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      This book is dedicated to the memory of my mother, Dr. Verna Linney.

      Born during the Great Depression, she was tough and self-reliant, resourceful, loving, and indomitable:

      the very model of a She.
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            IMAGINE A WORLD

          

          TYE

        

      

    

    
      Imagine a world in which all adult females are—‘women,’—smaller, more vulnerable versions of She. Smaller even than men.

      The dank, musty air hangs heavy in the village jail as I rehearse what I would say to my five freemen cellmates, if only this were something I could tell them. But that would get Kay in trouble so I won’t, even though we could use a distraction as we sit locked behind bars wondering what’s in store for us.

      Five weeks ago, I didn’t know that ‘women’ had ever existed. As a man, I’m not supposed to know anything about the Before, especially about ‘women.’ Now, sitting here in the grips of injustice, they come to mind. I suppose because this is how they must have felt, back when men had all the power.

      It’s lunchtime, but we’ve seen no sign of food. The two local jailers, a pair of big She I’ve encountered before, have been stubbornly ignoring us. They won’t tell me what’s going on.

      The door bursts open, and several gruff enforcers crowd back into the jailhouse. It’s three of the hostile She who arrested us, their leather outfits unfamiliar. They’re not from around here, but one of them wears a silver collar. In the A-B-C enforcer ranking system—Alpha-Bravo-Charlie—silver shows the rank of Bravo, the strongest enforcers outside of the Elite Guard. That one out-ranks all the locals. They’re planning something, but I can’t make out what they’re saying.

      A timid voice says, “Tye? What’s going on?”

      It’s Trent, and I don’t know what to tell him. I stand, grab the bars of the cell door and start wildly rattling it as I call out to the large Bravo in charge. “Hey. You. Why are you holding us? You’ve got no right⁠—”

      The fury on her face as she strides toward me jolts me back. With a flash of wood, her bokken whacks against the bars where my hands had just been. “Enough racket,” she roars. “You will shut your mouth, worm.”

      She’s got at least seven inches on me and could squash me like a bug. Clasping my still intact fingers, I suck air as she sneers and turns away.

      But … nothing? They’re giving us nothing? I huff, steaming. ‘Brute force trumps discourse,’ I remind myself with disdain. I retreat and rejoin the others sitting against the back wall.

      The irony sours me. As a freeman, refusing to live under the care and control of a She, I always expected to get unfairly arrested. Now that I’m with Kay, it’s the last thing I expected. What is going on?

      I glance over, and the fear on young Trent’s face tugs at my heart. I shift over to sit beside him and put my arm around his shoulder, trying not to get tangled in his flowing brown hair. He was finally seeing a future for himself, and now he could lose everything. We all could. And for what? What’s the big crime here? Sedition? What else could it be? But how could it be? I shake my head. Like they say, ‘Those who can enforce the rules dictate the rules.’

      Trent doesn’t deserve this. None of them do. “It’s just a misunderstanding,” I say. “It’ll get cleared up.”

      “Maybe if you tell them your mother’s a High Councilor?” he offers.

      I can’t drag her into this. “No, there’s no way they’d believe me.” It’s still hard even for me to grasp. I grew up believing she’d abandoned me when I was ten, only to recently discover that she had hidden me out here to protect me. Born and raised way out here in the sticks, I was her secret. And isolated in a little remote village, I knew nothing of politics. I was shocked to discover she is now one of the twelve elected officials who sit on the High Council of the Provender Region. “Besides, she’s too far away to help.”

      Kāya will fix …

      This is bad. The last thing Kay needs is another disruption, especially one caused by me. I wish she didn’t push herself so hard, but she does. She’s always busy, always has her hands full managing that enormous project, and I’m supposed to be helping. I can’t be causing problems for her. I just can’t.

      But she’ll come. I know she will. I whisper into Trent’s ear, “We’ll be out of here soon. For now, let’s enjoy some lazy time.”

      His attempt at a smile is unconvincing. We all know freemen who were arrested and then never seen again. I look around at the others and wish I could reassure them, but I don’t know what’s going on myself. Why is a new squad of six enforcers, a ‘kleek,’ intruding into affairs out here in Hillhaven? I slump back against the wall.

      Imagine a world in which men dominate, in which men are in charge of everything, even families. A world where men are free to live their own lives, where they have unrestricted opportunity, unrestrained access to knowledge …

      Maybe not such a good topic for right now. That world didn’t work out so well. Destroyed itself.

      But I need to say something; the guys are scared. “Don’t worry, Kāya will fix this. She’ll have noticed me missing by now.” My problem, not yours.

      As the unknown enforcers file back outside, I overhear, “They’ll be out of your hair soon.”

      I shiver. Hurry, Kāya.
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            ALPHA

          

          KĀYA

        

      

    

    
      Dammit, Tye, where are you? I’m holding on too tight. My clenched body bucks against the shoulder belt as we skitter across a rough patch of road. I release my fingers from the strap and flex them, but my heart won’t let go. Not of him.

      The jeep drifts sideways as Val corners hard on the rough roadway. I check her, ready to grab the wheel if—no, she’s got it. At a glance, I take her in, a big, buxom beauty in boastful Bravo regalia, a friend I trust with my life. She’ll get us there.

      I close my eyes and see his sweet face, soft brown eyes wide with adoration, warm tan skin inviting caress, soft lips tantalizing. Concern grips me.

      It’s not like him to disappear like this. And it’s not like the freemen to not show up for their shift. And then word of some arrests in town, and Bree thinks the Quo are involved. If she’s right, we need to go faster.

      Not far now. This familiar roadway has been the only trace of human presence since we left the project site. What were once vast fields of farmland are now forests and meadows. The pristine wilderness surrounding us has laid untouched since the bio-war decimated the population seven generations ago, yet it has never seemed so barren and endless. The petrichor scent of untamed nature blows through my open window, failing to cool the urgency within me as the late-morning heat foreshadows the ruthless summer ahead.

      I watch for the dome-tops of dwellings that mark the outskirts of Hillhaven, a village of some eight thousand. Without the barrier walls of the city, these hardy villagers rely on stormproof architecture for their dwellings, and their partially buried geodesic domes are classic. But they don’t stand out from a distance. I’m alerted by the smell of baking ham as we fly by the first few. We got here in under an hour, a new record, but not fast enough.

      The river is ahead, and as we speed toward the bridge, I see traffic, and over there, pedestrians. There are always children around. Recklessness can kill, and in our new era, with its tiny population, each life is precious. I can’t be so focused on one that I risk others.

      I scan the road ahead, ready to warn Val if I see something she might not. The local jail is downtown, beside the enforcement office. Come on, come on.

      “Almost there,” says Val, preempting another prod from me.

      Am I ready for this? I look down at myself and feel a jolt of recognition, a tinge of resentment, a pang of regret. This is how I always used to look. It’s like I’ve gone back in time when all I want is to be moving forward. I shift my focus and harden. I’m in my enforcer regalia again. With hard leather shielding to protect vital areas and open skin everywhere else, my regalia displays my dominance. In it, I stand out, and when I issue a command, people pay attention. How long has it been since I’ve needed to wear this? Only five weeks? I’m almost forty, and I’m supposed to be retired. I have a new life now, a life I love.

      But the peace must be enforced. And when other enforcers are the problem, I am the solution. Even if it means using force.

      I sigh. This isn’t who I want to be anymore.

      Tye will be pissed to see me wearing regalia again. Oh, he likes the way it looks on me—the shoulder, forearm and hip guards, the leather bra, open midriff and boots. But he doesn’t want me fighting anymore. Well, too bad, because if I need to, I will.

      Val honks as we swerve past vehicles. Get out of the way. Can’t you see we’re—I stomp on a non-existent brake pedal and bark, “Watch out for the dog.”

      “I see it,” she says, honking again. The collie freezes and stares as we go by.

      Come on. Come on. Almost there. Breathe. I rub my left hand up the slanted top edge of my thigh-high boot until it arrives on the hilt of my bokken, Kaybo, the blunt-edged hardwood sword lying angled across my lap. My fingers tighten on the grip. I savor the sensation of oneness with my Kaybo, so long a part of me, and embrace the firm, familiar connection to my weapon. If the situation is what I think it is, what Bree warned me about, I may need to assert myself.

      I fume as I scan ahead, gritting my teeth. He’d better be okay. If they’ve hurt him, I’m going to inflict damage. If they’ve shipped him away in chains … they wouldn’t dare. I rub my thumb up and down on the golden neckband collar that signifies my rank. As an Alpha, I stand at the pinnacle of the enforcer hierarchy, with no equal this side of the city. Who in their right mind would dare challenge me?

      It’s a good thing I’m getting back into training. My new enforcer team is making sure of that, expecting me to train along with them as I train them. It will keep me sharp, keep me sane. I need the stimulation of intense action. Always have.

      But sparring is not fighting. It’s fight training, with no intention of harming your practice partner. The action ahead might be against enforcers trying their best to take me down. After that final fight with Luce, I thought I was done with the dangerous stuff, but here we are again.

      This is why I train, why I’ve trained since the age of six. To dominate. And if Tye doesn’t like it, too bad. I squeeze my eyes shut. This is not who I want to be anymore.

      I suck air.

      Val alerts me. “Up ahead.”

      People are milling around out front of the jailhouse. A mix of She and men have gathered, apparently in protest. Our community relations efforts must be paying off. As the only town close to our historical-site restoration project, the village of Hillhaven has become an important partner in our work.

      Among the protesters, I see two of the local enforcers, both Charlies. Enforcers stand out in a crowd, with their regalia and crew-cuts—no hair for an adversary to grab. I also recognize two village leaders. All have had early tours of our discoveries in the underground facility, and they’re all clearly here in support. Good to see. But they’re up against a kleek of six unfamiliar enforcers, all armed, who are blocking the entrance to the jail. Which they have no business doing. Their presence is a bad sign.

      We cannot have Quo extremists opposing our efforts and trying to turn the community against us. At least six fighters, but there may be more waiting inside.

      Val skids the jeep to a halt, and everyone looks over in alarm. By the time we leap out, I’ve already assessed the foe. Of the six guarding the jail entrance, only one has a silver collar—the Bravo in charge. The rest wear the black collars that mark them as Charlies, the lowest rank of enforcer, the least skilled. But still dominant among civilians, and still a threat if their teamwork is strong. This team’s presence confirms the news I didn’t want to believe: the Quo is staking a claim in Hillhaven. And worse, they’re taking action against us.

      I had hoped it wouldn’t come to this.

      I sense a presence behind my left shoulder and have a moment of disorientation. For twelve years, Onyx was right there beside me, her golden collar matching my own, her strength reinforcing mine. But it’s not Onyx. Never can be again, with her permanent injuries. I’m so grateful she’s still alive, but her absence has been a dull ache. I recenter. Here now, it’s Val who has my back, with her six-foot-eight stature and silver Bravo collar. My resolve solidifies.

      Emboldened by our arrival, a big man standing front and center turns back to the Charlie in front of him. He’s a solid six-foot-two, average size for a She but big for a man. He confronts the enforcer face to face, eyes fierce, fists clenched. “Release them!” he cries. What does he think he’s doing? He wouldn’t be that stupid, would he?

      It’s an unfair advantage we have, being Eve-2 females. I’m still adjusting to the discovery. ‘Eve-2.’ Different from the original Eve. Genetically enhanced. With the entire female population being dominant in size, strength, and durability, we have all the advantages over men. The enforcer sneers to remind him that even though he’s her size, he’s no threat to her. But she can seriously hurt him, and I don’t want to see that.

      “Stop!” I command, striding up to the confrontation, Val at my left flank. The crowd parts as people shrink back out of our way. The man quickly defers, stepping back. I smell their anxious sweat as the unknown enforcers bunch up. All are clutching the grips of their sheathed bokken, braced, rigid, uncertain. I open my senses to take them all in at once. The first one to launch an attack will serve as an example to the rest of how foolish that is. They should all know that.

      “Who’s in charge here?” I demand, a put-down aimed at the Bravo.

      Sweat beads on her forehead as I look down at her. She seems to recognize me. I’m used to that. For many years, my position in the Elite Guard carried a degree of celebrity. And authority. “I will see the prisoner now.” And you should pray he’s unharmed.

      “What is your business here?” The strained voice betrays the attempt at bravado. Her grip on her weapon shows white knuckles on only the last two fingers. She has injured her hand at some point, making her grip weak. She’ll be easy to disarm.

      From her team of Charlies, I hear the rasp of shallow breathing through tight throats. They’re scared, as they should be. One spark, and this could turn tragic. I need to keep a lid on things.

      This one on the right seems on the verge of panic. I speak directly to her. “I am not here to hurt you. You are safe unless you are dangerous.” I touch the Swordmaster crest on my chest shield and address them all. “Your weapon is no protection here; your peacefulness is your only protection. Do you understand me?”

      The response is reassuringly quick. “Yes, Alpha.” Several hands fall away from their bokken grips.

      Someone behind me says, “We tried to tell them he was with you. They wouldn’t listen.”

      The leader says, “He’s with you? He told us he was a freeman.”

      So they do have him. And she’s playing dumb. She knows exactly who he is. “He is a freeman.”

      She plays baffled. “Then … what’s an Alpha doing with a little nothing of a freeman?”

      It takes all my restraint to hold back from closing her mouth with my fist. She’s about six-four, only an inch shorter than me, and she reeks of bully attitude. Bullies bring out the worst in me. I step up to confront her and look down my nose. “If you knew him, you would know how stupid that sounds.”

      Her face reddens, and she watches my feet as she backs away.

      “Here’s the way it is. I am Kāya. And I will see the prisoner now.”

      The Quo enforcers shirk aside as I barge forward and stride to the door. Val confronts the smaller Bravo to cover me. I draw my bokken, open my senses, and enter braced for an attack.
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            PERFECT BAIT

          

          KĀYA

        

      

    

    
      Bursting through the door, I find the entrance area clear. Inside, I encounter only two She, the guards. They’re local jailers I’ve met before. Both faces open in fear, and I hear, “Oh shit.” In unison, they shrink into submission. I take in a jumbled soup of male scents as my eyes seek him.

      And there he is, his wavy dark hair sprawling helplessly on his shoulders. Behind bars. My outrage flares and I clamp it down.

      He sits against the back wall with several other familiar freemen, men single by choice—a choice the Quo doesn’t believe they should have. Tye climbs to his feet as I approach, relieved eyes turning anxious as they cling to mine.

      I examine him in the dim light. He looks tired and scared, older than his thirty-one years, but I see no obvious sign of injury. “You okay?”

      He nods and looks down, and my heart eases. No pain on his face, but I recognize that look. He’s embarrassed that I had to come and rescue him. I re-sheath my bokken.

      The lead jailer is already fumbling with the keys, trying to open the cell door. “Explain this,” I demand.

      Her head jerks back and forth like she’s looking for a place to hide. “Uh, they told us he was, uh, committing sedition.”

      Sedition: inciting rebellion against the rules of the ForeMothers. Those rules explicitly state that teaching history to men is incitement. What has he done now?

      Tye wrinkles his nose, shaking his head. I know his guilty look. Know it too well. This isn’t it. I confront the jailer. “How? What did he do?”

      She grimaces as the cell door swings open. “They didn’t really explain⁠—”

      “And these others?”

      “Same.”

      My finger warns the jailers to stay well back. I survey the now standing prisoners and see no apparent injuries. “You men. With me.” They follow dutifully as I leave the jailhouse and rejoin Val. There are cheers from the assembled onlookers as we emerge into the daylight. The Bravo starts forward in protest, then catches herself just in time. She backs down, and I remove my hand from my bokken. But her face shows contempt. I confront her. “You arrested that man for sedition. On what grounds?”

      “He was encouraging these men to go to a historical site.”

      I squint. She’s not wrong. Tye hired the freemen crew weeks ago to help construct a new storage garage outside the underground facility. But this is a unique site. Being at the site is not the same as being in the site, though admittedly, the way things stand, it’s a legally gray area. Until now, we’ve gone unchallenged.

      “They were going near a historical site,” I say, “that I keep them out of.”

      And Tye’s exemption is common knowledge, which makes this an act of zealous aggression. This could only be a Quo ploy to interfere with our work, a declaration of hostility.

      I waver. The last thing I need right now is to be fighting a cult of several hundred extremists. And from what I’m seeing here, they are actively working to expand their influence. Which means their numbers are growing. Getting drawn into this could derail our whole operation.

      But if I withdraw, they’ll keep trying to poison the village with their lies. They’ll keep trying to arrest the freemen, keep working to shut us down.

      Getting sucked into hostilities would be disastrous. But so would letting them establish a foothold on our doorstep.

      I am about to send the freemen on their way when a paddy wagon pulls up. A pair of Charlies sit appraising the situation and wisely decide to stay in the vehicle. I know why they’re here. It’s what I was afraid of. The prisoners were to be expelled from the We and shipped out to the Western Territories, a hard trip that would take months. A trip they would never return from. And worst of all, in front of a tribunal, this expulsion would have legal justification.

      I turn to the men. “Leave now and go home. We’ll be in touch.” Then I stride up to the driver’s side of the paddy wagon. “Your contract is canceled. Remove a single man from Hillhaven, and you will answer to me. Understood?”

      The She behind the wheel shows submission hands and turns the wagon around while I return to the squirming Quo team.

      I need to put a stop to this. I fill my lungs and harden.

      “The prisoners are now in my protective custody,” I declare. “Your services are no longer required here in Hillhaven. You will return home.”

      “We are stationed here now,” says the leader, defiant.

      I glare at her. “In that case, you will need some time to pack. You have twenty-four hours. If I see you here beyond that, I will consider it a personal challenge to be resolved on the spot. Do I make myself clear?”

      Her response is noncommittal. This one could be trouble. “What is your name?”

      “Axiana.”

      “And how long have you been with the Quo?”

      “Three years. I enforce the laws of the ForeMothers. What are you doing?”

      I recognize the self-righteous tone. There was a time when my voice sounded like that. My stomach shrivels as memories of the Quo mindset intrude. I know the power that brainwashing can have over the vulnerable. Long ago, I vowed never to be that vulnerable again. “And your intention was to banish these men for sedition, to ship them off to permanent relocation far away.”

      “As the law demands.”

      A law I now know to be obsolete. I pin her with my eyes and bite out the words, “What I do, and what the law demands I do, is enforce the peace. Your Quo agenda in Hillhaven can only disrupt the peace. That is why you are leaving. Today.”

      “We are only here to warn people of the dangers of letting men⁠—”

      “Here’s the way it is. Your visit is now over. I will be back tomorrow, with force. By leaving today, you can return home with no debilitating injuries.”

      There is a sudden stillness as their faces pale. Without waiting for a response, I turn on my heel and return to the jeep, tracking them by sound. They don’t move.

      Watching in the side mirror as we pull away, I see Axiana slump, with the Quo team huddled in defeat behind her. That takes care of that, and I think I showed admirable restraint. A sense of relief is batted aside by a reality check.

      I’ve just kicked the hornet’s nest.

      There is no way the Quo leadership is going to let this go.

      I turn back to check on Tye. “You’re really okay? Did they hurt you?”

      “No, no. I’m fine.” His eye contact is fleeting, like he’s still embarrassed. I don’t press him.

      Heading back through the village, I’m heartened to get waves from several of the town folk as we pass. Our welcome here has been warm ever since they realized how much the town will benefit from our proximity. Visitors from all over will come to see the region’s premier historical institute, the ‘Onyx Institute,’ a place of learning open to all. Hillhaven can expect a substantial influx of visitors looking for accommodation and supplies.

      Onyx. I suck air through my nose. It was the obvious name for the place, we all agreed. Turning it into a teaching museum was her vision, and then her sacrifice … fighting to protect it … my throat closes. She’s okay. She’ll be okay. I pull my attention back to the present—the jeep’s familiar scent of vinyl and leather, the growl of the tires on the rough roadway. A reassuring glance back at Tye grounds me.

      “You gave me a scare, disappearing like that. Then I heard you might be in jail.”

      “It was just a stupid misunderstanding. No big deal.”

      “No big deal? They were about to ship you off to ‘re-education.’” Not the first time he’s faced this threat.

      Dismay twists his face. “Why would they do that?”

      “You tell me.”

      He clasps his forehead with a hand. “When the guys didn’t show up this morning, I came into town to see what the problem was. I found out they’d all been arrested.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me? I could have⁠—”

      “I didn’t want to disturb you. You’re so busy these days.”

      “Disturb me? Tye, I was worried sick. So please. Disturb me if you need to.” I reach back with an open hand, and he takes it, searches my eyes and eases. My heart breathes a sigh of relief.

      He sits back and starts stewing. “I’m supposed to be helping you, not burdening you. I thought I could—I should be able to handle my own crew.”

      He’s beating himself up again. “Tye, you’re a man. You can’t expect yourself to be able⁠—”

      “Please stop with the ‘you’re just a man’ shit,” he snaps.

      My cheeks puff out. I guess I can’t blame him for being a little miffed. “Yeah. Why should you have to worry about unreasonable She? It’s not like they’ve ever given you any trouble before.”

      He slumps. “I’m sorry, Kāya. You’re right. I screwed up. I’m sorry you had to get mixed up in it.”

      “How did this happen?”

      “They got stopped on Indy Park Road. They tried to explain they were on their way to a job, but they must’a mentioned something about the Institute.”

      “They confessed to going out to a historical site?” I slap my forehead. “Oh, so they wanted to get arrested.”

      “They were just being honest,” he protests. “Isn’t that what you She want from us? Why would they expect to get arrested for doing what they were hired to do? What they’ve been doing in the presence of enforcers for two weeks now?”

      I wince. What do I say to that?

      Val bails me out. “I’ll bet that Quo team already knew where the men were going. Likely had some of those damn trackers tailing them for a while.”

      I huff. “Trackers. I should have expected this. They’ve been spying on us from the start.”

      “Those mercenary low-lifes would turn in their own mothers for a reward.”

      I turn back to Tye. “And how did you get locked up with the crew?”

      “I wasn’t going to leave them sitting in jail. I tried to get them out.”

      My eyes narrow.

      “I explained they had authorization to be out there. That they’d be under close supervision. They asked me whose supervision, and I told them.”

      I feel the vexation build. “You told them they would be under my supervision and yet they still⁠—”

      “I might have told them mine.”

      I choke.

      He goes defensive. “I am the worksite supervisor.”

      “You told Quo extremists⁠—”

      “I didn’t know who they were,” he protests. “They asked me if I worked at the historical site. I told them I worked with you. They didn’t care, they just arrested me. Outta the blue. Caught me by surprise. Everyone knows I work with you.”

      Which makes you the perfect bait … Damn. I just recognized what they’ve done. “Did you hear them talking? Anything about their plans?”

      “They’re here to run a recruiting office for the Quo.”

      “That’s not going to happen.”

      “It’s already happening.”

      “And I just shut it down.”

      He scowls. “What did you say to them?”

      “I told them to go home.” What’s that scowl for?

      “Did you threaten them?”

      “No, I offered them ice cream. Of course I threatened⁠—”

      “Why do you She have to be so threatening all the time?”

      I try to hide my exasperation. “A threat is a warning. Its purpose is to avoid violence. You know that.” I could have taken them all down, but I deliberately held back.

      “Yeah. A warning to obey or else.”

      “Exactly.” … Oh. Was that a complaint? He puffs out his cheeks and sits back. But now I’m on the defensive. How does he do that? Is he saying I’m overly controlling? He should be grateful I can …

      No, I’m not getting sucked into this again. “Tye, you’ve got to be more careful.” Doesn’t he know how important to me he is?

      Why do these feelings scare me so much? I dominate, I do not cower. And yet, ever since I met him⁠—

      His voice brings me back. “How was I supposed to know they⁠—”

      “You always used to assume the worst about She. Since when did you start …” Don’t answer that. He’s been telling me for a month now how wonderful it is to be among She who are decent, friendly, inclusive. “Look. You know what the Quo are like. Until you know otherwise, you should assume that any stranger might be Quo. Can you at least do that?”

      With a dejected look, he stares out at the passing scenery. “I thought we were beyond all this.”

      I wish we were. I swivel and offer my hand again. He takes it, this time with both of his, and his face softens as our eyes connect. I wish I could reassure him. “We’re not quite there yet. We’ve still got a lot of work to do, but we’ll get there.”

      He nods, eyes full of love, and I melt. “I know we will,” he says. “Kāya, I’m sorry. I have no business being so impatient. I know how hard you’re working at this, and I’m going to do everything I can to help. The last thing I want is to weigh you down.”

      “Just be careful, okay?”

      He nods and settles back in his seat. A pair of rabbits flee into the roadside bushes as we approach. I need to be nimbler with this project.

      His voice brings me back. “You know what I was thinking about in there?”

      I look back at him.

      “Women.”

      “I hope you didn’t say anything about⁠—”

      “Of course not. But please remind me again why I can’t.”

      “Because it reveals that men used to be physically dominant.”

      “… and throughout history often abused their power. I know that. But that wasn’t the fault of women. Men who learn about women will only feel sympathetic.”

      “It’s not about women. We didn’t want men learning about the patriarchy.”

      “Patriarchy. That’s men being in charge, right?”

      “Right. Since we never knew what caused the Inversion, our fear has been that one day there would be another one, and this time men would regain dominance. The less men know about ‘patriarchy,’ the less likely they’ll be to recreate it, we reasoned.”

      He purses his lips. “Okay, I can see that. But what if these bigger men just started acting like She?”

      Val cuts in, “I’ve always said, that’s why we She need to get our act together and be better role models.”

      Six-foot-eight of voluptuous Shehood is not what makes her stand out. It’s her compassion. Her protective instincts toward the vulnerable are motherly in force. She quit the Public Guard and came to work private security for me so she wouldn’t have to enforce laws she disagrees with. “Yes, we wouldn’t want men acting like us,” I say. “I’m not sure the ForeMothers really thought it through. But to be fair, their main concern was avoiding the extinction of the human race.”

      “Yeah,” Val smirks. “So cut them some slack.”

      I continue. “And now, for the first time, we know what caused the Inversion, and our new discovery proves it can’t happen again. The process is now impossible to replicate.”

      Tye says, “So you don’t need to worry about that anymore, right?”

      “Which is why we’re working to get the message out.”

      He nods at me with a grin. “You got this, Kāya.”

      I settle back and catch Val’s wink. Yes, we’ve got this. Once we get the facility—our ‘Onyx Institute’—up and running, it will lay bare our true history for all to see. All She will learn that our dominance is secure. And with this new confidence, the fear of men will recede, and rules will be changed to create a fairer, more inclusive society. My sweet Tye will finally get the recognition he deserves. Men, even freemen, will be accepted as valuable members of our We.

      I glance back at Tye and sigh. The extremists will stop at nothing to prevent that. And the more exposure we get, the more desperate they’ll be to silence us.

      Val shakes her head and says, “The Quo. Out here. Dammit. It was bad enough knowing they’re in the city.”

      The city of Provender is two days away, a safe distance, I thought. I haven’t paid enough attention to what’s going on back there.

      That, it seems, has been a mistake. I examine the situation. I can’t focus too much on the Quo team at the jailhouse. It’s the leadership I need to be worried about. It’s hard to believe Suzet and Malique would still be holding a grudge after all these years. No, maybe it isn’t.

      Their goal must be to silence me so that no one else can learn the truth of our origins. I had hoped we’d get the word out there before the Quo had time to react, but the site preparation has been a much bigger job than I expected. Onyx was to be my equal partner in this project, and trying to run things on my own has been challenging. I wish she were here.

      I must assume the arrest of Tye was a probe. They’re probing for weaknesses they can exploit, and they found one. They used Tye as a lure and reeled me in. Now that they know how important to me he is, they can use him as leverage, even use the threat of his death as a deterrent. It’s a tactic they’ve used before.

      I was reckless. I didn’t think things through. It’s like I was driven by fear, by the thought of losing him.

      I wrap myself in my arms. I hate feeling so vulnerable. I knew love was a serious handicap, and I promised myself I wouldn’t …

      Too late now. I’ve discovered how good life can be, filled with love and discovery and new purpose. Watching the wilds slide by, the air is heavy as I fill my lungs.

      Now I have too much to lose.
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      Almost home, late for lunch. I promised Onyx I’d keep this place safe. I wonder what that’s going to take.

      We turn off the ancient roadbed and follow the newly cleared lane through the bush. Near the parking area, we see mounds of excavated dirt surrounding the site of what will be our new storage garage. Out of nowhere, a cloaked figure confronts us, hood enclosing a dark face above the gleam of a silver collar. It’s Bree, out on security patrol. She backs out of our way to let us park.

      “Is it what we thought?” she asks as she greets us, her sun-cloak covering her regalia, its hood shielding her shaved head.

      I glance back at Tye and nod, tight-lipped. He’s avoiding our eyes. Can’t blame him, though I’m sure he feels worse than he should. He’s not the problem here. “Val, Bree, conference room, twenty minutes.”

      “You got it, boss,” says Val.

      Boss. I shake my head as we park. After eighteen years of public service in the Elite Guard, I’m still adjusting to the idea of having my own private enforcement team. And needing them. Onyx and I now have claim to the most valuable historical find in a generation, including records that rewrite what is known of history. The thrill of discovery has not worn off. Down in the huge underground facility, a former genetics research laboratory, each day of exploration brings new revelations. It’s a historical gold mine: five lower levels, each richly packed with information and resources.

      And a magnet for trouble.

      Back inside, the narrow, switchback stairs of the former emergency exit take us down to the main floor. The cavernous main hallway is empty as we enter, and I take a moment to sense the space. The clatter of dishes going into the cafeteria kitchen sink leaks out from the entrance down the hall. The smell of toast. Muffled voices. Two people. Moving toward the central stairway. That will be a pair of my historians heading back to work and I should be down there with them, but I need a few minutes.

      Tye glances in the empty media room on our way past. It seems to hold a special fascination for him, though its video-wall, our stunning window to the past, is dark at the moment. We continue on until we come to the ancient sign on our door—Derik Henley, CEO, Genhance Laboratories—left there for historical display. His secretary’s large outer office is now my office, his inner sanctum, now my bedroom—our bedroom.

      Back in our room, I change out of my regalia and pull on my historian work-wear—cargo pants and a tee-shirt. Tye approaches and looks up at me with trepidation. “I feel awful about messing up your day like that. It won’t happen again.”

      “About that,” I say, scowling at him. He winces, holding his breath. I watch his tension build and hold back as long as I dare. “Thanks for rescuing me,” I say. “I was supposed to be helping Nance and Aida, and you know what they’re like. Talk, talk, talk …”

      His face opens and a laugh bursts out. My heart bubbles. I love the sound of his laughter. I cherish these precious moments when he gives me his laughter, face to face, freely, openly. I wish I could draw it out as easily as Dray or Onyx do, but I’m not known for my comedy. I’m doing my best.

      “Oh, I know,” he chuckles. He shakes his head and gazes up at me with those adoring eyes. “Kay … I⁠—”

      “I’m just glad you’re back safe,” I say. He’s so open. If he knew the real me, he’d be horrified. My head snaps to the side. That’s not true. He has seen the real me. A few times. Yet somehow, he’s still with me, still giving me his heart. I’m ashamed of those times I scared him.

      “Back safe only thanks to you,” he says. He snuggles into my arms, and we rock together until the sense of looming threat recedes.

      My equilibrium restored, I pull myself together and follow Tye to the cafeteria. After wolfing down a ham sandwich, I stride back up the hall toward the conference room. Seeing Bree and Val approach from the other direction, I feel a familiar admiration. Both stood by me for a lean two years before we lucked into this discovery two months ago. Even in the artificial lighting, Bree’s ebony skin is radiant, her tight physique formidable, her revealing enforcer regalia eye-catching. And the voluptuous Val, four inches taller, commands respect and turns heads wherever she goes. Her low self-confidence used to baffle me until she revealed that when she was young, the others used to gang up on her to ‘cut her down to size.’ Ha. Let them try that now. But our early experiences shape us.

      After closing the door, I sit facing my two veteran Bravos across the large table. Val has already given Bree the basics.

      “It was only a matter of time before we heard from the Quo,” says Bree. “What we’ve uncovered here refutes their whole ideology, and exposes them as frauds and hypocrites, so naturally, they’d want to shut us down. But why haven’t they been shut down yet?”

      Val says, “That’s the part that worries me. They’re still spewing their anti-male propaganda, claiming that they represent the true reading of The She Manifesto. And more people are listening to them. If their position gains traction, we could end up with a bunch of extremists at the door.”

      “I’m afraid I just made things worse,” I say. “The Quo leadership will not take this lying down. We need to monitor what’s going on in the village. If they send reinforcements, we must be ready to drive them out, using force if necessary. We need to push the training schedule and get the team up to speed fast. Make sure they know what we’re up against. And ask around. See if anyone has heard anything about what the Quo is up to. We need to be ready for trouble.”

      “Oh, we’ll be ready,” says Bree. “Our four new recruits are settling in, but …”

      “What?”

      “Val and I were surprised when you selected Duoma. She seems a little young, and there were others more experienced.”

      I’ve been sensing the tension. “Duoma was all in, hungry for this opportunity. Her determination impressed me. But there’s something else. It’s obvious she never received proper training, and her technique is poor, you’re right. So how did she earn the rank of Charlie?”

      “A natural talent?”

      “Yes, one that needs to be nurtured.”

      “She’s already a handful in the ring.”

      I nod. “Her skills deficit requires her to be creative, and her unusual style keeps her opponents off balance. I think she has tremendous potential. Besides, she’s got a lot of travel experience, and she’s resourceful. But I can see you’ve got concerns.”

      “She’s a bit … unruly.”

      “Oh? I haven’t seen that. Unruly, how?”

      “No, she acts different around you, but she seems to have trouble with rules.”

      “She’s a gamble, I admit.” I shrug. “Let’s give her a chance and see. Diversity is strength. I don’t want you to all be the same. A kleek is strongest when its six members, each with unique but complementary strengths, gel as a team.”

      There’s more, but I can’t explain it. It’s an air of mystery, an exotic difference that intrigues me. The way she looks at me—It’s something instinctive.

      “Bree, Val, I know I’m putting a lot on your plate, but I’m confident you can handle it. Let’s give her a chance.”

      Bree sighs. “Diversity is strength.”

      Nope. She’s not buying it. This could be a problem. And there’s no time to fix a hiring mistake. If we end up with a weak link, that’s going to be on me. Like everything else. “Okay, let’s get to it. I’m on my way downstairs to update the historian team.”

      I check the cafeteria on my way through, and there’s Tye. We exchange waves and I ease. As long as he’s here, I don’t need to worry.

      Descending the central staircase that connects all five levels of the sprawling underground facility, I get a tingle of pride. I’ve now got six historian specialists working on four different projects. It’s—I forgot to post the cleaning schedule … It’s a lot to carry. I wish Onyx were here to share the load.

      The smell of cleanser dominates level three, the bio-lab level, and I don’t mind it. The biological sciences were never my thing, so that smell helps mask the queasy history of this place.

      I find my veteran historians, Nance and Aida, right where I expect, in the bio-lab. They’re still documenting and cataloging the lab equipment. The desks and counters and cabinets and closets that fill the periphery of the large room are all crammed with stuff. And in the center of it all is the negative-pressure isolation chamber. Aida, her chin-length, straight black hair shining in the bright lighting, is attending to a device on a counter. An incubator? Beside it sits a pair of toaster-oven-sized thermal cyclers. She sees me and calls out.

      Nance’s blond bob-cut swings back as she straightens from behind the contraption she was showing off yesterday. Picking their way past boxes of petri dishes, cell strainers and cryogenic vials, they approach together and greet me with open smiles.

      “Welcome back,” says Aida, soft black eyes sparkling. “You found him okay?”

      “Tye’s fine …”

      Nance examines my eyes. “But?”

      “It looks like the Quo could become a problem.”

      “They’ve always been a problem,” says Aida. “You mean it’s getting worse? Does this involve Tye?”

      I wish it didn’t.

      Nance reads my face. “Damn. What are they up to now?”

      I give them my strategic assessment and conclude with, “So let’s get busy and see if we can de-fang them before they can make their next move. It’s time we got out there with a big public education campaign. The word of mouth is already spreading.”

      “That’s likely what’s got the Quo riled up.”

      Likely. No way around that. “So, how are things looking in here?”

      Nance grins. “Ho-hum. I’m sitting down here on our mountain of treasure, gorging myself on rare delights, with the world’s sexiest She at my side. Just another day at the office.”

      The graceful Aida playfully swats her, as she’s been doing for twenty years. “As we discussed, we’re not trying to restore this as a working lab, so we can get rid of a lot of this equipment. We’ll want to keep selected display samples, so when we open this place to the public, they’ll see the equipment in its natural environment. We’ve separated a lot of the surplus items into a collection of artifacts we can sell.”

      “Good.” This large room, once a cutting-edge genetics laboratory, will be one of the centerpieces of our museum. The negative-pressure isolation chamber alone presents quite a fascination. As do the small—man-sized—biological isolation garments.

      When Nance sticks out her already prominent chin, I know she’s nervous about how I’ll react to something. “Remember that AI we found when we powered up the system?”

      I frown in anticipation. “The artificial intelligence? Is it dangerous?”

      “No. It’s offline and unsalvageable. But with Odette’s help, we did a little digging. It looks like it was instrumental in helping them design the ‘Eve-2 genome,’ among other things.”

      Aida says, “We thought the records might shed some light on why there was no ‘Adam-2 genome.’

      “The male version of the Eve-2?”

      “Yes. Turns out there was.”

      I freeze.

      “But in the AI’s predictive models, the ‘Adam-2’ yielded too many birth defects, so they shelved it.”

      “Think of it,” says Nance. “If all males had been genetically enhanced at the same time as the females, we wouldn’t have our world of She. Men would still be in charge.”

      A chill runs down my spine. The very thing She have always dreaded: the reemergence of male dominance—it came close to happening.

      Aida adds, “I guess we have the AI to thank. It warned them not to put out a faulty germline edit.”

      “Yes, we can be grateful for that. Now, I’m here to work. What’s next on my job list?”

      “Those hybridization incubators on that counter over there need cleaning.”

      I look over. “Why? They were just cleaned a hundred and forty years ago. Do you really think they need it?”

      “Of course not,” says Nance. “It’s just to get you out of our hair.”

      “I’m going to need an incentive to take on a job like that. Where can I get a good hug around here?”

      “You’re such a tease,” says Nance, as she snuggles in.

      I hear movement in the doorway, then a voice. “Hey, can I get me some o’ that?”

      It’s D’nee, our new electrical engineer, sticking her head in the door. Asking a new boss for a hug? Nance and Aida have been with me for two years, and we’ve been through hell together. They’ve earned my affection. D’nee, I hardly know.

      She’s been working in the lab across the hall, mapping the power lines on this level. Early on, Bree made the mistake of asking if her afro was frizzy from getting too many zaps. Seems she’s tired of hearing that one, and Bree’s bald top did not go unscathed. Only six-one, she seems taller as she strides toward us, folder in hand.

      “I was hoping to see you,” I say, opening for a reluctant hug. “How’s the electrical system looking?”

      I take in a scent of burned wiring as she gives me an extra snuggle and we exchange grins as she steps back. “Best job ever,” she says. “Where was I? Oh, yeah. I’ve got the maps right here. This place is impressively designed. Did they tell you about the AI? It likely had a hand in it. Not literally, of course. It has no hands.”

      She gives an impish grin, and I can’t keep a straight face. “Thanks for clarifying.”

      “You’re welcome. Here. Let me show you what I’ve got so far.”

      Her professionalism is on full display as she goes through her material. Feeling out of my depth, I try to hide that by sounding officious. “I’ve been looking over distribution grid you outlined earlier, especially level four. See if you can get the workshop equipment up and running so we can make use of it.”

      “No, the databanks are a higher priority. I need to make sure the backup power is going to be reliable.”

      Nance detects my prickle and steps in. “Good idea, D’nee. It’s critically important we have redundancy there.”

      That’s directed at me. Right. I’m only a boss. I don’t get to give commands here. “Well, report to me if you come across any problems.”

      Nance and Aida exchange smug glances. Really, you two? To D’nee, I say, “As soon as I’m done here … maybe after supper, I’ll be down to give you a hand.”

      “Finally, a decent boss,” she says.

      “I thought you were self-employed before.”

      “I was. So, as you can imagine, my boss was a total bitch.”

      A chuckle bursts out of me. “I can’t make any promises, but I’ll do my best to live up to her legacy.”

      “Don’t even bother.”

      Nance smirks. “Oh, I’m sure it won’t be any trouble.”

      Ignoring her, I address D’nee. “I’ll see you shortly.”

      “Drop in anytime,” she says—as if I need an invitation.

      I remind myself that they’re the experts. I’m still new to all this stuff.

      But I could pin them to the floor in two seconds if I had to. So, there.

      The rest of the afternoon disappears in a flash. I apologize to D’nee for skipping out early and promise to make up for it tomorrow. Where did the day go? Oh, right. I had to go off chasing Tye. It’s mid-evening, and I still have two more checks I want to make before everyone calls it a day.

      No one is on the workshop level tonight, so I continue down. Now five stories below ground, I shiver in the cool air as I reach the bottom floor. My new computer specialists, Odette and Stel, are seasoned veterans in a field of few practitioners. There just aren’t enough working computers around to make it worth all the studying required, and we aren’t capable of building new ones. Finding working electronic parts among the billions of old components that were left behind is an industry in itself. But dealing with high-end systems, that’s a rare specialty.

      Admittedly, I’m not much use to them. This meticulous pair has worked together for years. They’ll be trying to keep the old data center, a historical gold mine, up and running. Both intently focused on a screen, neither gives me more than a quick glance.

      “Not a good time,” says Odette, raising a stop-hand without looking up.

      I bite my tongue and back away. Academics. Need them. With a sigh, I turn and head for the door.

      “Wait,” calls Stel. “Did you get those film cameras set up yet? We can’t count on these chipsets to last.”

      “Yeah, we’re on it.” I’ve got the enforcers taking turns in the media room when they’re not training. It’s urgent that we back up everything with analog recordings while we still can—Right. Order more film.

      Now to the basement maintenance room to check with Resa, my new mechanical engineer. She’s working by herself—which she seems to prefer—on one of the mammoth air exchangers. I marvel the ancient machine still works at all. Resa doesn’t think it will last much longer. Memories resurface of our first descent into this place, wearing oxygen masks. It’s uninhabitable without pumped-in air. Modernizing the ventilation system is next on the priority list. Until then, we’re breathing on borrowed time.

      “This needs new parts,” she says, without glancing up. “I made a list.” She retrieves it and hands it to me.

      The youngest of my new engineers, at twenty-six, Resa is not one for exchanging pleasantries or showing interest in people. Okay, let’s face it. Her people-skills suck. When Nance first described her as neurodivergent, I was excited to have another hypersenser, like me. But no, she’s a different divergent. We’re all unique, I guess.

      Already short, at five-eleven, her slouch makes her seem even shorter. I fight the urge to tell her to stand up straight. Last time I did, she looked down to check her feet, then went back to what she was doing and completely ignored me. Turns out she has trouble making sense of people and doesn’t always understand—or care—what we’re saying. But Great Mother, she’s good with machines.

      “We’ll be picking up supplies next time we’re in the city,” I say.

      “When will I have them?”

      “Soon. It’s a five-day round trip, Resa, so I hope it’s nothing urgent.”

      “It is. This needs new parts. You have the list.”

      I sigh. “It’s going to be at least a week, maybe longer. Is the ventilation going to last that long?”

      “Probability of failure within a week, twenty-five percent, increasing with extended time.” She turns back to what she was doing.

      Okay, I need to push this. I stand uncertain, not sure what I’m waiting for, then walk away shaking my head. You could at least pretend to show a little respect. But maybe that would be hard for her. I’ve got to stop thinking of people as subordinates. These people, even the men, are not required by duty to be here. They’re here by choice. And I need them. Why is that so hard for me?

      It’s not like needing people is new to me. I’ve always worked on teams, depended on my kleek-mates, depended on my partner⁠—

      I deflate. I hope Onyx is doing well in rehab. I need her here. And she’s not.

      That’s why needing people is hard. How can I count on them?

      At least I have Tye. I can always count on him. It’s just that men …

      The long shadow of bygone betrayal darkens my path. A man I counted on took my little girl’s life and left me shattered … Stop. Tye’s not like that. He would never—Don’t even go there. Leave the past in the past.

      That’s where the Quo belongs, too. If only they’d stay there.
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      Kāya didn’t want the men coming in today until she’s sure they won’t be in danger from the Quo. She and the team won’t be back from patrolling the town until after lunch. Yesterday’s trouble still has me rattled.

      The smell of damp earth has a calming effect as I survey the dig site alone. Another cloudy sky. It looks like it might rain, so it’s just as well we’re not digging today. I finish a quick check of our progress so far and review the next stage in my mind.

      “Big job,” calls out Val.

      She’s strolling toward me, examining the huge excavation. Out on guard duty, she’s patrolling in her regalia, a shapely feast for the eyes. All six-foot-eight of her. She’s become a dear and respected friend. “Big job,” I agree.

      “How long have you been a digger?”

      That used to be a put-down; now it’s a term of endearment. “A year and a bit.”

      She nods. “Last year was the worst time you could have picked to try to start a new excavation business. The recession hit the city hard. The food shortages had people scared and everyone was cutting back.”

      “Not in Hillhaven,” I say. “In fact, the village was growing faster than I’ve ever seen.”

      “That’s because people were leaving the city to live in the cheaper outskirts. Anyway, there is a lot riding on this year’s crops. If we get a decent growing season, it should ease the pressure. If not, I worry about the mood of the We. Emotions are easily stirred up when people are scared. We are a sharing society for a reason. We all know what can happen when people feel they need to compete for food.”

      I sneer, “You’ve never had to depend on She to get fed. You’ve probably never been hungry in your life.” I hear the snark in my voice too late.

      Towering, she turns to confront me. “Hey. I’m on your side. Don’t start with me. I get that things haven’t been fair, but don’t forget what happens when you treat a friend as an enemy.”

      “I know, I know. Sorry, it’s just …”

      “Years of pent-up resentment. I get it. Still, if we’re going to change things, we need all the help we can get, and pissing people off is not the way to get it.”

      I do need her on my side, and as many She as possible, or nothing’s going to change. “Val, I’m sorry. You’re right. I get carried away sometimes when I’m … hungry.”

      “Like most people. That’s the problem we’re up against, and why we all need to pull together.”

      “And Val, … I’m grateful to have you on my side. And so is Kāya. I hope you know that.”

      Her face softens. “Why don’t you go get some lunch. Take care of that hunger problem.” With a tip of her head, she continues her patrol.

      I stand transfixed, savoring the view as she walks away, then sigh and head back inside, scolding myself. I’m an apprentice historian now. I can’t be acting like some resentful freeman.

      I used to hate this climb up and down three flights of switchback stairs to get in and out, but now I’m just grateful for the access. Having a free day means I get to help inside, down where the real action is. But before I go down to the lower levels, I’m gonna sneak some time to work on my new passion, studying history. It’s when I’m learning about the past that I feel successful. Even as an apprentice historian, I’m breaking new ground for men.

      I’ve been itching to explore a package of my mother’s old writings. These notes from her work as a cultural historian were passed to me by one of her old friends, aware of my newfound status. They’re sitting on Kāya’s desk for me to read whenever I get the time. Right now, I’m gonna make time.

      Entering the first level of the subterranean complex, I find the wide corridor empty, duck into our suite and close the door behind me. The packet of papers sits on the corner of Kāya’s front-office desk, and I pull it toward me with trembling hands. The thick folder, bound by a single white ribbon, feels as delicate as my heart. The scent of old paper stirs a complex mix of memories. The first time I read some of her work, I was horrified. But things have changed. I know things now—things I shouldn’t.

      Like the fact that there used to be ‘women.’ But now that I do, now that I know how the tables have turned, I can’t help but feel a kinship with the females of the Before. Like me, they’d have lived facing the threat of overwhelming brute force. I bet they resented that, too.

      But in my world, all females are She. Where women were once, on average, five inches shorter than men, She are, on average, five inches taller than men. The cause of the Inversion is still a mystery to most. And yet I know. Me. A man.

      If I hadn’t seen the evidence, I’d consider the story ridiculous. An engineered virus designed to make germline edits to the genome, changes that would be passed down through generations. Seriously? They could build a virus? Make specific edits to the human genome? It was supposed to make humanity stronger, but released prematurely, it only worked on females, and the misunderstood side-effects triggered a global bio-war. It’s boggling. They were smart enough to do that, yet so stupid as to do that. I wonder if we’ll do any better.

      As a Historian, my mother has studied women but could never share any of her work with me. Now I have these. I reverently untie the ribbon and open the folder to find a pile of handwritten pages, notes for what would become her first published book. They must be twenty years old. I pick a page and start reading.
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