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      Humanity’s Epitaph:

      

      They squabbled as extinction approached.

      

      
        
        — Anonymous - circa 2040 (old calendar)
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      Every She tells me I’m the worst kind of trouble: a curious man. I might be starting to see what they mean, but how do I back out now?

      These straight steel edges are jarringly out of place in the pristine wilderness that surrounds us, yet I feel a strange connection to this mysterious thing. It looks like the top of a large air vent, emerging from this small bluff in front of me. I shiver in certainty that this is from the Before, a piece of history, forbidden fruit. And it’s calling me.

      All I’m allowed to know of the past is that there was once a vast global civilization, and humanity came close to extinction when it all collapsed. But our She have carried us through seven generations since then, and we men need to be looking forward, not back. Still, I’ve always wondered what that Before world was like. Could whatever’s under here shed some light?

      I tighten the thigh straps of my safety harness, avoiding Dray’s eyes, though I’m sure my trembling hands reveal me. Am I really doing this? Breaking into an undiscovered historical site? This is crazy.

      A She like my mother would be thrilled to claim finder’s rights to whatever this is, but men have no such rights. Strictly prohibited. No She can ever know about this.

      I try to focus on breathing. A light March breeze whispers a secret I can’t quite hear as it flows across the rolling hills, carrying the fresh, earthy scent of the wilds. No one ever comes out here, but to be sure, I climb to the top of the twelve-foot mound and scan the surrounding wilderness one last time.

      In the far distance, the skyline of the ‘Shell’—the crumbling remains of a once-great city—is a faint cluster of spikes on the horizon. Much closer, a few miles to the south, jagged lines of collapsed walls mark what’s left of a vast industrial park, dead now for well over a century. We’re standing in an area thought to be free of dangerous ruins, so no one cares that we’re out here. But if they knew about this vent …

      Our storm-battered world is littered with crumbling remains, but whatever’s under here looks like it was deliberately buried. How can I not be curious?

      I fill my lungs with cool air and snug up the zipper of my jacket as I descend the mound to focus again on the vent opening. We still use goose-neck vents today, with their shafts curled over at the top so that the opening faces down to keep the rain out. From the erosion pattern on the bluff, I’d say the side of the mound collapsed to reveal this vent within the past year. Curious. What could need an air vent this big?

      Dray grips the harness around my waist. “Tye, look at me. You can do this. You’re a natural explorer.” At thirty-two, he’s only six months older than me, yet he still treats me like a child who needs his encouragement. My eyes cling to the deep brown reassurance in his. My best friend knows me too well.

      I pull away and nod, checking my short ponytail to make sure the elastic is secure. “This might be what we’ve been looking for,” I say. What I’ve been looking for. I’m the one who likes to play historian in my spare time, a role forbidden to men. Dray just likes scavenging. If it weren’t for my mother’s ancient, discarded map, we’d be off every weekend, blindly scavenging elsewhere. But the map shows something out here—something she could never find—and now I’ve discovered … something.

      I should’ve reported it to the authorities. It’s stupid of me not to. The law is clear about historical sites. They are off-limits to men, and violators are dealt with harshly, often taken away and never seen again. But Dray loves to break rules, and besides, they’d send historians out here and I’d never hear another word about it. I want to know what this is.

      We tried dropping stones in to sound the depth. It only confirmed that this a really bad idea. But something this deep must be important.

      But ruins are deadly dangerous places. Is this worth dying for?

      I grit my teeth. Is it worth clinging to a small, irrelevant life as an inconsequential man? Anything would be better.

      Dray puts a calloused hand on my shoulder. “I’ll be right here on the pulley. I’ve got your back.”

      “I know you do.” If anything goes wrong, there’s no way he can get in to help me. “Look, Dray, this far out in the wilds, we’re on our own. If something goes wrong⁠—”

      “Nothing’s gonna go wrong.” He brushes his wavy black hair back from his eyes, and it flutters around his shoulders.

      “But if … don’t get yourself in trouble by telling anyone we did this, okay? Just say I disappeared.”

      “You’re gonna be fine, Tye. This will be a big payday. I can feel it.”

      There’s a rich timbre to his voice that inspires confidence, whether he knows what he’s talking about or not. It’s easy to be optimistic when you’re oblivious to the risks. “Dray, it’s not that simple.”

      “You’re sure, right? You’re sure there are artifacts down there?”

      No, I’m not sure. “That’s what I’m hoping, but⁠—”

      “Because everything is riding on this.”

      I nod and take a deep breath. Two weeks. We’ve got two weeks to pay the fine on my overdue taxes or my place gets repossessed. “Don’t worry. You’re not gonna end up back in the homeless shelter.”

      He shrugs. “I don’t know. It would be nice to eat three meals a day again.”

      “Can we go five minutes without talking about food?”

      Dray examines the opening. “Actually, it’s a good thing you’re so small. Who else could fit through that?”

      “I’m not small. Five-nine is average for a man.” Average. I’ve spent my whole life looking up at people. “You’ve only got two inches on me, you know.”

      “Can we go five minutes without talking about dicks?”

      I give him a shove that doesn’t budge him, and we return our attention to the opening. For a moment I wish our positions were reversed. But I couldn’t bear to be waiting out here, worried about him. He can do the worrying. He’s the strong one.

      He dusts off his cargo pants. “The sun sets in just over five hours. We’ve got a three-hour bike ride back home, so if we’re gonna do this⁠—”

      “We’ve got two hours. I’m ready,” I lie.

      “It’ll be like I’m lowering you into a well.”

      Yeah. If the well were barely wide enough to fit my shoulders. I’m not scrawny, but I don’t have Dray’s brawn.

      “Okay,” he says, “the pulley’s ready.” He’s got it secured to a nearby tree trunk, with over a hundred feet of rope ready to go. How could that not be enough?

      He grabs the pulley rope he’ll use to lower me. I need to go feet-first up into the down-facing opening, so that once I’m over the gooseneck bend, I’ll be right-side up in the vertical shaft. Dray gets under my shoulders and lifts until I get my hips on the bend, and I wriggle in from there. Hanging in the harness at the top of the shaft, both hands gripping the rope, I take a moment to catch my breath. What am I doing?

      The shaft is almost two feet square here. My climbing skills do me no good in a space this cramped, so I’m just along for the ride.

      Below me, black depths. A knot of dread in my core makes it hard to breathe.

      “How are you doing in there?” Dray’s voice booms and echoes in the shaft.

      “You don’t have to yell. Sound carries like crazy in here.”

      “Are you ready? Go find us some treasure.”

      Treasure. Okay. I ease down into the safety harness, try three times to get my reluctant hand to let go of the rope, and switch on my headlamp. With the shaft wall only inches from my face, the reflected glare blinds me until I crane my neck to look down. Beneath my feet there is nothing. Just like going down into a well. A bottomless well.

      The line jerks as Dray lets off the pulley and I start descending. He checks with me. “Everything okay?”

      My tongue is almost too dry to form words. “Yeah, keep it coming.” I strain to see into the black void below me, but it’s like looking into the future.

      This is by far the craziest thing I’ve ever done. By far. I tighten my jaw.

      I’m about fifteen feet down now, and grateful for my headlamp. I see the dim reflected glow of daylight above me, too far away to ever reach on my own. My life is now in Dray’s hands. I clutch the rope. If it breaks—No, it’s a good rope. I inspected the whole thing myself, triple-checked the knots. Stop worrying and focus.

      I wish my mother could see me now, doing historian work, following in her footsteps, even succeeding where she failed. No, I should be glad she can’t see me now. She’d be furious. History is not for men to know.

      That was drilled into my head my entire childhood, as I watched my mother become prestigious as a historian. She did well for herself, and I always benefited—when she was there. But she was away a lot, more so as I got older. And then she was gone. Gone where I could never follow, swallowed up by the dreaded Shell. I’ll never see her again, never see where she works. The Shell is out of bounds to men. Too much Before history there. Too much death.

      And though we’re in an unrestricted area, this must be an unknown historical site, which makes us criminal trespassers. It’s the last thing I want. I’m not cut out for the criminal life. But if we can pawn enough valuable artifacts to pay the bills and get us afloat⁠—

      A gleam underfoot catches my eye. An edge. I’m, what—thirty feet down? It’s an opening into a horizontal duct. “Stop. I’m at a branch. I’m gonna see where it goes.” I hoist myself into the new shaft and wriggle my way forward. It’s hard to breathe in here. About twelve feet in, I come to a grate-covered opening in the duct floor, and through it, my light reveals a hallway. I knew it. This is something. I grab the grate and rattle it, bang on it until it falls open in a cloud of dust.

      “I found an open space,” I call up. “Take up slack.” I feel a reassuring tug on the rope, let my legs swing down into the hole and sit back into the harness. “Okay, down again.”

      I pant in the foul air. Forget about two hours. I light the hallway floor as Dray lowers me toward it, land on both feet, and I’m in. Shadows from open doorways leap at me and vanish as I sweep my light around. In where I should not be. This is crazy.

      I fight down panic as I struggle for air. Focus. Treasure.

      Choking in the old dust, I pull my undershirt collar up over my nose. I’ve got to move fast. With the dust I’ve stirred up, the hallway in front of me extends beyond the range of my light. It’s like looking into the depths of the lake, wondering what might be down there waiting to rush up at you, mouth wide. A shiver runs down my spine.

      I had planned to disconnect the rope from my harness and go exploring. Forget that. Dragging the rope behind me, I approach the closest open door and shine my light inside. Looks like some sort of office. And …

      Great Mother. I’ve hit the jackpot.

      Artifacts. Lots of them. The large office desk and credenza both hold numerous items that look to be in pristine condition. I pick one up, dust it off, and examine it with wonder. I have no idea what it is, but it has an elegant beauty that takes my breath away.

      I gasp and cough. No time for this. I quickly scoop up what I can and fill my sack, then stand sucking air through my shirt. It doesn’t help. I can’t stay down here. One more glance around the room, then I rush to the ceiling hatch and holler up. “You there? … Dray?” If he’s not, I’m dead.

      “Ready and waiting.”

      “Okay, go! Haul me up!”

      I recheck the strap that ties the sack to my harness as Dray’s pulley lifts me off the floor. The sack dangles about three feet below my feet as I reach the hatch and climb in. “I’m in the shaft. Go!”

      Sliding on my belly toward the vertical shaft, I yank to a stop. Alarmed, I call up, “Keep going.”

      I feel the line vibrate under tension, and my whole body matches it. No no no. Don’t get stuck here.

      Dray’s voice jars me. “We’re stuck. Check your lines.”

      My mind wildly flails in the fog until I figure out what he means. We’re snagged on something. Nothing in front. I crane to look behind me and see the problem. “The sack is snagged on the ceiling hatch. Gimme some slack.”

      “You okay?”

      He can hear in my voice that I’m not. “No air,” I manage.

      “Hurry up, then.”

      I slither backward in the tight ceiling shaft until I reach the opening, the sack dropping out of reach as I do. For a frantic minute, I try to haul it up but there is no room to get it in with me, and if I back out of the way, I have no leverage. The sack needs to go in first, in front of me. “I’ve got to … go back down … Let me down.” I hope he heard me.

      “Cut the sack loose. I’m hauling you out.”

      “No! Ease me down.”

      “You sure?”

      “… Do it. Hurry!”

      Clear of the hatch, I haul the sack up and have it in my arms by the time I reach the floor. “Okay … back up! Go!”

      I strain to hold the sack over my head as I’m hoisted up, then push it through the hatch above me and wriggle in behind it. I push it ahead of me as I’m pulled along, then I flip to my back to enter the vertical shaft. But the sack gets there first and falls in, its strap trying to strangle me. I fight the urge to cut the sack loose, imagining it plummeting into the endless depths. No. I’m taking this with me.

      I’m dizzy, panting and helpless, as I hang there in the slowly ascending harness. I feel the hungry pull of the void beneath me and focus on the faint light far above. There is no way in the world I could climb this shaft on my own. Impossible.

      Dray will get me out. I know he will. Lightheaded. Need air. A wave of fatigue drags me down, and I strain to look to the light above, getting closer with each yank. Relief washes over me as I reach the goose neck and greedily suck in air. And then Dray’s hands are hauling me out into the open. I flop onto my back, and my heart swells as I gaze up at my rescuer.

      “Are you okay?”

      Not wasting breath with words, I nod.

      “You did it, Tye! Good job. So, what did you see down there?”

      Panting, I shake my head. “Later.”

      “Okay,” he says. “Let’s have a look at the loot.”

      The loot. Yes. I watch as he opens the sack, pulls out an item and examines it.

      “Whatever this is, it’s in perfect condition. It must be worth a fortune. Look at all this stuff. And it’s all ours.”

      And it’s illegal for us to have it. I sit up as we both eagerly explore a world of trouble in a sack.

      For the past week, I’ve been weighing the pros and cons. We’re desperate, and this is the big score we need. But if we’re caught, we’ll be separated and shipped off to different penal colonies for ‘re-education,’ and I’ll lose him forever. I can’t let that happen. Score in hand, the risks loom much larger.

      We’re criminals now.
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      I lie awake, walking through my forbidden adventure in my mind’s eye, trying to picture the treasure room as it was when I entered. I curse my cowardice, as I often do. I was too scared to pay close attention to what was there, too focused on trying to breathe, and I panicked. There’s no other way to describe it. Threw stuff in my sack and ran. So like me.

      What would it be like to be strong, just once?

      Now I’ve seen my first glimpse of the Before world, and even brought back artifacts. But they have revealed nothing, and for the last week I’ve been too scared to try to cash in. The one She I thought would act as a fence for us, a local roughneck who owed me a favor, took one look at an artifact and backed out. It would draw too much attention, she said. Any unknown She unsavory enough to deal with high-end contraband is someone I wouldn’t trust. Not with our lives on the line. I wish I’d thought this through.

      My ears perk up at the sound of the door to the attached bunker dome opening. The high-pitched hum from the triangular windows eighteen feet above me has been unrelenting. I was able to tune it out until now. The wind would be a deafening roar outside the protection of this sunken geodesic dome. Like all the other homes in town, only the top eye of the dome lies above ground, where the wind harmlessly skims over it.

      “Tye. Tye. Wake up. It’s the year 140. You’ve been asleep for two years.”

      A moment of alarm eases. It’s just Dray being Dray. And it’s still 138 N.E.—one hundred and thirty-eight years since the dawn of the new era, since the end of the Before world.

      I prop up on an elbow and peer into the gloom, where I can barely make him out. “You’re a riot, Dray. How old are you again?” Thirty-two, going on seven.

      “Oh, so you are awake. Just dozy, like usual.”

      “What? What do you want?” I know damn well what he wants. My annoyance fades.

      “It’s the storm,” he says.

      “I know. But it’s okay. We’re safe.” Like they say, you get to shelter, you get to live another day. Still, it’s always nerve-racking, being pinned down and helpless. It wears on you.

      “I can’t get warm,” he says, voice forlorn.

      

      We lie trembling in the roaring dark, two six-year-olds clinging to each other. The wind monster howls right up there, hungry to get at us. Each scrape jangles our nerves; each bang jolts us until it’s too much. Life and death. I bolt for the door, Dray on my heels. My father sits up in bed as we burst in. He lifts his blanket, and we both dive for safety. We snuggle in, one on each side of him, and in the glow of the night-light, Dray brushes back his wavy black hair and the tears in his eyes tell me what it’s like to have no father. To have a mother who doesn’t care about you. And me, an only child, happy for a part-time brother, happy he’s safe here with me. And my father coos to us and I’m grateful to not be alone, as I so often am. But my mother’s work doesn’t allow for children, and everyone knows I was a mistake. None of that matters because I know she loves me. And as our matria—the head of our family—if she were here, she’d protect us all, as a matria does. But right now, Daddy’s love is enough. I lie admiring Dray’s young face in the semi-dark until my eyes won’t stay open.

      

      Dray was a beautiful boy. The girls always went for him. The grownup She still do, unfortunately for him. Once they start fighting over him, the winner figures he owes her. But obedience has never been his strength.

      And right now, he needs me. I lift back my blanket, and he climbs in beside me and rolls into my open arms. He does feel cold. I quiver as his icy hands grip my back. I snug the blanket in around us and revel in the embrace, the closeness of another living being, the indulgence, the nurturing, the sense of safeness. Entirely unlike being with a She, where you must please her or else. There’s no such thing as feeling safe with a She.

      We lie listening to the uncanny silence induced by the whistling white noise of the wind. I try to imagine what it must be like outside. The image intrudes, as it has countless times over the past twenty years. I’m nine years old, clinging to my father’s leg. He’s trying to hold the storm door open for a man who’s struggling to reach it, unable to get his footing in the buffeting wind. The man tries to crab his way forward and is suddenly gone, lifted and thrown from sight. The breath being sucked from my lungs. The storm door slamming down. My father sobbing.

      I clutch Dray, and his solidity grounds me.

      “How long do you think the storm will last?” he says.

      He’s hurting. I can tell. This must be one of those nights when continuing seems pointless. I wish I knew how to ease his pain.

      “All I know is, it’s gonna end way too soon,” I say, tickling his ribs.

      He squirms. “Don’t.”

      Okay, so that’s not gonna work tonight. Just cuddling, then.

      At five-eleven, he’s two inches taller than me, but he likes to bury his head in my shoulder for some reason, in sharp contrast with his daytime bravado. It’s fine with me. It gives me a chance to feel paternal.

      The thought triggers the memory, and my body goes rigid under the crushing weight of powerlessness. Then the floodgates open and the grief pours in. I catch my breath as my eyes stream.

      Dray pulls back in the dark. “You okay?”

      His presence draws me back to now. “Uh, sorry. Yeah.” I wipe my eyes and pull him back to me. “It’s just, you know, old stuff.”

      He sighs. “Yup, I know.”

      What a pair we are. In many ways, an unlikely pair. He’s bigger, more rugged, more daring. I’m the thinker, with my father’s finer features and cautious nature. He has lighter skin but darker hair and eyes while I have browner skin, some of my mother’s pigment, but less body hair. He’s got the guts and good looks, and I’ve got … what? I’m average in every way. I don’t know why he sticks with me, but I’m grateful.

      When I turn away, he snuggles in, spooning. There is comfort in human contact. Sometimes it’s enough to get you through.

      “You stink,” he says. “When was the last time you had a shower?”

      Last time I needed one. “I wasn’t expecting to be put to the sniff test tonight. Do you want⁠—”

      “Nah. I’ll hold my breath.”

      Good, because I don’t feel like getting up.

      He’d much rather be with a She. We both would. But it’s so risky. We’re freemen for a reason, and since most of my scars are on my foolish heart, I’ve been lucky compared to Dray. Punishment starts to feel deserved after a while. No, Dray, you didn’t deserve it. You didn’t deserve it from your matria or your sisters, and especially not from any of the She you served. You didn’t deserve the beatings, and you didn’t deserve getting thrown to the wind.

      “You’re safe here,” I say.

      “Unless your crazy is contagious.”

      I resist the urge to poke him. “Must be,” I say. “I caught it from you.” I’m reassured by his banter. I need him to be okay. Being a freeman in a world of She is not something you can do alone.

      “We’ll get through this, buddy,” I say.

      “I know we will.” He inhales and seems to settle.

      I lie listening to the occasional clunk of flying debris hitting an overhead window, confident in the heavy armor-glass above us. Maybe not confident. More like resigned to the possibility of disaster. Nothing you can do about it. Another clunk.

      He rolls over, and we fight for control of the blanket until I realize I’m not sleepy anymore. His light snore is my signal, and I slip out of bed and pull on my socks.

      On tiptoes, I sneak through into the adjoining dome, close the door, and turn on the lights. The bunker dome, my mother’s former workshop and storage room, doesn’t have the same quality of insulation, and the wind noise is much louder in here. I can see why Dray couldn’t sleep. Still, I marvel at how well our geodesic dwellings protect us from the extremes of this hostile environment using such a simple design—a design brought forward to us from the Before by heroic historians like my mother. We owe so much to those ancient designers I know nothing about.

      I look around at the disassembled parts and feel my mother’s presence. It evokes a familiar ambivalence, the deep longing crushed by the heavy confusion of abandonment. She used to love tinkering with this stuff, wouldn’t throw anything out. Could turn it into cash. She supported us by selling artifacts. If only I could do the same.

      But I’m a man.
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      Standing alone, I let my eyes wander around the familiar mess of the bunker dome. I’ve got a week to come up with the money to pay my fine or I’m gonna lose everything. The storm rages overhead, demanding caution. Providing cover.

      With renewed determination, I head straight for a bin against the wall. I pull off a tarp and stand gazing in at my loot as the frustration churns within me. All this treasure I’m too scared to sell.

      Part of me doesn’t want to sell it. I select an object and examine it. Curious. The gleaming artifact in my hand, the size of a deck of cards, is what my mother used to call a “device,” and it’s supposed to do something. If only I could figure out what. I have another like it and one twice the size, a strange keyboard with no typewriter under it, a hard blob that molds to your hand, a metallic mesh cylinder the diameter of a mug but twice as high, and several other artifacts I have a tough time even describing.

      If my mother were still here, she’d take them away to keep me safe. If any She even knew I had these, I’d be shipped off to some re-education colony and never seen again. So I can’t ask. It’s up to me to figure these out on my own. I sit down at my workbench and again pull up the magnifying glass.

      The device is smooth except for one small hole and a couple of raised bumps on the side. My mother knew how to open these, but she never showed me, and I don’t want to damage it by trying to force it. Sometimes she’d remove parts and put new ones in, and they’d light up and she’d be so excited, but then she’d hide them from me. It was to protect me, she said. I accepted that. I was ten. When I asked if they were weapons, she said no, it had something to do with the rules against men learning about the Before.

      And really, what’s the point in looking back? The future lies ahead of us, and that’s where we need to focus. History is irrelevant. We’re busy serving our families and our communities, and we have a growing population to support. We know what we need to know. How many times have I heard that?

      The problem is, I grew up exposed to too many mysteries and too few answers. And now, I’ve only made it worse.

      As a last resort, I figured I could count on the freeman community to help me fence these artifacts. But now I can’t bring myself to put anyone else at such risk. No, to have any hope of selling them, I’m gonna need the help of a She. And you can’t trust She. Ask the wrong one, and losing this place will be the least of my problems.

      My unfocused gaze falls upon the well-worn letter sitting in its place on the corner of my mother’s old desk. It’s her last message to me, written shortly before she left. I push through the familiar, bitter ache and reach for it. In her handwriting, I hear her voice, see her face. Her scent has long since vanished from the envelope, but I inhale her essence as I remove and caress the folded sheet within.

      
        
        “My darling Tye …”

      

      

      I always linger on these words, reluctant to move on. If only the world had stopped right there. I look away and wipe my eyes, already disappointed in myself. She so wanted me to be strong.

      
        
        “Life has a way of taking us to unexpected places, no matter which course we set for ourselves. All we can do is try to make the best of wherever we end up. I know this must be hard for you, but I need you to be brave and strong.”

      

      

      I’m glad she’ll never know how badly I’ve failed her. But she must have expected I would, leaving me behind like that.

      
        
        “Remember, strength comes in many forms. Find yours. Respect the strengths of others, but find your own. Find it, develop it, and use it to contribute as no one else can.”

      

      

      When did I stop trying? Was it when I learned that obedience is safer than strength? Or was it when my spirit was drained fighting unfair rules? Find your strength. Easy for She. Shaking my head, I go back to the page.

      
        
        “I hope one day I will be able to share the details of my work with you. But until that day comes, I want you to know that the purpose of my life’s work is to give you a better future.”

      

      

      If only.

      
        
        “Please know I will love you forever.”

      

      

      Liar. You abandoned us. I toss the letter down. Just when we needed you most. No, maybe not. That would be now. You could sell our loot for us. You could tell me all about our artifacts.

      But of course, you wouldn’t. You never taught me anything about the past, just let me hang there in ignorance, choking on my questions …

      The book.

      No. Don’t even think about it.

      But the book contains my mother’s own words, always denied me. When she wasn’t fiddling, she was always writing. I see her arriving home that day, all excited, with a box full of copies of her first published work. I’m sure it’s one of those. She never shared any of her work with me. Of course, she couldn’t, under penalty of law, but I always felt shut out.

      Maybe there is something in the book that would explain the artifacts. My eyes go back to the bin. If I ever needed answers, it’s now.

      But the book contains restricted material. Six months ago, when I found it, when I realized what I had in my hands, I panicked and dropped it right back in its hiding place. I had to. And I’ve left it there ever since, not knowing what else to do. To be caught with it would …

      But I’m already a criminal, already in possession of illegal contraband. What difference does one more transgression make?

      My curiosity spikes. They always said I was dangerously curious, as they waved their secrets in my face.

      For six months I’ve deprived myself of the illicit chance to learn about history. Six months of pretending the book doesn’t exist, of fearing the consequences of giving in to my yearnings. Six months of being a proper, law-abiding citizen. And for what?

      The roar of the storm overhead echoes the battle raging inside me. I push myself to my feet and struggle into a fierce headwind of inner resistance. Bringing illegal artifacts here was bad enough, but I can justify that; I need the money. What excuse do I have for reading restricted material?

      The fact that my mother wrote it and accidentally left it behind makes her culpable, too. Is that what I want? Do I want her punished?

      I don’t know. Maybe.

      I strain to pull the old desk out from the wall, just far enough. Last time, I was retrieving a bill that slid down here. The desk looms more menacingly this time as I reach in behind. Am I really doing this? I pluck it up like it’s some dead thing and scrape my knuckles pulling it out. Guess I am.

      It’s just a book. Brushing off the cover, I read, The She Manifesto: Notes from a Cultural Historian. Then the author’s name, Celia.

      A chill runs up my spine. So this is it. Okay, what do we have here?

      The cover page leaps at me, as it did before.

      
        
        Warning. This book contains restricted material. For the eyes of She only.

      

      

      I fight the impulse to push it away. I know what comes next. And I’m entirely in the wrong.

      
        
        If you are male, close this book immediately and hand it to the nearest She. Any male caught in possession of this book or having been informed of its contents shall be removed from society by order of the High Council. Any She found to have revealed any of the contents of this book to a male shall be subject to a period of imprisonment to be determined by tribunal.

      

      

      I glance around again, wary. I have seen this mandatory warning many times, been trained to respect it. But handing this over to the authorities would have been foolish. They’d assume I’d already read it, and no freeman is gonna be given the benefit of the doubt.

      What’s the point in denying myself? I am bursting to know what I have in my hands, what knowledge lies within. On these pages, my mother’s secrets are exposed.

      I glance around one more time, certain now that even Dray must know nothing about this. I skip past the preface, and with hungry eyes read the introduction.

      
        
        The She Manifesto, our guiding charter, documents the rules of the ForeMothers of the first High Council, rules that have safely guided us back from the brink of extinction. In what follows, I offer a discussion of these rules from the perspective of cultural history. This work is supported by the generous support of The Historian Guild: Mining the past to enrich the future.

        From the work of historians, we have regained knowledge about how to grow crops indoors, how to extract hydrogen from aluminum waste, how to make solar panels and armor glass, and a thousand other things to help us survive and thrive. But we have also learned about ourselves and our culture …

      

      

      I soon find myself skimming until one section snags my attention:

      
        
        … those who survived the collapse were different in some unpredictable way from all those who perished. When it comes to the survival of a species, diversity is strength. Understanding this, the ForeMothers taught us to prize genetic diversity above all else in our procreation choices.

      

      

      I swallow. Which is why Rose always chose the seed of other men after Matty was born. I can’t blame her. I know it was her duty. I wish she’d given me another chance after we … after we lost him. The vision hits like a kick to the groin—the crib, bright and airy, his skin blue, cold. Still fresh after all these years. I wipe my eyes, waiting for the sting to subside. Maybe she was right. Maybe I do have bad genes.

      I stand and wander across the room, rolling my shoulders, then realize I’ve left the book open on the desk and hurry back. Careless. I check the doors, then sit and return to the page.

      
        
        The roots of the Before cultures are easy to trace in the records. They all grew out of adverse conditions and offered guidance to aid survival. Our own culture is based on the survival tactics of feral children, tempered by the guidance  of the ForeMothers. As people banded together to persevere in a dead world, adult supervision was generally inadequate. The ForeMothers were struggling to raise the first She teens when they started writing the Manifesto to pass along their hard-learned lessons. Its publication unified the young world of She, as they structured a cooperative social system around it. The population flourished and spread, and the Manifesto found loyal adherents wherever it went. It forms the framework for our culture, and so deserves our careful attention.

        But cultures must evolve with their populations, and change is always difficult. If we are to avoid repeating the mistakes of the past, we must learn from them. The very survival of our species is at stake⁠—

      

      

      I hear a noise and close the book, looking up in alarm. Nothing. A piece of debris hitting the armor glass. Looking back at the book, I hesitate. I hold the answer to all my questions in my hand, but it will take me many hours to read through this. How am I gonna do that without Dray noticing? Maybe I should show him. How can I keep such a huge secret from him? No, I must. I’ve already put him in enough jeopardy. He’s a terrible liar, and as long as he knows nothing about this book, he can’t be caught in a lie. It could save him.

      But why is this book so dangerous in my hands? The standard answer seems hollow, a false façade—it contains history, and history is not for men to know. Okay, but why? Any She can know it, so why not men? It’s not fair.

      As I fume, a small voice rings through the turmoil like a bell. What if there’s a good reason? I go still. Then I am making a terrible mistake.

      But what possible reason could there be? No, if there were a good reason, they would tell us what that is, instead of keeping us in the dark.

      I riffle through the pages, looking ahead with frustration. It’s all right here, but when am I gonna get a chance to study this? I’ll have to read it in snippets whenever I get a few moments of privacy. It could take months.

      I sigh. If Dray wakes up, he’ll wonder where I am. Just a bit more, then I’ll hide it. I flip ahead to a section titled “The Rules.”

      
        
        Rule One: A law is meaningless unless enforced. The laws of She shall be enforced by the strongest among us. Semi-annual competitions shall be held to establish a ranking, and the top-ranking combatants shall earn the title of Enforcer …
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        Rule One (A): Contestants shall be ranked in semi-annual tournaments, Spring and Fall. There shall be two divisions of competition: Hand and Sword. In hand-to-hand, contestants will fight empty-handed in unarmed combat. In sword-to-sword, contestants will fight in armor, armed with bokken. Contestants shall be rated in each division, and rank determined by combined standings. All who achieve the status of enforcer shall be awarded the rank of Charlie and employed to enforce the peace and the rule of law.

        Commentary: As social primates, we instinctively form a dominance hierarchy, and conflict is minimized when each member knows her place in it. Physical force is the primal form of dominance. Here, the ForeMothers have established rules to constrain and direct the fighting instinct into a nonlethal, cooperative channel. Note: Other forms of social power emerge as a society becomes more diverse and complex, and physical dominance becomes less influential …

      

      

      

      The day is crisp and dry. Beyond us, outside of town, the crater fields of the northern farms shelter their crops and livestock. I spent summers in those craters as a teen, helping to maintain the solar screens and irrigation systems. My only fond memories are of flying my kite after work, but at least I learned excavation.

      “It’s all about power,” says Dray, pedaling beside me down the hard-packed roadway, finally dry after the storm. “If you had all the power, would you treat people this way? I’m telling you, Tye, it’s not right. If She had hearts, they’d see that.”

      There’s a whole chapter on power in the book, but I haven’t been able to get to it yet, or any other topic, for that matter. The frustration simmers, but I have other priorities right now.

      We’re in an affluent neighborhood. Down in our older area, the underground geodesic homes are evenly spaced, with only their tops visible above ground. Here, pods of dome tops mark multi-dome dwellings that sit on large lots. We pass a playground where fathers chat while their children frolic on shiny new equipment. Girls wrestle to claim the top of the slide. A boy gets pushed aside by a larger girl as he tries for a turn on a swing. I sigh. Playgrounds are where I learned my place in the world.

      Dray continues. “They think they can treat us any way they want.”

      “Because they can,” I point out.

      “Yeah, but that don’t make it right.”

      It’s not much further to our client’s place. I’ve been dreading this confrontation. I’d rather do this by telephone, if only I could afford one, but we can’t wait any longer. We’re days away from eviction. We need the money now.

      “What’s ‘right’ got to do with it?” I say. “She who can enforce the rules dictates the rules. You know that. There’s no point in arguing. We need to focus on getting paid.”

      We spent a week excavating a foundation space for Lacy, our client, so she can add a new addition, a larger sunken dome. That was well over a month ago. The foundation is already in, and we still haven’t been paid for the dig.

      On the ramp down into Lacy’s home, I stop and steady myself. One of her daughters, maybe eighteen, greets us with an infant on her hip and calls for her matria, then invites us in. Lacy sits at her desk going over papers, while her consort, Cam, refills her glass. I wonder if he’s the daughter’s father. A She controls her own fertility and strives for genetic diversity in her offspring, so you never know. Lacy looks away in disdain when she recognizes us.

      “What do you want?” she says.

      People say my voice has a childlike quality to it when I’m anxious. I straighten and do my best to sound grownup. “We’re here about our outstanding invoice, hoping you can see fit to pay us. The job’s been done for a while now.”

      Her expression sours and she turns away. Then she seems to reconsider. “Give me a minute,” she says, then disappears into a back room. I grin at Dray. Over his shoulder I see a plaque on the wall. It reads, “Guard the rightful place of She. Preserve the status quo.”

      Crap. Lacy is with ‘the Quo,’ that anti-progress extremist movement that thinks all men should be slaves. Wish I’d known that before we took this job.

      She returns and hands me an envelope. “Here. Now you can’t say I never paid you.”

      “Thank you,” I say, then glance at the check. “Uh, this is only half.”

      “You only did a half-assed job. You think I’m going to pay full rate for that?”

      “We did exactly what you asked, and we did an excellent job. Come on. We have bills to pay. Don’t⁠—”

      At lease six-three, she sneers down at me. “Two men with a piece-of-crap machine can’t charge the same as a professional company. If I wanted to pay full price, I’d have called the professionals.”

      “We are professionals,” protests Dray.

      She laughs. “You guys are hilarious. Now get out of my house.”

      He bristles. “You can’t just⁠—”

      When she hardens to confront us, Cam cringes back, signaling danger. I grab Dray and yank him toward the door. “Thanks for your business,” I say, pushing Dray up the steps to the exit ramp.

      He is still fuming as we pull away on our bikes. “Guns, Tye⁠—”

      “Watch your language.” I glance around to check that no one is within ear-shot of such vulgarity.

      He ignores me. “You’re such a limp little dick. Why did you let her⁠—”

      “She’s with the Quo. Don’t need any more scars. And neither do you. Half is better than nothing.”

      “It barely covers our expenses. If we’re not gonna get paid, we might as well not bother. Maybe we should focus on selling the loot.”

      “Keep your voice down.” But he’s got a point. I can’t lose my mother’s place. I can’t. If we were just unclaimed, we’d get to live in a men’s residence. As freemen, we’re on our own.

      We’ve always done our share of community service, daycare, and infrastructure maintenance. But I’m done with trying to attract the attention of a She willing to take me in only to put me to work serving her. We’re on our own, but at least we’re free.

      As we ride along, Dray pulls in beside me. “Why are She so aggressive all the time?”

      “It’s in their nature, I guess.” I hope to learn more about that from the book.

      “What about the loot?” he says. “When is that gonna pay off?”

      Ah, the loot. I grind my teeth. “I’m still working on that.”

      “How are we gonna sell stuff we’re not supposed to have?”

      “That’s the part I’m still working on.” If I could present my artifacts to the world, it would prove I have what it takes to be a successful historian in my own right. I’d prove men can earn wealth and respect the same as any She.

      In the meantime, I’ve got a dozen devices I can’t even name. They must do something, or else why would She pay so much for them?

      “You know,” he says, “the longer we hold on to them, the more likely we are to get caught.”

      “I know that. Don’t worry. I’ll think of something.” I’m running out of time.

      “Oh, I’m not worried. They try to haul me off to re-education, they’re in for a nasty surprise. They’re not taking me without a fight. I’ll crack heads.”

      “Dray, stop it. You can’t fight them. Besides, we’re not gonna get caught.”

      I don’t even want to think about⁠—

      “I wonder where they’d send us,” says Dray. “Where is re-education, anyway?”

      “It’s nowhere in the Eastern Territories, I know that. My mom said that each of the six regions shares the same culture and laws as us. None of them want seditious men in their midst. So it must be somewhere far away.”

      “Huh,” says Dray. “Provender seems far away to me, and it’s only a two-day trip. I’ve heard the next closest city is two weeks away. Two weeks of dangerous travel.”

      “Two weeks is nothing. My mother’s been to two other central cities, each crowded with a hundred thousand people or more. She was gone months.”

      “Yup, I remember she was gone a lot.”

      “So who knows where we’d end up? I don’t want to find out, so let’s just play it safe, okay?”

      The aggravating part is that there are plenty more artifacts where these came from. Treasure beyond measure. Our secret could make us rich. Dray could afford to build his freemen apartments and develop his dream of a self-sufficient local brotherhood.

      Now I’m the one fuming. She like Lacy can lie and cheat and steal from men with impunity, while men are browbeaten into obeying every stupid law.

      And every unreasonable demand. I should have said no when Marsa made me go out in that storm to rescue her mucking cat. She obviously valued it more than me. And I knew what would happen when Barb made me take those eight brats to the market by myself, and then blamed me when they caused a ruckus. A hundred times, I should have stood up for myself.

      Dray’s right. I am a limp little dick.

      That stops now. Why have I worked so hard at being a ‘good little boy’ when it’s always at my own expense? If She are so determined to drive me into a life of crime, why am I resisting? All I need to do is play it safe.

      How hard can that be?
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        Rule One(B): Each of the six local regions shall establish a company of champions from the pool of Charlies to serve in protection of the local Councils. The champions from each region shall be awarded the rank of Bravo.

        Rule One(C): A company of top champions among the Bravos shall be established to serve in the protection of the High Council and its rulings. Henceforth known as the Elite Guard, this company shall consist of the top fighters from the whole of the Eastern Territories, each of whom shall be awarded the rank of Alpha, with the duties and privileges afforded such station …

      

      

      The A-B-C ranking system, Alpha-Bravo-Charlie, is imitated in every schoolyard competition. So that’s where it came from.
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        * * *

      

      The deepening dusk is heavy with the hum of pumps as rain runoff fills the reservoirs of the surrounding geodesic homes. Ahead of us, the wet dome tops glisten as though holding back tears.

      Another early April day lost to rain. It’s been a wet spring. Terrible conditions for digging. Our flat-bed truck sits out of commission, the power shovel needs repairs we can’t afford, and we have no new jobs on the horizon. And I chose this life?

      One day. I have one day to come up with money to pay the fine, or they’re gonna take my mother’s home from me. Homeless freemen. So cliché.

      I’m just a man in a She’s world. What was I expecting? It’s all predictable, in a random kind of way. I finally take charge of my life, and nothing changes; I’m still at the mercy of She, still controlled by the weather.

      Snap out of it, Tye. It won’t help to get depressed about it. Tomorrow I’ll go in and argue my case for another extension. One month. That’s all I need.

      Who am I kidding? They won’t gimme another extension. Lots of She have been after my place, expecting me to fail, ever since Elona and her daughters moved out. Some of them probably already have their bids in.

      Down the street, a group of children laugh and squeal as they play in the puddles, splashing each other. Dray walks beside me on the gravel laneway, swinging his arms around to shake out the kinks of being indoors all day. Out of nowhere, he gives me a nudge, and I have to grab his arm to avoid splooshing into a puddle. A million times he’s done that, and I still never expect it. I give him a swat, and he plays innocent. But his eyes are full of fun, and that mood is broken, and I can’t help but smile. I love you, man. “Watch it, you moron.”

      I’m so glad he’s in better spirits. His carefree playfulness and oblivious optimism always seem to come out when I need them most. He even shaved and prettied himself up for tonight. I always hated getting dolled up, but it’s expected of men. You don’t want to embarrass your matria. Now, I don’t need to care how I look.

      And he’s right. There’s no point sitting at home moping about the situation. Tonight, I get one last chance. No more playing it safe. I’ve got to reach out.

      There are She in the criminal underground who sometimes come to the bar trolling for freemen. Maybe I could lure one in with the sample device in my pocket and the promise of a big score. It’s a bad idea, getting mixed up with those She, but what choice do I have?

      Around us, patches of light appear from below as the Hillhaven villagers open their sunken doors to the fresh night air. I know the comforting illusion of freedom those open doors provide to the men inside, the ones who wish they had permission to be out. A year ago, that was me. Now, if I want to go out, I go out. Freedom is wonderful. I never expected it to be so expensive.

      Dray’s gone quiet. What’s going on?

      “It’s a topsy-turvy world,” he says, as we make our way down a dark laneway between the dome tops.

      “Oh?”

      “The earth, the very cradle of life, tries its best to scour us from its surface with deadly winds and temperatures, and we surface creatures are driven to shelter underground.”

      Okay, that’s uncharacteristically deep. Where did he pick that up? “Yeah. Topsy-turvy.” There’s history to explain that, but I’m not supposed to know it, let alone talk about it. I’m not supposed to know that a once-benign climate was somehow changed by the vast civilization that died. Seven generations into the new world, I can’t talk about the Great Pandemic that ended the old one. Because I’m a man and it’s history, which makes no sense to me, but I’m not gonna dwell on it. Not when there’s a nice cold beer and a chance at solvency waiting for us.

      At Main Street, the view opens toward the river. Down there, the new topsider district stands defiant amid the huddling town, its industrial and apartment buildings hardened against sun and storms with thick walls of reinforced concrete. The newest boxy, two-story monstrosity covers an entire block, yet in my old neighborhood, we still think of ourselves as villagers. Things are changing too fast.

      Dray brightens. “Hey, maybe we’ll get to see Sheena tonight.”

      “Maybe. Be careful what you wish for.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I’m always careful.” He steps into the street without looking. I grab his shoulder and pull him back as Norma’s delivery van blows past with complete disregard.

      The bar’s large, open storm shutters welcome us onto the entrance ramp. Descending, we push open the door under the Sheena’s Bar sign and embrace the sweet, yeasty smell of the brew. The place is half-empty, the clientele familiar, though I only recognize a couple of freemen among them. It’s mostly local unclaimed men, here hoping for a tryout if some She come in later. A tryout might lead to being claimed and “living the good life” under the care of a She, exactly what freemen want to avoid. Despite all the hopeful makeup and coiffed hair, some of them have been unclaimed for years and will end up with each other again tonight.

      I look around and see no shady She. One of these men may have a connection. We make our way to the bar and pull up stools. I’ll need a couple of drinks to screw up the courage to ask around.

      “Evening, Danner,” says Dray. “Glad you didn’t close early because of the rain.”

      “An essential service,” says the burly bartender with a smile and a wink. He’s keeping his eye on three loud drunks to our right as he pours our drinks. Our toast is practiced and efficient so we can get right to that first swig.

      By our second drink, the trio of drunks has become quite raucous. We send them annoyed looks, but somehow that doesn’t settle them down. At least we tried. They’re a little close for comfort as they horse around, so I nudge Dray, and we push our stools further away.

      A slurred voice yells, “Bartender. Another one here.” A good six feet tall with a solid build, the ringleader sways on his feet as he pounds the bar. Danner, an inch shorter but heftier, is serving another patron. The guy lays into him with a verbal barrage that somehow turns into a drunken three-way shoving match with his buddies.

      Dray says, “Oh, oh. Here’s to blowing off steam.” He drains his glass.

      “Yeah, we’ll be seeing Sheena, all right.”

      Danner straightens and puts his hands on the bar. “Okay, pack it up, boys. That’s all for tonight.”

      One of the drunks says, “Come on, guys. Let’s get out of this dump.” He grabs the big guy by the arm and pulls him away from the bar. The big guy wheels around and swings, knocking him back into a table. Everyone in the bar stops and looks. The second drunk tries to restrain the big guy and ends up on the floor. Before I can grab him, Dray steps over to intervene and gets punched in the face. Now it’s a brawl, as several nearby locals try and fail to quell the troublemakers. The people at the far tables are on their feet, the men cowering behind the larger She, who shake their heads in disgust.

      The six-foot-four Sheena appears behind the bar, her lush red hair tied back, her freckled, fine features compressed into a stern scowl. Ravishing, regardless. She drops a hand on Danner’s shoulder to prevent him from jumping into the fray, then points her thumb toward her office. Danner defers.

      Sheena draws herself up to her full, glorious height, and her big, roaring voice hammers the room. “That’s enough.”

      All the men freeze. It’s an involuntary response, ancient, primal. It’s what happens when a She uses her real voice, not her social voice. Human ears hear the deep, angry roar of a large predator, a sound that activates an instinctive warning that one’s only hope for survival is to avoid being noticed.

      Even when you’re used to it, the effect lingers. All the men straighten up and back right off. The large drunk, still spoiling for a fight, goes back to grappling with someone.

      I look for Dray and see him holding his face, backing away from the action. Before I can call out, an alarmed male voice cries, “Heads up!”

      All eyes turn toward the entrance, and the men shrink back as two towering figures stand blocking the doorway. Their short-cropped hair, form-fitting leather regalia, and angled thigh-high boots announce them. Enforcers.

      But not just any enforcers. In a world where female beauty is universal, it is dominance that catches the eye. Dominance is power. Every man desires selection by a dominant She for the status and privileges that accompany her, and men learn to recognize dominance at a glance.

      It shines from these two. The tops of their tight leather boots parallel the upward slope of their hard thongs, which connect to armored hip guards. Elbow-length forearm guards cover their hands down to the top knuckles. The molded breastplate features low-cut cups sitting astride a diamond-shaped shield, center chest, above an open midriff. Shoulder guards connect through a neck-band collar of gleaming gold. Their dominance on full display, they stand half-naked, brazenly exposed, like they’re daring some fool to try an attack.

      They say attentive men are easier to control, so enforcer regalia has two functions. The first is to convey authority, and the second is to catch and hold the attention of men …

      Where was I? Yeah. We have a kleek of enforcers in town, but all six are only ranked Charlie. The golden neck bands on these two signify the rank of Alpha, the toughest of the tough, the hardest of the hard. Alphas are renowned for their exceptional allure. Their posters adorn men’s walls.

      I’ve seen a couple of Bravos in the village before, but never an Alpha. What are they doing here?

      I go cold. Oh, crap. Are they here for us? I slide my hand over to cover the device in my pocket. How do they know?
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