

unbuttoned a particular flannel lumberjack shirt last Labor Day. “But I'm not getting involved with anyone until I finish my dissertation, and I've hit a massive case of writer's block on that.” 

“Not getting involved or not getting laid?” Samantha curled her fingers around her cup, a raised eyebrow underlying her question. 

"More the latter, really. I keep hoping that if I get horny enough I can bust through that last chapter. Four months of abstinence, building pressure in here." Megan patted her belly, remembering that glorious half-hour wrestling with the lumberjack before he surrendered. Her last romp with a man. . 

"Even at the gym," Megan said, irked by Sam's still-skeptical eyebrow, "when I win the combat part, wrestling or kickboxing, I tell the other woman 'good match' and just go to the showers, passing on the topping bit." 

“And if you lose a match, bottom service to her pussy?” 

“Hasn’t happened in quite a while, more than these four months for sure.” 

Samantha ran an appraising eye over Megan. “I’ve got a mini-gym here at the ranch if you want to spar...give a couple points handicap to an old lady?” 

Megan felt the challenge to her claimed winning streak. The old lady-handicap stuff was just trash talk; the woman was nearly her size and clearly tough as nails. Get to be fifty, a woman had learned so many moves. “Maybe Thursday or

Friday, Sam, after I wrap up the business part of the trip.” 

Back in her room, Megan unpacked her skirted business suit and pressed out a few wrinkles as she reflected on her presentation that evening. Her audience would be the executive committee of the Equality Party. Peers, really; she was on the party's counterpart committee in New Hampshire. Equality was the loyal opposition to the Clean House Party in most states. Here. as in New Hampshire, Clean House was the loyal opposition and Equality was in charge. She pinned the party logo, a gold equality math symbol, on the lapel of her jacket. 

Looking out the window, she could see some ranch hands harnessing a pair of chestnuts to a sleigh, their breath frosting in the cold crisp air as they spoke, probably settling the horses. Their motions were smooth and economical and Megan enjoyed watching them work. Maybe a bit of dalliance would help—her chastity the past few months wasn't getting that last chapter of her thesis written. 

In the lobby at the appointed hour, she saw Samantha with one of the ranch hands. "Megan, this is Carl, one of my guest service guys. He's going to drive us down and back tonight." 

Megan extended her hand and watched Carl lift his western hat as he shook her hand and made a courtly little bow over it. As he straightened up, she found herself looking straight—even in her two inch heels—into dark, twinkling eyes that were admiring her figure. The shiver running down her spine hinted at erotic nights. Now, she wished she hadn’t put her hair up in a bun or worn the fake glasses, her Emily Stark look. Carl glanced at her lapel pin--or was it her boobs, another tingly feeling for her--and put his hat back on so as to briefly display the broom pin on his hatband. Now how on earth did a sexy free-gen like this end up wearing the logo of the Clean House Party? 

"Howdy, Ma'am. Mighty pleased to meet ya." Western twang in a firm baritone. 

Megan felt an echoing twang down in her action center. 

Samantha and Megan settled in the back seat while Carl drove. "So how did you end up in New England, Meg? It was Virginia growing up, wasn't it?" 

"Yes, it was. But I chose Brown for undergraduate, in Rhode Island, and then went to grad school at Tufts, north of Boston. They had this new program in interstellar diplomacy, as the major nations have embassies and consulates on Comporelli. But then I decided against going into the Foreign Service and now I'm teaching at Dartmouth, regular poli sci. I'll finish up the Ph. D. when this dissertation is done. In the meantime, I just love the White Mountains. 

Especially now, in the wintertime." 

Sam smiled. "Ah, you like to ski, then? You can have a wonderful time in our mountains." 

"Well, I like snowboarding best, at Waterville Valley and Cannon, and some snowshoeing, too." 

Up front, Carl turned part-way around, giving Meg an opportunity to admire his profile. Firm chin, Roman nose, delectable. "What kind of board do you use, Ma'am?" 

"A K2." 

"But what model K2—is it an all-mountain, a park board, or what? Ma'am?" 

"I don't remember, Carl—it's a kind that I see a lot of casual boarders like me using in New England." 

"Park board, most likely—the snow is usually packed down back there, isn't it?" 

"Usually, yes." 

"Deep powder here, fresh fall most every night." Carl waved a free hand in the general direction of the surrounding peaks, now fading into the dark as the sun had gone down. "Park boards won't cut it in real powder, too stiff. Good powder board is so whippy, Ma'am, there's no feeling like it. Maybe floating in a cloud, nothing on earth, anyway." 

“You’ve written one of your haiku poems about the powder, haven’t you, Carl?” 

“It’s just a rough draft, Ms. Evans, needs a lot of polishing.” 

That’s ok, Carl, just give us what you’ve got so far.” Level two supervision, Megan noticed. Samantha would have to seduce her manly dudes just enough to give them orders. 

“Okay, Ma’am, but please don’t publish it on the ranch website yet. It goes: My board becomes my wings, carving arabesques in clouds of powder.” 

Megan parsed the syllables, seventeen as the form required..It was pretty good. 

A guy who liked poetry, now that could lead to some fine sex. Like Seamus last spring. Sitting directly behind Carl, she could see his ears redden. Sometimes a guy had to do embarrassing things under orders from a supervising woman. Like kissing her boots. Reciting your rough draft poem wasn’t that bad. 

Samantha's smile reached her eyes. She might put this latest high-country haiku on her website; she had a page for cowboy poetry. "Will you have time to try our slopes while you're here, Meg? You booked what, four days with us?" 

"Maybe a day, depends on whether I get any leads tonight. Can you rent boards here? I didn't bring mine." 

Carl was nodding with enthusiasm in the driver's seat as Sam explained the rental options. Soon, they emerged from the canyon and in the streetlights of the south side suburbs. Carl pulled the SUV into the entrance of a Marriott where Meg's event was scheduled. She took the librarian glasses, black rimmed, unrefracted, from her purse and put them on to dial down her beauty a bit more. 

When she exited, Carl drove off to take Sam to her business in town. 

The executive committee of the Equality Party was gathering in a small banquet room, sipping beverages which Meg realized were fruit punch. Cocktail hour in Mormon Country. The host, chairman according to his name badge, assured her that wine or spirits were available if she wished, one or two others were holding wine glasses, but she elected to go with the flow. Chairman Raymond Miles introduced her to the other committee members and the spouses that had come along with some of them. 

As she mingled, Meg assessed the makeup of the committee. Most of the women

—three members, two wives—were S&S gym members, their physical vitality confirmed as much without inquiry. Of the four men, more subtle clues indicated two were defs. The other two were serts: Miles, a lawyer in the city, and a suntanned cattleman named Turner. They were older, of the Millennial Generation now in their sixties. Miles did not glance at his unempowered wife for approval when he voiced an opinion. They lived in a suburban gated trad-pat community. 

“Do you practice in a firm or solo, Mr. Miles?” 

“In a firm, general practice, some tort work some commercial. I do wills and trusts, clients people of our generation. No litigation at all.” 

No, that would be the work of the female partners and associates, Megan thought, Wordsmithing in the back offices, that was what a man could still do decently well in the law. 

Turner was here alone, from a secular monastery that ranched in the southern end of the state. “Hard work, running cattle down in that country--good thing we’re getting some young bucks joining up,” he said. 

“Young like thirty?” Megan couldn’t imagine Bee-Gens working in a setting like that. 

“Course not,” Turner huffed. “Early twenties, your Free-Gens, often running away from a, ah, domestic arrangement not to their liking.” 

A fair number of the older men in these monasteries were doubtless DXH, the divorced ex-husbands group Stark had told her about, and Megan wondered what these older men would be saying on the subject of marriage as they mentored the younger men. 

Party by-laws dictated that at least half of all committees and slates of multiple candidates be men. It still seemed ridiculous and Alice Cohen’s efforts to rationalize it didn’t really wash, but Megan could let it slide to keep the senior vote happy. Women active in the party came to it from a variety of motives. 

Nostalgia, concern for young sons, distaste for injustice, were all in play. The woman seated to Meg's right when they sat for dinner, co-chair of the Young Egalitarians, Evelyn Lang, was an injustice-hater. 

As she ate a decently prepared chicken Parmesan dinner, Megan wondered how many of this group understood what a political bell jar they were living in. The matriarchy had forborne from ramping up its Clean House party in three states, and similar enclaves in other countries, as safety valves for people raised in patriarchy and still clinging as best they could to its traditional values. The Mormons here, the Catholics in New Hampshire, and the Southern Baptists in Arkansas had welcomed the disaffected from other states. But women went to the S&S gyms here as much as they did everywhere else, and they allowed their men the appearance of helping to run things as long as the experiment seemed worthwhile. 

The election of Eva Vanags, with her one-sixty-fourth bit of Comporellian blood, had emboldened the hard-line types in Clean House to advocate for the adoption of many Comporellian mores and customs, like the Asian gynarchies were already doing. Already, some Congresswomen were pushing Clean House to step up its efforts in the three enclave states. The bell jar was at risk. 

After dinner, Miles went to the podium and read the introduction notes for Megan. She smiled her thanks, went to the podium, adjusted her unnecessary glasses, and began, speaking without notes. "Ladies and gentlemen"--the traditional phrasing, rather than the inverted form used by Clean House pols--"I thank you for sharing some of your busy time with me. As Mr. Miles said, I am on the board of the New Hampshire Equality party, and co-chair the Young Egalitarians back there. Like Ms. Lang does, here. And yes, I lecture at Dartmouth College, but I don't drone. I keep my students awake with the Socratic method of teaching, where I put questions to the students. If you will indulge me, I shall begin in that mode here." 

Megan took a sip of water and began. "Tell me, if you please, what you know of the status of men on the planet Comporelli. Mr. Miles, give me one aspect, please." 

"They're not allowed to vote, like in China." 

“Yes, the government is only women, chosen by other women. Another aspect, please--Mr. Turner." 

"The only military people they sent here after Landing Day were women, and we hear that their army and police forces are only women." 

"That's basically true, too, thank you, sir. Men only work in low-level serving jobs in those organizations. Another aspect, Ms. Lang." 

"A boy has to obey his mother as the head of the household, until he gets married to some woman chosen for him by his mother." 

"That too is true, more strictly than we see in various nations here. You have all grasped the essence of the situation, that the ruling women of Comporelli treat their men somewhere between second-class citizens and property. But what you may not know, is that it wasn't always this way on their world. There was a time in Comporellian history when, although the women for the most part ran things, the men could participate in government, serve in the military, have some say in choosing their partners. That was a couple thousand years ago, a time pretty much forgotten in the histories they write about themselves today. But something happened. Remember why they came here? Anybody?" A woman, a spouse, raised her hand. "They said it was a long-term fertility crisis

—their men were having more and more problems getting them pregnant." 

"Thank you. Yes, that's what they said. Left the impression that some mysterious virus just started attacking the sperm motility and testosterone levels. But you know what? Every time the ruling women chipped away at their rough version of gender equality, semi-equality, male virility went down a teeny bit. Not right away, but over a few generations. Then they took away another of their men's rights, and over time, the sperm and testosterone took another hit. Now they come and borrow millions of our men, get a genetic fix of sorts, but don't change the oppressive nature of their system. They have given birth to a new generation of half-Terran boys with better reproductive powers, but over time, it's likely the same thing will happen again." 

"That's their problem, not ours here on Earth. At least not until they come back asking to borrow more millions of our young men. Our problem is that a lot of people who vote Clean House think the Comporellians are wonderful and we should copy their ways. A lot but not everyone who supports Clean House. 

Many of their voters prefer a softer, gentler matriarchy that recognizes men as full citizens. Their world view is closer to Equality voters, at least those Equality voters who accept the world as it is now rather than pining away in the politics of nostalgia." 

"I've been speaking to party gatherings like this, urging our party to work with the idea of soft matriarchy and full civil rights. But I am the least credible person to go public with these ideas. I have family members with deep connections to Clean House. What I want to do is find a good articulate man who sees what I see, and who can get the message out to the public." Megan could sense her audience beginning to drift. Had she lost them with the politics of nostalgia line? The world the millennials had been born in the last two decades of the twentieth century, was not going to come back. She wrapped up before they tuned her out altogether. 

As people were donning their coats and winter gear, a couple approached Meg. 

The man, Harris, one of the middle-aged deferentials, said in a low tone, "Would you like to talk to Richard Beckwourth about your findings? He might be just the publicist you need." 

Beckwourth—a pen name, taken from a famous mountain man of the early nineteenth century—wrote a widely followed blog. The Gadfly of the Matriarchy, he had blown the whistle on quite a few government plans and projects intended to further women's advantages. 

"Beckwourth, the hero of the masculists? Isn't he notoriously reclusive, because of all the federal snooping and bugging attempts? And does he even live around here?" 

Harris turned to his wife, who nodded and fished a pen from her purse. "Give her the contact information, Jim." The man printed something on a napkin and the couple made sure Meg could read his writing. "Send him an email in the

morning," Ms. Harris said, "with the phrase Jim wrote in the subject line. We'll contact Beckwourth the same way tonight so he'll be watching for your note." Megan murmured her thanks and folded the napkin into her own purse. The only image of Beckwourth that the public got to see was a head and shoulders sketch, long hair and beard, fringed leather vest, all part of the mountain man image. If he agreed to meet with her, that would be a real coup. 

Parka'd and booted, she went out through the lobby to where Samantha and Carl were waiting. In the car, Meg took out her tablet and copied the information off the napkin. Checking her messages from home, where it was well after midnight, she drifted off in a jet-lagged sleep. 

CHAPTER TEN

Of Men and Mountains

Wednesday

Five in the morning here was seven on the east coast. Not a hint of dawn yet in the dark sky. In her flannel nightgown, Megan started the coffee maker and booted up the tablet. In the mail program she began a note to Beckwourth, putting the word "compatibility" in the subject line. In the body she wrote: Sir: Last night the Harrises heard me speak about some interesting history of our sister world. I learned the language spoken on their world and have read a number of works not available in translation. A fuller knowledge of their past can shed an interesting light on our present. I would be pleased to show you my sources. M.L. 

Now how a man could get email she sent out on Junonet was another point to ponder. Must be a cooperating woman like Ms. Harris on his end. After sending, she browsed a bit. The hotel offered the day's online Salt Lake Tribune without extra charge and Meg opened its front page. As so many digital sources of news, opinion, and entertainment had become monetized, the legacy newspapers had reinvented themselves as content bundlers, still printing paper for male readers. 

At home she skimmed the Boston Globe on her screen most mornings, and she read the local news here with curiosity. On editorial, the blogs including the latest Beckwourth's Cache and she opened that page. 

"The Supreme Court's latest deconstruction of the Equal Protection Clause has been called a narrow decision of statutory interpretation. The 8-1 ruling in Jenkins v. Civil Service Commission held Bee-Gens not eligible for veteran's' 

preference by finding the definition of 'military service' had been drawn so as not to include six years of stud service on Comporelli. Bollocks, as the Brits would say. The lone dissenter, Justice Ralph Chandler, took the logic of his eight female colleagues and rattled it to pieces." 

Megan read the rest of the post, following Beckwourth's sketch of the century-old Selective Service registration law and its application to men only when they turned eighteen. He attacked the surreptitious undermining of equal protection for men in other decisions of the court and tied it to the positions advocated by the Justice Department. The last paragraph jolted her wide awake. 

"Justice Chandler was born in 1963, the year The Feminine Mystique was published; both are 87 now. The book will go on forever but the Justice, alas, will not. The Cache has learned that the White House is already vetting a short list of judges and lawyers to nominate when his seat becomes vacant. They are all women, of course." Four names then followed. 

Six-thirty here, that would be eight-thirty in the morning back in Washington. 

No lawyers were busy that early, not once they had become partners in a firm as Ellen had. Meg called her sister and put her on vid. 

"Hey, Meggie, what's up with you so early? You're still out west somewhere, right?" 

"Right, Utah, Ellie. The hotel is run by Samantha Evans, remember her from Landing Day in Las Vegas?" 

"Oh, yeah, Sam, sure I remember. Tell her I said hi." 

Ellen Lansdowne had been fourteen when Megan was ten on Landing Day. Still the big sister, she was taller by one centimeter, at 184. The legal profession knew a superstar was coming when her student article in the Harvard Law Review took the founders’ original intent theory to the Second Amendment. She argued that “arms” meant only muskets and flintlock pistols, the firearms of 1789. The government could require later types to firearms be stored in a county militia house. When the Well-Regulated Militia Act came before the Supreme Court, her article had been cited several times. 

When her partnership at the firm was assured, Ellen went out and got her Bee-Gen husband. Ted has been at Dominion Day School, several years behind her, Megan’s classmate in fact. He was slim and a bit under average height, Ellen’s thrall in every way. Baby Adelinde came two years later and after the first couple months of nursing, she became Ted’s full time job. 

"Will do. Hey, reason I called is this blog, Beckwourth's Cache, guy claims to know the four women at the top of the list for the next Supreme Court vacancy. 

Is that story making the rounds in D.C.?" 

"Is it ever! And it seems to be pretty accurate. Word is, President Va-Va is pissed as hell and she wants the leak, whether from Justice or White House staff, plugged and the leaker smoked out." In the Lansdowne family they still remembered Eva Vanags’ nickname from her basketball days. 

That was all Megan needed to know, but she chatted with her sister about family stuff for a few minutes. Around seven, she went downstairs, jeans and a sweater, enough for breakfast. Her waiter was Carl, the hunky driver from last night. He made full eye contact as he recited the specials and took her order. She pretended to not notice the slight bulge under his apron, but that and his voice got her e-zone moist. 

As her eggs and juice arrived, Samantha came in and joined her, telling the young waiter to bring her coffee only. “And, Carl, how is it you’re on wait staff this morning? Thought you were teaching snowboarding.” 

“I switched with Craig, Ma’am. He’s really been anxious to try his hand at snow sports teaching.” He blushed a bit in this explanation, hard to spot in his tanned cheeks. 

The women eyed the denim-clad curves of the waiter's posterior as he left. 

"Hmm," said Sam. “Usually have to lasso that cowboy and drag him in to get him to take an inside shift. I wonder if he’s just a bit smitten.” 

Hoping to redirect the conversation, Megan asked how old the ranch hands were. 

"Oh, they range from twenty like Carl to twenty-five , nobody older than that, of course. Median probably around twenty-two." 

"Why 'of course'? Oh, I see— twenty-six is the youngest of the Bee-Gens." 

"Oh, yes. The final draft class was shipped back to us, hopelessly def, last summer. The state asked Elena, one of my contractors, to, train them to pretend to be manly dudes, but they were lost causes. Well, you know, Meg, you've dated guys your age, right?" 

Megan nodded. A woman could tell a Bee-Gen man the sun was up in the sky at midnight and he wouldn't argue with her, just yes, ma'am her. You could marry a Bee-Gen guy but it was sort of like having a butler-vibrator for a husband, not

very exciting. Not for Megan, anyway. Plenty of the hard-boiled gynocrats thought this was just fine, though. Even her sister Ellen said she argued all day for a living and didn't need to argue any more at home. 

They talked about Samantha's family. "Kate will be twenty next April, pre-veterinary courses up at Utah State. I was carrying her when Eric and I got married, soon as I figured out what Landing Day meant, I got his seed in me so he wouldn't be drafted. Then we have a boy, Robbie, just started at my alma mater, UNLV, for the hotel management major." 

"They have a male student minimum over there?" 

"Fifteen percent, but he's a bright kid. Like to think he could have got in without that affirmative action stuff. Course he has to wear his shield around the clock; he comes home every other weekend for some relief. I wish he could find a girlfriend that wasn't too fem-dommy, I'd lend her his key." Megan nodded, all too familiar with the preferential admission policy debates in the universities in most states. Dartmouth, UNH, and other colleges in New Hampshire did not have or need a minimum quota for male students; they had plenty although the female side was still over half. 

After breakfast, Megan took the car into the city to meet some graduate students at the state university, potential data collectors for the soft tissue injury survey. 

She had done the same thing in Denver last Saturday for the Colorado data. Mid-morning, her pad beeped with an e-mail, giving her directions for a luncheon meeting on the south side of Salt Lake City. 

Meg parked in a lot and, as instructed, locked her phone and tablet in the glove compartment. She crossed the street toward the Handcart Cafe. A mural on the outside depicted a line of nineteenth century pioneers walking across a desert pushing their belongings in wheelbarrows. A pair of tall men in black slacks and turtlenecks approached her on the sidewalk. Carrying briefcases and wearing sunglasses, they seemed to have stepped out of some old action movie. 

"Ms. Lansdowne?" Black Outfit No. One said. To her nod, he then said, "Come with us, please, Mr. Beckwourth will see you inside." They paused in a vestibule and Black Outfit No. Two stood in front of the inner door to the restaurant. They took off the sunglasses and Meg looked up a couple of inches into No. One's blue eyes. The men were about the size of Carl the snowboard boy, but their faces, old scars, once-broken noses, said they had been around the block many more times. 

"We are his security, ma'am. Do you mind if we do a quick check for wires or weapons?" 

Megan usually reacted to a taller guy in one of two ways. She either assessed him as someone to spar with, wondering how hard it would be to take him down, or to work on his under-brain, seeing how long it would take her to seduce him. 

She had lots of experience in seduction—Seamus, an opera buff, called her Donna Giovanna—and all the equipment to be very good at it. 

Shrugging out of her parka and handing it to Number Two, she said "Pat me down, big boy" in her sexiest alto, level three, and gave Number One the full treatment. Pouty lips, the sultry stare under the eyelashes, flick her hair, cock her hip. Nada. Number One just took a scanner from his briefcase and wanded it around her, even the boobs when she raised her arms, and never took a heavy breath. Even when he put a hand on her to-die-for ass and turned her around to face Two, he remained as reaction-less as a mannequin. She didn't think there was a straight man with balls under the age of seventy who could stay calm. 

Well, then, question the straightness or the testicular endowment. 

They led her to a corner booth done up in knotty pine where a man sat, face hidden by a western hat. Two laid her parka on an empty chair and set a little electronic device on a corner of the red and white checked tablecloth. He flicked a switch and verified that it was working. Some sort of net shroud, Meg guessed. 

"Howdy, ma'am." The seated man looked up, keeping his hat on and making no effort in the standing up department. Megan could see brown hair, worn long, bushy mustache, dark eyes. His leather jacket had fringes on the shoulders. All he lacked for the mountain man look was a couple of beaver traps. 

"Hello, Mr. Be--" She stopped when he held up a hand in a hushing gesture. The hand waved toward an empty chair and she sat down. The same hand then took a stylus and started writing on a tablet. 

Aloud, idle chitchat, no names. Write what you have to show me. B. 

"Well, thanks for the lunch invite. Do they make a good grilled cheese sandwich here?" 

"Rumor has it they do," the man grunted. "Gary will give 'em your order. 

Sourdough, whole wheat, or rye bread?" 

Meg opted for sourdough and Number One, evidently Gary, went off to find some waitstaff. Meanwhile, Meg was writing on the tablet. I have pix of a

fifteen-hundred-year-old Comp history that says they used to treat men more like citizens than property. 

Beckwourth read this, wrote below it, and gave it back to her. Translated? When she shook her head no, he reclaimed the tablet and wrote again. You read Comp? 

How learned? The little tablet began shuttling back and forth across the table. 

Fletcher School, Tufts, studying for Interstellar Diplomacy. Dropped out. 

Examples of better treatment of men back then? 

Universities open to both genders. Inventor of their space drive was a guy. Go through book with me, I do rough translate as we go. 

Book with you? Meg patted her purse and nodded. 

Mind riding with blindfold for a while, get to secure location? 

Meg finished her sandwich and nodded her assent. Beckwourth told Two, addressing him as Gus, to bring the car around to a back entrance. Five minutes later, Beckwourth nodded to Gary and the three of them stood up and walked through the restaurant and kitchen to the delivery entrance. Under the hat, Beckwourth looked to her to be shorter than everyone else in the group, perhaps five feet eight, screw the metric, slight of build. Gary handed her into the passenger side, front seat and then followed Beckwourth into the back seat. Gary held out a blindfold, a comfortable style such as airline passengers used, and she

put it on. 

Silence prevailed in the car, only the sound of the tires on the pavement. Meg guessed that they got on a freeway several minutes after leaving, and continued in that driving pattern for a considerable stretch of time. An hour? Two? Hard to tell without sight. Beckwourth broke the silence, addressing one of the other men. 

"Did you assess our guest for seductiveness?" 

"Very high," Gary answered, "nine out of ten." 

"Ms. Lansdowne, your beauty and sex appeal have just been adjudicated. Gus and Gary are, although immune to feminine wiles themselves, quite adept at assessing them when such wiles could threaten my safety." 

"Your safety?" Meg said, conscious of her skeptical tone. 

"Mine or my informants. I am hopelessly heterosexual and could be seduced and turned inside out with ease by any experienced woman. The FBI has a special unit, women who would make you look like a gawky Girl Scout pushing stale cookies, and its main mission is to keep a lid on masculism and any men's liberation movements. My blog is, shall we say, rather irritating to the government. Besides the usual surveillance hardware and software, I have to be wary of any personal contact with women." 

"But, you're going to sit down and go through this book with me. Aren't you afraid I'll put some moves on you?" 

"Yes, of course. That's why Gary or Gus will be in the room with us at all times." Whatever, Meg thought a shrug. One encounters some weird situations when one is out saving the world. The car turned onto a gravel road now, laboring up a long grade. At some point, the car stopped and she stepped out when one of the men opened the door, a hand on her arm guiding her. The air was thin and cold and she hugged herself in the puffy parka sleeves. They entered a structure, a metal door clanged shut behind them, and then she felt the blindfold lifted from her face. 

"We're at the adit of an old mine," Beckwourth said, "and about to ride down into the mountain. The government will know we are here, from orbital surveillance, but will not be able to eavesdrop on us." Flanked by Gary and Gus, they walked to a plank platform and began a descent. Lights, frequently placed along the shaft, cast long shadows on its rough rock surface. "The mine may have played out a hundred and fifty years ago," Beckwourth said, observing the apprehension on Meg's face, "but the elevator mechanism is almost brand new." Meg wondered where they were. Her knowledge of geography told her they could still be in Utah, or perhaps Wyoming or Idaho, not knowing how much time had passed was disorienting. The elevator passed several old mine workings and stopped at a level where a new metal barrier opened to reveal a modern hallway. Through one of the doors, the party entered a carpeted and furnished conference room. 

Meg put her purse on the table and handed her parka to Gus. She and Beckwourth agreed on tea to start, and Gary went out to make and bring some. 

With Gus in a chair in the corner, she and Beckwourth settled into a sectional couch. 

"Before we get to work," she said, "do you mind telling me a little about yourself? I'm a public person, of course, and you'll have searched my work, my family, and all that. But you are, of understandable necessity, a man of mystery. 

And I would not want to know anything about your personal identity. But how did you get into this line of work?" 

"Thank you, Misz Lansdowne," Beckwourth said, almost pronouncing the title in the archaic form. "I was born on the cusp of the millennium, so am about a half-century old now. I was a working journalist before President Castle was first elected in 2024, and wrote on gender politics before and after that. I was too old for the draft after Landing Day, and I began working to establish my anonymity shortly afterward." 

"Ah, yes, the draft," she said. "And how did your...unsullied helpers"--indicating the impassive Gus--"deal with the draft? They seem closer to my age." 

"Unsullied? I assure you, Misz Lansdowne, Gus and Gary are anatomically complete. In the early years of the draft not every man was taken. Well-established homosexuality was grounds for exemption, as was a primary child care role." That settled, Beckwourth continued. 

"The Harrises sent me the gist of your talk to the executive committee down in Sandy the other evening, and I'm aware that you have given a similar talk to other Equality Party gatherings the past few weeks. Tell me how you found this book and who has the original." 

"Language proficiency is part of the Interstellar Diplomacy curriculum at Fletcher," Meg said, "and while we had a Comporellian teacher on campus, I wanted to work more on my vocabulary and etymology. I got permission to study in the library of the Comporellian Embassy in Washington and, on my own one afternoon, came across a collection of facsimiles of old printed books. The oldest. a history of one of Argulia, one of the continents on the planet, was published in such-and-such year in the Comp calendar, about 600 C.E. on ours. I took pictures of every page on my phone and put the original back in the case where I found it. My Comp escort had gone off on some other errand; she didn't see me doing this. This," she took the History of Argulia out of her bag, "is what I printed out and had bound." 

Beckwourth examined the book, glancing at the Comporellian words, meaningless squiggles to him, but annotated in the wide margins with longhand English words, translations looked up by Megan. "Rather than ask you to go through the full text, why don't you just give me a summary. With a few examples." 

Megan nodded. "Sure. The author was a professor at Karlegor Institute; some of her footnotes refer to studies published here when the school was called Karlegai

—a male ending—and she writes that it was named for Karleg, the man who discovered the basic equations leading to their space drive, a couple of millennia earlier. It is unfortunate, she says, that the Institute had to stop admitting male students when the incidence of what we'd call date rape got out of hand and male students could not be adequately protected by male chastity devices. In this footnote, she refers to the widespread revulsion to our patriarchal culture on Earth as a factor in their culture shift." 

Megan flipped through a few pages. "Later, she writes about the last man to run for an elective office, around the time Julius Caesar was biting the dust in Rome, and in the next century, she writes about an election tainted by one candidate's subliminal manipulation of male voters by sexual suggestion and the consequent limitation of the franchise to female voters. That was several centuries before

she wrote this book. And the long-term sperm and testosterone decline started around the same time." 

Beckwourth steepled his fingers, putting a narrative together in his mind. "So it would seem our large lady friends may have strayed from the true path of sustainability, our new grail. But your pitch, to bring the egalitarians and the softer matriarchists together is not getting much traction. Am I right?" Megan nodded and Beckwourth continued. "How much do you know about what our men went through as draftees when they were on Comporelli?" 

"Hmm. I've heard they had to sleep with a Comp woman until she got pregnant, and then the guy was moved on to the next woman on the list. That they got prizes if they got, like, thirty women pregnant in a year. But the Bee-Gens always say their memories of sex just blur." 

"Yes, the Comps seem to have ways of erasing short-term memories of sex. So how often do you suppose a guy had sex, in a week, say, to get those kind of results?" 

Megan shrugged. "I would guess eight, ten times a week—these were eighteen-to twenty-four-year old guys, max virility." 

"So, on our time units, about five hundred times a year?" Megan nodded, doing the math. 

"Induction physicals measured sperm and testosterone levels when they were first drafted," Beckwourth continued.. "A research project at Johns Hopkins has been taking those measurements on Bee-Gens just back; the lead scientist is

working on a formula that estimates the frequency of ejaculation during their stud service. Guess what her calculations show?" Megan waited for Beckwourth to produce the dramatic effect he was working for. 

"A thousand to eighteen hundred orgasms per year—four or five a night. Every night for six years. And that would suggest....?" 

"I don't know—that the Comps have a hard time getting pregnant?" 

"Au contraire. The Comp scientists are absolute wizards on female reproductive biology. Makes it all the more ironic that they messed up so bad with their men. 

Anyway, the pill women take now when they want to get pregnant, you know theirs is a little different than the one you ladies here take, right?" The orbiting satellites beaming a fertility control frequency on Earth, making the ovum impenetrable by sperm until the woman took a pill to interrupt the frequency, were often hailed as even more empowering than the strength-building gyms. Unintended pregnancy just never happened any more, and abortion was rarer than midsummer snow. The satellites were a gift from the Comporellians, a part of the plan to stabilize the global population at around five billion. 

"Their pill is one hundred percent gender predictive, right? Because they have to bear a boy before they can have daughters." 

"Right, gotta maintain the underclass. Whereas you ladies are are still into coin flipping. But there's another difference in the Comps' pills. Because of the virility decline in their menfolk, a Comp on her pill can get preggers just by

having a viable sperm in the same room. Not literally, of course, but it is a hair-trigger sensitivity. When they got ahold of our young men, they were laying down gin rummy first round every time." 

Gus, playing solitaire in the corner, chose that moment to shuffle the cards, and everyone laughed. 

Megan returned to the numbers and factored in her knowledge of the Comporellian population. 

"So if our guys were having sex a couple thousand times a year..." 

"It was two percent procreational sex and ninety-eight percent recreational. 

Those women were fucking like hounds in heat and having a ball." 

"Well, but now it's over. The oldest boys born of a Terran father and a Comporellian mother are now grown up enough to be sex partners and fathers." 

"True enough, Ms. Lansdowne. And those young men may be able to step up and fulfill their procreational roles. I'm wondering if they are as up to snuff for the recreational side of sex." 

"And what would cause you to wonder that, Mr. Beckwourth?" 

"You were studying interstellar diplomacy...what do you know about visas or

travel permits for Comps wanting to come here?" 

"The U.N. handles that, issues very few visas, consular staff, a fixed number for professional athletes, another fixed number for scientific research work. In the hundreds at best." 

"Heard anything about a big increase in tourism visits?" Megan shook her head. 

"Nothing definite," Beckwourth continued, "but there's a funny trend in hotel architecture in the trendy resort areas, Bali, Tahiti, Phuket in Thailand, places like that, none that far from China. They're building doors quite high, seven feet, seven foot four inch doorways. Like they were expecting an influx of very tall tourists." 

"And you suspect.....?" 

"A lot more Comp tourists coming here for sex vacations, is what it sounds like. 

Let's just suppose the Comps got real used to full-Terran men for twenty years and like them better than the half-Terran young men just now coming of age." 

"Well, a lot of us wouldn't like having our men grabbed and used like that." 

"And a lot of you would, if the Comps made you a tempting offer of something else." 

"Such as..." 

"The usual, power, money. Maybe service in Comporellian merchant ships, naval ships, access to lots of their technology which is limited to Comporellian citizens now. You know the Women’s Republic would love to get in on that. Plus a continuing supply of docile young Bee-Gen type men, guys the tourists would leave behind." 

"You know this?" 

"No, I'm just speculating. There has to be something motivating the hard-line gynocrats besides the joy of domination. We've got a lot of the puzzle pieces coming together, just not enough to see the whole picture." Beckwourth paused and thought a few minutes. "I need something stronger than green tea." Reaching into a drawer in the end table, he pulled out a bottle of brown liquid and poured a dollop into his cup. "Fancy bourbon, Misz Lansdowne?" 

"Not my style, Mr. Beckwourth, but I'd love a glass of red wine if you have any." Beckwourth turned to Gus in the corner. "How're we set for wine here in the joint?" 

"There's a half bottle of Cab recorked from the sher--uh, Miss Greta's last visit, just a couple nights ago, should still be good." Retrieving the bottle from a

pantry next door, together with a wine glass, Gus poured a serving and set the bottle on the table. 

Beckwourth glanced at the wine label and Megan spotted a new expression flit across his face, tender and fond, before he looked away, So he has a lady friend come up here, a sheriff no less. That could explain his internet access. A strong woman, no doubt, and the mountain man is pretty sweet on her. And that speck of lipstick on the wine glass Gus missed when he wiped it clean...love still makes the world go round. 

An image of the Earth spinning in space flashed in her mind. Then the image changed to a view of the planet Comporelli, larger and whiter, but static--it was not spinning. Megan felt a bolt of intellectual lighting crackle in her mind, and then paragraph after paragraph scrolled down, telling her how to write chapter seven of her thesis. The Comps had forgotten how to love their own men! 

The flash of inspiration left her tingling in all her extremities, and the wine glass jiggled in her trembling fingers. Got to write this stuff down as soon as I can, but carry on chatting for a bit. Megan mastered her excitement and smiled a reassurance at Beckwourth and Gus, who had noticed the change in her. 

Extending the glass to tap his whiskey-filled teacup, she offered a silent toast. 

Beckwourth took a sip and smacked his lips in pleasure. "Tell me, Ms. 

Lansdowne, what motivates you to be an Egalitarian? Would you want to share the status and power you and your family enjoy with men in general? 

Megan appraised the man, his frontier garb no longer seeming as ridiculous as per her first impression. "I'll try to answer that question, if you would ask it again and call me Megan." If she lowered her half of the drawbridge, would he do the same? Time to do a little trusting, she thought. 

"Very well, Megan. Would you tell Richard here, what's in the Egalitarian platform for a high-status woman like you?" His eyes still held some wariness, but she sensed a provisional extension of...a bit of openness? 

"The potential...potential for bridging the gap between men and fair-minded women who believe in a soft, gentle matriarchy, one with room for love...love and trust. Mutual respect. The way my mother treats my father, and the way he feels about her." 

His silence told Megan he was waiting for her to address the rest of his question. 

"And power?" she said. "I'd be willing to accept men in positions of power when they could show a level of maturity, a brain that could function independent of the gonads." 

"Which is precious few of us, or so everyone believes." 

"Richard, the cerebro-phallic nexus seems to be a fact, even if our own scientists can't verify the Comps' findings yet. You aren't one of those deniers, are you? I mean you just admitted that I could make you think with your dick. Putting the levers of power in most men's' hands is like letting small children drive regular automobiles." 

"So, in your soft, gentle matriarchy, Megan, what is the status of men?" 

"About what it was for women not too long ago....what was the year you had in your column? 1963?" 

Beckwourth closed his eyes a moment, perhaps picturing himself and millions of other men in a role-reversed version of that society. Megan took a sip of wine and pictured one of the paragraphs that had just popped up in her mind and paraphrased it. 

"You've heard of the Female-Led Relationship, of course, it has been around long before the gyms brought muscle parity between the genders. Millions of FLRs bring about an FLS, a Female-Led Society. It's important to think of the FLR as a continuum." Meg held her hands a meter apart, then opened one and closed the other. "At one end, the women who run things keep the capacity to love men, to cherish you even with all your faults and foibles. At the other, the Femdom end," gesturing with the hand where thumb and fingers clamped together, "women see men as property, as objects to maybe have a sentimental attachment for, but without the respect that nurtures love." 

"How can a man feel respected by a woman who forces him to wear a steel jockstrap?" 

"He can't, of course; when he wears a shield it should be his choice and he should carry his own key. To compel men to conceal their sexual allure is like bringing back the hijab for them." 

Beckwourth, delight brightening his face, scribbled something on a notepad. 

"That's a nice phrase, Megan, mind if I use it in the Cache?" 

"You're welcome to it, Richard, it's a little too flip for the academic world. No attribution, please" 

"Please stay for dinner. I can tell you are itching to be writing, and so am I. Gus can show you a quiet writing nook while Gary cooks. One of them will take you to a nearby hotel later." 

"Yes, of course, thank you. Richard. Will I have to ride back blindfolded again?" Beckwourth looked at her. "No, that won't be necessary. Were it summer, we could have you back in your hotel in an hour. At the base of this mountain is Park City, Utah. The pass is closed in the winter, though, and the way back around the mountains takes a few hours." 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

GENTLEMEN'S NIGHT AT THE DEW DROP INN

Daily chores finished by lunchtime, Carl put in a couple of hours helping Mr. 

Evans build the new sauna. The aromatic aroma of red cedar sawdust as the older man cut planks on his table saw was wonderful. 

“Where do you get this wood, sir?” 

“From a secular monastery in Arkansas,” Eric Evans said. “Eastern redcedar, not related to our western red cedar.” 

“All the way from Arkansas, and bought from men. How can that happen?” 

“The monasteries have women called Compassionate Dematers to help them interact with the outside world, you know. Samantha serves a monastery a few miles down the canyon as their Com-Dem and she found this monastery offering lumber on the internet and contacted their Com-Dem to make the arrangements.” 

He added that Demater seemed to be a word derived from den mother. 

Whenever he thought about the world of the internet, Carl imagined the richer world women inhabited. If a guy was attached, his woman might let him enter her cyberspace just like she might let him enter her other spaces. Mr. Evans might well have been browsing the web on his wife’s account, located this lumber, and then asked his wife to take things from there. 

Sometimes, now that he was a full-fledged Manly Dude here, it happened that a woman might inveigle him with an offer to look at her website. They knew how tempting it was for a hetmale to surf the web. 

Carl scanned the guest parking area several times that afternoon; no sign of the Ford that this Ms. Lansdowne had rented. On the way back from Sandy last night, he had heard her telling Ms. Evans she might be out late this evening. 

Since graduating from Elena’s academy and being promoted to Guest Services Specialist, a/k/a Manly Dude, Carl’s life had taken some turns for the better. He had accepted the advances of over three dozen guests the three months and had saved over five thousand in tips from the well-satisfied women. All poised, professional women with university degrees. Carl was at ease with such women, talking about the outdoors and the recreational options here. The ladies were not here for deep conversations at all. Like the other hands, he stuck with married women who planned to stay with their husbands after getting a little recharge here. The bunkhouse consensus was that getting snagged for marriage was a pitfall to be avoided, his view, too., 

He had taken a course in recreation management down at the community college and pulled a C-plus even though over half the class was female. The prefrontal cortex exercises he had learned did keep his head clearer around women his own age, Free-Gen fems. 

A casual remark by Silvie Santangela, the cougar who had picked him up in the DMV last summer, had led him to the community college. She had said the federal land agencies like the Park Service and Forest Service had lots of outdoor jobs and being in her Clean House Party could help a guy get one. So now he was wearing a Clean House broom pin on his hatband and putting up posters in the canyon when some woman in the Party asked him. Just county elections last November, that was the extent of his involvement. While his mother, solid in the Equality Party, had wished he’d made a different choice, she

was delighted with her son’s enthusiasm for a career path. A recreation manager with the Forest Service! After his time at the Rocking RP, of course. 

All the guests who seemed to be looking for action tonight had latched on to other Manly Dudes, and Carl found himself at loose ends after supper, thinking about a cold beer. The hotel bar was off limits to the M. D.s this evening, as the Jazz had no game tonight and the predatory Chelorix could be hunting. Ms. 

Evans had not said all bars in the canyon were off limits--not in so many words, Carl reflected—so he stuffed his package into his Down-Johnson genital shield, hopped in his old Volt and headed down the road. A little rebellion now and then is a good thing, Thomas Jefferson had said, words he had seen on a coffee mug. 

Carl was feeling rebellious tonight. 

The few bars in Silver Fork did not look appealing, and they were pretty close to the ranch, too; word could get back. A few miles down-canyon, snow beginning to swirl on the road, the lights of the Dew Drop Inn came into view. A bar that catered to the Bee-Gens, according to canyon gossip, Carl had been curious to check it out. Some nights, guys went there unshielded. He was tempted to practice keeping his braincase autonomous away from the ranch, but on second thought decided to leave his key in the glove compartment and stay shielded. 

The corny name, Dew Drop Inn, sounded like a lame effort to evoke retro country songs about honky-tonk joints and the outer decor struggled to maintain the theme. A fake outhouse in a corner of the parking lot, no less! Inside, Carl surveyed the bar scene. Dark wood bar with a brass rail; an antique jukebox off to one side, vid screens behind each end of the bar; full-antlered heads of an elk and deer mounted on the walls, surrounded by old posters advertising products like aftershave, beer, chainsaws, and motorcycles, all with buxom and barely-clothed women: the overall effect was a man-cave from fifty years ago, turn of the millennium when patriarchy was still going strong. Or so the history books said. 

At the bar, a boot resting on the rail, Carl studied the tap list while a bartender polished the gleaming mahogany surface. "Welcome to the Dew Drop, my good man. It's Gentlemen's Night tonight, half price for any unescorted male. What's your pleasure?" 

"How's the Polygamy Porter?" 

"Pourin' nice tonight—don't sell much to the ladies, but the name is part of the local history." 

Scanning the drinks list, looking at the minimal wine choices and the bourbon-heavy lineup in spirits, Carl surmised that the Dew Drop didn't sell much of anything to the ladies. As he settled on the porter, he opined as much to the bartender. 

"Nope, that's right. When the gals come in here and ask about cocktails, they say it as two words, know what I mean?" The man winked at Carl, running his eyes over the rest of the room to be sure no one of the referenced gender was apt to overhear. A couple of thirtyish men nursed beers at the bar, perching on stools as they watched a NASCAR stock car race on the nearer holovid. At a table in front of the other end, a pair of older guys were playing cribbage and glancing now and then at the bass fishing derby on the other screen. 

"Who's winning, and where's the race?" Carl asked the guy on the nearer bar stool. The man had some belly hanging over his belt, brown hair pony-tailed with matching scraggly mustache, munching on chips and sipping a dark lager, he was maintaining his gut and unlikely to be an attached Bee-Gen. Guy didn't keep a tummy flat, he was nothing to women, but maybe he wanted it that way, Carl thought. His homely face, buck teeth and crooked nose, would keep him unattached, too. 

"Daytona twenty-four, live; Daniel Boone Patrick was leading but just dropped into second behind Betty Carmichael. Sure be nice to see a guy show them women how to drive!" 

"Daniel Boone Patrick—that his real name? Oh, speaking of names, I'm Carl Farinelli." Twisting on the stool, he offered his hand across the empty stool between them. 

"Lloyd Larson, pleased ta meetcha.”. The man winced as he turned, rubbing his torso with his free hand. "And no, he"--gesturing toward the screen--"was a Billy Bob something or other from the south, chose this name to say he was going to be the Danica Patrick for men drivers in our time. And back in the day, they said she was the Jackie Robinson—whoever she was—for women drivers in NASCAR." 

"He," Carl said, softly. 

"Huh? He who?" 

"He, Jackie Robinson, played baseball a hundred years ago." Carl had pulled a low C in American History his junior year, but remembered that much. Baseball had not thrived under the Integrated Sports Act, with the minimum gender component of one-third women on a team. Although now equal in strength, women could not throw a ball overhand as hard. The softball teams, drawing bigger crowds now, managed better with three men on a team. 

"Whatever," Lloyd muttered, uninterested. "There's two other men in the thirty drivers left, but they are way back, Daniel's our best hope." They fell silent as an engine roared for a few seconds as the driver attempted to pass two others, burning a bit of the twenty gallons of fuel allowed a hybrid engine for the entire race. The roar of internal combustion fell silent again. 

During the quiet moments of the race, Lloyd told Carl he worked nights on maintenance, keeping the floors clean in a mall down in the valley. Since he got back—from Comporelli, his context made clear—he had tried off and on to get better jobs or into schools for a new skill, but without success. " They pay me just over what the bot tax would be on a cleaning bot. There must some kind of work the women don't want to do that's not dirty and pays halfway decent," he grumbled, "but I haven't found it yet. Leastwise I can afford to drink on gentleman’s nights." 

Carl had just started talking about his work at the ranch when the door to the bar opened, slamming against the wall, and they saw in the back bar mirror a very large person ducking under the standard doorway to get in and then stamping snow off boots with a pair of thunderous stomps. Standing again and shaking off the parka, the newcomer revealed herself to be female and tall. Very tall, probably a Comp, surely so if Lloyd's sudden onset of nerves was a clue. The low murmur of men's' voices vanished into a hush as if the newcomer had just sucked all the air out of the bar. 

"Headin' to the can," the guy on the other side of Lloyd whispered, rolling off his stool and scurrying to the bathroom in the back, head down. Lloyd found the taxidermy on the near wall of absorbing interest, squinting at the elk antlers in the dim light. Carl continued to study the woman in the mirror as she continued to look over the men in the tavern. 

The woman moved to the empty space between Carl and Lloyd and settled herself, backside wide even for her height, upon the stool. Taking off a knitted

cap and shaking out her blue-black hair, she made eye contact with Carl in the mirror. He recognized her as the basketball star, Chelorix Torsk, the woman on Ms. Evans' avoid-contact list, and nodded his greeting in the mirror as his larynx bobbed in a nervous swallow. 

"G'd evening," she rumbled, contralto vibrating below middle C, "how'r you doin' tonight, Lloyd?" 

Slipping a big hand on his butt, she squeezed until he gasped. 

"F-fine, Mistress Chel," Lloyd said, "and how are you?" 

"Enjoying an off night. We start a little road trip tomorrow, Suns in Phoenix and then the Lakers in L.A. Just checkin' the action here in the Dew." Grabbing a fresh handful of ass cheek, she took spun Lloyd on the stool to face her. “What’s the matter, sonny? Don’t tell me you’re still sore from our little escapade last month.” 

“A c-couple of ribs were cracked, Mistress.” Lloyd’s voice shaky and tense. 

Torsk shrugged wide shoulders, showing no sympathy. “Shit happens when you’re havin’ fun. What’re you goin’ to do?” Looking down into his face and reading his past, she said, "where'd you serve, Lloyd?" 

"Lothin, Mistress," Lloyd said, licking his lips over a trembling chin. 

"Hot up there, near the equator, not like Argulia, where I'm from. Folks get blue as your sky in Lothin, damn near, they call us Argulians polar pallid." Pushing back the sleeve of her sweater. she extended a forearm on the bar to show the faintness of her coloration. She flexed, popping up ridges of muscle that reminded Carl of the cables in a suspension bridge. Long fingers snapped a summons, echoing loud in the stillness, for the bartender. who stammered his greetings and asked her pleasure. 

Torsk eyed the daily specials board, the bottles arrayed behind the bar, then looked at Carl's pint, now more than half gone. "What's that you're drinking, boy?" 

"P-polygamy Porter, ma'am," Carl said, nervous about any reference to the marital practices of the early Mormons around this female behemoth. "It's very malty, got some nice coffee flavors." 

"Polygamy, huh? Torsk pulled Carl's glass over and sniffed what remained. Then she drank that last bit down. "Bartender, I'll have a pint of this Polyandry Porter and get another for my new friend here. I like the idea of having three or four husbands." Her throaty chuckle slithered down Carl's back like an ice cube. 

Carl and Torsk clinked their glasses, toasting to the Jazz and a successful road trip. She ignored Lloyd on the other side until he moved down the bar a couple of stools, where he went back to watching the Daytona race, glancing back from time to time to see if the Comporellian required his further attendance. 

Carl studied the woman’s face in the back-bar mirror. Not pretty in any soft sense, but handsome, a sturdy chin, topaz eyes roving around the bar, eyebrows as midnight black as the hair tumbling down to those wide shoulders. 

"You look different on the TV screen, ma'am, is that something the cameras do?" 

"Partly cameras and partly a dye I rub into my skin before a game. Makes me look more bluish." She paused, grinning. "Now, your line is, 'funny, you don't look bluish.'" 

Carl laughed out of a sense that this was funny. Remembering the poster of Torsk in a Storm jersey, he asked how she liked Salt Lake compared to Seattle. 

"Snow beats rain in my book." Torsk said, "'course I haven't spent a summer here yet. Playoffs go to middle of June, then it's free time 'till October. What d'you do when the snows melt, boy?" 

Carl talked about pack trips up to the high meadows a bit, but Torsk failed to warm to the subject. They shifted to basketball for a few minutes; soon he felt a large hand grabbing a handful of ass cheek and squeezing it through his jeans. 

Torsk could hold a basketball in one hand as if it were a football. 

"Hey, boy, want an autographed Jazz jersey?" Torsk leaned down on the bar stool to get her lips near his ear as she whispered her proposition, following with a sensuous puff of air directed into the ear. Now she hooked a boot toe inside his ankle and rubbed it up and down, telling him she had extra jerseys at her house just up the canyon, and how 'bout it. 

Despite a boatload of trepidation—thinking how a Comp in heat could really hurt a guy, like poor Lloyd—and in the back of his mind, a foreboding of trouble back at the ranch, Carl could not come up with the words to say no to this overwhelming woman. His curiosity, still gnawing at his better judgment, wanted to know what sex was like with the big blue ladies. His hard-won ability to keep his brain functioning independently of his cock was going down the drain as said cock, fully erect, rammed into the abrasive end of his shield. His muddled mind forgot that he had locked his key in the glove compartment. 

Carl murmured his assent and a minute later made his exit, toes lightly touching the ground as Torsk held his waist in one arm and marched them out of the bar. 

Her wheels were a Comporellian land car, interiors a fourth bigger than anything made on Earth, and sitting on the passenger side, he felt like he was in a cavern. 

Carl thought he ought to make conversation, rather than just shiver as Torsk drove up-canyon on the snow-dusted road. “Sports news said you had a boyfriend in Seattle, didn’t move here with you. How’s he doing?” 

“Two, and both happily married now. Well, at least their mothers should be happy. Boy properly broken in fetches a pretty good price these days, with your draft over and all.” 

Returned draftees had been discharged to the custody of their mothers or nearest female relatives, who selected their marriage partners, a choice that could be swayed by money. Post-draft, mothers tried to exercise this control over their imperfectly enlightened sons. Carl knew that some guys in his high school class, handsome and def, had enriched their mothers well. His own mother would have been open to offers had they involved suitably egalitarian women. He tried another topic. 

“Lloyd back there--kind of unusual, a guy staying unattached after being on your world.” 

“Face only a mother could love, yeah--problem was, he had no mother or sisters when he came back, someone who could have gotten him in for plastic surgery, lifetime membership at one of your Abs and Glutes gyms. He was turned over to a distant aunt who kept his back pay and just left him to fend for himself.” 

"I read you first came here on military service, ma'am. Where all did you serve?" 

"All over, three continents," she said. "Best time was in Afghanistan. I remember a day, back in 2032, second year of your draft, my squad landed in some valley, found a couple hundred Taliban and took 'em all out in a day. Laid out thirty-two myself with my stun whip, force field on my suit so their silly bullets just bounced off me. Woke those boys up one at a time, stripped 'em, shaved 'em, and broke 'em in to the new order of things, all their women watching in the village square. Guys too old to take back home, we put the ladies' burqas on them, stuck a blue codpiece to the front of each black robe. Got some great holos of that day on my wall. We told the women to make do with the older guys for a few years, to beat ‘em when they acted out." 

"Wow," Carl said, "how many years did you serve?" 

"First hitch, three years. Took my preg-pill soon’s I got back home, bought a first-mate and gave him the boy to raise, got on the waiting list for a second hitch here. Took eight years—Terran cock is so outstanding, every woman wants to travel to Earth and get some. Finally my number came up, I did another three of your years, got back to that valley and others a few times to give them back the last of their Bee-Gens, so docile now. Then basketball, and all the cock I can catch, it's one sweet time! And tonight, I've caught you, my little fuck-puppy." 

Torsk took her right hand off his leg to steer the big car into a drive that wound back into the dark forest, tires crunching through the light snow. Parking by her front door, she pulled him out of the car and, hoisting him up to her level with a leg under his crotch, gave his earlobe a gentle, teasing nibble. Torsk opened her door by pressing the palm of her free hand to a metal plate. 

"Start peeling, boy," she said as she shrugged out of her parka and tossed it on the couch. When she pulled off her sweater, leaving just a bra on her upper body, Carl stared at the muscle show her back and shoulders put on. His breath caught in his throat and his fingers stopped halfway down his shirt front. The image of her pulling his arms or legs off his body in a paroxysm of ecstasy left him paralyzed with fear, unable to breathe. 

"What's up, puppy? Panic attack?" Torsk hauled him up to her level and pinned him against a wall with her breasts "A bit of air in your lungs, plus my pheromones, will get you going again." Her lips pushed his mouth open, her tongue pinned his to the bottom of his mouth,, and a warm blast of air shoved down into him. Then he felt her breasts, protected by the hard covering on her bra, pushing his chest back, expelling the air and repeating the cycle. The only soft spots on her rock-hard body, transformed by the bra into another weapon. 

After four rounds of mouth-to-mouth, Torsk backed off and watched Carl breathing on his own. His feet on the ground, he was staring straight ahead at the top of her armored bra. She gripped the seams of his shirt to rip it off him, then paused when she noticed the ranch logo embroidered on the front. 

"Oh, you're one of those spunky boys they turn out up the canyon," she said, purring. "I've been hoping to meet one of you puppies. You're lots more fun than the veterans. I love to go fishing for a nexus that's still hidden." Yanking the shirt off him, she popped the buttons off his jeans and eyed his cockshield, reflecting

the fireplace light. “All right, sonny, where’s your key?” 

“B-back at the Dew Drop, in my c-car.” Another wave of panic rippled in his chest as he imagined Torsk reacting to the frustration of her lust. Yet she seemed unruffled as she worked her fingers around the flexible metal belt locked into his shield. 

“They say it’s impossible to cut or break the belt,” he whispered, hoarse with apprehension of her next move. 

“Impossible? In the Marines, we say the impossible just takes a few minutes more than the extremely difficult.” Her chuckle sounded ominous as she worked the fingers of her left hand under the lip of the shield and twisted the anchored end of the belt with the other hand. As Carl wore his shield in a snug fit, the woman’s invasive fingers were mashing against his groin. 

Getting the grip she wanted, Torsk squeezed the metal cup until it began to bend, while pulling the belt out with a force that awed him. The muscles of her arms jumped out to fearsome proportions. A screech of failing metal, the bar that the belt looped around was cracking. One last mighty pull and the shield was off him, sailing across the room to land in the fireplace. Carl’s liberated cock sprang to attention, and the woman gave it a hungry look. 

Torsk shook out her arms and grabbed his chin, pushing it up to lock his gaze into her gleaming golden eyes. "There's a time for spunk and a time for real close obedience," she said. "This is the latter. Listen to my instructions and follow them to the letter and I won't hurt you. Bruises don’t count." She was unbuckling her belt and pushing her jeans down. "First order: down on your knees and lick me. Outside first, then work your way in." 

On his knees, Carl was eye level with the lowest ridge of abdominal muscle that stretched across her pelvis, his mouth even with the top of the bit of pubic hair she kept, shaved in a diamond pattern. He finished sliding the panties down her powerful thighs and went to work licking her groin. He figured he could get his tongue into her love hole with a bit of scrunching. 

Chelorix solved his adjustment issue by moving one leg, then the other behind his shoulders and stepping forward until he was angled backward, his head clamped in the place she wanted it. "In, now, find my clit, boy," her voice sounding far away as her thighs pressed hard against his ears. 

Carl felt the referenced organ on the tip of his anxious tongue, as big as a baby carrot and throbbing when he wrapped his tongue around it. Torsk's orgasm seemed to shoot a spasm through her upper thighs, and the burst of pressure squeezed his skull to the edge of consciousness. She relaxed before he blacked out, and gripped the hair at the back of his head to steady him in his kneeling position. 

"That's one," she said, stepping back. "I like to get at least three before I bring a boy off. Up you go and lick my boobs now--lips on the nips!." Torsk had removed her bra while Carl was going down on her, and she now pulled him to his feet and steadied him while he addressed the stiff and eager nipple on the right. Then the left, and then Torsk, panting with lust again, hauled him over to the big sectional couch around the fireplace and laid him on his back. 

Settling herself on his legs, Torsk leaned forward, a hand on his chest to pin him to the couch. Poking the base of his collarbone with a finger, she then scraped a line down his middle, across his navel, his groin, his straining cock. "It will be so easy to see, after about half a dozen sessions," she said. 

"What will?" Carl whispered, hoarse and shaky. 

"Your cerebro-phallic nexus, of course. Your women have a vague idea that it's there, but don't know how to bring it out where it can be played like a guitar string. And once it is, you, like every male, will know the purpose of your existence and be happy. And now, it's time we begin." She raised her midsection enough to hover her dripping sex over his twitching erection, then descended on him and clamped him inside. 

He felt her hands around his biceps, crushing the muscle as she rode him with slow rises and slamming drops. Carl would have come within the first minute but for the way she could clamp the base of his cock and add some pain to his arms, both actions pulling him back off the edge. The rock-hard glutes in her ass, little softened by a thin layer of fat, slammed his pelvis like pile drivers. Torsk came hard, about five minutes in, punctuating her orgasm with a guttural cry. 

Then she released his arms long enough to restore the circulation and began a longer, slower ride, fifteen or twenty minutes. Then, as she wailed into another orgasm, she worked his cock with her pussy muscle in a slow milking action that made him explode. The climax Torsk brought him to left Carl feeling so limp, so spent. he waited a minute or so before trying to move his fingers and toes. Her weight still pressed him into the sheets until she rolled off and he felt himself re-inflating. 

"Half an hour until the next round, pup?" Resting on his side now, looking into her golden eyes still glazed with sated lust, Carl gave a feeble nod. "Best thing about you boys, that quick recovery time. Plus, I didn’t work your prostate yet, saving that for the next ride. My first-mate, I bring him off once, he’s out of commission in that department for a couple, three days, Pass the time, I'll tell you some stories about Argulia, down in the south end of my home world. You'll love the snow there; winter two-thirds of a rote, and the highest peaks are about nine thousand meters high. You'll want to bring your snowboard; it'll be a new thing to us." 

Carl tried to picture himself boarding down mountains as big, relative to the Rockies, as Chelorix was to Terran women. But how...something did not compute. "Go to...Comporelli, me? How?" 

"On the warp, as one of my husbands, of course. Oh, I know, it's against the laws you have now. But only until your leaders ask us to include your world in the Comporellian Empire. Then we'll all be one happy family, no visas or stuff like that, and lots of us will be coming here for fuckations and boy-hunting." Carl wished his brain could kick back in gear. What was this about leaders? 

President Vanags, she said something at the Landing Day event last month about how Earth-style matriarchy had kept us free, didn't she? 

"Oh, that's just politics, puppy, women stuff, not to worry your pretty head about it." Torsk stroked his ass, ran a finger along his ribs, ending under his chin. Carl still felt confused and wanting to understand what she had said. Torsk sighed and said, "OK, you're going to get memerased after the last sex tonight, so I'll tell you. Your strict and sensible gynocrats are going to propose gender laws more in line with ours. Like in Asia, that’s close enough. They’d join us now but we don’t deal with half a planet. A bunch of you boys and some softy women will riot, and our friends will ask our military to come back in and restore order. 

When we do, it will seem logical, our worlds part of the same empire." Torsk moved on him, tongue invading his mouth and probing for his tonsils as her fingers danced down his ribs and pirouetted on his pelvis. Again, he felt as if he were in a small boat caught in a powerful current sweeping toward foaming rapids. Before she could stroke the organ she wanted, the doorbell rang, four insistent rings, and the front door reverberated to a loud knocking. 

Torsk lifted herself off his captive body enough to yell at the door, "Who's there? 

What d'you want?" 

"Chelorix? Open up—it's Javon. From the team." 

"Bench guy, one of the guards," she muttered to Carl. "Guess I better see what he wants. Hold this pose, pup." She went to the door and opened it a crack. 

"Chelorix, get dressed and hop in the van here. Big fog gonna shut down the airport in a couple hours. We got to fly out by midnight." 

"Hell's bells," Torsk growled. "Game not till seven down in Phoenix. How long does fog last around here?" 

"All day, they say, comes off the lake just right," Javon said. 

"All right—five minutes!" She slammed her door, leaving Javon outside, and bounded over to the couch in three tigerish strides. Clamping a hand on Carl's wrist, she dragged his naked body up the stairs and then dumped him in the bathroom as she yanked open the medicine cabinet. 

"Damn...dammit...where did I leave that fucking bottle...." Torsk was growling while she pawed through the shelf, knocking vials and boxes to bounce down to the floor. A horn beeped outside, impatient, raising her irritation. Carl thought about sitting on the toilet, pictured her getting even angrier if she wanted to use it, decided to perch on the edge of a vast bathtub. 

Torsk paused, took a deep breath, said to herself, "did I leave it in my locker at the arena? Hell, I think I did." In the bedroom she stuffed a suit, dress shoes, underwear in a small duffel, yelling "In a minute, dammit!" out the window to the restive people in the van outside. Zipping the bag and slinging it over a shoulder, she went back to the bathroom, where Carl still perched on the edge of the tub. 

"Three days—I'll be back, fix your memory, until then, don't breathe a word of what you heard me saying down there." Hauling Carl up by the armpits and pinning him to the wall, she leaned close to his face. "Not one word. Understand, puppy? Loose lips break hips!" 

Nodding his head in a frightened assent, Carl's motion was exaggerated by the shaking Torsk was giving him. The hard glare in her golden eyes scared him even more, as she seemed to be weighing options. "I'll just keep you here in this closet, that's the best plan. Food and water stocked here for when the power goes out." The giantess set him down on the floor of a small closet stocked with linen and towels and some plastic containers. She reached behind his neck with one long-fingered hand to press a spot that soon brought darkness and he slumped insensate to the floor. 

CHAPTER TWELVE

THE MASCULINE MYSTIQUE

Thursday

Utah

 Where the hell am I?--Megan’s first thought when she woke up. Under a quilt in a large bed, blue-flowered wallpaper and yellow chintz curtains allowing a slice of morning sun into the room. Oh, wait—this is some boutique hotel in downtown Park City. After dinner last night, one of Beckwourth's aides—Gus, wasn't it?--had taken her down the main elevator from the lair buried deep in a Utah mountain, to a landing where a cart rested on narrow tracks. Reassuring her that this setup was modern, with electronic controls and redundant safety features, just rigged to look like an old mining cart as a tourist attraction, he whisked her through the tunnel to a ski lodge, the Powder Palace, one of the Park City winter resorts. They exited the cart and came out in a snowmobile shed and he drove her on a snowmobile to the downtown area. 

"As far as the federales can tell, no one has left the mountain since we left the car there yesterday morning," Gus told her with a grin. "And good luck figuring out who is who in a snowmobile suit, especially with guests coming and going throughout the evening." He said to keep the snowmobile suit and goggles on until she got to the boutique hotel a couple of blocks away. 

"In the lobby, don't even bother the front desk, just wave this key and nod to them, go on up to the third floor, room three-oh-eight." 

"You guys keep a hotel room on hand all the time?" 

"Yep, for our assignations. I meet my boyfriend there, as does Gary, and the boss sees his lady friend when he can. But it's all clean and tidy, bar opens with the little key on the ring. You don't need to pay for anything, and of course, don't leave an electronic trail of any kind. Boss'll be down to meet you for breakfast and go over how we'll get you back to your car in the city." Gus had climbed back on the snowmobile but paused before starting the engine. 

"Oh, Ms. Lansdowne, one last thing—what is your hat size?" After Megan told him he roared off, electric motor growling low. She had walked into the hotel, up to the room in the prescribed manner, and scribbled dissertation paragraphs until she fell asleep in the four-posted bed, in a pair of flannel pajamas belonging to someone who spent winter evenings here. She dreamed of meeting Gus or Gary in a wrestling ring--these guys were definitely in that three percent she could not conquer with strength and skills, and then her seduction powers were off the table, too. Now a dream of wrestling Carl, the cowboy at the ranch, would have been sexy, but her subconscious was being chaste this night. Her next dream was political and involved Beckwourth. 

Awake, Megan took in the old-fashioned decor with delight. The front door key had been an actual locking tumbler type and the clock on the nightstand, a real wind-up type, was reading half past seven with ticks and tocks. An old telephone, rotary dial style, sat next to it. It worked, Gus had told her, but if it rang, do not answer, it would also ring up in the mountain and be picked up there. 

Megan found a guest toothbrush, plastic-wrapped, and put on yesterday's clothes, not too distressed. Beckwourth was to knock at a quarter to eight, and

with a punctuality that made her smile, he did so. 

"There's a little breakfast nook down in the lobby, when you're ready....Megan." Still willing to stay on a first-name basis, that was good. 

"Five minutes, Richard," she called through the door. When Megan came downstairs, he was dressed as before, fringed leather jacket. battered old hat which he doffed as he stood up and beckoned her into an empty chair. After her first sip of aromatic coffee, she smiled at him. "You starred in an amazingly vivid dream I had last night." 

"Oh? I hope I had buckled my swashes. Sometimes I forget to do that in other people's dreams." 

Laughing, she shook her head. "No, it was some prestigious book award like the Pulitzers. You had written a book called The Masculine Mystique and were wowing the critics." 

"A role-reversed Friedan?" Beckwourth's wan smile did not reach his eyes. "I guess your dream posits that we men have achieved the lofty status that you women had ninety years ago; our only status being a function of who we were married to." 

"Don't make it sound that bleak, Richard. Not compared to some alternative outcomes the femdom gynos like to envision. Back in 1960 women did vote, 

sometimes worked outside the home once kids were raised, all that." 

"Hmmm. A signal difference, Megan, is that the 1950s were a retrograde blip in a generally rising status of women graph. Sure, Rosie the Riveter had to swap her boots for high heeled pumps and wear long-sleeved blouses for a while. But then the Sixties came. Now our status has been generally falling for several decades." 

"Gradually," she conceded, "and more comparatively, vis-a-vis women, than absolutely.” She wondered if Beckwourth was familiar with Olga Kirilov’s work with the Male Relative Status Indicator. 

"We'll have to see how the matriarchy deals with the young men just coming of age, the first post-draft generation." He took a sip of coffee and set the cup back down. 

"Ah, yes, the Free-Gens like my manly dudes back at the ranch. So, Gus said, you'd brief me on how I would get back to my car, in the city..." 

"Yes." Beckwourth's tone was serious. "This is going to seem like cloak-and-dagger stuff, Megan, but I assure you, the spook agencies have really been nasty with people they suspect of being my sources." 

After double-checking the net shroud, designed to appear as a sugar dispenser, he produced a hatbox from an empty chair and handed her a Stetson cowgirl special, black with a white band. A pair of large sunglasses came out of the box; when Megan put on hat and shades, she laughed at her image in the mirror. A Hollywood look for the upcoming Sundance Festival here. Beckwourth did not

share the laughter but only grew more serious. 

Whispering so that she had to lean near to hear, he told her to take a bus to Salt Lake City at a certain time that morning, to disembark at a transfer point, staying under the shelter roof, and to watch for Gary driving the SUV through there after the bus departed. Gary would take her back to the cafe and check her car for any devices that may have been added to it. She was to wait at the third pole from the end, one at which Gary could jam the surveillance cam for a few seconds. 

"We'll assume they picked you up leaving the restaurant with us yesterday," Beckwourth said, still whispering, "but if you stay incognito here, they'll assume you stayed overnight in the mountain. Don't turn on your phone until you're back in your car. Oh, and speaking of phones, should you need to reach me again, use a landline, call the hotel, and punch three-oh-eight at the prompt." Megan nodded. She wondered why, if it was necessary to create the illusion that she had stayed inside the mountain overnight, that Beckwourth did not simply have her stay there. Respect for her awesome powers of seduction, perhaps? Or just more cloak and dagger activity she should not be around for? 

A half hour later, Megan was on a bus, a local that made several stops before reaching the transfer station. She got out, got in the black SUV, nodding to Gary, and soon was on a freeway heading back into Salt Lake City. They made minimal conversation, with no references to the hotel or Park City. It was still late morning when he pulled up outside the Handcart Cafe and she saw her rental car, unticketed, in the adjacent lot. She drove off, thinking about lunch at the Rocking RP. 

A few blocks from the restaurant, she remembered to turn on the phone she had left in the glove compartment. Text messages with family-coded urgent signs got

her to pull over to the curb, On a landline, call your mother before noon your time, 202-9mi[yos;d/ It was a family code, once in front of a keyboard, Megan could easily enter the proper numbers. But the ranch was too far up the canyon to get there by noon. The GPS showed a few bookmarked spots, the nearest was Elena Sandoval's Academy of Male Roleplay. Samantha had told Megan about the school where she sent her young men, and Meg wanted to visit and observe. 

A minute later she had Elena on the line and was introducing herself and her needs. Elena said to come on over, that she was going out for lunch and could let Megan use the land line in her office. Passing an empty classroom, she was directed to the office where Elena rose to shake her hand. 

"I've got an afternoon class of Bee-Gens; I need a hearty lunch first. So make yourself at home, Megan." Elena closed the door behind her. 

After Megan dialed the number, she heard several clicks and hums, then a distant sound of a ring. "Hello," her mother's voice, "Who is this?" 

"You mean this line isn't dedicated to calls from your younger daughter, Mom?" 

"Ha. Meggie, who have you been talking to out there? I got a tip from an old friend at DOD that you're becoming a person of interest to one of the intel agencies." Julia Lansdown had been the Secretary of Defense during Liz Castle's second term and had stayed on in that post the first year of Tracy Dunn's administration. She left with a valuable network of contacts. 

"Just people in politics here, Mom, nothing that a poli sci professor at Dartmouth and an Equality Party activist wouldn't do." 

"Are you sharing any gossip that could be embarrassing to the President or the leadership on the Hill?" 

"Don't think so—is Eva embarrassed by the story that a couple of young male interns at the White House are lewinskies? I mean, that's been in the tabloids for a couple months now." 

Julie chuckled. "No, she's not the least bit embarrassed by that. No, my source said you were just being surveilled, not suspected. The NSA folks still like to do that, though not with the kind of nets they used to cast." The Clean House Party had never come out and repealed the Patriot Act in toto, but over the years they had pruned and whittled away at it. 

Megan thought back over her conversations with Beckwourth; she had really told him nothing about the Comporellians she hadn't said in public for a while now. The difference was, he got it—that the Comps were off the sustainability rails—and her other audiences hadn't. She decided against telling her mother about meeting Beckwourth; she would only worry. 

"They can surveil if they want to see some east coast pansy try to ride her board in deep powder, Mom. I'm done with the politics part of this trip, going to play for a day." 

Julie fretted a bit more but let her daughter go with another admonition to be careful. Hanging up the phone, Megan left Elena's office and noticed the little cafe next door. Sure enough, she was sitting at a little table, just starting a sandwich. She waved Megan to join her. 

"I'm fortifying myself for an afternoon session with some Bee-Gens," Elena told her between bites. "Want to sit in a while and observe?" 

"Sure, sounds interesting. Would I need to role-play or do anything?" Megan ordered a cobb salad, still somewhat full from breakfast with Beckwourth. 

"No, they'll be watching scenes from old movies with a lot of pause-and-analyze stuff. When we act out what we've seen and discussed, my assistants and I will just be batting eyelashes, swooning, typical female roles from back in the day." Elena went through the latest theories in psychology, that adolescent males used to learn how to act around females from movies and television shows, as much as from watching their fathers, who had learned the same way when they were young. 

"It's funny," Elena continued, "if we let a movie run into the action scenes, the fistfights or battlefields, whatever, guy-on-guy, the Bee-Gens are right with it. 

Especially when we slip out and they think we have left them alone. They fear us so...shrinks think they always did, that before we got physical strength equalized, the most insecure beat and raped women to mask that fear." 

"is it the fear of losing control--the cerebro-phallic nexus the Comps talk about, using dicks for brains?" 

"I guess so," Elena said. "I know that business has been picking up from out-of-state. More and more women find, after a few years, having a Stepford husband is boring. There are schools like mine elsewhere, some I call masculinity mills, two-week concentrated therapy. I think we get the best results here, in an extended stay residential program. I have my Bee-Gens stay here two months

minimum, go out in the world between classes, shielded, or course, and practice their new confidence skills in the general population." 

"Where do they stay, your students?" 

"Got a boarding house, about halfway between here and the big mall, regular bus service both ways. They see male bus drivers, male security officers, men even managing small stores—older men, of course, mid-forties or older but still. 

Outside the enclaves you don't see nearly as much of that." 

"I know what you mean. Where I live, we have Vermont right across the river and it's as femdom gyno as anywhere." 

That afternoon, Elena and her assistants walked a roomful of men through a hundred-year-old movie, On The Waterfront. Elena had Megan observe the class through a monitor. Each time the film paused, the men would stand when called on, and try to imitate the mannerisms of the actor, Brando, in his scenes with the actress Saint. 

A couple of hours slipped by, Megan absorbed in the teaching process. Checking the time reminded her to get back in the car and drive up the canyon before darkness and the nightly snowfall came. She left Elena a thank-you note and drove off. 

Back at the ranch, Megan spent some time going through her electronic mailbox, wondering what some NSA analyst would be reading into her prosaic exchanges. 

Her sister Ellen sent some pictures of her two-year-old. Ellen's husband, Ted, stayed home and served as primary toddler tender. Megan tried to picture her

brother-in-law in one of these masculinity recovery programs. So far Ellen seemed happy with his submissive attitude. 

Down at the ranch bar/restaurant, Megan sat at a small table, thinking to eat a light supper. A waiter, young and tanned, one of Samantha's manly dudes, brought her a menu and asked if she wanted a drink. Opting to choose a wine to pair with an entree, she passed for the moment. 

Settling on a chicken dish and a pinot grigio, she beckoned the waiter back. 

"Jeremy, I've decided." After giving him the order, she asked, "Is your dark-haired colleague—Carl, I think—is he working tonight?" Jeremy thought a minute. "Carl, mm, no, haven't seen him all day. Oh, it's his day off, he probably went into the city, should be back tomorrow, though." As she ate, Megan people-watched a bit. Other women, guests like her, in from a day on the slopes, were relaxing with their drinks and appetizers, the latter including young men from the ranch staff in several cases. The guys were acting as if they were giving the whole of their attention to their ladies, but they kept stealing glances at the basketball game on the screen over the bar. 

She smiled. In the larger society, where dominant women were the norm, a male companion would invariably give the woman his entire attention. Here, where men, the young Free-Gens at least, could revert to older types, they could listen to a woman with one ear while tuning the other to whatever sports event was on the air. Would that be part of the masculine mystique that Beckwourth would write about, if he followed her dream and did a book? 

It didn't seem to matter that female athletes stood out as the stars on the mixed teams, it was still sports and the guys still lapped it up. Tonight it was the local NBA team, the Jazz, that seemed to be drubbing the Phoenix team, the Suns. 

Megan did not find the game that interesting and after dinner, went back to her room to put her scribbled paragraphs on her laptop. 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

ESCAPE

Carl came to in a darkness so profoundly black he blinked three times to verify his eyes were open. Recollecting how he got here--Chelorix’s closet, three days, she’d said , food and water to live on until she returned. And then—more sex, more of that creepy feeling that she was probing into his mind with some sort of mental tendrils while she fucked him? Hauled off to her world after a while, as one of a number of sex-toy husbands? NO! He had to get out of here, out of this house, out of Utah, far away before she returned with the Jazz. 

Easier said than done. He stood up and pushed against what felt like the closet door. It didn't move at all. Finding the back wall, Carl braced his feet against it and pushed with all his strength, Not a millimeter of movement. 

Time for Plan B, starting with some light. Carl remembered Torsk reaching up to turn on a light before she put him to sleep; If she hadn’t smashed it, he could turn it on. However, the seven-foot woman had reached up, rising on her toes, so the light was going to be a lot higher than he could reach. He explored the blackness with his hands, locating some metal boxes on a couple of the shelves. 

Probably what the water and food were kept in. 

Stacking three of the boxes gave him enough elevation to feel around for a ceiling, but his fingers felt only space. Wait, this house was an A-frame, it would have no horizontal ceilings, just the steep-sloping walls. Exploring the back wall of the closet, he felt a fixture, a sconce with a wobbly bulb in the center. With a twist, the bulb reconnected and the light came on. 

Carl stepped down to the floor and took stock. The upper shelves held towels

and linen. If he wanted to wear anything, it would have to be a toga for now. He opened the boxes. Two contained water in one-gallon containers. One held boxes of energy bars, macaroni, dried beans, canned tomatoes. The fourth contained a camper stove with an energy bottle.. Everything one would need for a power outage, during a blizzard, say. 

The wall did run about nine feet up, where it met the sloping outer wall. Carl recalled a news story from last summer, after Chelorix had been traded to the Jazz. When she bought an existing house, she had it remodeled to fit her size. 

The eight-foot doors would be made on a Comporellian design, using the plasteel they favored, and the walls from which those doors hung would be made the same way. Plasteel was nigh-well impenetrable even with the best tools, certainly to Carl's bare hands. Nothing in the closet looked like a tool. 

Carl took a longer look at the metal boxes, lids attached by a hinge. Ordinary steel, thin enough to be bendable. Using an end of the camp stove, he poked a pin out of a hinge and removed the lid. Grunting with the effort, he bent the lid into a sort of vee shape. A crude digging tool, but he had nothing to dig. The door did not open on any hinges he could see, the Comp technology must have had a different mechanism. 

Carl’s gaze wandered up to the outer wall. Could that be good old Terran fiberboard? It as possible—when she had the interior gutted, there would have been no need to redo the outer sides of the A-frame. And built to Terran standards, the building would have been well insulated to retain the heat in the winter. 

Stacking the boxes would not get him high enough to check out the top of the outer wall. Ah, but with all those towels and sheets folded on the higher shelves, he could get there. Carl fashioned a platform of about eighteen inches of cotton fabrics, then stacked his boxes, Yes, that would work, and the now-empty shelves might come in handy, too. 

Teetering atop his shaky platform, Carl jabbed at the canted ceiling near the light but off to one side. The metal point sank into a yielding material and he saw the fiberboard, A bit of pink, old fiberglass insulation, was just showing through the hole. He grabbed the edge of the wallboard and pulled, nearly toppling to the floor when it gave way. A jagged hole several inches across appeared, and the pink fibers puffed out. 

Using the shelves as ladder steps, and bracing against the front wall with both hands, Carl worked his way back to the floor. Time to pause, take some food and water, and think his next step through. Munching an energy bar, noting that it landed on an empty stomach, he wondered how much time had passed. Surely not a day yet: Chelorix had left with the team bus before midnight Wednesday. 

After Friday and the team’s game with the Lakers, things would start to feel urgent. So this, he hoped, was Thursday. 

Carl studied the ceiling, deduced a sixteen-inch interval between the rafters. First thing was whether he could squeeze through. Taking two hand spans, eight inches each, he marked sixteen inches on a towel and held that against his shoulders. No way. Even bunching and scrunching, he was over eighteen inches wide there. 

Wait—figure the angle. High school geometry may not have been a waste of time. If the insulation takes up twelve inches, make a triangle sixteen by twelve by...what? There was some way to do that with math, but he would make do with hand spans. The hypot--whatever, looked to be about nineteen inches. A tight, tight squeeze but he might do it. 

So then, he's in, go up or down? Down, no telling what kind of barriers he might encounter. Up, he could see if the way was clear beyond the closet wall. Then he would be about fifteen feet over the bedroom floor. People snuck out of second

story windows by twisting sheets and knotting them together, and Chelorix had left him some nice heavy sheets. 

OK, drop a sheet ladder and climb down, then where was he. In her bedroom, outside the closet door where the food and water were. Better let his supplies down before he lowered himself.Twisting a sheet, he thought to rig a safety harness at the top of the closet. OK, let's do this, he told himself. Wrapping some water bottles and energy bars in a pillowcase, he tied that to the end of a sheet and then ascended the closet again. Ripping off enough drywall to expose a few inches of rafter, he set up his safety harness and then started ripping out insulation with both hands. Pulling it out the growing hole and dumping it on the closet floor. The stuff made his bare skin itch, but he kept up the pace.. 

When all the insulation had been yanked out of a rafter interval, he rose and put his head through the hole, All clear to the main roof beam. Pulling his sheets and supplies up to the hole, he positioned the bundle above him and then began scrunching to make himself as narrow as possible. A splinter pierced his right arm, at the shoulder, and he had to wriggle back a few inches to free himself. He was probably bleeding there, a handy lubricant at the moment, a wound to treat later. 

Once more into the breach, he thought, and then an image of Megan Lansdowne blossomed in his mind. An ardor coursed through his blood, different in quality from the memory of Chelorix’ seduction a few hours ago. Whether it was her rough leave-taking or the creepy sensation she aroused with her mind game, the Comporellian’s allure was waning while Megan’s was waxing. Even though a handshake had been the extent of their physical contact, Carl sensed something special about the east coast woman. A little too much waxing down below, he thought; he would need to focus on something other than women to get his midsection through this tight space. 

Five or six feet of tight, tight worming and Carl could see past the spot where the

closet wall met the rafters. A fist through the fiberboard opened a hole above the main bedroom, and he finally saw some daylight. "Hey, Ma," he said out loud, 

"all that time I spent playing video games wasn't as big a waste as you were always saying." His games called for a high degree of problem-solving in situations like this. And the motivation of seeing Megan again, maybe hiding out in New Hampshire, had energized him, too. 

The supplies bundle in the pillowcase held the twisted sheet straight down and he lowered himself, hand over hand, until he could drop to the floor. Carl looked around at the boudoir of the big Comp. A huge bed, framed by four massive metal posts, rested against the closet door, no doubt dragged there by the mighty Chelorix. He tried to push it back in order to get into the closet for more stuff, but it wouldn't budge an inch. The thing could weigh a thousand pounds, and he could well imagine the kind of rough sex she would dish out on the sheets. 

An armoire, equally massive, stood against a wall. Carl tried to open it, hoping to find some clothes to wear, but the door had the same mechanism he had noticed downstairs, keyed to Chelorix's palm. He turned to the door leading out, it had a similar plate, but in her hasty departure, the woman had not pulled that door shut behind her. At least he was not trapped in the bedroom. Putting his bundle in the space to serve as a doorstop, he resumed his survey. 

A window looked out over the forest. A bit of wan sunshine cast an indistinct shadow from a ponderosa; to Carl the direction felt westerly and if he was right, it was afternoon. Thursday afternoon, he had to hope. Taking the window latch handle between his thumb and fingers, he gave it a twist, but nothing moved. 

After trying several ways, he concluded that the latch must be keyed to Chelorix's fingerprints as well. The glass, a Comporellian material, was unbreakable, too. 

The bathroom door stood open, another witness to her hurried departure. In this room, he saw the jars and bottles scattered across the floor, and recalled Chelorix

searching in vain for what she called the memerase pill. Noting that this door also had a palm print latch, Carl went to his pillowcase and fished out his improvised gouging tool, placing that as a doorstop for the bathroom. Cleaning up his bloodied shoulder, he found some gauze to wrap the gash. 

"Hmmm," Carl said, out loud, just to hear a voice, even his own, in the silence. 

"No exit upstairs. Guess it's time to check the main level." Still naked, he went down the stairs, hoping to find a parka or something to wear. The temperature was comfortable enough but he was thinking ahead to when he would be out of the house, out in the snow. 

The clothes they had shed around the sectional were gone, taken by Chelorix. 

Carl had not really expected to see his cell phone here, but she had completely cleaned the area out of garments. A look out a window confirmed the time of day, mid-afternoon. Throughout the main level of the house, he tried doors, windows, drawers, even the refrigerator, all remained closed, keyed to the woman's hand. He went back and forth, pulling and pushing at the same places again and again. Trapped, bottled up, no way out—he recognized an upwelling of panic in himself and stopped for a deep breathing break. 

"Dude," he said to himself, "settle. Get back in problem-solving mode." A growl from his stomach suggested a break, to sit and eat. Carl went back upstairs to get a bottle of water and an energy bar, to serve as his meager supper. He found a bathrobe, Chelorix's, six feet long, and put it on, careful not to step on the hem. 

A moving shape in the corner of his vision gave him a moment’s scare, until he recognized the robotic floor sweeper. The Comps claimed they prohibited the use of domestic cleaning robots programmed to do chores a man could do around the house. The Clean House gynocrats, always ready to copy the mores of their big sisters, embraced the idea. Even Carl’s mom had him or his dad sweep and vacuum. At least she allowed an automatic dishwasher. Matt, the Bee-Gen in Katrina’s house, often had his hands in a soapy sink, doing the

dishes. Up at the ranch, robo-sweepers cleaned the main lodge floors although the hands had to make the beds in the guest rooms. 

He sat on the sectional around the fireplace, munching and thinking. A set of pictures on the wall warranted a look before the sunlight waned. Holos, probably the scene in Afghanistan Chelorix had mentioned last night. He pressed a button and the first image appeared, eight women in military gear. Helmetless, each wore some device like a diadem on her head. Hadn’t she mentioned forcefield armor? Evidently this was part of it. Carl could recognize Chelorix, an inch or two taller than the others and her complexion a bit lighter against the UN blue of their uniforms. 

The holo moved to the next scene, the women attacking. Each wielded a whip in her main hand, a blue spark flashing each time the lash came down on an opponent--Taliban, hadn’t she said?. In the off hand, she swung a cudgel for close-in work. One defender ran out from his cover, AK-47 spraying bullets right on the chest of an advancing Comp, the bullets repelled by her force field and a few of them ricocheting back to strike him. The laughing woman cracked a whip across his face and he fell like a stunned ox. The speed and power of the eight-woman squad, together with their technology, had to surpass by far beyond the most elite Terran soldiers. 

Carl activated the next picture, a plaza full of men, lying unconscious in a plaza; the eight Marines going through them, stripping them naked, removing their beards with a fast-shaving device, and running a scan on each to sort them into two piles. One pile was evidently rejects, older men or boys not yet grown. 

Taking burqas off some of the women watching from the edge of the plaza, Marines dressed the elders in the shapeless black gowns and veils. The other pile, close to a hundred men, were bundled into transport helicopters. And that’s what eight Comp Marines did against a couple hundred battle-toughened fighting men. No dead bodies--the women came for live bodies and used their skills to capture what they wanted and leave the rejects for the local women. 

In the last image, Chelorix was mounting some older dude in the rejects pile. Her face messaged her orgasm, then she pulled out, leaving the man unfulfilled. She took a burqa from one of the women and pulled it over the dude, his erection a tent pole for the billowing black garment. Carl felt his own member stiffen, just remembering the power of her pussy last night. No way he could call it date rape--he had desperately wanted her from the moment she first touched him. Her muscles were scary and seductive at the same time. 

Looking at pictures was not getting one out of this house. Carl paced and pondered. A-frame houses, warm air rises, collects up high, in the loft, but it didn't feel that warm up there. Must have a heat pump or some kind of circulation system. Should be ducts running up inside the house, but where? And would there be AC for the warm summer months? Vents and ducts again. Carl eyed the fireplace, a working system that burned actual wood. The ashes were cold but the house was warm. Probably radiant heat around the floors. 

He got up and walked through the kitchen, the downstairs bathroom, doors providentially left open. Pacing off the interior dimensions, looking for something inside the walls. The bathroom wall seemed to be a couple of feet shorter than the distance to the kitchen, as the outer pacings would indicate. 

The sun had set and the house was dark; even the light switches were keyed to the hand of Chelorix and Carl could not turn them on. The fireplace was his only option for illumination. He saw some half-burnt logs from last night, kindling, and an ash bucket with some wadded paper inside next to a fire-starter stick. 

Taking some of the paper, he clicked on the starter, but stopped when he saw some characters printed on a sheet. By the light of the little flame, he found another sheet of paper, blank, and used that to kindle the fire. 

By the firelight, he could read the writing; it was in English and appeared to have come from some higher-up in the Clean House Party back in Washington, D.C. Addressed to Chelorix Torsk, it said

Operation Vienna Valentine

In mid-February, we launch the operation by introducing a joint resolution in Congress to amend the U.S. Constitution. The amendment will bifurcate the Equal Protection Clause by gender. There will be one clause for females, another for males. Companion legislation will abolish the special status of the enclaves. As we discussed, please have a sufficient force of Comporellian marines within the solar system. At a suitable level of civil unrest, the government will invite your forces to assist in maintaining order. 

"Oh my God," Carl whispered. He didn't know what this meant but it didn't sound good. It didn't sound like the sort of stuff Ms. Evans or that new guest, Ms. Lansdowne, professed. He didn't need yet another reason to find a way out of this house, but he got one anyway. He put the paper in a bathrobe pocket. 

Back to that odd wall in the downstairs bathroom. Thumping the wall with the heel of his hand, Carl thought he heard a reverberation, some hollowness. But the ventilation panel in the wall presented a smooth surface, no sign of an access point. Kneeling on the floor, he poked the mopboard running around the base of the panel. It seemed firmly glued to the wall, but his digging tool served to pry the molding away. Ah-ha! A metal lip, too narrow to read the fingerprints of the lady of the house, offered a purchase and lift up. 

Carl peered down into dark shadows, but he was looking at a duct of some sort. 

He felt below the floor and touched what seemed to be a housing for a heat pump, the metal very cold. The tiny flame from the fire-starter was beginning to flicker. Carl went back to the fireplace to think through his next step. 

The big picture windows looked out on snow coming down hard. It felt like the middle of the night, no sign of the moon through the clouds. This had to be Thursday and the Jazz game in Phoenix was tonight, the team en route to Los Angeles to play the Lakers Friday night. If this were Saturday Carl's goose was cooked, but he knew it was stupid to go out in a winter storm dressed in a bathrobe. The only choice was to grab some sleep on the sofa, wake up at dawn and work on the duct with a little daylight, a little more warmth. 

And so he slept, burrowed in the pillows that Chelorix had pressed him into the previous night. When the dream began, he thrashed and burrowed deep into the cushions. Chelorix was above him, humping him as she had done in real life a short time ago. When she put her hand on his chest, it kept going right on into his body. She gripped something in his body and pulled it out, a long whitish cord. Holding about twelve inches of this cord over his sternum, she plucked it with her other hand and the vibration went up, into his brain, and down, into his captive cock, like a guitar string. This was that nexus she had mentioned! 

Carl wanted, ached with a desperate desire, to wake up out of this nightmare, but Chelorix just laughed. In her eyes he could see shadows of the hundreds of men she had taken in just this way. Over and over she seized a man's cerebro-phallic nexus during sex and, after a number of fuckings, turned him into a docile super-def, like all the Bee-Gens. 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

THANK GODDESS IT’S FRIDAY

Friday

With the first rays of dawn sunshine, Carl woke from the fitful sleep he had at last fallen into, shivering as the sweat dried off his chest. When enough light had filtered into the house, he wrapped the long bathrobe around his body and padded into the bathroom and reopened the panel to the HVAC duct. Below floor level, he saw a housing structure around the heat pump resting on the ground. 

The housing consisted of mesh screens, fine enough to keep rodents out of the mechanism. The screens attached to a frame with bolts secured by—bless the luck, about time for some luck—wing nuts that he could loosen. Belly on the bathroom floor, he leaned down to turn the nuts, and in an hour, had a screen loose and ready to knock down. 

Before making his exit, Carl stopped to think about the next challenges. Bare feet, bare hands and head. Head most important, the temperature was well below freezing outside. Back up to the loft where he fashioned a turban of sorts from a pillowcase. He found a pair of flip-flops, enormous, of course, near the shower in the bathroom. Tying these sandals on with a washcloth, he might save his toes from early frostbite. A pair of towels wrapped toga style under the bathrobe. 

A few minutes later, Carl was standing outside the house, his breath congealing in the frosty air. A moment to savor the triumph, it was like escaping from the sorcerer's castle in Acheron's Destiny, only this feat was not in a virtual universe but in the RW. He hurried down the private road as fast as his makeshift sandals would allow, until he could hear the sounds of traffic on the canyon road coming through the trees. 

It takes a while to catch a ride when one is dressed like Carl, shivering in a long white bathrobe, strange turban on the head. The ride he eventually got, from some skiers heading up to Brighton. dropped him at the gate to the ranch. He made up a wild story about how the lady's husband had come home early and he barely got out of the house in one piece. No one saw him as he slipped through the ranch grounds and into the bunkhouse. 

All the guys were out doing Manly Dude stuff with the guests. or chores. Carl could take a warm shower to thaw out, put on his own clothes, and wait for someone to help him get his car back from the Dew Drop Inn. But after the shower, he flopped down on his bunk, laid his head on the oversized bathrobe, and fell asleep. 

* * *

Friday morning Megan rose late; she had been up past midnight banging out a draft of her chapter seven. A bit of outdoor recreation sounded good, as she looked out the window at the new snow sparkling in the sun. First a session in the mini-gym--she had missed her turn on Wednesday and needed a good workout. 

The gym area, in the lodge basement, had the familiar S&S motto over the door, Empower the Woman to Enlighten the Man, and a gender-recognition palm plate to open it. Megan stepped inside, disrobed, and set all her clothes in the nearest container. Taking her empty water bottle to the dispenser, she filled it with the special water you could get only in a gym. 

Megan set the dial for the strength machine where she had worked out last--

Monday, it would have been. A holographic trainer appeared, programmed to

behave like a sadistic personal trainer, butch-cut and tattooed, barking her staccato commands and goading Meg to push harder. “Is that all you got, little sister? Gimme ten more or take up knitting!” Thirty nonstop minutes, upper body, lower body, core, had Megan sweating like a salted eggplant. 

After strength one could should do hand-to-hand. She went to the combat bot and examined the skill options dial. Kickboxing, aikido, MMA. muay thai, wrestling. She felt like a half-hour’s wrestling today and dialed the challenge level to nine. The hard rubber bot came with a male face and anatomy and a line of patronizing chatter right out of the twentieth century. 

“You sure you wanna do this, little lady?” it said, breaking grapple and attempting a leg throw. “You might break a nail, oo-ooh.” 

Megan sidestepped the bot’s clumsy attack and hooked an ankle behind its knee. 

A heel of her palm against its sternum and she had it down on its back. Her knees slammed into the area where a human would have ribs, and in less than two minutes she kept its shoulders against the mat for a schoolgirl pin. 

What the bot lacked in skill it more than made up for in condescension. “You just got lucky that time, girlie,” it said. “Next time I’ll send you back to the kitchen, barefoot!” Nude, she was already barefoot but a kitchen was not in her plans. 

Megan evaded the bot’s grasp and grabbed its wrist, twisting it back into a hammerlock. It strained to break the hold: at the 9 setting it could exert as much force as she could. Like most real males, it lacked the skills to utilize that strength. Slamming the bot face down on the mat, she twisted its arm up behind its back. 

Bots like this were standard issue in the gyms, called on when you couldn’t find a woman with skills comparable to yours for a competitive match. Like Samantha would be--tomorrow, maybe. The bot was just an object, but weren’t most Bee-Gens living objects to their women? Tools for domestic service and bedroom pleasure, but not real persons with their own hopes and dreams. 

Megan pushed the bot’s forearm higher, close to the breaking point as it screamed. She stopped there, just as she would with a live man beneath her. 

Broken bones were just not good form. The lightning of an insight flashed in her mind again. The Comp women were good at breaking a man into submission, but the women of Earth were much better at bending without breaking. Even before the gyms and muscle parity, women had often bent their men to their will. 

Leaving them deferential, obedient, but still autonomous enough to be able to earn a woman’s respect--and her love. 

Another paragraph of her dissertation flashed before her as she forced the bot’s shoulders down. There is no love in femdom. You need the softer FLR for the woman to allow the man to have his hopes and dreams.. Like Eric and his woodworking here, like her dad and Beckwourth with their writing. Two roads diverged in a yellow wood…

Megan showered after wrestling, anxious to get dressed again and dig her pad out of a pocket. She jotted her notes of this latest insight and then went back to the lodge to find a cardio outlet on the snow. She asked some of the guys for options and they suggested renting a snowboard and using the rope tow on the ranch, boarding on a sloping meadow at the rear of the property. 

Jeremy, last night's waiter, was in charge of the gear this morning. "I'm supposed to try the whippy kind of board that works best on your powder," she told him. 

"Oh, and is Carl working today?" 

"He's back, but I dunno when he'll be up and working. Must've pulled some wild all-nighter, he's sound asleep in the bunkhouse now." Megan shrugged and accepted the board Jeremy recommended. He gave her directions to the rope tow, and soon she was at the top of the small slope, ready to tackle the deep, fluffy powder. The snow tackled her on the first run, however, and she reached the bottom looking like a head to toes whiteout. The second run went a little better. By the time she had taken half a dozen runs, she was beginning to get a feel for the powder. 

With the sun looking noonish, Megan rode her board down to the ranch and went into the bar. Samantha saw her come in and waved her to share a table. 

"Jeremy said you'd been asking about Carl," Sam said, "so I just sent one of the guys to roust him out of bed and make an appearance." Which he did, a few minutes later, awake and agitated. "Ms. Evans, I'm sorry I missed my morning shift—hello, Ms. Lansdowne—but something's come up—

uh, family stuff—and I'm going to have to take time off and leave—go home, yeah, back to Denver." 

"What's happened, Carl, is it one of your parents?" 

"Yeah, uhh, it's, it's my dad, his heart, something, I gotta drive back home. 

Soon's I pack—oh, my car, uh-oh, it's way down canyon. Could one of the guys run me down there to retrieve it, ma'am?" 

"Do you want to fly there, Carl? The ranch could advance your next paycheck." 

"Thanks, ma'am, but I gotta have the car, in case I need to...need to..." The boy was clearly trying to make up a story as he went along, Megan thought. 

He was acting more like a scared rabbit that needed to run and hide than a son concerned about a parent's health. "I was planning on driving that way this afternoon, Carl. Your car is somewhere right along the canyon road?" 

"Yes, Ms. Lansdowne, at the Dew Drop Inn, about fifteen miles from here." 

"The Dew Drop? Why, Carl, did you tie one on there last night? You don't seem hungover," Samantha said, eyes narrowing. Her skepticism was growing. 

"No, ma'am, the night before," Carl mumbled, blushing. 

"So, you got drunk Tuesday night, spent all day Wednesday recovering, and you show up here early this morning dressed in some outrageous long bathrobe and anxious to get out of town A.S.A.P. Young man, why don't you tell me what really happened?" Samantha's stern tone rang with full supervision authority. 

"Okay," Carl said, blushing even harder, "Tuesday night I went off with Chelorix Torsk to her place and now I gotta be gone before the Jazz get back." 

"The Jazz??" Sam's eyebrows shot up. "They may be back by now. Didn't you hear about the earthquake in Los Angeles this morning?" Megan had not heard this news, and Carl clearly had not, either. "It wasn't that big, but it shook up the Staples Center where the Lakers play, dropped the big overhead scoreboard right on the court. Tonight's game canceled and the Jazz players were catching flights back here." 

Carl's face went from red to stark white in a second, his eyes bulged out, and he swayed on his feet while hyperventilating. "Oh, my God," he muttered, "she's going to..." Shuddering, he looked at the two women, not seeing them for a second, then focusing. "I have to show you something I found in her house—Ms. 

Evans, I promised I'll be back in two minutes. Promise!" Samantha nodded, unsmiling, and Carl ran out of the room. "They all know I want them to avoid that big blue man-eater like the plague," she said to Megan, 

"but even if my consequences could get a little painful, something's got that boy a lot more spooked than anything I could do." 

“That sounded like a pretty high level supervision” Megan said.” 

“Four, actually. And no, I didn’t get into his pants for the seduction. Never hump the help is a big rule in hotel management. I just give all my boys a big French kiss when they first make manly dude and grope ‘em through their jeans.. That and their imagination leaves them open to the higher levels.” 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

UP, OVER AND OUT

Megan and Samantha sipped coffee in the Rocking RP restaurant, pondering the strange appearance of Carl Farinelli. "I wonder what he was doing all day yesterday. I saw a bit of the Jazz game last night, they were in Phoenix," Megan said. 

"Well, my Manly Dude is acting most strange," Sam said. "Ah, here he comes now." 

Panting, Carl ran up to their table and placed a wrinkled sheet of paper on the surface, trying to smooth it out with a shaking hand. Samantha steadied the paper, read it, and passed it to Megan. The implications of the Vienna Valentine jumped out with blazing clarity to her. 

"Carl, how did you get this document?" 

He glanced at Samantha, who nodded, and then turned to Megan. "It was in a bucket with some other fire-starter paper, next to her fireplace," he said. 

"She didn't see you take it?" 

"No, Ms. Lansdowne, she had to go with some other Jazz people to fly to Phoenix the night before last; she thought she had me locked in her closet until she got back from L.A., but I managed to get out early this morning." 

"Megan, what does it mean? The valentine part I get, something is going to happen in the middle of February, but what does Vienna have to do with it?" Samantha had a small frown. 

"Anschluss," Megan said. 

"Ann Who?" Carl and Samantha asked, in unison. 

"Ahn-Shloos," Megan said. "Helps if, when I use a German word, I pronounce it right. Anschluss means the absorption or annexation of a country into a bigger country, the way Hitler added Austria into the Third Reich in 1938. The Nazi Party in Austria invited him in. In this case, the annexation of our little nation by the bigger Comporellian Empire, with the Clean House Party rolling out the welcome mat. With China champing at the bit to join the Comps, the whole world will be annexed in months." 

"She'll get back, this afternoon." Carl said, shaking again, "and she'll see right away that I busted out. That's why I have to get out of here, hide out somewhere. 

If she doesn't break me in little pieces, she'll turn me into a Bee-Gen and her slave. She told me how she does it." 

"Yes," Megan said, "you have to lay low. But driving off in your car isn't the way to do it. If she just wants your body, she'll hunt you on her own. But if she notices you emptied her fire-starter bucket, she may call some numbers back in Washington, D.C. that will get some nasty friends helping her. There's a safe place you could hide near here, but I need to use a landline to make a phone call first, Sam, may I use your office?" 

Megan had bought one burner phone in town after talking to her mother. Now, she thought she should hold the burner for serious problem times and use the landline for now. A minute later, she was calling the hotel in Park City and punching in three-oh-eight at the extension prompt. After two rings, she heard a click and then a different ringtone, continuing until a voice answered. 

"Gus?" she said. "Is Mr. Beckwourth there? It's extremely urgent!" When Beckwourth came on, Megan gave him a succinct description of what she had just learned. He agreed that Carl, and likely anyone else who knew about the Vienna Valentine, were at great risk until the plot could be exposed. 

"You and the young man must come to my retreat and stay until I write a blog post and get it on the net. Get to the top of Guardsman Pass as quick as you can. 

The road is not plowed and you must be careful. One of the guys here will meet you at the top; follow him down on skis or snowboards to the lodge where the ore car comes out." 

"Will we have time to get there before dark?" 

"Better hurry—it's half past noon already." Megan gave him the number of her burner and hung up, hurrying downstairs to where she had left Samantha and Carl. "You guys know the Guardsman Pass road?" 

They both nodded, expressions growing worried as Megan explained what they had to do. Sam thought the plows went perhaps a quarter mile past the Brighton ski area; she added that the pass, 9700 feet high, was a thousand feet higher than Brighton. The road, climbing up via several switchbacks, was avalanche prone. 

"Carl, change for snowshoes and grab another pair for Megan. Strap your boards on your backs. I'll drive you two to as far as I can, then go mingle at Brighton. 

Let's hope Ms. Torsk doesn't pick up your scent." Sam snapped her fingers and Carl jumped up to do as she said. 

Megan wondered about snowmobiles. Since the demise of carbon-fueled internal combustion engines, the electric snowmobiles just didn't catch on the same way. 

Sam said the little putt-putts aggravated the avalanche danger and were apt to poop out on steep grades anyway; snowshoes were the slower but more reliable option. 

Fifteen minutes later, Megan and Carl were getting out of Samantha's SUV and stepping into snowshoes. Their snowboards were strapped to their backs. They waved to Sam as she backed out to where the plows turned. 

"Looks like you know your snowshoes, ma'am," Carl said as Megan set off on a brisk pace. 

"They're big in New England," she called back, over her shoulder. "And lose the

'ma'am', I'm Meg." A few minutes ago, she had listened to his account of how he broke out of the Torsk house and was struck by his ingenuity. Just a bit of assertiveness—sert, his term—here would suit her just fine. 

The pair pushed up the road, such as it was under the drifts, navigating by road-cuts and an occasional guardrail that poked up through the snow. They paused for water and a map check after forty minutes. Carl's map, in metric, indicated they had gained perhaps a hundred meters of elevation in three kilometers of road, just past the first big switchback. The way swung back to the west, looking down the canyon and getting near level with the peaks of the Wasatch Range. 

The sound of one of the Brighton lifts was audible in the silence. The map indicated another five kilometers to the summit, gaining another two hundred meters to the three thousand meter summit. The sun was now into mid-afternoon, giving them at best two hours of daylight. 

Megan handed the water flask to Carl, whose breathing sounded as ragged as hers. "Can you see anything coming up the canyon, past the Brighton area?" she asked, panting. 

He squinted, a hand over his eyes. "Nope, nothing, M...Meg." 

"How long till we hit the summit, Carl?" 

"Hour and a half if we can keep this pace," he said, folding the map back into his fanny pack. He set out up the road, worry about what would be pursuing them sooner or later plain to see. Megan took one more look and then followed. She feared the whap-whap of helicopters, if Torsk had noticed the empty fire-starter bucket and called in the spook agencies. Had to hope that hadn't happened. 

One more hour, then she would call Beckwourth on the burner phone, tell him they were a half hour from the summit. 

The next switchback headed them east, then the third faced them west again. 

Here they paused, looking at the tremulous snowfield above a road-cut. At Carl's suggestion they threw snowballs high up the slope, but generated no avalanche. 

Stepping with care, they moved past this stretch. 

"Time to summit now?" Megan panted. 

"Half-hour plus, maybe forty minutes," Carl said. 

"Close enough." She took out the burner and started punching the numbers. 

"Wait, Meg," Carl said, a hand on her arm. "Something moving down the road." Squinting, she peered down the canyon where he was pointing. A vehicle of some sort, tiny as a toy in the distance, was moving up the unplowed road. 

"Sno-cat," Carl told her. "Probably from Brighton, they use it to groom trails and retrieve injured skiers. Bet it's Chelorix driving that thing now." Rather the Comp than the spooks, Megan thought. Spooks would mean helicopters and worse. "Can she get to the summit by the time we do?" 

"Could be close—electric motors in those cats don't do well on steep uphill

grades. We gotta scoot, though." Carl hopped his snowshoes into position and began taking longer strides. Before she followed, Megan put the call through. 

"Big blue bandit chasing us up the pass, think we can get to the summit first, better bring a deterrent if it's close." After she heard Gus acknowledge, she stuffed the phone back in her pack and set off in Carl's tracks. 

The last switchback pointed them east again, and they were looking at maybe a klick of road, gently sloping up across an alpine meadow above the treeline. The shaky slope was now below them, on their left. The whine of the sno-cat's electric motor became louder by the minute. Whatever a minute was—Megan's temp phone was in her fanny pack and she couldn't halt to check the time. 

Megan saw Carl trying to step up the pace; the grade was not as steep here but they were exhausted, running on their reserves of endurance now. He stepped on the tail of his leading snowshoe and tumbled onto the snow. She caught up, pulled him to his feet, and panted some words of encouragement. A sign, possibly the summit, poked out of the snow a couple hundred meters ahead. She looked back and saw the sno-cat, picking up speed on the gentler slope and now just that same couple hundred meters behind them. 

Carl's legs pumped ahead, driven with equal parts of panic and adrenaline, as he surged ahead. Megan heard the sno-cat passing her on the left, ignoring her as the driver bore down on Carl. The machine slowed, just behind him, the driver leaned out and swung a whip across the top of his snowboard-carrying back. The end of the whip curled back into his neck, Megan heard a sharp crackling sound, and the boy fell down. 

Mindless of the driver, who was now dismounting, Megan caught up with Carl's inert body. She ripped off a glove and felt for a pulse in his neck. It was there, very rapid from his recent exertion. The whip had not broken skin where it lashed his neck, but she could feel a rising welt there. Then she felt a force dragging her to her feet and heard the sound of her snowboard cracking. A hand

spun her around, to look up into the glaring golden eyes of Chelorix Torsk. 

"Shame on you, little girl! You tried to steal my boyfriend. Just for that, you can walk home." She continued breaking Megan's snowboard into small pieces and threw them on the snow. Then, picking up her whip, she coiled it around her waist. "Neuronic whip, set at fifty percent power. My little fuck-puppy will sleep an hour, long enough for me to get him back down to my love-mobile. " Bending down, she picked up Carl and tossed him into the cab of the sno-cat. 

"As for you, little missy, we'll make sure you have a long walk in the dark tonight. No phone calls! Open up that fanny pack and dump out whatever you're carrying." She raised a hand in a threatening gesture and Megan, already nervous, unzipped the pack and turned it upside down. The burner phone tumbled out, followed by the printed email. 

"What have we here?" Torsk rumbled as she crushed the phone in one hand and unfolded the paper. "We have a naughty little girl who tries to take away my boyfriend and then reads my valentines. I think someone needs to be punished most severely!" Crumpling the paper in her mitten-ed hand, she tossed it over her shoulder into the cab with the unconscious Carl. Megan cowered as the huge woman took a step toward her and began loosening the whip around her waist. 

"Freeze right there, or I'll shoot!" Recognizing Gary's voice, Megan turned toward him as the rush of fear drained from her chest. He was pointing a laser rifle at Torsk. Megan thought he was one cool professional, holding the rifle steady on an adversary who could rip his limbs off if he missed. 

The adversary was not only very strong, she was very fast, too. Megan felt the woman's breasts slam into her back, felt the Comp's breath on the back of her neck, felt a massive forearm clamp the front of her neck. Megan had become a

human shield and Gary wavered with the rifle. 

"Drop it or I snap her neck," Torsk yelled. He was bending, lowering the rifle to the snow with care. Megan could feel Torsk doing something with her free hand and then heard the whip slithering off her waist. Sensed the swish of the backswing and then saw the lash crack across Gary's face. He dropped like a stone. 

"Perfect," Torsk said, releasing Megan from the chokehold and then sending her sprawling with a rough shove in the back. "Two snowshoers out for a moonlight walk, caught in an avalanche and swept away. Nighty-night, little missy." Megan rolled over to look up at the doom about to land on her. With a cruel laugh, Torsk shook the whip out and cracked it in the air, seeming to relish the terror in Megan's face. Once she was stunned by the whip, she and Gary would be dragged to the top of the shaky snowfield and pushed off, never to awaken. 

Torsk pulled her arm back to deliver the blow and a different crack sounded in the night. 

Torsk had dropped her whip and was touching her bicep with the other hand, bringing it away wet with her blood. She looked up, Megan looked behind her, and both saw the man in a fringed leather jacket, pointing the old-fashioned bullet-firing rifle at the Comporellian. 

"Next one's going into a kneecap, madame, unless you back away and kneel on the ground. Three seconds. Two." Torsk knelt. “Such a nasty woman! Hands behind your back now. Megan, she should have some of those twisty-handcuff things on her belt, kitted out like the Comp Marine she is. Cuff her and then put a tourniquet around the arm I just put a bullet through. Work from the side so my next round won't hit you after it goes through her." 

"Yes, Richard," Megan said, approaching Torsk with all the caution one would take dealing with a wounded lioness. Heart thumping, she lifted a parka and unbuckled a belt with various police or military devices attached. The flex cuffs were among this inventory and she soon had one around Torsk's thick wrists. 

With two good arms, the woman might well be strong enough to rip the cuffs apart, but with the wound the cuffs should hold. 

"Now, Megan, in the back of the sno-cat, you should see a sled. The cat drags the more seriously injured skiers out that way, strapped into the sled. Bring it around and we will strap our guest into it." 

"Wouldn't it be easier to put her to sleep with her whip, like she's done to Carl and Gary?" 

"It would, but the whip handle is keyed to her hand. No one else can activate it. 

However, you do give me an idea." 

Both of them were holding rifles now, Megan having retrieved Gary's, and the two Terrans urged the Comp into the sled, laying on her stomach. Megan fixed the canvas straps across the woman's back and legs and then Beckwourth took the whip and wrapped it around her torso and the sled several times. Placing the handle in one of Torsk's hands, he said this would make her relax her muscles to avoid activating the whip. 

Carl was still dead to the world as evening transitioned to night. Hauling him up to a sitting position in the cab, Megan made room for Gary's inert form on the floor while Beckwourth turned on the sno-cat engine. Four bodies in the little cab was a snug fit; she molded hers into Carl's as close as she could get, in their

winter clothes. The usual evening snow began falling and the headlights of the sno-cat gave minimal projection as Beckworth steered it, cautious and slow. 

The low hum of the electric motor allowed conversation. "Where were you thinking of taking her?" Megan asked Beckwourth. 

"The sheriff of Summit County down in Park City is a good friend," he answered. "You and the kid can swear out assault charges, theft of this vehicle, she could keep her on ice a while." 

Megan ran some scenarios in her mind. None of them came out well. "No-o-o, not good. Her phone call to a lawyer goes to the National Security Agency or some even more off-the-books agency and a world of hurt gets directed at us." When Beckwourth looked puzzled, Megan poked around the floor of the cab and retrieved the crumpled paper. Reading it quickly to Beckwourth while he navigated the vehicle down the unplowed roadway toward Park City, she said, 

"This is political dynamite that the spooks will do everything to keep a lid on. If we can pop the lid and tell the world about this valentine thing, then killing us becomes less of a priority." 

Beckwourth put his mind in gear. "OK, I can write a post for the Cache and blog it out there in a few hours, maybe. So then what do we do with She-Hulk back there?" 

"Keep her sedated while you write, and then let the Jazz know, they'll come out and get their star center and put her on injured reserve." Megan was poking through various items from Torsk's belt packs and knapsack. Reading Comporellian words as best she could in the dim light of the cab. "This might work--from the effects it sounds like their equivalent of morphine. One unit of whatever-volume for Terrans, two units to self-medicate." Setting the gauge to

two units, she poked a needle into a spot on Torsk’s shoulder, using all her strength to penetrate the dense muscle. 

Beckwourth steered the vehicle off the traces of the highway and out across the lower reaches of a ski run and chairlift, toward a lodge, windows glowing with light. Megan recognized the building where the fake ore cart came out. "So you'd take her up into the mountain?" 

"No, just check her into a room in the Powder Palace, all dreamy with happy juice, while you guys keep an eye on her. Shoot first, ask questions later if she gets frisky." 

"I was wondering how you came up with so much ordinance," she said. "You keep guns on hand up there in spite of the law?" Beckwourth chuckled. "No, I had Gary run down to the well-regulated militia house in Park City right after your first call, check them out." A strong gun control law was one of the first actions of the matriarchy once the Clean House Party had solid majorities. The Second Amendment had been given an original intent interpretation by the Supreme Court so that only weapons in use in 1789, muzzle-loaders and flintlocks, could be kept in the home. Not the deer rifle Beckwourth had used, nor Gary’s laser rifle.. Every county had a militia house where the sheriff stored modern arms. 

"How high up do you think this plot goes, Meg? Think the Pres is part of it?" 

"Eva? No, I can't see her wanting this kind of merger. Agency in some dark corner of the security bureaucracy gone rogue maybe, with the gynarchy caucus

in Congress helping out, is my best guess." When they got to the lodge, Beckwourth went in and booked a suite on the ground floor. Torsk, now snoring after the sedative kicked in, was bundled in a blanket and Megan and Gary, now fully revived, hauled her into the bedroom. 

“Carl, you come with me up into the mountain, tell me what you remember your

“date” said Wednesday evening. I’ll bang out a post for the blog and we’ll come back down to get it out to the world. Gary, Megan, you watch her, keep her on ice and keep the ordinance handy.” 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

PUBLISH OR PERISH

Friday-Saturday

Carl had regained consciousness in stages, in what looked like a hotel room. He saw Megan, some dude in a fringed buckskin jacket, and another dude who looked like he was also coming out of a stupor.. Megan told him who the two guys were and that he needed to go off somewhere with the buckskin jacket, Beckwourth. He really wanted to stay close to Megan but she used that command voice thing. So he followed Beckwourth out to the snowmobile shed, rubbing his neck where a raw welt still tingled. 

As they rode the elevator up through a vertical mine shaft, Beckwourth asked him to add his recollection of Torsk's offhand comments Wednesday night as well as his discovery of the document. Carl recalled what she had said about the mothers of her ex-boyfriends being happy when the young men were married off. Beckwourth nodded. 

“Like a few more Bee-Gens after the supply line dried up, figures they would fetch good offers. Anything else?” 

“Well, she did say something about loving how quickly we could get it up again-

-her husband or whatever back home, after he comes once, she said he’d be out of commission for at least a day. Like a typical guy there. Does that help?” 

“Oh, yeah,” Beckwourth said, thinking. “A day on Comporelli is like two of ours, and to think of a refractory period lasting forty, forty-eight hours compared

to ten, twenty minutes for you young guys, that would be a big deal for a big woman. Now the incentive is becoming clear.” 

Reaching their destination, he sat in an office kind of setup while the man typed away on a keyboard. He printed out a couple of pages and read them aloud. Carl heard the man describe some research stuff Ms. Lansdowne had done, about the Comps not being sustainable with their men, and then heard himself, not named but described, quoting Chelorix and finding the valentine message. Beckwourth frowned at one or two passages, scribbled something on his draft, then returned to the keyboard for a few more strokes. 

“Not my best writing, but for journalism under deadline, it’ll do. Now the message just needs a medium.” He put a small metal object Carl recognized as a flash drive in a slot and took it out after his word processor gave off a few hums and clicks. 

Riding back down, Carl asked about the confrontation at the top of the pass and how Beckwourth got off such an accurate shot. “It was the thirty-ought-six I’ve had for many years, before the matriarchy passed the WRMA. I still get out for deer season most years, doing the sheriff’s paperwork to check my gun out of her militia house every time. Still, it was lucky that the Comp hadn’t turned on her forcefield armor.” 

They went back to the hotel room,Megan sipping a cup of coffee. “Gary’s in the bedroom, watching our guest snore. We found some plasteel handcuffs in her kit, got her secured better. Got your scoop ready to go, Richard?” Beckwourth waved the data stick at her. 

“I’d been wondering how you got your blog out, since I didn’t see any women up there in your man-cave. And if you had your own Junonet access account, 

you’d have felony warrants out.” 

“Quite so, Megan, and I do have a lady who helps me in that department.” 

Picking up a house phone, he asked an operator to call the sheriff’s department. 

“Greta? Got a post that has to go out post-haste, as they say. Is your IP gal in yet? Not? You’re not fully staffed at midnight.?” He listened for a minute, came back on to explain some of the circumstances and the urgency. 

“Sheriff’ll come over herself in a few minutes,” he told the others, hanging up the phone. “Let’s close the door to the bedroom, stash the weapons there and one of you--Gary--keep an eye on our sleeping guest. Megan, you can give her another jolt of happy juice if she starts to toss and turn, right?” 

Megan nodded. “How much time do we have, really?” 

“We have a Comp-sized automobile parked somewhere in the Brighton area and a sno-cat that will be missed as soon as the Brighton folks want to use it. Come sunrise, things are likely to heat up.” 

“Don’t forget the shot-up woman sleeping in the next room. You know how rare it is to see gunshot wounds in a hospital these days?” 

Carl knew Megan was right; most hunting seasons there were a few accidents, few enough to make the news. As to the coventry areas, no one on the outside know how many of those old guys were still around to shoot each other up. 

Beckwourth opened the door in response to a knock, and a woman came in, trim in a tan uniform with a star on her breast. “Folks, may I present Greta Molyneaux, Sheriff of Summit County.” Beckwourth introduced Megan and Carl to the sheriff; She appeared to know Gary already and they exchanged nods. Carl felt the strength in her handshake. The sheriff was of medium height, maybe an inch or two less than Beckwourth. 

“All right, Richie, what’s going on? I been wondering what you guys were up to since Gary here checked a couple pieces out of the militia house this afternoon. 

No hunting seasons in January.” Molyneaux drilled Beckwourth with her eyes, sky blue under golden curls when she removed her hat. She was, Carl saw, pretty in a hard-blonde way, with the typical empowered woman body filling out her beige blouse. 

“Gret, the quickest way to explain is to let you read what I just wrote.” 

Beckworth handed her the first draft he had printed out. She speed-read the two pages, glancing up at Megan when the blog mentioned her and then at Carl when his role was mentioned. “You the guy who found this stuff?” He nodded, gulping. Hers was a hard look, a data-collecting look, and Carl could only imagine how that would chill anyone who had committed a crime. He stood a step closer to Megan, seeking reassurance. 

“All right, Richie,” the sheriff said, handing the paper back to him, “as the first of your curious readers, I want to know, where is the aforementioned Ms. 

Torsk?” 

Beckwourth swallowed, marshalling his words. “Gret, I can tell you that she is in this hotel, recovering from injuries sustained while she was pursuing Carl here. I want you to keep some plausible deniability as to what you learn tonight. The authors of this Vienna Valentine plot are sure to have access to one or more of those clandestine black-ops outfits. I need to get this Cache post out as soon as I can. Once that goes public, the need to terminate us should go away.” 

Molyneaux stared at the door to the bedroom, pursing her lips. “Secret security agencies, maybe with Pentagon connections? Well, that could explain why the internet just went down around here a few minutes ago. Heard it on the scanner driving over here. Not in the city, that would cause chaos, but maybe fifteen-twenty miles around Park City, no internet.” 

Beckwourth frowned. “Time is really of the essence here. How much longer can we….” Keep her sedated? Looking hard at Megan.with a glance at the bedroom door, his attempt to communicate without implicating Sheriff Molyneaux was obvious. 

Carl felt Megan’s distress as she tried to formulate a response in the same vein. 

A shrug said she really had no idea, two fingers up and a third halfway could mean two, perhaps three hours. Greta Molyneaux watched this interplay with steel eyes. 

“You say Torsk was injured tonight chasing this boy who works at the Rocking RP,” she said, parsing her words in a clipped contralto and looking at the logo on Carl’s shirt. “Would some sort of wild chase over Guardsman Pass be a way this could have happened?” She put this question direct to Carl, cold eyes and command voice forcing him to answer. 

“Y-yes, Ma’am,” he croaked. His penis, unshielded the last three days began throbbing under the woman’s direct focus on him. It had been tingling whenever Megan was nearby, springing to attention at her touch or voice directed to him. 

This was a different type of arousal, primal and basic. 

“Which side of the summit, if you noticed?” 

“We--” he stopped, realizing the pronoun would likely implicate Megan--”I’m pretty sure I had passed a sign that marked the top, Ma’am. I was on snowshoes and felt it level out.” His erection was full tilt now and the heat in his cheeks told him he had to be blushing like the burning bush. 

“And you got a nasty welt on your neck, like from a low branch but up above the treeline,” she said, skepticism heavy in her tone. “Well, you had crossed into my county at the summit, so, Richie, whatever kettle of fish you’re involved in will land in my jurisdiction. Do I want to know how our local basketball hero got hurt tonight?” As she turned to Beckwourth, Carl looked at Megan, his eyes begging her for attention. 

“Gret, you don’t want to hear that just yet. You can see this involves a plot to overthrow the government,” he said, waving the pages of his first draft, “and the letter of the law may have to be overlooked for just a short time.” His look pleaded his case as much as than his words. Carl sensed that Beckwourth and the sheriff had some considerable personal history, maybe intimate. 

Greta sighed. Came to a decision. “All right. You folks have got two problems. 

One is to get Richie’s blog out on the net. We’ve had a nice setup here where I log on, feed his stuff through a server that goes bouncing all over, TImbuctu for all I know, and gets published. Tonight I’m thinking get his stick over to Evanston, I’ll check with the Uinta County sheriff to be sure their internet is up. 

Two is to get the Jazz medical people over here, look into her...injuries,” she made air quotes with her fingers to emphasize her lack of credulity. “And once Richie’s post goes public, what the Jazz choose to say about her condition becomes their problem. Keep it under wraps, be my guess.” 

Silence as the others digested Greta’s plan. “Evanston, about an hour up I-80?” 

Beckwourth said, calculating. 

“Forty minutes in one of my pursuit cruisers,” Greta said. “I’ll have a deputy drive, soon’s I can get her over here.” She punched a call on her comm unit. 

“Louise, got a little something to liven up the graveyard shift tonight. Go into my office and find those extradition papers for the Sandersons. My inbox, yeah. 

Bring em over to the Powder Palace, quick as you can. No, just the papers, leave the Sandersons in their cells.” 

She cut the call and turned to Carl and Megan. “You two are about to travel to Wyoming in one of the hottest cop cars on the market. You’ll be travelling as the Sandersons, a pair of grifters wanted for a variety of crimes there. Once the sheriff of Uinta County--a good friend, I’ll give her a heads-up--sees I’ve sent the wrong people, she’ll release you, free to do your thing. Richie, give Ms. 

Lansdowne the data stick and any information she needs to get into the blogosphere, all in the next five minutes. Then you stay here with me and we’ll wait for the Jazz medics. 

Carl’s confusion was plain on his face. Megan turned to him and touched his arm. “It’s an extra layer of precaution, in case the plan goes south for any reason. 

Suppose some federal agency takes over the state borders in the next hour, we have a plausible reason to be crossing the line this way.” 

Megan looked at the data stick Beckwourth was holding out to her. “Just a sec, Richard, I’m going to powder my nose before I play the part of a wanted woman in Wyoming.” Scrunching her eyebrows at Beckwourth and flicking a glance at the bedroom door, she started in that direction. Beckwourth nodded and stepped to one side as he asked Greta a question. The sheriff turned in his direction, taking the bedroom door out of her line of vision as Megan quickly opened and reclosed it. She was back in less time than Carl had ever known a woman to use for a trip to the bathroom. 

Beckwourth was still scribbling on a sticky note when Deputy Louise Nethercutt knocked and came in. Dressed for duty in her tan uniform, full kit on her belt, she looked very competent and professional. “Here are the papers you asked for, Ma’am,” she said, offering a folder to Greta. 

The sheriff waved them off. “And here are the Sandersons,” she said, indicating Carl and Megan, standing together. “Your duty, Deputy, is to deliver the prisoners into the custody of the Uinta County Sheriff in Evanston as quickly as possible. You two, move along now, go with Deputy Nethercutt.” The sheriff whispered something else to her deputy and stepped back. 

Carl felt the attention of yet another strong woman as Nethercutt put hands on him to pat him down. The world of the Rocking RP, where he could flirt, unshielded, with a room full of guests seemed a million miles away now. 

* * *

Megan gestured for Carl to enter the vehicle first, watching the deputy hold the top of his head in the approved police style. She stepped close enough to whisper

“He’s been unshielded for three days now and under a lot of stress when another woman other than me is near. I’ll be trying to hold his attention in the back seat, just so you know.” 

The deputy nodded, understanding and a bit of amusement flickering in her teal eyes,. Following procedure, she gave Megan the same pat down as Carl had received, then assisting her into the back seat next to the shivering young man. 

After securing their seat belts, chests and legs, activating the partition screen used for prisoner transport and locking down the rear doors and windows,.she drove out and angled north on the resort roads. 

“Next stop, Evanston,” Deputy Nethercutt called out. It’s one-twenty a.m. now, should have you folks all delivered there by two.” 

“How many miles is that, deputy?” Megan had shushed Carl, indicating that she would do the talking for them. The seat belts gave them enough wriggle room that she was able to rest a hand on his leg. She knew he was falling in love with her and having to interact with other strong women at this stage would stress his mind like a tennis ball in a hard volley. 

“Fifty to the state line, another fourteen in Wyo,” Nethercutt said as she steered onto I-80 and began accelerating. State line 80 km, a sign read. Sixty-five miles in forty minutes, Megan did the math and whistled. “Pretty flat country,” the deputy continued, “mountains catch the snow so we can really scoot on the other side.” 

“Good,” Megan said, unable to resist the obvious Frost lines. “I have miles to go before I sleep. And promises to keep. Say, what make of car is this, with all that power?” 

“Crown Vic,” the deputy said. “Was the favorite way back in the day, before so many counties started buying Dodge Chargers. Ford went back once everything had to be electric and re-engineered the heck out of their engine. It’s a sweet machine now, the state uses ‘em for the highway patrol, too.” 

What was a hundred miles an hour in metric, Megan wondered, about one-sixty klicks? She was glad for the darkness now. If you couldn’t see how fast the landmarks were going by, you could imagine the car was cruising at a normal pace. 

“We are supposed to be the Sandersons, right?” Megan asked after a few minutes. “I heard the sheriff say that. What crimes did they commit in Wyoming?” 

“They were running the old badger game at truck stops, the big ones with a couple motels for drivers who don’t care for sleeping in their cabs in winter. 

Which is the main season in Wyo, of course,” she chuckled. “Mr. Sanderson would be slinging hash in the diner, flirting away and explaining his attachment earring with a story about how his wife was driving all the way down to Florida and back, gone ten days at a time. Guess he was good at spotting the horniest drivers, talking those gals into warming his so-cold sheets. Then Mama Sanderson busts in, threatens all kinds of mayhem on her poor little cheating man, and adds enough legal problems on the other driver to keep her and her truck off the road for three-four days. Unless said other driver can offer enough cash to get Mama to forget about it. Larceny by trick is the main felony in the charging papers.” 

Meg thought about the lonely life of long-haul truckers. All women, of course, you needed the internet for that work. Robotic driving just didn’t work that well in the Rockies, especially in the winter. Husband home tending the kids. Once they were grown she could take him along, set up one of those back of cab sleepers. Wondered if the Sandersons’ scam included a credible lie about why she left his key on the nightstand table. Which led to a very pleasant daydream involving Carl, sitting next to her, all needy. 

There was no good reason not to feed her hungry pussy soon. Her thesis, first draft anyway, was done now, abiding in her laptop back at the ranch. 

Beckwourth had digested her bottom line into a couple of succinct paragraphs which would very shortly become world news. The Wyoming state line was marked with a couple of billboards picked up in the headlights. And a roadblock with a police flasher stabbing the night. 

“Hmmm, what have we here?” Nethercutt said as she braked at the barrier. A person was stepping out of the SUV, bundled against the bitter cold. “FBI,” a woman’s voice came out of a ski mask, proffering a badge and a document. 

“Evening, Deputy, we’re seeking a tall white male, young, possibly at large in your county today.” 

“Not in my unit, Special Agent,” Grace said. “My two prisoners are being extradited to Wyoming.” 

“At two in the morning?” the agent said, skeptical. 

“Yep, we heard their lawyer is ready to file some motions as soon as the courthouse opens, put their extradition on ice for months and months. So my sheriff is running them over tonight to the sheriff just down the road here in Evanston.” 

The Bureau agent handed the extradition papers back to Grace and played a flashlight on Megan and Carl in the back seat. “The male prisoner, was he out and about any time today?” 

“Nope, sitting in his cell, eating his three squares courtesy of our county.” With that smoothly delivered lie, Deputy Grace Nethercutt may have saved the republic, Megan thought. The Bureau agent had clearly tired of standing out in ten below weather, trying to keep her back to the steady wind. With her flashlight, she motioned the Crown Vic to drive around the barricade and on into Wyoming. 

“Two-oh-seven!” Deputy Nethercutt called out, pulling up to the curb in front of a public building, signed for Sheriff’s Department parking only. “Step out first, Ms. Sanderson.” The deputy handcuffed her right wrist. “Now you, sonny.” 

Then Carl was standing beside her and he felt the cold metal of the cuffs as the deputy secured his left wrist. Close behind them, Nethercutt whispered, “this is for the cameras, going by the book. It’ll just be for a couple of minutes, I bet.” 

A hand on each of their arms, Nethercutt marched them up a few steps, a street light casting a weird shadow of the trio. Inside, a local deputy accepted the extradition papers and went to fetch her sheriff. A minute later, Sheriff Grace Langmore appeared before them. She studied the prisoners, frowning. Carl glanced at the clock on the wall, two-ten now.. An hour and ten minutes since Beckwourth had given Megan the data stick. A bit of theatre was fine but this political bombshell had to get out soon. 

“Something isn’t adding up,” the sheriff said. “On our booking sheet, the Sanderson male stands 173 centimeters tall and weighs 72 kilos. Raise your right foot, boy, let’s see if you got some amazing platform soles in those boots.” 

Carl raised his right leg and the sheriff bent down to examine his boot. Megan put her cuffed arm around his waist to steady him. Could she sense his arousal? 

Once this damn blog went online, would she get him alone and jump his bones until he was hers and only hers? Hope so. 

Sheriff Langmore had released Carl’s foot and turned to her. “Now, Ms. 

Sanderson, when we booked her, stood 179 centimeters and weighed 79 kilos. 

Are your boots as flat as the gentleman’s?” Megan stood on one leg and raised the other to show that it was. 

“In my office, please. Deputy, would you and your detainees follow me?” A

minute later they were standing in a pine-paneled room, watching the sheriff flip a couple of switches. “Can’t leave the netshroud on too long,” she said. “Deputy, you can release them now.” 

Carl felt the cuffs come off and moved closer to Megan, hips touching now. 

Twelve after two in the morning. 

“Greta called, got me out of bed about forty-five minutes ago. Louise, you’re free to go, now, tell her Summit County owes me one, maybe owes you one, too. 

Here’s your extradition papers back--I do hope you’ve still got the real Sandersons on ice.” 

“Yes, Ma’am, we do. Good luck, you two.” With a nod and a wink, Louise Nethercutt left the room. 

The sheriff looked Megan in the eye. “Now, do I understand that you need to access the internet, and rather soon?” Megan nodded. “Greta said you would, and from somewhere other than the county’s equipment. Now, there’s a package shipping outfit a couple of blocks down with public access--closed now, but I have a key to the front door and I know they leave a pc on twenty-four, seven. 

All the main street businesses make a key for the department and we can get in to check on any unusual activity after hours.” She pulled a ring of keys from a drawer and selected one. 

The couple followed the sheriff out the back door and into her car. She drove them down a commercial street, storefronts dark under the streetlights. Opening a storefront door, she switched on a light and indicated a computer terminal. 

Megan settled into a chair and, after logging on, slipped the data stick into a port., She followed the routing instructions Beckwourth had scribbled and watched the blog post appear on the monitor. Carl and Sheriff Langmore watched from across the room. “Hey, Sheriff, you want to see what all this fuss is about?” Carl, she reflected, knew what the post said, having read Beckwourth’s draft up in the mountain. 

Grace walked over and scanned the first page. “Oh, this is something from that Beckwourth guy, Greta’s squeeze. Is he ragging on the matriarchy again?” Then she read some more and whistled under her breath, “Holy shit! The Big Blues have to wait a couple of days for their men to get it back up? And with the last Bee-Gens sent home seven months ago, aren’t they getting horny!” Another page, “Hitting the fan...Oh, my Goddess….and here you are, quoted on the Anschluss thing….” She watched Megan log off her session and put the data stick back in a pocket. 

“Not quite four-thirty on the east coast, couple, three hours before the hornets came storming out of the nest,” the sheriff said. “I’m going back home and grab those hours in my bed. You folks want a motel room?” Megan nodded. “Down the next block, the Alpine Inn, night clerk is the manager’s husband, he won't have seen this yet.” Punched a number in her phone. 

“Pete? Grace Langmore. Got a couple tourists here, lost their wallets at the gas station. Can you check them in for the night? OK, good. Just sign them in as Ms. 

and Mr. Jones, use that code for the sheriff’s department in the ID verification space. See you in five.” 

Soon Megan was signing a registration form as Felicity Jones at the motel. Carl, standing behind her, was identified as Raymond Jones. The pajama-clad night clerk, yawning, entered some numbers in the verification space and handed them two room key cards, writing a room number, 117, on the front. He waved an approximate direction to them and went back into a presumed sleeping space. 

“Honey, let’s hit the sack,” Megan said, taking Carl by the hand. The sheriff’s car was just a pair of tail lights now, heading further out the main street. As she pulled him closer, he stumbled a bit, exhausted. “I should let you sleep a few hours, we can start your bonding in the morning.” Now this bit of optimism hinged on Beckwourth’s routing protocol. If the feed could be easily traced to Evanston, Wyoming, the little town would be crawling with journos or security types or both, come morning. 

Holding Carl upright by the bed while she undressed him, Megan soon had him under blankets and a quilt. She only needed three minutes to peel her own clothes and brush her teeth, but that was all the longer it took him to fall into a deep sleep. She decided to park her own needs for a few more hours. 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

FALLING IN AND FALLING OUT

Carl floundered through waist-deep snow, pursued across an alpine meadow by a formless blue menace, when a hot breeze, laced with a familiar odor, sprang up and melted the snow. He clambered out of his dream to see Megan, inches away, blowing across a cup of motel coffee.. She came into focus, bit by bit. He saw her sitting on the bed’s edge, wearing an armored bra and sky-blue panties. 

Sensing his own nakedness, he tugged the blanket up toward his chin. 

“If you’re thinking I might just ravish that pretty body of yours, well, yes, the thought did cross my mind,” she said. Her tone flat and uninflected, seemed at odds with her words. No hint of passion, her eyes appeared to be cool and analytical, her mouth unsmiling.. “But you have something much more incorporeal that I’m interested in now.” Carl turned over the five syllables--In. 

Cor. Por. E. Al--waiting for her next statement. 

“Carl. I want your love and devotion, but I want it unseduced and unbeguiled. 

Seducing a boy like you would be so easy, and I know you’ve been there, seen your will power just melt in feminine heat. But I want something long-term from you.” Picking up yesterday’s jeans and shirt from the floor, Megan began getting dressed. “So, hop in the shower, boy, and get your clothes on, while I scout the neighborhood for a hardware store and a diner .Then we’ll talk about the future on full stomachs.” 

Carl slid out of bed, turning to point his morning woody away from her eyes and feeling her gaze on his tattooed ass cheeks. The hot water sluiced off his shoulders as he thought about her last words. He knew that falling in love with a woman was something different from just being hot for her body. A different part of the brain was involved--was it the prefrontal cortex? And what kind of feelings did she have for him? She was a decade older, a lot smarter, 

sophisticated. What could she see in a drugstore cowboy who had scraped through high school? 

Pulling in his boxer shorts, he looked over his shoulder in the mirror. There was his tattoo, MI SOJ right over the top of his butt cheeks, hidden under the back belt of his shield when he had one on. She would have seen it when she watched him go into the bathroom. 

He was pulling on his parka when Megan came back in, cheeks glowing from the sharp cold air that blew in through the open door. “Everything we need is within a couple of blocks,” she said, “and open, it’s after ten.. Ready? Let’s go.” 

Snow had been shoveled off to leave the sidewalks wide enough for two, and Carl extended his stride to keep up with Megan’s long legs. Would she want to hold hands as they walked along? He put out his nearer hand, tentative, offering if she wanted to take it. 

“MIS-ter DAR-cy,” Megan said in a mock-English accent, “are you courting me? Pray, sir, remember we are in a public space and comport yourself accordingly.” Her teasing grin belied the admonishing words. 

His high school education up against her almost-Ph.D., but Elena’s roleplay academy had covered the roots of the swooning-damsel syndrome and he caught the literary allusion. “Prithee, Miss Bennet,” he replied in an atrocious British accent, “t’was that icy patch on the sidewalk, I feared you might lose your footing.” 

Megan squeezed his hand through their mittens as she stopped at the entrance to

a hardware store--really, more of a farm-and-ranch supply business, so they had a bit of everything. They found what she was looking for in an aisle toward the back. The assortment of male genitalia protectors was scant compared to the big sex shops in Denver, but the inventory here did encompass the main types, from full chastity belts to simple shields. 

“What type do you prefer, my good man?” Megan was still in her faux-Jane Austen mode, which Carl did like better than that flat monotone. Yet he felt confused, wrongfooted. Shouldn’t she be making these choices if, as he was beginning to suspect, she was thinking about a long-term relationship? The limited autonomy he had enjoyed since he came to Utah now seemed like a worthless trait around this most superior woman. 

“It’s your money, Ma’am, shouldn’t it be your call?” He felt a blush, hot on his face. He wasn’t really offering to be def because she had the money, but he was pretending to defer on those grounds. Fingers on his wrist triggered a fresh set of sensations, led by a weakness in his knees and a stiffening of his cock. The blush grew hotter. 

“Beckwourth gave me enough cash so I wouldn’t have to use my plastic and leave a traceable trail. It’s yours as much as mine. And your offer of deference is duly noted, and may be accepted at a later date, For now, I want you to choose something you’re comfortable with.” 

“Well,” Carl said, “here’s the Down-Johnson model my mother bought for me when I turned sixteen. I was wearing it Wednesday night until Chelorix destroyed it.” The heft had a familiar feel as he picked it up. Had he really thought of it as a stainless steel badge of subordination just last year? The protection it offered in a world of powerful women seemed like a comfort now. 

“May I? Megan asked, taking the package from him. She examined the interior mechanism through the clear packaging. “I see it’s adjustable up to twenty-two point five cm--slash--nine inches. Will that be long enough?”. 

You couldn’t miss the salacious undertone in that question, and Carl was pretty sure she was done with Jane Austen for now as a fresh blush burned on his cheeks. He mumbled his affirmation, even as he wondered whether sex with the Comp or this goddess would add to his eight inches. 

“Hmm. Well, it comes with a thirty-day guarantee, so we can always return it should it prove to be...insufficient.” Taking the shield to a cashier, Megan purchased it with currency and then got a key to the bathroom from the clerk. 

Leading Carl to the indicated door, she opened it and pushed him inside. “Go on, get changed, I’ll just be browsing over in the clothing section.” 

In the bathroom, Carl adjusted the shield length down to the eighteen centimeter mark, about seven inches. If she wanted him to cut down the dopamine in his brain and be rational, he could do his part. Zipping and buckling his jeans, he stepped out of the little bathroom and saw Megan sorting through a rack of western shirts. 

“There’s a diner right across the street,” she said, “and it’s next to that package shipping place we used last night.” She had purchased a thin chain, the kind that slips around the neck, while he was changing. She slipped it over his head. 

“That’s for your key,” she pointed out, taking the key to the Down-Johnson from the package and attaching it to the chain. Carl had been planning to carry the key in his front pocket but saw no need to contest the point now. 

Between the breakfast and lunch rushes business in the diner was slow and they had a booth in an otherwise empty area in the back. Coffee poured and orders

taken, they had a space all to themselves and Carl waited for Megan to speak. 

“As I was saying when I woke you up, I’m feeling a good deal of carnal lust right now, and it’s quite obvious that you do, too.” Her voice struck him as sexy in the extreme, without the overtones of that supervision thing they did. 

“And when we go back to the motel and jump into that bed, you can expect to be overwhelmed by the intensity of your feelings. That often happens with couples who have just survived a harrowing, near-fatal experience. But what will your feelings be like in a year, in five years or ten?” 

“I can predict with fair confidence what I would be feeling toward you five, ten years from now when I’d wake up next to you in bed. Love, that’s what I’d feel. 

The kind that gets stronger over time. A lot of it has to do with the template for my ideal male companion I’ve carried in my head for a while. In that template my guy likes poetry and has enough size and strength to be a challenge for me. 

When I heard Samantha say you’d been a wrestler in high school, I almost came on the spot. But my guy also has an independent mind, accepts my authority but maybe grudgingly at times. Not like a Bee-Gen or any weak-willed guy who builds a goddess temple out of his total submission.” 

The future that Megan was spreading out was dazzling to Carl, but like anything bright enough to dazzle it could obscure things that might hurt you. Would she let him try to become a forest ranger or do anything in the outdoor recreation area? She had said “authority” very clearly and he remembered something Beckwourth had written, summarizing her thesis. Loving female authority--was that a reality or one of those self-contradicting things? 

His face must have been an open book to Megan, as her next words spoke right to his worries. “So, Carl, the question becomes what would your feelings be five

or ten years down the road? The dopamine that works as happy juice in your brain in the attraction phase loses its oomph over time, even if I’m seducing you every day. The next phase I can see for myself, being with you, is attachment, where a hormone called oxytocin comes into the prefrontal cortex and reinforces a high degree of bonding with another. Do you know men who have been married to dominant women for a number of years and who, while having lives of their own, are very devoted to their wives?” 

The first man Carl thought of was his dad, Leo. He had gone back to welding, part-time, once Carl had entered third grade, and of course Mom had allowed him to follow his love of high country adventure even if she didn’t share that passion for roughing it. And then Mr. Evans at the ranch--working with wood was his second great passion after Ms. Evans. As he described their lives to Megan, he realized that he could see himself in that kind of role. Maybe. 

He went on to describe his dream of becoming a forest ranger or something similar in outdoor recreation. As he looked into her dark eyes, sparkling like a glass of cola, Carl felt his assumptions shift. A ranger job was no longer a means of getting away from the matriarchy out in the wilderness, It was a job made more enjoyable by the thought of coming home in the evening and serving a beautiful wife. A brilliant, beautiful wife who was working to avert the femdom future. Everything lined up now, his rational brain in tune with his animal brain. 

“Yes,” he said, voice husky with the rush of feelings. “I can see myself in that same place, serving you and then working at something I’m good at. That’s straight from my prefrontal cortex, Ma’am.” Carl laid his hand on the table, palm up and Megan stroked it with a forefinger. 

“You’ll like New Hampshire,” she said, “White Mountains, the Appalachian Trail, stuff like that. And the community college has courses in that area. Now, have you eaten your fill?” Carl was finishing off a stack of pancakes and a considerable number of sausages. “You’ll need that energy for this afternoon.” 

Her smile was best described as hungry, although she had tucked into a solid breakfast herself. 

Megan settled the bill and they got back into winter gear, Leaving the diner, she turned them toward the package-shipping store. She bought a data phone and ten minutes of internet time. “Eight hundred e-mails since two-thirty,” she said, 

“let’s filter out everything but family.” Carl, standing nearby, watched her from a polite distance as she read the few emails that remained. 

“Now for Beckwourth’s Cache,” she said, “let’s see how many hornets came out of the nest.” Megan motioned for Carl to come nearer, so he could look at the monitor over her shoulder. She scrolled past the text of the post, as they both knew that, and looked at early reactions coming out of Washington. Senator Claire Morris (CH-TX), chair of a Senate committee with wide investigating powers, said she would call her committee together Monday morning to launch an inquiry. The White House had no comment yet but would have a response for the Sunday morning talk shows. Carl, struck by how quickly the words of this woman beside him were reverberating around the country, shook his head. 

Megan then looked up the Utah Jazz website and they saw that the team had put Chelorix Torsk on injured reserve that morning and a team physician indicated she might have to travel back to Comporelli for proper treatment. “She might, ha,” she laughed, “Bet she’s on her way to the wormhole by this time tomorrow.” 

When the internet time was up, Megan indicated the door and the street. This time she held out a hand in a red mitten and Carl took it. She yanked him closer so that his hip bumped hers as they walked down the sidewalk. “I’m named in Beckwourth’s piece while you aren’t,” she said, breath frosting in front of her face, “but if I know the journos, they’ll be combing over the canyon looking for the mystery man who stumbled on to Chelorix’ part in the plot. Once they figure out it’s you, your work as a manly dude at the ranch will be over.” 

“Oh, Lord and Lady,” Carl groaned, “my car is still parked out in front of the Dew Drop Inn, been there since Wednesday night. Won’t be too hard to put two and two together.” 

“Which is why we hole up here in Evanston, Wyoming for the weekend, I’ll make some calls and form a plan to spirit you off to New England. But that’s after we, uh, take care of business here today.” Carl felt her hand on his butt now, kneading glutes through the denim. When they reached the motel in the next block, she steered him right up to the door and unhanded his glutes long enough to fish out the room key. 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

CONSUMMATION

Megan pushed the door shut with her butt as she grabbed Carl by the back of the head and locked her lips on his mouth. Tongue attacking the back of his oral cavity, she tasted the maple syrup from his breakfast a few minutes ago. She pressed forward, forcing him back until his legs met the bed. Still pressing the upper body, she bent him back until he tumbled on the sheets. She unbuttoned his fly and exposed his new shield. 

Megan entertained the notion of wrestling first, to stake her alpha claim, for about a second,. She had been denying her big powerful body a necessary nutrient for far too long, and it was feeding time right now! The hand that had pushed his sternum down now explored under his shirt for the thin chain she had just hung around his neck back in the hardware store. In a moment his key was in her hand; in another it was in the lock of the Down-Johnson shield. 

Carl’s shaft sprang up, quivering in tumescence, and Megan gasped in admiration. “Oh, Goddess, that’s a magnificent slab of meat, boy, and I’m claiming it for mine right now!” She realized her own clothing was in the way and rose high enough on the knees that straddled him to work her pants down her thighs, Her panties were sopping wet, so near to an orgasm was she already. 

She yanked them down as far as they would go, then prepared to pounce on her prey, 

“In the animal kingdom the pussy is a carnivore, you know,” Megan said in a low growl, “and I’m all animal now. Feed me!” She lowered her dripping sex on him, all the way,much faster than was her usual wont, engulfing him with her strong pubic muscle when she reached his base. Level six purely on instinct. She imagined stars in the galaxy all speeding right towards her--it was her climax, ready to explode in record time,. What were records? What was time? The

universe went nova, did a big bang all over again, and she shrieked her ecstasy

“Oh, Goddess, Oh Goddess, Oooooo….” 

The motel room swam back into focus and Megan’s senses took in the rest of the human being attached to this instrument of delight buried in her. She had pulled his shoulders off the sheets, digging her fingers deep into his upper arms. Carl’

was taking short, quick breaths, building toward his own release as he continued to thrust under her greedy pussy. 

“Oh, baby! How long did it take me? I’ve never come so fast in my life. Was it even a minute? Well, it’s been over three months since I got laid, while you were just ridden by She-Hulk when? Three nights ago? I’m sooo glad she didn’t break anything.” As she spoke, she took off her blouse and bra and undid the snaps on his shirt front. 

“Three nights? This is Saturday? Yeah, I guess that’s right,” Carl said. His hands gripped her butt cheeks as she went up and down over him. She savored the feel of his hard palms and then had a sudden hunger for his mouth. Another hungry, possessive kiss, looking for another taste of maple syrup, and she felt a new stirring in her loins. Number two already? A brief, very brief twinge of guilt, shouldn’t I help him come now, and then the pussy growled. 

Megan released his mouth and raised her face a few inches to look in his eyes. 

“Race you to the finish line,” she said, then plopped a breast over his mouth before he could say anything. Rubbing a stiff nipple back and forth over his teeth was building up the pressure in her pussy again. Making sure he had one ear clear of her breast, she said “when I said race, that’s permission to come, boy, I’m going to get there soon and I want you to beat me there if you can.” 

The simultaneous orgasms almost equalled the explosive force of her first one. 

Megan felt the wave roll into her mind and break like surf on an exotic beach. 

She had a dimmed awareness of Carl beneath her coming hard into her vagina, her walls soaking up his semen like beach sand absorbing the wave. She noted with delight that his sweet shaft remained hard in her scabbard even after he came and came and spent his all. 

Rocking back and forth now, in synch with the post-coital rhythms coursing inside her, Megan began to notice all the liquid sloshing around in her amatory cavity. She could bring it all up to Carl’s mouth and have him suck it out and swallow it. She had done this to more than one man in the past. But this one was the keeper, the man she intended to bond with for many years. Would he find this sort of augmented cunnilingus humiliating, right after their first fuck? There would be time enough for games like that later, as she explored the nooks and crannies of his soul. For now, a douche in the bathroom and then she would have him taste her pussy in a more genteel fashion. 

With a slow, slow pull upward she lifted off him and listened for the plop sound her love hole always made when it disengaged. A tissue from the nightstand table would hold their juices inside long enough. “Stay right there, boy, I’ll just be a minute. When I return I want you just as you are now.” When she swung her feet around to the floor, her legs felt wobbly from the powerful orgasms and she braced herself with a hand on his chest. 

Megan looked down and saw her jeans and sopping panties still bunched around her knees. So strong had been her need, she hadn’t stopped to strip beforehand. 

Her man lay on the bed as half-dressed as she. “I started undressing you,” she said, “and I’ll finish what I started--in just a minute. Don’t move a muscle, I’ll be right back.” 

A quick trip to the bathroom confirmed that her face had that slack, dreamy look, though it would need some work soon enough. Rational thought was returning, that was good. A glass of water in the plastic tumbler enabled a sloppy sort of

douche, Refilling the glass, she carried it back to the nightstand. 

Carl was still laying on the bed, holding the same position as instructed. “Now to get you as naked as I am, caro mio!” Megan unlaced his boots, amazed at how urgent her need had been to jump him that fast. Boots and socks off, she tugged his Levis down and finally had her man completely unclothed. 

Climbing in beside him, she stretched out her full length and twined her toes into his. His eyes, the darkest blue, seemed to be even with hers. His lips, now turned up in a dreamy smile, certainly were. He was about four centimeters taller, unless she had drained so much out of him as to shrink him down to her dimensions. She put a gentle, soft kiss on those lips and just tapped his teeth with a tongue less aggressive than before. 

“Now for this afternoon,” she said, “I thought we might do a few different things. Do you want to hear my ideas?” 

“Oh, yes, Ma’am, I do.” 

“About that Ma’am stuff, I thought I told you to call me Meg. When you are bedding one of the guests at the ranch, how do you address them? I’ll bet it isn’t very def sounding.”” 

“Oh, Sorry, M-Meg. It’s just that it feels different with you.” 

“Whatever. The next thing I want to do is wrestle. I will win, but the important

thing, and the reason you’re the man of my dreams, is that you’ll make me work for it. And if you love me, you’ll try your hardest to win.” 

“All right…” he said, dragging the words out. 

“This is about settling who is alpha in the bedroom. We both know I’ll be in charge overall, but it matters to me to win the top spot with just my strength and skill. So tell me about your skills, when and where did you wrestle?” 

“At Schroeder High in Denver, through my junior year. I was keeping up with the girls at 170, but when I tried out at 182 for senior year, one of them whipped me.” Prodded by Megan, Carl told the story of the merciless Katrina. 

“Any practice or work on skills since them?” 

Carl shook his head. “Not really. We arm wrestle some in the bunkhouse is all.” 

“Well, I’ve been wrestling, let’s see, seventeen years now, Started when I was thirteen, going to Formative at the gym. “High school, I lettered at 160 last two years. At Brown, college, I was on the varsity three years, last two at 174, made All-Ivy senior year. Last eight years, as I’ve added muscle to get over 180, I’ve pretty much stayed with grappling and within that area, I haven’t lost a match at the gym in five years.” 

Megan paused, looking deep into his eyes. “Now, mister, I bet you think I’m talking all this brag to psych you out. Unh-unh, wrong. I’m really working up to

confessing one of my biggest character flaws.” Pause again, being sure his gaze was locked on her face. “I’m too fucking complacent! Last eight years I could’ve been picking up new skills, new disciplines, but instead I just sat on my slacker ass and coasted with wrestling.” The recent intro to kickboxing was a bit of branching out, but she elected not to mention that now. Keep him focused on grappling. 

“If we--make that when we--are together, I’ll be depending on you to speak up, tell me when I’m coasting. No goddess-worship crap for me! Obey me, of course, totally faithful, all that, but tell me when I could be working harder on something. OK?” 

“Uh...well, sure, I guess.” Carl assented without a real understanding of what he was getting into. A minefield, older men long married could and would counsel him, later. For now his immediate concern was a wrestling match. “Are we going to do this just as we are, naked? Cause I am kind of vulnerable, you know.” 

“So am I, with these boobs just hanging out. No, we wrestle in your shield and my battle bra, just give me a sec to find where they are down here.” Megan sorted through their clothes on the floor until she found the necessary armor. 

“Here’s your new protection, put it on while I stuff these girls in their cups.” She turned the key to her bra and, hanging its thin chain over a finger, kept the finger extended, waiting for Carl’s shield key. She hung both on the doorknob. 

The couple pushed motel furniture out of the way to clear a space in the room. 

Each took one end of the bed and they set it up against a wall, Megan had picked up the glass of water when they moved the nightstand and held it out to Carl. 

“Hydrate, caro, and cleanse your palate. You never know what you might be tasting next.” 

They stretched and limbered up, then faced off. Carl took a cautious step toward her, weight on the balls of his feet and hands waist high. Not too rusty, his form looks pretty good. Megan went high with her hands, going for a basic hip toss. 

He came into her, chest to armored chest, and spun around her pull; the standard counter move. When they landed on the carpet, her shoulder did not slam into his ribs the way an undefended toss would have ended. Rather they both hit the floor in a position to spring back up. 

Carl backed away a step or two, flicking the briefest of glances at her down below. “Is that a clover pattern, M-Meg?” 

“I shaved it into a shamrock when I was bedding an Irish poet last March,” she said with a laugh, “you want to see it up close and personal?” She want for a leg sweep, but Carl, out of room to retreat, just hopped up to counter. More good technique, she thought. 

Carl circled around, still holding good form. Megan darted in, got her hands on a leg, and took them both back down. They flip-flopped, straining for advantage for a minute or two. He’s got as much upper body strength as I do--if I thought I was in love before, now I know I am. She saw an opening for an armbar and clamped on his right arm. But he executed the good counter for this, often her finishing hold. Linking his left hand in his right, he bridged and flipped her over. 

Megan had not checked the clock but it felt like ten or eleven minutes, a thrilling amount of time for any man to hang in there with her. But it was time to move on. Using her armored bra to good advantage, she whacked him on the side of the head. She took advantage of Carl’s brief daze to wrap her legs around his neck and cross her ankles to apply a head scissors, Carl could tap out or pass out; he made the prudent choice. She relaxed the crushing pressure of her thighs just enough to reposition for what she wanted next. 

“Now you know what you’ll taste next, my boy. Get licking!” Which Carl proceeded to do, in a manner Megan found satisfactory but, like his wrestling, with room for improvement she looked forward to teaching. Carl’s tongue had a good texture for cunnilingus, it was building up a very fine vibration in her. 

Okay, maybe more than just satisfactory, she thought as he waggled his mustache across her labia and his tongue teased an extra-special spot. Pretty damn good. Another wave was rolling in toward the beaches of her mind. Surf crashed, she heard herself shrieking as the ecstasy detonated in her depths again. 

When enough clarity seeped back in, Megan found herself panting , catching her breath while Carl muttered indistinct sounds below her. She had wriggled them near the doorknob from which the keys were hanging, and she rose off his face enough to take the keys chains. A hand caressed his cheek, lovingly, scooping some of her escaped juices back to his lips. 

She tapped a fingernail against his shield. “That’s three for me to your one,” she said. “How’s that soldier doing in there, is he ready to come out?” 

“Oh yes, My La-Meg, I mean.” he groaned. 

“My Lady, you started to say? That’s how your boss’s husband addresses her, milady. When we’re married, you can call me that. I like the way it sounds in that manly baritone of yours.” 

“My dad calls my mom that, too.” Carl gasped as Megan turned the key and popped open his shield. 

Mention of Carl’s mother triggered a new thought. “What’s the law in Colorado on twenty-year old males getting married? Mother’s consent needed?” 

“Yes, milady. Over there I’m a minor until I’m twenty-four and she would have to sign off on me marrying anyone. But I changed my residence to Utah and now I am free to marry whoever I want.” 

“I trust you know who you want,” she said as she unlocked her bra. “Still I’m sure we should have a talk with her before we tie the knot. Hmmmm?” Pulling him up to his feet, Megan towed him back to the bed they had stacked against a wall. Once they positioned the bed back on the floor, she sat him down and unlocked his shield again. “Caro nome, Signor Johnson,” she sang, blending Verdi and Puccini in an unschooled alto. She stretched out across the ruins of the sheets and pulled him down to a kissing elevation. 

Both lying on their sides now, facing him, Megan relished the feel of his eager member poking into her groin. How to take him in this time? “Carl...have you been on top much?” 

“Oh, milady, yes, it’s part of the Rocking RP experience the guests come looking for.” 

“Ah, then they’re not the sort of women who say the missionary position is decadent. Well, neither am I.” The hand she had worked under him now grabbed a handful of ass and pulled him up to the top position. Spreading her legs and swinging them up, she locked her ankles behind his back and squeezed as she felt him slide into her. He may get his second moonshot but she was going to stay two ahead of him. And she did, holding him hard a minute after he came

until she tallied her score. She felt comfortable, in control from the bottom as much as from the top. 

After she felt she had reached a level of relative satiety, Megan relaxed and rolled them back to the facing on their sides position. She touched his cheeks, his chin, his neck, all bristly now with several days of stubble. “You shave every day, don't you, caro, other than that electrifying mustache and that teeny bit of beard at the end of your chin. We can get a razor this afternoon.” 

Carl murmured some sort of assent as he carried on touching her, exploring. He seemed to be all out of ambition for the moment. Just the pace she felt like, too, lolling. After two or three hours, Megan felt ready for life again. They showered together, making love slow and easy against the tiles. She found her panties, dried out on the baseboard heating element, and dressed at a languid pace while watching her man remake the bed. 

After donning sufficient clothes for a Wyoming January day, the couple ventured out on the streets of Evanston. Carl pointed out the turbines spinning on a half-forested ridge overlooking the town. “This state thought its future was in carbon fuels for a long time--the coal, oil, and gas seemed inexhaustible. Turns out, the most inexhaustible resource they’ve got is wind.” He knew his Rocky Mountain ecology, she thought, and was the type to be curious about the environment of wherever he lived. 

They bought his razor and a few other sundries in the same store they shopped that morning, and later settled on a restaurant for dinner. The place called itself a steakhouse, and the main meats were buffalo and elk. As they ate, Carl talked about the decline of industrial cattle ranching throughout the region. Megan was listening, and also thinking about where they would go next. Beckwourth’s cash stake was down to a few hundred dollars now. 

“Let’s spend another night at the motel,” she said, “watch the Sunday morning talking head shows to see how the political winds are blowing, and then catch a bus back to Salt Lake.” The post had been out in the blogosphere for about fifteen hours now, and if it had the effect they hoped for, the signs should be showing soon. Carl nodded, assenting not just because milady said so, but because he had followed her reasoning and accepted it. This is the truly enlightened man. Her love gained another notch. 

 Meet the Press came on at nine mountain time and Megan scooted closer to the vidscreen, wrapped in her half of the blanket and pulling Carl along. The feel of his hard glutes against her thigh generated an echo of the tingle their last lovemaking had sparked. She set the cup of motel coffee on the nightstand and upped the volume. 

“Good morning,” said Michelle Wallace, the network’s star journo, a fearsome inquisitor of the women who wielded power in the capital. “My guest today is Attorney General Katherine Olcott, representing the Vanags administration. 

Madame General, has the President seen this Vienna Valentine message as it appeared in Beckwourth’s Cache yesterday?” 

“Yes,” Olcott said, “a small group of us went over it line by line in the White House with her last night.” Her face, normally stern with a strong jaw, looked grimmer than usual. She was not ugly by any means but her chestnut hair, short and businesslike, and her small rimless glasses went with the powerhouse prosecutor reputation she had risen on. 

“The sort of annexation the writer is talking about, alluding to Germany annexing Austria in 1938, although it could as well have been the United States annexing Hawaii in 1897--is that prospect favored by the administration? Joining the Comporellian Empire?” 

“No!” Olcott’s jaw looked even harder, Rushmore-like. “President Eva Vanags swore an oath a year ago to uphold and defend the Constitution of the United States and she does not intend to take any action to compromise our sovereignty.” 

“Who wrote this note to Ms. Torsk, then? It sounds like someone in a government position.” Wallace tucked a blonde strand behind her ear, one of her attack mannerisms. 

“Last night I instructed the director of the FBI to open a top-priority investigation with the full resources of the Justice Department. She tells me several thousand special agents are working today, even though it is Sunday.” 

“Madame General, yesterday’s post in Beckwourth’s Cache also quoted some research work from Dartmouth College indicating that the gender policies of the Comporellians are not sustainable in the long run. Can you or anyone else in the administration comment on the researcher’s conclusions?” 

“The President would like to meet with Megan Lansdowne at her earliest convenience; Ms. Lansdowne’s current whereabouts are unknown. If you are watching, Ms. Lansdowne, please contact your mother as soon as possible and she will help you make travel arrangements.” 

Megan muted the program and picked up the motel telephone. Julia Lansdowne picked up before the second ring. 

“Meg, where are you?...Evanston, Wyoming? Just a sec….Closest Air Force base is Hill, near Ogden...the young man is with you?...Yes, bring him….Call me

again from the base gate.. Can you get there in two hours? Okay, get cracking, while I’m on the horn from this end. I’ll be sure whoever flies you to Andrews is one hundred percent loyal to the President….Love you, too. Bye.” The former Secretary of Defense, former Undersecretary of the Air Force, disconnected. 

“Carl, hop in the shower and start getting dressed. I’m going to get us some wheels.” Megan found Sheriff Langmore’s card and dialed her number. The sheriff, already aware of the Presidential request, told her a deputy would call for them in half an hour and take them to the airfield near Ogden. 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

POTOMAC PADDLING

Monday

District of Columbia

 Clack! Whap! Clack! Whap! Carl knew well the sound of a woman walking in high heels on a hardwood floor, heel, toe , heel, toe. His mother had walked that way over the parquet floor at home in Denver when her day at the office had not gone well. 

A moment later the door opened and the President entered, remembering just in time to duck under the standard six foot eight inch doorway. Strawberry blonde hair worn up and swept into a knot, she had to duck a bit. Two steps in, she kicked off the black pumps, curled her toes into the carpet, and exhaled a sigh of bliss. 

“Randy: foot massage, please.” Eva Vanags folded her long frame, all six feet five plus inches, into a side chair as the First Gentleman glided down to a kneeling position in front of her and placed her stockinged feet on his trousered thighs. “The rest of you, sit back down.” 

She closed her eyes a moment, apparently enjoying her husband’s fingers working along her plantar arches. She smoothed the skirt of her dark-blue suit and relaxed. The scowl on her face, more handsome than conventionally pretty, appeared to relax. 

Carl sat back down next to Megan, glad his telltale cock was hidden under his genital shield, on one end of a brown leather sofa in the private conference room down the hall from the Oval. The other woman, Destiny Desmond, sat down in an upholstered armchair. She was the chief of staff, and like the president and her husband, a millie in her fifties. 

Carl had learned, while they were chatting in here, that Desmond had been elected to the same Congress as Eva Vanags back in 2024. They were part of the House of Representatives that had chosen Elizabeth Castle to be president after the Electoral College deadlocked. 

“Cruel and unusual,” the president said, “having to wear heels that high just so I can look the Comporellian Ambassador right in her shifty golden eye.” The others ramped up their listening modes, keen to hear the outcome of the recent conversation. Randy Vanags, working on his wife’s toes now, looked up from his carpet perch into her famous lavender eyes. 

“She said this annexation push wasn’t happening anywhere else in the world. 

China and Russia were already on record as asking for it. They figured once they had our country in their fold, Europe and the smaller nations would figure we were getting some advantages like tech and trade and they would be lining up to get in, too.” 

“Was it just you and her, Ma’am?” Desmond asked. 

“No, I had Olcott with me for legal and she had her cultural attache” , Bahvine Something or other.” Carl felt Megan stiffen, heard her sudden intake of breath. 

“People will want to know how and why of this plot. The how is pretty simple, the why is not. Start recording, Des, this’ll be the first draft of what I will say to the nation tonight.” The chief of staff pushed a button, activating an unseen device. 

“After the new laws had been proposed and the protests and demonstrations ramped up, all as the note described, women acting as agentes provocatrices would break into Well-regulated Militia Houses in certain states and start handing out guns to the guys. The governors in those states, in on the plot, would call out the National Guard and soldiers, given vague orders, would start shooting back. 

“The governors would insist that only Comporellian Marines, who ‘just happened’ to be near our solar system on a training exercise, had the experience and technology for nonlethal pacification. I would either have had to go along or face removal in a coup. Now, that won’t happen and I expect we’ll be seeing some new governors instead.” 

Carl watched Randy’s hands manipulate his wife’s ankles now, and realized how large the presidential feet were. She wore a size fourteen shoe, Randy had said earlier, and he had learned the craft of cobbling years ago to make comfortable shoes for her. He later licensed his designs to a manufacturer and became rather a success. Carl knew Megan was wearing Randy Vs today, low heeled sandals; he had buffed them this morning in the Lincoln Bedroom where they had slept. 

He also knew she intended to buy a pair of Randy V wedding boots, gleaming black calf-length numbers with high heels, to wear as she accepted his beta spouse vows. 

“Now, the why. Two whys, actually, first the Comps. It’s been eighteen years since they got our first young men, so the sons those first Bee-Gens fathered are

now coming of age. The sperm counts and testosterone levels of these half-Terran, half-Comp boys are somewhat higher than those of their full-Comp peers, to be sure. When they landed here and asked for a genetic fix, that was what they said they needed. The rest of their agenda, which they never mentioned, was the refractory period of our young men, so much quicker than their males.” 

President Vanags tensed, reining in her anger. The muscles in her calves flexed, pushing her husband’s messaging fingers out to a corded surface. 

“In a nutshell--okay, Des, we’ll find another phrase for the next draft--our guys could get it up again twenty, thirty minutes after an orgasm when theirs would be out of commission for more than a day, sometimes two or three. The women of Comporelli were having a great old time with our Bee-Gens. The speculations of your pal Beckwourth, that their sex was two percent for procreation and ninety-eight percent for recreation were pretty close to the mark.” The POTUS was looking directly at Megan. 

“So their new half-Terran boys can get it up again in around three or four hours. 

They figure the next generation, down to a quarter-Terran, may need six or seven hours, and so forth. To keep plenty of half-Terran boys on their world, they want to come here for short vacations for their first pregnancies. They had been talking to all the UN Security Council nations, since the UN handles extraterrestrial visas. They must have gotten frustrated with our political processes and decided to go for planetary annexation instead.” 

Fuckations, Carl recalled, that’s what Chelorix had called these interstellar quickies with a preg pill She had been waiting to jump his bones again just as soon as he was ready for a second round. Which would have been around twenty minutes but for the interruption at the front door. 

“The second half of the why,” Eva Vanags said, “is why so many women here were willing to work with the Comps, to be part of an empire based on public femdom and men-as-property. For some, it was just money, commercial opportunities like asteroid mining, well within Comp technology. For some if was just the call of adventure, the final frontier of space and all that. And for others, younger women, it was a chance to get their own Bee-Gens like their older sisters have. 

“It didn’t take six years to turn a defiant young man into a total submissive, it seems. The ambassador told me that they memerased a guy each time a woman was done with him, and the next woman got to break his ego all over again. 

They thought if they skipped the memerase on a guy they took here, he would be much easier to break and turn into a submissive. A continuing supply of Bee-Gens for all the dominant women of Earth who prefer doormats over manly dudes.” 

Carl felt his face grow warm as all eyes rested on him for a moment. He was the first man on Earth to have had coitus with a Comporellian woman and not been memerased. Was he already more submissive as a result? He felt like a small mammal at a watering hole with a pride of lionesses, wanting only to stay inconspicuous. He scooted a bit closer to his lioness. 

Carl sensed Megan, restless next to him, anxious to speak. “What does it mean, dominant woman, Madame President? Aren’t we all? I mean, every girl who passes out of Formative in the gyms has to score at least point six sigma on her supervision test. So she can compel at least one male in an intimate relationship to do what she says.” 

“And she usually could, even when we were the weaker sex, back in the day, and we were brought up to play nice. When I say strong domme, I mean a woman who has no use whatsoever for a man’s ego or his own aspirations.” Ruffling Randy’s hair, the president continued her thought. “You’re on the right track, 

Megan, when you say bend without breaking. Most of us remember that power corrupts and we guard against it. Some don’t. They break a man completely, turn him into chattel.” 

“And when a whole society swings that way, it’s not sustainable. A femdom world with universal male slavery is bound to crash sooner or later. Do you know that the Comporellian language doesn’t even have a word for slave? They just say male!” Megan finished this outburst with some heat. 

“Your hypothesis seems credible, Meg, but when you condemn femdom overall, you may throw out the baby with the bathwater and lose a lot of women. There’s public femdom and private femdom. The latter can include some heavy foreplay like I do with Randy before bedtime. That gift from the Scottish prime minister, my tawse Boudica--don’t you just love her, Randy?” Eva poked a teasing toe into her husband’s belly, his grimace quickly masked by a feigned enthusiasm. 

“Des, do you paddle Leroy sometimes?” 

“Well, of course,” Desmond said, “bend his bare ass right over the bed and warm it up with a couple dozen good whacks. A black butt can get just as red as a white one. I get so hot with desire--sure, power corrupts but it’s also a hell of an aphrodisiac--but it turns him on just as much. And he gets creative, too. You all know that song ‘Baby, Can You Toast My Buns’?” 

“Oh, yes,” Megan said, making connections, “he’s that Leroy Desmond with the band Vaginal Skateboard, right? Won a Grammy last year?” 

“Yep,” Destiny said, a proud smile on her face, “he came up with the first verse right across this lap,” patting her knees, “and got the words for the chorus as we were having a tied-down back door session. Or maybe it was when I untied him and turned him over.” 

The three women fell to talking about favorite foreplay warm ups. Carl listened a while, then tuned out as a sudden insight hit him. There were four things a man could do with an empowered woman now. Obey her every command, of course, get good at the four C’s and even anticipate her needs, keep yourself looking attractive, and finally, follow your own dream to find what you are good at, get better and earn her respect. The women suddenly fell silent and Carl realized he had spoken out loud, his baritone jarring the higher registers of their voices. The mouse had spoken and the lionesses all looked at him. 

“Earn her respect? What did you just mean, sweetie?” Megan said. 

“Yes, speak up, boy,” the President commanded as he blushed a crimson intensity and wished he could disappear. 

“It’s just--” he was whispering and Eva Vanags lifted a hand to gesture for louder--”I realized that you two have cut your men enough slack to go out and accomplish things that make you proud of them and then you come to love them in that long-term way with the oxi--” He turned to Megan, unable to recall the full word. 

“Oxytocin, dear,” she said, smiling, “now, finish your thought.” 

“Oxytocin, and if a guy organizes his time,” still blushing and now with voice falling again, “and serves his lady in all the ways she needs, and keeps himself looking good for her, and still follows his dreams, she will come to respect and probably keep him.” 

“No probably about it for me,” the President said, poking a toe into Randy’s belly again, “I’m keeping this one.” She stood up and walked over to the sofa. 

Sitting on the empty end, closest to Carl, she turned to him. “How’d you like a turn as a White House intern, son, earn some respect right here?” 

Carl froze, a deer in the headlights, two pools of molten amethyst staring right into his soul. His only unparalyzed part slammed into the end of his shield. He felt Megan’s arm around his waist, pulling him closer to her. Then he felt her chin nudge the bagel-shaped attachment earring she hung on him only that morning. 

“Keep those POTUS paws off my boy, Madame Prez. I’m hoping to marry him just as soon as I can, you know!” 

“Hey, I can marry couples, can’t I, Des? If I appoint judges who can do that, seems I should be able to as well. With a little droit de seigneur thrown in, hmm?” 

“Ixnay on that--titles of nobility prohibited in Article One, Section Nine, right near the emoluments clause.” 

“Another damn constitution mentat, just like your sister. Okay, then,” Eva sighed, “marry the boy on your schedule.” She stood up and paced a few steps on the carpet. . She stared at a portrait of Lincoln on the wall for two long minutes, marked by a long sigh at the end. 

“Oh, Abe, I wish things could be simple, but they never are...you abolished slavery based on race and I damn sure don’t want to usher in slavery based on

gender. But….” Another sigh as she turned to the others. 

“The ambassador said if we rebuff them completely, they’ll drop their policy against half-planet annexation and go to China next. China, Russia, maybe even India. Then the strong-domme wing of our party would hammer me. Don’t call it slavery, just suitable male governance or some other euphemism, they’ll say, so what’s the problem?” 

“I don’t know if Congress would pass an annexation request. Des, what are the current estimates on the gynarchy caucus?” 

“About a hundred and ninety in the House and forty-five in the Senate,” 

Desmond said. 

“The rest are Clean House moderates and your Equality people.” The president looked at Megan. “Can they come together on an alternative policy, some kind of femdom lite?” 

“I think so,” Megan said. “It’s called Loving Female Authority. I’m pretty sure Equality would buy into that, if there was a chance that a few men could have positions of authority in government and have access to the Junonet.” 

“That’s doable,” the president said. “I could put a man on the Supreme Court when Ralph Chandler steps down, Kathy Olcott said she knows a guy, sharp as a tack and gay, who’d be great there.” 

“So what can we offer the Comporellians? Desmond asked. “We surely don’t want them playing the China card.” 

“No, we don’t,” the president agreed. “Let’s start with the idea, from Megan’s work, that the Comps used to love their men in a romantic way, and have just forgotten how it works. So let’s teach them how to rediscover those feelings. 

Increase tourism visas, invite them over to stay in fancy resorts and meet happily married couples from our world. The visitors would learn about bend without breaking courtship and leaving some male ego in place.Then build minimum security jails next to the resorts for the bad boys who misbehave and let nature take its course.” 

“Would they take those bad boys back home to Comporelli?” 

“It would have to be rare,” POTUS said, “The ex-bad boys would be the next Bee-Gens for our strong dommes.” 

Megan went to her favorite poet. “Earth’s the right place for love, I don’t know where it’s apt to go better.” 

Carl heard the president’s bit about bad boys who misbehave and resolved to alter the tattoo on his ass. Mi SOJ would become MY SOJOURN IN UTAH

CHAPTER TWENTY

MY FUNNY VALENTINE

New Hampshire

February 2050

Megan wrapped up the email to her agent and sent it to Boston as the car parked itself in front of the cottage. A Ph.D. after her name should boost sales of her book, the popular version of her just-defended thesis. The ceremony would wait until June, but the necessary deans had all signed off on her doctorate that afternoon. 

One step over the threshold and a male duet greeted her with congrats and bravas. Carl Lansdowne, her new husband, and Ephraim Stark, their landlord, tossed confetti over her head. She accepted a glass of golden apple-scented liquid in a wine glass and held it to meet the men’s toasts. 

“Eph’s cored cider?” 

“Yes, milady, Ephraim showed me how to chip the ice off the edges this afternoon.” Carl touched his glass to hers and Stark followed suit a moment later. 

“Here’s to you, Professor,” Stark said. “Now I can call you without getting corrected.” 

Megan savored the burn as the fiery liquid traversed her palate, going down to join the two glasses of wine in the faculty lounge that afternoon. She ran a libidinous look over Carl’s torso,. Shot a meaningful glance at Stark, who picked up the message. 

“Reckon I’d best get back to the house and leave you newlyweds be. Got a hundred Stark and Daughter labels to stick on syrup bottles before the next delivery run.” 

“Good night, Ephraim,” they chorused as the older man left the cottage. Megan turned toward Carl, pulled him into her, then realized his hands were behind his back. His tumbler, still half-full, sat on the counter; was he holding something else? 

“What are you hiding behind your back, husband mine?” 

Grinning, he produced a wooden rectangle with a pattern cut into it. “Happy Valentine’s Day, My Lady!” Yes, it was the middle of the month, the lovers holiday come round again. 

Carl had cut a heart into the maple with two parallel wavy lines, tildes like the symbol over an N in Spanish, in the center. Approximately equal, or equal more or less, in mathematical notation, Megan knew that. Then she saw the capital M

to the left of the heart and the lower-case c on the right. It was perfect! She gathered him in a bear hug, with the plague still in her hand, and squeezed until she felt his breath come out. A love tap on his tush and she let her man go. 

“Unbuckle my belt, caro, and start working these pants off my hips. When you can see my shamrock, get to work. You know the drill, sweetie!” 

Megan was walking backwards, walking them to the bedroom. She sat on the bed, setting the plaque beside her, while Carl, on his knees, plied his tongue to its task. Mixed in with her orgasmic progress was a sudden vision of a book cover. Nothing like mixing business with pleasure, she thought. Carl’s valentine had captured the essence of loving female authority. In lieu of their initials, put the circle and plus, the female symbol, in bold on top, and the male symbol, circle and arrow, less bold, underneath. Bound by love in equality, more or less. 

Loving female authority. 

Megan’s book, the popularized version of her thesis, could have a powerful effect on the political structure of the gynocracy. President Vanags expected that it would bring schism to the Clean House Party, in time splitting it into a hard femdom wing and a soft femdom wing. The urgent summons to the White House last month had been a lobbying campaign aimed at her, author Megan Lansdowne, Ph.D. The President and Desmond had pitched the idea of not condemning femdom practices altogether, just the harsher and more public versions. 

In her State of the Union speech last month, Vanags had pitched her new gender agenda. Lester Barnes to be the new Supreme Court justice in place of Ralph Chandler. The National Federation of Garden Clubs, members mostly male, would be certified for Junonet access. The gynarchy caucus edged closer to open revolt. 

When schism did come to Clean House, what would the new parties call themselves? Gynocrats for those of the harder femdom persuasion, no doubt. 

Would the moderates and the egalitarians come together under the banner of LoFA? Megan could foresee a lot of travel and public speaking in her near future, selling the Equality types on a bit of playful femdom as part of the common ground. Would she practice what she preached? Lay a few strokes across Carl’s sojourn in Utah cheeks? 

Looking down, she spotted a few bits of confetti and plucked them from his dark hair, the only part of his head visible between her clenching thighs. Her progress to climax was building pressure now. With her last shred of rational analysis, she saw a hypothesis, that some light femdom would excite and turn on the male partner as well. Even if he weren’t a verified submissive. Like any good social scientist, when her data suggests a hypothesis, the next thing Megan should do is to test it. Fortunately they lived in a forest full of birches. 
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